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      My day wasn’t going well, and it was only ten-thirty in the morning. I gave my phone a last wistful glance as I opened the door into the offices of Proctor & Sullivan Accounting Services. What a way to start the second day of my new temp job.

      
        
        Ms. Dover, thank you for your application, but no.

      

      

      The email’s contents hadn’t changed since arriving earlier, but the font seemed larger and somehow in bold.

      “You’re late, Maddie,” Lisa said, blocking the way into the small space we shared at P&S. She was dressed in a neat white blouse and blue slacks matching her deep blue lipstick, her midnight black hair cropped short to the beautiful curve of her head.

      I wore jeans, a green sweatshirt, sneakers, my brown hair gathered in an easy ponytail, and the beginnings of a zit on my forehead.

      “But—”

      “You’re late.”

      Surreptitiously, I glanced down at my phone’s clock before pocketing it. “I don’t start until—”

      Lifting her chin, she looked at me down her upturned button nose. “You’re late.”

      I sighed and accepted defeat. “Okay.”

      Lisa gave me a sharp nod, happy with the acknowledgment of my erroneous ways, but didn’t move. I wanted to nudge her so she would step aside, but Lisa wasn’t the kind of person you casually nudged. Plus, I needed her on my side—office work was boring already as it was without friendly faces nearby.

      Also, I really, really enjoyed being alive.

      “I need you to go down to the archives.”

      Oh, wow. Scratch that about the day not going well—it was sliding right into a catastrophic debacle. “You mean down to the…?”

      Another jerk of her chin. “The basement, yes.”

      My face must’ve looked like an upside-down smile emoji, because she cleared her throat and got very busy unhooking her keycard from the waist of her slacks. “I need some files from an older client, and they haven’t been digitized yet.” She held out the keycard. “Make yourself useful for being late.”

      I eyed the card like it was a viper. This might be my second day at Proctor & Sullivan, but I was no stranger to the building, and had, in fact, done temp jobs at a few other businesses here. People involved with Fae magic tended to stick together, given the rest of humanity was unaware it existed, and something about the building made everyone happy. The parts above ground, at least.

      The basement, better known as the Bowels of Hell, was another thing altogether.

      “Shouldn’t you go?” I asked in my smoothest tone, blinking a couple of times for added effect. “It’s probably not legal for me to use your keycard, is it?”

      “Maddie, take the card and bring me the file. Are you going to drag your feet every time I need you to do something? Because in that case, I can ask Joe to—”

      At the name of my temp agency boss, I snatched the card from her hand. “No need to go there,” I grumbled. This might be a temporary job, but thanks to the email I had received that morning, I still needed it.

      Lisa beamed for a second then went to her desk and dropped onto her chair. “You know which room?”

      I searched my memory. Everyone—including me—went into the basement at least once, hoping to show off and demonstrate there was nothing scary down there. Some made it out…wrong.

      Or so went the stories.

      “I think so.”

      Lisa waved me away and swirled her chair to face her monitor. “Hurry up.”

      And that was how I found myself waiting by the elevators outside the office in the middle of a beautiful spring morning, about to go into the Bowels of Hell. Naturally, I decided the best thing to do was to take out my phone and check my email. Again.

      Yup, there it was, on top of the list. My newest, and seventh, rejection for the job of my dreams. And because I was me, I decided to further uplift my day by reading it again.

      
        
        Ms. Dover, thank you for your application, but no.

        A. Greaves

      

      

      Greaves, aka the Jerk, aka the boss at the Magical Artifacts Retrieval and Research Institute. The person who stood between me and my ideal job. Ever since I was a kid and my mother told me of the Fae, I had dreamed of joining the Institute, going on treasure hunts, and finding out everything there was to know about their artifacts. The Fae might’ve gone back underground a hundred years ago, but their magic and their descendants—part Fae like me—still ran amok on the surface.

      I had waited to apply until I hit twenty, thinking the two in front of my age would serve me better than a one. It hadn’t. So I had moped for a bit then applied again. And again. And gotten temp jobs in the meantime, hoping to soak up more information while I worked around those who dealt with magic and artifacts.

      And now, at twenty-four, I was starting to wonder if what I needed was a three instead of a two.

      But! There was a bright side to all of this, I told myself with a wide smile. The Jerk had thanked me. It hadn’t been simply Ms. Dover. No. like the fifth and sixth rejections, or signed by his assistant like the fourth. I was growing on him. Perhaps the eighth would do the trick, or maybe what I was missing was more experience in the field of fakes versus authentic. I was, after all, only one-sixteenth Fae. I needed to supplement.

      I thought about nudging Joe to get me a job at Kane’s antiques shop on the second floor. Joe had contacts everywhere in the building, since he was the only one supplying temp workers with an inkling of the existence of Fae magic. He could put me in there even if they didn’t need a temp. I was an excellent employee. I deserved the assist.

      It was better than my current plan of simply outlasting the Jerk and hoping he got fired.

      The elevator doors opened, and I slipped inside along with a few other office workers. There were a couple of private firms similar to P&S on the same floor, along with a big insurance business—Fae magic could be pretty tricky, and activating a Fae artifact or a ward by accident could lead to interesting, if not devastating, results.

      The cab began its descent, and I opened a text convo with Kane. Hey, I typed, space for me at the shop? Thinking of getting in some extra hours. Better to ask first before forcing Joe’s hand.

      “Hi, Maddie. How’s the new job working out? We miss you at the office.”

      Pocketing the phone, I grinned at Bea. “Good so far.”

      “They got you on coffee runs, huh?”

      I touched the keycard. If only. “Kind of.”

      The doors opened again, and we spilled into the reception lobby. The main elevators did not reach the basement, so I bid Bea farewell and turned toward the stairs in the back of the hall. My steps immediately slowed. You could sense the gloom emanating from the basement slowly encroaching on the sunny day. It turned the corner leading to the stairs into something akin to the entrance of a dark alleyway. Not the dark, irresistibly dangerous type, but more like the I bet there is a monster rat living in there kind.

      My feet got even slower when I noticed a man leaning against the wall by the second elevator. Like the basement stairs, his foreboding expression brought a cloud of gloom to the morning, and my instincts told me there was some Fae blood in there. I eyed him curiously as I walked by. He was tall, maybe in his late twenties, dressed in jeans, black t-shirt, and a bomber jacket. He wore his dark hair short, and his jaw had the beginnings of a stubble that looked like those scratchy sponges you use when you really need that grime off your pans. And his nose—slightly too hooked, slightly too long—commanded attention and had no shame in doing so. I could spend hours looking at that face, not because it was handsome, but because it was so interesting.

      Our eyes met and held for a couple of never-ending seconds. I was trapped. Until I stumbled sideways. He showed no reaction. His gaze simply moved away to land on something else.

      A slow roasting of shame heated my cheeks as I plowed on toward the stairs, my sneakers squeaking against the polished floors the whole way. Caught staring like a five-year-old. Thumbs up, way to go, Maddie. The squeaking turned my arms into a mass of goosebumps, the sound so loud half the lobby must be looking my way. Or more, judging by the thousand tiny pricks nailing my back.

      I inhaled deeply to calm myself. The day might not be showing a lot of promise so far, but really, it could only go up from there, right? Soon I would be out of view. The basement was just that, a basement. A rejection was just that, a rejection. Plus, the Jerk had thanked me. One day, when I was a member of the Institute (and in the Jerk’s chair), I would look back at today and smile fondly at all the adventure I didn’t yet know was to come.

      The thought improved my mood. The stranger forgotten, I bounced down the steps into the Bowels of Hell.
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      The basement was a series of interconnected corridors with creepy fluorescent lights lining the ceiling. The walls were a dull gray cement, and if the doors weren’t the normal sort, you’d think this was the type of storage place where murderers came to leave corpses stuffed in freezers. A distinct chill permeated my bones, and I shoved my hands deep into my jeans pockets to keep them warm. It didn’t help. Hell was, apparently, freezing over.

      My sneakers made no sound as I crept forward. The corridor wasn’t long enough to feel as if the other end was lost in shadows, but not knowing what might wait around the sharp bend ahead was worse. A feeling of otherness emanated from that corner, as if whatever haunted this place was just a step ahead, egging me on, knowing I’d have to go in that direction eventually.

      A shadow crossed the edge of my sight.

      I jumped with a yelp and whirled around. The corridor was empty, the stairs bathed in a strong light. A shiver ran up my back, and I couldn’t stop a shudder when it reached my neck.

      Just a rat. Rats loved creepy basements. Telling myself this, I faced the corridor again and made my way down its length, passing a couple of unmarked doors with electronic locks and admiring how clean everything looked. I remembered thinking the same the previous two times I had investigated the place. I hoped they paid the cleaning crew their weight in gold, and I hoped they never needed a temp to fill in. Because, yikes.

      The thought was disturbing enough to shake me out of my slow progress. I hurried my steps and checked my phone. No reception down here—this was basically a horror movie, so why would there be reception?—but Kane still hadn’t answered. I hoped this meant he was asking his boss. He usually answered my texts pretty fast.

      While the basement had almost a maze pattern, it wasn’t too hard to tell where I was. Not this close to the stairs, anyway. The doors were all the same, but some had metal name plates indicating who the rooms belonged to, and they were grouped differently on each stretch. Whoever had designed this place had had some fun. Kane thought they had just given their kid some crayons and had them go at it, but I’d always felt there was a deeper pattern buried in here. Along with some corpses, probably.

      That was why a while back I’d decided to make another excursion down here, my curiosity leading the way while I attempted to draw a map on my phone. But after a few corridors, it had seemed so silly, and the place so gloomy and silent and empty that it had been easy to imagine myself stumbling, breaking my ankles, and dying of starvation before anyone found me. Needless to say, the trip was cut short. Thanks to that exploration, though, I knew where to find P&S’s archives.

      Proctor & Sullivan was written very clearly on the plate attached to one of the dark gray metal doors.

      The thing is, though, the door right next to it was slightly ajar.

      I licked my lips, staring at the small crack into darkness. Like dangling chocolate cake in front of my face, really. The two doors were side by side, so even with no P&S written on it, I knew they both belonged to the company. That was the whole point of most of the businesses in the building: the official face, and the private face. And the private face always had something to do with the Fae.

      As did the slight wisps of magic dangling from the door. A broken ward.

      I focused on the door in front of me, closed tight, the electronic lock’s tiny red light scolding at my thoughts. Don’t get involved, it said. Grab the files and go back upstairs, ye little adventuress. Protect yer soul from the evils of curiosity.

      I have no excuses for what I did next. None. Zero. But there you have it.

      The first thing I noticed when poking the open door wider was the smell. I scrunched my nose in distaste. A sleeping potion had been used there, and not long before. Like most things carrying Fae magic, potions had their own set of give-and-take.

      You see, Fae magic is all about the trade. And the Fae always take more than they give.

      In this case, a sleeping potion would send you to sleep, but not before you became aware of the horrid smell and knew you had a few moments to spare before you fell like a log.

      The second thing I noticed was that something was blocking the door.

      I ran my finger across the wall, searching for the light switch. When I found it, another two things came to light: One, how many clients could P&S possibly have that they required the two dozen filing cabinets and piles of boxes stacked against the walls, and two, the thing blocking the door was an unconscious person on the floor. At least, I hoped he was unconscious. I wasn’t about to touch him to make sure.

      I mean, there was no blood. That was encouraging, right?

      The man was crumpled on his side, like he had been trying to get out of the room in a hurry when the sleeping potion had caught hold. Yes, sometimes I shocked myself with my powers of deduction. Too bad the Jerk wouldn’t allow me to use them for a worthier cause.

      Carefully stepping over the body, I turned in a slow circle, finding nothing seemingly out of place except for one of the drawers. It lay slightly open, the way metal drawers get when you try to slam them shut in a hurry and they bounce back. I had little experience with this since I was more of a nudge-closed kind of girl, but it seemed a likely scenario.

      And why had he tried to close that drawer?

      I opened it the whole way, and something rolled against the metal base. Pulling the files close to the front revealed an empty space with a sphere the size of my fist lying inside. I caught my breath at the unmistakable whisper of power.

      A hidden Fae artifact. Oh, my.

      The mother of all smiles began to spread across my face, and my chest expanded beyond reason, all giddiness and glee. My first artifact hunter find. Mine.

      I reached inside the drawer but hesitated before touching the ball. The sleeping potion that got the guy on the floor had to be related to this artifact. Would there be another if I took it out of the drawer? But the smell wasn’t as strong here as by the door. No, it was more likely the guy on the floor had triggered some kind of trap, possibly related to the broken ward on the door, and scared someone might find the artifact on his person, had hidden it before collapsing. Which would make the artifact his, not mine. But then, I assured myself, all artifacts had been someone else’s before being rediscovered.

      I would return it if need be, of course, but for now, there was no point in destroying my artifact hunter fantasy. With this in mind, I took the ball out of the drawer.

      It was beautiful—a smooth, light-gray sphere warm to the touch with a series of green lines forming patterns on its surface. Not etched, but part of the material. It didn’t feel like metal or stone, but something more vital, like heavy polished wood.

      “What shall I call you?” I purred in a low voice, rotating the ball while tracing the patterns. All Fae artifacts deserved a name. The grander the name, the more dangerous the artifact, the more stories would be written about it. Not to worry, though, nobody was dumb enough to name a Worldender or Extinctionpleaser.

      Having Fae blood in me, no matter how distilled, meant I could activate his ball if I wished to do so.

      I didn’t. Whatever this thing did—release some kind of power, become some kind of weapon, be a conduit for other types of magic—it would claim a toll. With all Fae magical things, you’d better make damn sure you knew exactly what you were giving up before paying it.

      A sharp inhale in the eerily silent room almost made me drop the ball. Clutching it to my chest, I spun toward the door and froze.

      The man from the lobby stood there. His dark eyes went from the guy on the floor to me, to the artifact, to me, to the guy on the floor, and back to me. By then my heart had lodged itself in my throat, and my eyes were about to fall out they were open so wide.

      There was only one thing to do.

      I gave him a smile so bright it was about to scorch everything in sight. “Hello! Do you work here?”
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      “Reaaally?” he said with pure sarcasm, giving that a a good and prosperous life. His voice was like his face—rough, scary, and captivating.

      “I work for Proctor & Sullivan,” I said, doggedly ignoring his suspicious glare. “You?”

      “No.”

      I swallowed. “Then you probably shouldn’t be here.”

      His gaze flickered down to the unconscious guy then back to me.

      “That wasn’t me, I swear. I found him like that.”

      He made a noncommittal sound then focused on the artifact. I turned slightly, protecting it from his view. “What?”

      “You find that too?”

      I didn’t like the mocking tone of his voice. “This is P&S’s room. I came down to retrieve some, uh, items.”

      “I see. I thought Proctor & Sullivan were an accounting firm. Have they branched into the magic artifact business?”

      Okay, good, so he knew about Fae stuff. My instincts hadn’t been wrong. “What my employers do is none of your—”

      “What’s your name?”

      The sharpness of his question jolted me into answering. “Maddie.”

      His eyes widened a fraction, then his expression turned pensive. Which I appreciated over the whole I-caught-you-in-the-act-you-naughty-thief mocking thing he had going on.

      It didn’t last long.

      “So, Maddie,” he said wryly, “if this”—he made air quotes—“wasn’t me, I swear, shouldn’t you be calling for help?”

      “There’s no reception down here.”

      He arched his brows. I was reminded of the good and prosperous reaaally. “Then shouldn’t you be running upstairs and calling for help?”

      “Shouldn’t you?” I asked, knowing I sounded way too cheeky for the circumstances. The situation was still extremely awkward, my heart was still jumping rope inside my chest—the rope being my guts—and I couldn’t be responsible for what my brain told my mouth to do. I lowered my tone and tried again. “I was simply making sure nothing had been disturbed before going back upstairs.” I sniffed. “The man is simply asleep. The smell from the potion is unmistakable.”

      “So it is.”

      That was all he said before allowing the silence to descend upon us. A tingle of unease began to crawl up my spine, and I cursed myself for not thinking of the possibility that this man had been the one to set the trap. That he had come for the artifact, or that he might use something stronger than a sleep potion to take it from me. My sweatshirt was suddenly a furnace, and sweat dampened my forehead.

      I gathered my courage with an effort of will. “What’s your name?” They say you gotta build a relationship with the bad guys so they feel bad about offing you, right?

      He let that one roast in the air for a good while, too. Slowly, never dropping my gaze, he crouched and reached for the guy’s neck. “Aidan.”

      It didn’t fit him, and yet it did. In any other circumstance—say, in the safety of my room while I looked him up on my phone—I’d have found all these small contradictions quite fascinating.

      There was a sudden shift in the atmosphere. I looked at the spot where Aidan’s fingers had just made contact with the guy’s neck. Something had happened. Was he aware of it? He showed no reaction when my eyes refocused on his face, and I wanted to kick myself for not paying better attention. I still sensed no remains of a ward besides the one on the door. Some kind of spell, perhaps? Had he used something to keep the guy asleep?

      “Alive,” Aidan said.

      He returned to his full height and stepped over the body. I took a step back. His features softened into what, after much deliberation, I now believe he meant to be a reassuring expression. At the time, though, it only made adrenaline rush through my veins and my gaze dart around for anything I could use to bust his knees, destroy his groin, or generally defend my person in any useful way.

      “Don’t be scared,” he said smoothly. Sure, I’d get right on that. “I just need to take a look at the artifact.”

      Alarm shot through me. “What? No.”

      There was no way I was letting anyone touch this ball. See, all this time in the back of my mind, I had been playing with an idea. True Fae artifacts were rare—the man on the floor sure had thought this one of enough value to try hiding it—and there was a job in the Magical Artifacts Retrieval and Research Institute with my name of it, even if nobody wanted to acknowledge it yet. This little magical ball in my hand was about to get me some serious consideration.

      Aidan let out an impatient tsk. “I’m not going to hurt you.” He lifted his hand, palm up. “That thing could be very dangerous. Hand it over.”

      I shook my head. “No.”

      He scowled and took another step. “You don’t know what you’re playing with.”

      My answer was to take another step back.

      Then, in a sudden movement, Aidan leaped forward.

      I squawked and jumped back, out of his reach. I ran to the farthest corner of the room and flattened myself against the filing cabinets.

      “Give it here,” he said sternly.

      “No, it’s mine,” I shot back, hiding the ball behind me. “Finders keepers!”

      “What?” he demanded in outrage. “It’s not yours.”

      “I found it.”

      “You stumbled upon it seconds before I found it.”

      I grinned. “Well, timing is everything, isn’t it?”

      His hands twitched, as if he wanted to strangle me. After taking a deep breath, he tried again. “I work for the Institute. I need to take a look at—”

      “No,” I blurted in horror. Another thought struck me. “Oh, you recognized my name, didn’t you?” I preened a little despite the shock of the revelation. “Do they talk about me a lot at the Institute?” Things must really be looking up if my name was being tossed around.

      “Sure. Now give me the damn ball.”

      I bit my lip, my spirits lifting. “If you talk to your boss about giving me a job.”

      The look on his face was almost comical. “Huh?”

      “The artifact for a job,” I told him with my most charming smile. I even added a wink.

      Aidan cut the air with a hand. “Enough of this nonsense. Any unidentified artifact with no clear ownership falls inside the Institute’s purview.”

      “It’s called the Ball of Jobopportunity, and it’s mine. There, identified.”

      I’m not sure what pushed him over the edge, the name or the reaffirmation of my ownership—might’ve been the smirk—but he went very still. His eyes narrowed, his mouth settling into an even grimmer line, and then he began advancing toward me with a scary purpose that had me about to climb all over the cabinets. The kind of purpose you knew would never stop, never falter.

      Except that he did—stop.

      Aidan blinked, attempted another step. His face became strained, his neck corded tight.

      The shift in the atmosphere earlier clicked into place inside my brain.

      “Binding spell,” I exclaimed like I’d won a quiz game.

      Aidan did not look happy.

      “What now, Mr. Institute?” I said (gloated). I tossed the ball into the air a couple of times. “Would you like to reconsider my offer?”

      “Hell, no.” He made another attempt at moving farther from the guy by poking the air in front of him. “You will give me the ball, you will help with the binding spell, and I might not mention your attempted theft.”

      I snorted. Attempted theft. As if anyone was going to put any stock into that. It wasn’t like he could take me to the cops for coming across a magical ball in the basement room belonging to my place of work, where I had been sent by my boss.

      “I’m sorry,” I said sweetly. “I can’t remove bindings.”

      “We don’t need to remove it,” he said with badly concealed impatience. “We only need to shift it.”

      While I had a good knowledge of how Fae magic worked, I was the first to acknowledge I didn’t know much about binding spells. “You can do that?”

      He nodded brusquely. “Yes. The binding is between sentient, intelligent beings. It doesn’t care who is bound to who as long as two of them are.” He eyed me disdainfully. “Although in your case, it might fail.”

      “Wait,” I said suspiciously. “You want to transfer the bind…to me?” There was definitely some acute horror in the last word. “No. Nope. Not doing it. No.”

      Aidan took another long, calming breath. “Look here, lady. We both need to get out of here, and this is the only way.”

      Wow, first my intelligence, now lady. Bringing out the big guns. “Will you let me keep the ball?”

      He barked a laugh like it was the funniest thing he had ever heard. “No.”

      “I’m sorry, dude, but I don’t think so. Not unless you agree to my offer. A job at the Institute, and you can have the ball and my help. I can wait here all day, I don’t care.” I sat to reiterate my point, then wished I hadn’t because the floor was freezing and it went right through my jeans. “Someone will eventually come looking for me. They’ll call security, and you’re the one not allowed to be in here.”

      Cocking his head, Aidan gave me a long, searching look. It flustered me, but I didn’t want to drop my gaze. Artifact hunters did not avoid staring contests no matter how badly their cheeks burned. Plus, Aidan sure as hell wouldn’t, so I couldn’t.

      “I don’t think we have the whole day,” he finally said.

      The non-combative honesty in his voice caught my attention. “Why not?”

      “Because I think the sleeping potion and the binding spell weren’t the only traps set off in this room.”
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      I felt it then, too, a kind of restlessness that had nothing to do with the man standing between me and freedom. Scrambling to my feet, I peeked at the door around Aidan’s frame. It remained partially open, the edge digging into the guy on the floor. We—well, Aidan—should probably move him…oh, damn. I tried hard to keep my eyes focused on the door and not let them flicker between them or he’d know I had just realized something. Mostly, that if he dragged the body a bit farther in, I’d have no way to get out of his reach.

      But maybe he didn’t need to, because the unease grew stronger the longer I stared at the hallway beyond the door. The lights were on, but the place was growing darker, as if something was slowly making its way along the corridor, sucking their glow.

      “What is it?” I whispered.

      Aidan glanced over his shoulder. “I’m not sure. But we shouldn’t be here when it arrives.”

      I nodded toward Floor Guy. “What about him?”

      “We’ll close the door behind him.”

      “Why not close the door now?” My fingers itched to do just that. The corridor was starting to look like an open maw. Brightness from inside our room speared the wall across the door, but I realized with a start that our lights were starting to dim.

      I’d read enough thrillers to know where this was going.

      “Okay. How do we do it?” I asked, dropping the ball down the front of the tucked in t-shirt I wore under the sweatshirt. It settled somewhere near my hip. My pockets were too small and the waist of my jeans tight enough to prevent it from falling out. Aidan looked perplexed by what I’d just done. Did he really think I’d simply hand over the ball and throw myself at his mercy? “Well?”

      He snapped out of it and held out his hand. Except he couldn’t, because he was at the edge of the binding spell’s range, so he took a step back and repeated the attempt. “Hold my hand. It should do it on its own.”

      I eyed his hand warily. Big hand, elegant fingers. Interesting. “That easy?”

      “A binding of this type is a game, not serious security.” He bit off the words like it was distasteful to be forced to explain things.

      It didn’t matter, though, because I was a sponge for Fae information. I pounced greedily on his words. “The mischief is in seeing how others attempt to get rid of—or trick—their partners rather than in making it overly complicated,” I said with triumph.

      “Take my damn hand.”

      I gave him a fully-toothed grin and clasped it. His hand dwarfed mine, his skin warm in the chill of the room, his fingers strong as they curled around mine. The atmosphere in the room snapped again, and a small jolt of power passed between us, not unlike getting a shock of static electricity but a lot more pleasurable. I glanced up and found him looking at our hands with satisfaction.

      “It’s done?” I asked, even though I knew it was. I needed to say something while I processed the excitement rushing through my veins. Sure, I knew I could theoretically activate artifacts or wards if I wanted to, and had handled real artifacts at Kane’s shop during a previous stint working there, but I had never come across live magic. I had hoped at the Institute I would. I had been right—more field experience was just what I needed before reapplying for the job.

      Aidan changed his hold on my hand, and his fingers closed around my wrist, sending another beautiful cascade of warm tingling up my arm. Except this time, it didn’t feel like magic.

      “Let’s go,” he ordered, tugging me toward the door.

      Scowling at his hand, I followed. He let go of me so we could move poor Floor Guy out of the way, after a warning to not touch his skin and a roll of my eyes to tell Aidan what I thought of his advice, and then we stepped outside into the corridor.

      The way to the stairs was something out of a nightmare. The heavy kind, the ones where you don’t know what’s coming because you can’t see it, but you know it is coming. The ceiling lights had given up all pretense, leaving the bend in the corridor drenched in darkness, a kind of thick black oil that would stick to your skin and slowly suck you in. On the walls by our sides, small cracks had appeared—an otherworldly vine slowly feeling its way along the corridor, testing, searching.

      For us.

      Even as I accepted this, the vines crept and the darkness leaped forward, as if it had finally found its target.

      I yelped and grabbed on to Aidan’s arm, intending to push him in front of me. He paid me no attention and spun on his heels.

      “Move,” he barked. A waste of breath, really. I was already moving deeper into the corridor.

      We didn’t slow down until we took a couple of corners and the basement returned to its usual cheery self. I would’ve never thought I’d miss dull gray paint so much.

      “What is it?” I peeked at the corridor behind us. Still gray, still blissfully bright.

      “Some kind of Fae creature would be my guess. A hound, perhaps.”

      I swallowed hard. Fae creatures were the stuff of nightmares. They ranged from humongous beasts that took several Fae to bring down, to wolf-like animals that delighted in the destruction they caused. And they all partook in the lovely sport of mauling.

      “This far outside Fae land?” I asked in a whisper. Most of us had never seen a Fae—the same industrial revolution that had eventually stopped the Fae from wanting to leave their underground kingdoms had also affected the beasts that prowled there.

      “There is more than enough magic concentrated here to make them comfortable. You realize it’s not that they can’t cross, it’s that they like it better down there on their side.”

      The mocking edge to his tone was hard to ignore, but hey, as long as he was in the mood… “And why is that? The concentration, I mean.” I had always wondered.

      “Ley lines are especially strong here.”

      My mouth opened in surprise.

      He caught my expression with a fast glance and shook his head in irritation. “What, didn’t you find it strange that so many businesses dealing with Fae magic rent in this building?”

      “What, were you born knowing everything?” I asked in feigned shock.

      His mouth curved the barest bit. “I’d like to think so.”

      We took another corner. Another short expanse of gray interrupted by two metal doors greeted us. I coughed. “Thenwhyarewelost.”

      Aidan’s smile soured right away. “We’re not lost.”

      We had gone well beyond my earlier explorations. By now, we had to have walked farther than the actual building on top of us and into the next block. Taking a sharp turn left, we went along the next stretch of corridor. This one had no doors.

      “So,” I said nonchalantly, giving him a covert look, “how long have you worked for the Institute?”

      A grunt was his only response.

      “Must be hard working for a jerk,” I added smoothly.

      “A jerk?”

      I waved my hand. “You know, your boss.”

      “My boss?”

      His tone made me look up. Aidan’s expression was blank, and I let out a noise of impatience. “You know, Director Greaves. The Jerk.”

      Aidan stopped and blinked a couple of times. “The Jerk,” he repeated in a monotone voice.

      “Maybe he’s not a jerk to everyone?” I asked, all eagerness, stepping closer. “Does he like you? Can you put in a good word for me when I call to trade in the ball?” I caught a hint of cologne or soap. Something that stirred my senses. Definitely not aftershave, I decided, taking another look at his jaw. I almost wanted to run a finger down his stubble to see if it felt as rough as it looked. Run a finger, then poke the nose.

      “The Jerk.” He frowned in a spectacular example of foreboding. “What makes you think he’s a jerk?”

      “If it acts like a jerk and speaks like a jerk… Is Greaves even his real name? Because I’ve googled him, and nothing comes up other than the mention on the Institute’s web page.”

      A noise distracted me. I turned in time to see a dark shape shoot by us and stop by the next intersection of corridors.

      “A kitty,” I exclaimed, taking a few steps toward it and slamming into the invisible wall of the binding. Undeterred, I crouched a step back and extended my hand as far as it would go, making purring noises.

      The cat hissed. I snatched my hand back.

      “Okay,” I murmured. I felt Aidan come to stand behind me.

      “What are you doing?” he asked in the most disgusted tone.

      “Nothing.” I got to my feet. The movement quickened my pulse.

      After giving another hiss, the cat disappeared. By then, a shudder was building between my shoulder blades in tandem with my blood. I squirmed, but the feeling wouldn’t go away. In fact, it tightened around me, threatening to cut my breathing.

      Slowly, I dared a glance over my shoulder. My heart jumped. “Oh, crap.”

      “What?” Aidan demanded, following my gaze. His hand gripped my arm. “Hell.”

      The lights at the end of the short corridor were starting to dim at an alarming speed.

      He pulled me forward, and I had no option but to follow, unable to tear my gaze from the tendrils of black vine expanding across the walls.

      “Why is it so fast now?” I asked, refocusing ahead when Aidan’s steps grew faster.

      “It must be attuned to the binding, in case the sleep potion didn’t work.”

      “Not the artifact?”

      “I think the man came to put down a couple of traps of his own before selling the artifact and got caught on the ones already set.”

      “So, not a thief.”

      I got another of his patented exasperated looks for that one. “Why would you keep such an artifact in a filing room in a basement?”

      I grinned, momentarily forgetting the mass of darkness stalking us. “Excellent point. You really do know everything.”

      He ignored me and upped the pace until I was forced into a half run to keep up with him. “We have to find a way up,” he said tersely. “Creatures’ magic is too embedded into the earth. It’s unlikely it can follow us outside the basement.”

      The feeling of dread increased along with our speed. Another glance over my shoulder told me the creature was having no trouble keeping up with us. Enjoying the hunt, I realized with a bolt of genuine fear. And like the prey we were, we were starting to run without a plan, taking whatever corner felt like it would take us away from it.

      “We’re lost,” I said in despair between gulps of air. The fast pace and the anxiety squeezing my lungs was making it hard to breathe.

      Aidan’s face was harsh and cut in stone. His strides were long and fast and ate the ground with ease. The fact that he was feeling the same dread I was made my fears diminish a little. I wasn’t alone. We were together in this.

      He gave me a fast, hard look. “Don’t you know your way around here? You work here.”

      Or maybe not together, exactly. I frowned right back at him. “Why would I know my way? Nobody comes down here.”

      “Then why did you?”

      The accusation in his tone made me want to defend myself, so I wasted some precious air doing so, my tone as disapproving of his lack of faith as I could make it. “I was sent to the archives by my boss.”

      “Strange they sent you there if they were expecting a visitor, don’t you think?” I was about to answer when it dawned on me he was suspicious of me, not my boss. Confirming my thoughts, he added, “Why would they send you?”

      I winced. “Well…”

      “Well what?”

      I kept my focus on the ground ahead of us. “I, uh, was supposed to go into the other room, but I saw the open door and sensed the broken ward, so…” I managed a lovely little flourish with my hand. “You know.”

      “What the hell?” he asked, baffled.

      I snorted. It came out somewhat garbled and more like wheezing. “Okay, Mr. Institute, like you’ve never poked your nose where it didn’t belong.”

      “You can sense wards?”

      The honest curiosity in his question surprised me. It contrasted with the expression on his face, all stern and forbidding and like he wanted to punch things.

      “I can sense Fae magic.” At his look of disbelief, I added, “I’m one-sixteenth Fae, you know. Are you part Fae, too?” He probably was, since he worked for the Institute.

      “I’m part none of your business.”

      “Okay. And the rest?”

      He stumbled and I took hold of his arm, ready to pull him up if needed.

      “You’re too cheeky for your own good,” he muttered, regaining his equilibrium. Then he cursed foully and broke into a full run. I was forced to sprint after him, which only got faster after I looked down.

      The tendrils of darkness were nipping at our heels, stretching ahead of us then allowing us to overtake them just to grow another yard.

      We were out of time, no exit in sight.

      Until we rounded the next corner.
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      The gleaming doors of a wide elevator shone like a beacon at the end of the hallway. Some sort of freight elevator. Thank God.

      “Elevator,” Aidan exclaimed, as if I were a block away and blindfolded.

      He barely broke his run, landing with an oumph against the wall and slamming his hand on the up arrow button. I arrived a second later, holding my sides and fighting for air.

      Aidan cursed, punching the button repeatedly. It remained unlit, the display panel inert. “Is it out of service?”

      “No, wait, look, an electronic lock,” I told him, pointing at a card reader. “Must be so visitors can’t use it.”

      He began to pat his pockets, looking for anything that could help.

      A lightbulb switched on in my head.

      “I can help,” I said, licking my lips, “if you agree to let me keep the ball.”

      He rounded on me. “What?”

      I brought out Lisa’s keycard. “I have a card and you don’t. Promise, and it’s yours.” It came out in a kind of sing-song voice.

      Aidan made a grab for the keycard, but I turned sideways and brought it out of his reach. He was big, draping around my body in his attempt to reach my outstretched hand. But I also knew he wasn’t really trying. There was a lot of power thrumming in his body when his muscular chest molded to my side. He could throw me to the floor and wrench my hand open with no problem, but he was unwilling to actually hurt me.

      And I was fully ready to take advantage of it.

      I might go to Hell, but I’d do it while working for the Institute.

      “Give me the damn card,” Aidan growled. His voice reverberated through my body in the most interesting way.

      “Nuh huh.” I tried to stretch farther. His arms were so damn long. “Promise first.”

      He tried to turn me around. “Don’t be stupid. Use the damn card!”

      “Promise first,” I muffled against his chest.

      A low growl rumbled along the walls.

      We froze. The hairs in my arms and the nape of my neck stood straight. Slowly, we turned to look at the pit of black oil swallowing the end of the corridor.

      The growl came again. Louder, longer, grinding into my ears. A vicious mix of menace and underlying triumph. It stopped suddenly, and the sound of claws scratching against cement took its place. Two red eyes appeared from within the darkness. A shadow slunk forward.

      I used the damn card.

      The display came to life. A large red six popped on it. Aidan punched the arrow button.

      A low whirling came from behind the metal doors. The six changed to five.

      The outline of the beast became clearer. It must be a hound, as Aidan had guessed earlier—a dog-shaped creature that reached up to my chest, its ears unnaturally long, pressed flat against an unnaturally long skull.

      Four.

      Aidan pressed the button a few more times.

      The hound advanced, its legs dragging the shadows along from the darkness, the vines spreading with each touch of its claws on the floor. Its skin seemed to be swirling oil, reflecting what light was left with each movement of its muscles and bones. It had no fur, no fat, every muscle out in the open, its teeth a perfect white. This beast wanted you to see the instrument of your death. This beast was made for fear.

      Three.

      I flattened myself against the wall. We weren’t going to make it.

      Two.

      The hound prowled forward, releasing another of its growls. Aidan’s spamming of the button became frantic.

      One.

      My hand went to the neckline of my sweatshirt and t-shirt. We weren’t completely defenseless. I had the Fae artifact.

      A musical ping split the air, and the elevator doors began to open.

      Relief so intense it froze me in place flooded me. I couldn’t move until Aidan shoved me through the still-opening doors.

      Guessing its prey was about to escape, the hound advanced faster.

      The elevator was deep and wide, made to carry large items. Aidan didn’t take his eyes off the approaching hound as he pressed buttons.

      I hid on the other side of the door, examining the panel on my side and pressing the close doors button. The doors began to close slowly, so unbelievably slowly. I punched the button harder. Yikes, who had built these things?

      The hound picked up speed. The doors got closer to each other.

      Aidan cursed the doors extra special, and the panels went in for final approach.

      The hound jumped.

      I pressed myself into the wall, my heart ready to bore through my throat.

      The doors caught the beast mid-leap; it found itself stuck in the air with a strange little yelp.

      Oh. My. God.

      I stayed where I was, plastered to the wall, unable to look away from the hound. It began to thrash against its hold. Dark red saliva dripped from its mouth, coating its jagged teeth. Its gleaming muscles bunched and stretched as it clawed the air, its red eyes moving back and forth. The elevator lights dimmed then returned to full potency. My brain was stuck on the sight. I couldn’t even begin to comprehend our luck—one more second, and we’d have been minced meat.

      And then the elevator doors began to open.

      I watched in horror as they slid back with a jerk and the hound fell to the floor. Then they pushed closed once more, holding the hound again, and, before I could release the breath of relief building up in my chest, they began to open for real.

      A strangled, terrified sound made it out of my throat. I fumbled for the close doors button again, but the elevator’s doors continued to retract. Somewhere in my mind, I understood they would not close again until they had opened the whole way, but my fingers didn’t seem to be able to stop hammering the stupid button.

      The hound snapped to its feet as the doors made it fully to the sides. Before it could decide which of us to maul first, though, Aidan was there, grabbing it by the neck. The doors began their slow trip back to closing.

      “Out!” he shouted.

      I scrambled out of the elevator. The hound thrashed, and there was no way Aidan could out-muscle it, no matter how hard his chest and arms had felt during our small struggle. I suddenly remembered the Fae ball, and I fumbled to find it around my waist.

      Things were happening too fast; my hands were too clumsy. I would never make it in time. My future coworker was about to get eaten in front of me.

      But Aidan didn’t fight the hound. Instead, he used the creature’s strength against itself, rotating along as it tried to turn and bite him. At the last moment, Aidan rolled sharply into the floor, using a tug and momentum to send the hound onto its back and skidding all the way to the back of the elevator.

      I stepped forward and grabbed Aidan’s jacket, jerking him to me. He stumbled to his feet and slid sideways through the doors right before they closed firmly in our faces.

      A loud thunk made us jump back. The doors remained closed. We followed the thunks upward as they lost volume until finally disappearing into the building, leaving us in complete silence.

      “Well,” I said, quite philosophically, “good thing it will vanish outside the basement, right?”

      Aidan turned his head to look at me, very slowly, very smoothly. His skin was pale under the cheap lighting, a sheet of sweat covered his temples. “What if I’m wrong?” he asked in a carefully neutral tone.

      I resisted shriveling under the full focus of his lethal glare and tightened my ponytail instead. “Are you usually wrong?” I flinched at the high pitch of my voice.

      The intensity of his gaze didn’t waver. “Not really.”

      I patted his arm. “See? All good.”

      Aidan looked at my hand like it was a bug. I retracted it immediately. Still focused on his sleeve, and still in the same chillingly neutral tone people used when they were beyond furious, he asked, “What was that?”

      “A pat?” I ventured.

      He closed his eyes for a few seconds. When they opened, I found myself trapped once again. “The stunt you pulled with the card.”

      Okay, so I wasn’t completely stupid. I knew it had been a dumb thing to do and that I had almost gotten us munched on by a Fae hound. But a miss is as good as a mile, right? “Like you wouldn’t have tried the same.”

      Instead of answering, Aidan turned toward the hallway and began retracing our earlier steps. I caught up easily and studied him. His expression hadn’t outwardly changed, but I thought I caught a slight tightening of his mouth.

      “See? You would’ve. You won’t admit it, but you would’ve.”

      He sent me an irritated glance, and I couldn’t stop a grin. With a roll of his eyes, he focused on the corridor while my smile grew wider. He might as well have agreed out loud. It helped dull the stabs—the very, very tiny stabs—of guilt that had been prodding me nonstop since Aidan had been forced to fight the hound.

      “We’re not out of the woods yet,” he said in his usual, and welcome, curt, grumpy way. “Whoever set the traps will want the artifact back.”

      Surreptitiously, I rolled the ball along my waist until it hung on the opposite side of Aidan. “You think they’re dangerous?”

      “He’s been linked to several disappearances.”

      “So you know who it is?”

      “We call him the Collector.”
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      I rolled the name in my head. “Back to the classics. I like it.”

      Aidan sighed heavily. “He’s dangerous. The Institute has kept their eyes on him for a year. He’s been increasing his collection of rare artifacts, and he doesn’t take well to people who try to fool him.”

      “Like the guy on the floor?”

      “Yes.”

      When nothing else was forthcoming, I said, “And you don’t know who he is?”

      “There are a few candidates.”

      “Sounds like the Institute needs more employees.”

      “No.”

      I beamed at him. “Don’t worry, I won’t steal your spot. I’m sure there is space for both of us.”

      That elicited a grunt. Then, as if the words were somehow forming without his consent, he added, “This morning, I learned that some kind of transaction was about to happen today.”

      “Oh, so that’s why you were skulking around earlier.”

      He gave me an offended look. It looked kinda cute in the way he lifted his chin and scrunched his brows. “I don’t skulk.”

      “Why didn’t you follow the guy on the floor?”

      “He must’ve arrived during the night to set the traps, well before the arranged time.”

      “Then why did you come—oh, you saw me upstairs.” My smile turned mischievous. “You thought I was the seller, didn’t you?”

      “No, I thought you might mess things up.”

      I wasn’t sure I liked the satisfaction in his voice. “So what’s the plan now?”

      “We find a way out of here, I get to work, and you go home.”

      “Don’t you want the ball?”

      “Don’t you want to outlast the morning?”

      “Yikes, does your boss know you threaten innocent people like this?” I asked with mock outrage.

      Aidan ignored me. “Once I can make a call to the Institute, you will turn in the Fae artifact and transfer the bind to one of my coworkers.”

      And pigs would fly.

      “Until then,” he warned, somehow assuming I’d actually agree to this plan, “make sure not to touch any animal or person in case the binding transfers.”

      One of the names on the doors in the corridor caught my attention, and I grabbed Aidan’s sleeve, forcing him to stop along with me. “Hey, that belongs to Kane’s shop.”

      “Who?”

      “My friend.”

      Aidan peered at the name. “Your friend owns the Wishing Well?”

      “He works there. We should break in. Bet there’s something we can use.”

      “You can’t just use random Fae things,” he told me in a tone meant for a five-year-old.

      “There might be something inside that can break the binding,” I answered in exactly the same tone. “Some kind of tool.”

      He perked right up. And by perked, I mean he straightened suddenly and scowled, deep in thought. “Hmm.”

      I used Lisa’s card on the electronic lock, but the light remained red. Well, it had been worth a try. “Locked.”

      His expression remained thoughtful when he took off again.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “Your idea has merit. There might be something we can use around here to alter the binding.”

      He began to try the doors without electronic locks. It only took him two tries to find an open room.

      We found ourselves in an old office, the kind of room people were given when their bosses really wanted to make them quit. A lone DIY desk stood on a side, its edge flush with the wall, with a cheap chair as its only friend. Some cabinets were stacked in a corner, and an empty low shelf dominated the wall by the door. Someone had attempted to liven up the space by painting the walls a nice beige and leaving a poster featuring a flying cat over a rainbow. Damn cute.

      Since I had no idea of what he was looking for, I left Aidan to the enviable task of opening and closing drawers and took a seat on the chair. Fishing the ball from under my t-shirt took some effort, but I finally got it free. It didn’t look the worse for the wear—still a metal-like sphere with beautiful swirling vine designs. And unlike the black tendrils emanating from the hound’s darkness, these gave the impression of life. I brought it close to my nose and sniffed delicately, expecting to get a hint of green grass or flowers. I got beautiful, old, moldy dust.

      “So, why so interested in joining the Institute?” Aidan asked in a casual way as he opened another drawer.

      “Ah, an interview?” I said all cheerfully. At his snort of disbelief, something in me decided to answer truthfully: “Ever since my mom told me I was part Fae, I’ve always been interested in artifacts. There’s so much wonder and trickery in them—I want to study them all. It’s so fascinating, all the ways Fae think of trapping others into spending magic. Plus, they’re so pretty. My mom says treasure hunting is right up my alley because I’m way too curious about Fae stuff to do anything else.” I frowned. “But the Jerk keeps refusing me, won’t even grant me an interview. Did you get an interview? Was he tough? What did you do before you began working there?”

      Aidan said nothing, his face averted as he rummaged another drawer, and I returned my attention to the ball. Lowering it, I examined the patterns again. They originated from a small round spot before spreading in those beautiful twirls. Looking straight at it, it reminded me of an eye. A bloodshot eye in all the wrong colors. Also less gooey and disgusting.

      Noticing Aidan had found some paper, I asked, “Can you do some ward to mask our location or something?”

      “I can’t make wards.”

      Interesting. That meant he came from a paternal bloodline, like I did. There were two types of human-Fae descendants, depending on who was the original Fae part of the equation. A Fae’s seed leading to human pregnancy created a part-Fae, able to access Fae magic, but unable to create it as a full Fae would. It was the result of growing inside a Fae’s womb that allowed the baby to fully attune with Fae magic. Part-Fae who came from a Fae pregnancy were basically sorcerers. They were able to create wards, spells, and artifacts of their own, and while not nearly as potent as a full-fledged Fae, the human part of them made their magic slightly different. A powerful sorcerer was feared by all. Luckily, there weren’t many around. Apparently, they got all hermit-y and didn’t have much luck with relationships or spawning descendants.

      “I think we can fool the binding,” Aidan said, unaware of my internal detour via exposition lane.

      “How? If you can’t make wards, then you can’t…you know.” Do anything else, I added in my head.

      He placed the papers on top of one of the cabinets and bit off the cap of a marker he must’ve found lying around. The man had no chill. Who knew what had touched that thing? “Nothing to do with creating wards, but we might be able to trick the spell.”

      I rolled the ball on the desk. It made a satisfying, normal rolling sound. “How?”

      “By playing on the ambivalence of the binding terms. The spell works by binding two sentient beings above certain intelligence factor; otherwise the spell would’ve triggered between the man and the floor or some insect.”

      “And?”

      “Maybe we can turn the physical binding into a psychological one.”

      I was starting to enjoy his lecturing mode. For once, it lacked scorn and grouchiness. “Such as?”

      Aidan began writing something on the top paper. “Something as simple as a promise. Promises can be as binding as chains.”

      “Wouldn’t it depend on the person’s morals?” I asked, doubtful. It sounded too good to be true. Too easy.

      “Are you implying this won’t work because you’re the kind of person who breaks promises often?”

      So much for the lack of scorn. “Sure, put words in my mouth. I bet you learned that from the Jerk.”

      “Let’s leave the Jerk out of this.”

      I made a face. “Okay. But wouldn’t you need strong Fae magic to trick strong Fae magic?”

      “Yes.”

      “Do you have strong Fae magic?”

      “No.”

      I batted my eyelashes, waiting for an explanation.

      His mouth twisted up in what I believed to be a smile. “But I know someone who does.”

      He tore a half of the page he had written on and scrunched it into a tiny ball. Crouching in the middle of the room, he produced a small folded knife and nicked his thumb. Ew. A thick bead of blood rolled down his skin and fell on the paper. He jumped to his feet immediately and took a step back, wiping the blade and refolding it.

      Nothing happened.

      “Is something supposed to happen?” I looked from the paper to him and held my breath in anticipation. This was so beyond good field experience.

      “Yes.”

      My gaze returned to the little paper ball with the gross drop of blood. It had been a tiny drop, but for some reason the paper had sucked it in as if Aidan had sliced his finger off. I watched the blood expand until the whole paper was tinted a crimson red.

      A hand picked it up.

      I gasped. The paper was lifted, and a forearm connected to the hand appeared in the middle of the air, followed by the rest of a body. A long-sleeved white shirt, a snug-fitting, old-fashioned green vest, wheat-colored cotton pants tucked into leather boots, and, most importantly, a beautiful face with high cheeks, a straight, triangular nose, golden eyes, and black hair gathered with a length of ribbon that stirred in a breeze that only affected him.

      Fae.
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      Knowing I looked like an awestruck kid did nothing to stop my gawking. I had never met a full Fae. The stories, the descriptions, the tales—they were all true. I wanted to both reach over to touch him and take out my phone to photograph him. It wouldn’t work on him, though. Fae don’t enjoy having their photos taken, and electronics tend to go haywire around them.

      The paper ball disappeared in a sudden flame, leaving nothing behind to mar his palm, not even ash. His fingers were long and elegant, but I had no doubt they could wield a weapon and decapitate someone with no trouble.

      “Hmm,” he said. I stared at his lips as they widened into a full smile. He had a bit of a vampire fang thing going with his canines. “Hello, cousin,” he added in a smooth, deep, velvety voice made to enthrall maidens and lure them into the sea. Wait, what?

      I jerked my gaze to Aidan. He was scowling—nothing new there—and looking a little more morose than usual.

      “Cousin?” I looked from one to the other. The Fae winked at me, but I was too busy comparing them to register it.

      “Very, very distant cousin,” Aidan said.

      They looked nothing anything alike, except perhaps for their hands, and yet they felt so similar. “You could be brothers,” I said in awe. Just how much of a Fae was Aidan?

      “What?” they asked at the same time, looking at me like I was some kind of bizarre insect.

      “It’s true,” I assured them.

      The Fae came closer, and I instinctively leaned away. Fae, beautiful but tricky.

      He reached out, his hand coming tantalizingly close to my cheek. “Who is your lovely friend, cousin?”

      “Don’t touch me if you want to keep your hand,” I blurted, pushing the chair back.

      His grin widened. “Feisty, I like it.”

      Aidan murmured something that sounded astoundingly close to more like stupid before raising his voice. “Maddie, show him the ball.”

      “What? No!” Lightning-fast, I dropped the ball inside my t-shirt.

      “What the hell?” Aidan said.

      “It’s mine,” I said, covering the bump at my waist with my hands.

      “I didn’t tell you to give it to him.”

      “What’s this about balls?” the Fae asked, all innocence except for the amused gleam in his eyes.

      Aidan came over to loom over me across the desk. “Show it to him.”

      “No.”

      When his scary glare didn’t work, and he would never know how close it came to working, he tried for a reasonable tone. “He may know what it is. Be reasonable.”

      I glanced at the Fae. His expression might as well have spelled glee. “It’s a ball,” I told him sullenly. He nodded, arched his brows as if willing me to continue. So I did. “It looks like a blood-shot metal eye. But green.”

      “I see.” He tapped his mouth in deep concentration. “That does take the shine out of dealing with balls, doesn’t it? Who wants to go looking and find an eye?”

      “Ren,” warned Aidan.

      “Don’t listen to him, lovely.” Ren planted both hands on the table and pinned me with his gaze. Damn, those were beautiful eyes. The kind of golden hue and brightness contact makers would give a kidney and their firstborn to achieve. “He’s a bit of a bore. But don’t worry,” he added in a conspiratorial tone, “you’re in good hands. He might seem all about balls right now, but he’s actually more into donuts.”

      “Are you sure?” I asked, fascinated. “Maybe he’s low-carb or something.”

      “Oh, I’m sure,” he said knowingly. “Prefers them all glazed and—”

      “Enough,” Aidan snapped. The chill in his tone cut the easy atmosphere between me and Ren. His arms were folded tightly over his chest, all coiled power, and his eyes radiated anger. With some chagrin, I remembered the hound, the binding, and the close call we’d had in the elevator. The reminder put, if not a full lid, a damper on my mood. To Ren, he said, “I need your help.”

      For some strange reason, I felt a wave of relief when he didn’t include me in the need for help. Like the coward that I was, I was profoundly thankful Aidan was making clear this possible deal between them only included him. Ren returned his attention to Aidan and crossed his arms, mirroring his posture. The whole alike-but-not-really thing between these two was uncanny.

      “Tell me, cousin.”

      “I need to fool a binding spell.”

      “Between?”

      Aidan uncoiled an arm to point between us. “Her and me.”

      Ren studied him closely, then inspected me. Not in a leering way, for which I was also profoundly thankful, but with some mischief still dancing in his eyes. “Want me to take his spot?” he asked of me.

      I shook my head. “No.” God, no. Being bound to Aidan was proving to be an experience, but being bound to a Fae would fall nothing short of a full-fledged nightmare.

      He turned to Aidan. “Want me to take her spot?”

      “Christ, no.” The horror in his voice almost made me laugh.

      “Well, then, what do you expect me to do?” Ren asked.

      “I want you to help me change the terms. Turn the physical bond into a promise.”

      Ren tilted his head side to side, apparently bouncing the idea inside his head. “It could be done, I suppose.”

      “I know.”

      “But it’ll come at a cost.”

      Aidan grunted. “Imagine that.”

      “Are you ready to pay it?”

      “Depends on what the cost is.” Aidan’s gaze fell on me and my raised hand. “What is it?”

      I cleared my throat. “Well, erm, can’t he just break the binding instead of changing it?”

      “Can he, indeed?” Ren flashed me another smile. “Will you give me the ball if I do so?”

      “No,” I said.

      “And what about the donut?”

      “Focus,” Aidan barked. My face felt on fire.

      “Eh,” Ren said, shrugging him off. “Where were we? Ah, yes. Breaking a spell is a dangerous thing. We don’t know how it will react or what it’ll take from all of us. I think it’s better to let it run its course or, as my cousin suggests, trick it and transform it into something else.”

      I nodded, saving all this information in my head to be written down later. Most of my friends had no idea about the inner workings of powerful Fae spells other than “stay away from them.” Kane was the one who knew the most, and his expertise was on artifacts, not spells.

      “Besides,” Ren said with a wicked edge to his voice, “what would be the fun in breaking it?”

      Fae to the bone. I almost wanted to give him two thumbs up.

      “Will you help us?” Aidan demanded in his usual glacial tones. Not can, but will.

      “I will.”

      “And the payment?” Aidan sounded wary now.

      “I’m sure we can think of something later when you’re done with all this.” Ren waved lazily at the table and my person. “You accept?”

      Aidan mulled this, his fingers tapping against his side. It didn’t take him long to come to a decision. “I accept.”

      Now I really wanted to give him a thumbs up. “How do we do this?” I asked eagerly. To watch a Fae do magic…now, that was a rare sight. And I intended to soak up every part of it.

      “Hold hands,” Ren instructed.

      I abandoned the chair and hurried around the desk. Once again, I was pleasantly surprised by the enveloping warmth when Aidan’s hand closed over mine. I wasn’t a stranger to holding hands or anything, but this felt nice in the way my skin became so aware of his touch. Very nice.

      “Your fingers are like ice,” Aidan muttered.

      “Really?” I asked, covering our linked hands with my free one.

      He narrowed his eyes. I grinned.

      “Now, my lovely,” Ren said, looking at me, “can you keep your promises?”

      Aidan snorted. I elbowed him hard. “Of course.” I was actually amazing at keeping my promises—something I was very proud of. The trick was to avoid promising anything. Aidan was right when comparing bindings and promises—they shared the same fundamental premise in the world of Fae. For humans, breaking a promise was only a big deal if your moral compass called for it, but for Fae, whose whole being and morals were tied up in the laws of give and take, promises were simply another exchange. You couldn’t trust a Fae, and you should definitely read the small print if they promised something, but their word was golden.

      “Very well,” Ren said and held our hands between his. Tingling spread through my fingers, along my hand and up my arm, as if a thousand tiny needles were trying to drill my skin. I shuddered, tamping down the urge to shake my hand free.

      “And by the way,” Ren continued in a soft tone, almost humming to himself, “there are several Eyes out there. Powerful things, these Eyes. Can never be sure of what they’ll claim when you bring their power forth.”

      If he was trying to scare me into giving him the ball, he was making a poor job of it, because now I was a hundred times more intrigued by what it might do. Would it show me the future in exchange for the memory of a loved one? Shoot a beam of magic in exchange for a tooth? I should ask Kane about Eyes before contacting the Jerk and exchanging the artifact for a job. Who knew, perhaps he’d give me the job of researching the ball.

      But probably not. He was, after all, the Jerk.

      And speaking of jerks, what was I doing? “Wait, wait, wait,” I said, realizing I had asked way too few questions. Big mistake, when dealing with a Fae. “What kind of promise are we making?” I tried to wrench my hand free, but the nice warmth of Aidan’s hand had turned into a prison.

      Aidan tightened his grip. “It doesn’t matter.”

      Since it did, and they weren’t waiting, I kicked Aidan in the shin. He yelped, and I yanked my hand free. The tingling along my arms increased for a second, as if in outrage, before going away. I rubbed the sleeves of my sweatshirt. Ren scowled down at Aidan’s hand still held between his, his lips pressed in a pout. As for Aidan, he was looking at me like he didn’t believe his eyes.

      “I’m not making a promise until I know what kind of promise it is,” I told him defensively, cradling my hand to my chest.

      “It doesn’t matter!” he snapped. “We can do whatever kind of promise we want.”

      “Terms first,” I demanded.

      “Well, this has been very entertaining, but it’s time for me to go.” Ren beamed at us like a proud parent. “Let us catch up some other time, my lovely. Cousin, you only need to seal the promise.”

      He vanished.

      We stared at the spot he had been occupying a second earlier, too surprised to react.

      “Where did he go?” I finally asked. “Did he finish changing the binding?”

      Adan flexed his hand. “I’m not sure. I think some of it.”

      “He said something about sealing a promise. How can we—” A sudden wave of dread slammed into me. My heart stuttered then began racing with a vengeance. Sweat dampened the back of my t-shirt. In the blink of an eye, the room darkened until we were in a cave, not a basement office. Under our feet, darkness spread.

      “Shit,” Aidan said.

      The hound was back.
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      “He abandoned us, didn’t he?” I asked shrilly.

      Aidan yanked the door open, and we stumbled outside the office. “Yep.”

      I tried to find a spot on the floor that wasn’t covered by the darkness or the black tendrils. It wasn’t easy. There was none. “I thought Fae were supposed to enjoy hunting these things.”

      Aidan answered with a bark of a laugh, grabbed my arm, and began running.

      Fae, not so cool after all.

      A growl bounced off the walls, and the inky darkness underneath us began to stick to the soles of my sneakers.

      Muttering another curse, Aidan spun to face the darkest part of the corridor and shoved me behind him.

      “We can’t outrun it. We’ll have to fight it,” he said stoically.

      “How?” I asked, not so stoically.

      “I’ll deal with it.”

      “I’ll help!”

      “How?” he asked, adding a good measure of mocking.

      “Don’t be a jerk,” I told him. “Just tell me what to do.”

      My reasonable tone must’ve surprised him, because he gave me a short, measuring glance over his shoulder. “Stay behind me, close enough that the binding doesn’t impede my movements. Always keep me between yourself and the hound.”

      “Okay.” I could do that. Maybe. I realized my fingers were shaking and curled my hands into tight fists. I could do this, I told myself. Field experience. Collaborating with a member of the Institute. Things that would look excellent on my resume if we survived this. “How are you going to fight it?”

      Aidan brought out his tiny folded blade. I let out a nervous giggle—it looked so incongruous in his big hand.

      “Silence,” he said.

      I clamped a hand over my mouth. My fingers were like ice. My whole body felt cold, my skin clammy. The scratch of claws against the floor bristled every hair on my body. The growl grew into a deafening rumble.

      The hound leaped out of the darkness, straight at us. No warning, no slow stalking. It was pissed and wanted its meal.

      Aidan and I dove out of the way. With an economy of movement startling for someone so solid, he kicked the hound and sent it toward the opposite wall. The hound rolled and lost no time in launching itself at us again.

      Aidan took the full force, dodging the furious clamping of the hound’s jaws, and going down from the force of it. I moved back but not fast enough. One of the hound’s lashing legs struck me, and I stumbled to the floor. I scrambled away. Aidan grunted, and the hound’s furious growl whipped my ears. I moved faster.

      And came up against an invisible wall. I threw myself back, afraid I had messed up Aidan’s chances, and forced myself to my feet. Aidan and the hound were still duking it out on the floor, with Aidan mostly simply surviving not being chomped on or being torn to shreds. His jacket and jeans already sported a few tears.

      I stared in despair. I had never felt so useless in my life. Not when my mom waved off the monthly money I insisted on giving her the time I couldn’t land a job for a few weeks. Not when her best friend had broken her heart. Not even that morning after I got the seventh rejection.

      Aidan and the hound rolled away. I followed. Aidan would soon tire, and then he’d be Taco Tuesdays. Not good at all. Bracing myself, I went to kick the beast’s side, but Aidan and the hound rolled again, tripping me. I went down, barely avoiding Aidan’s legs but earning a kick from the hound on my thigh. Pain shot up my leg, blinding me for a second. Gasping, I moved out of reach of the melee, and my hand bumped something—a phone. Aidan must’ve lost it during the fight. I held on to it with trembling fingers and watched Aidan get a leg between him and the beast and kick the hound away.

      The hound rolled to its feet, and so did Aidan, if a bit slower. His breathing was ragged, sweat dampened his dark hair to his head, and his hands clenched the air. He had lost the small knife, but I couldn’t look for it because I was unable to tear my gaze from the hound. It growled again, deeper, drilling the sound all the way into my bones.

      It took a step forward. Aidan moved to stand in front of me. I stood and backed some to give him space. Aidan’s knees were bent, his back curved, ready to take the next hit.

      The hound moved sideways, studying his opponent. Aidan moved along with it, keeping the distance. I followed, keeping him between us, as he had asked me to. It would be no good if the hound went for me—I had no chance against it. I wouldn’t even last long enough to be a distraction for Aidan to do something. What we needed was a weapon.

      I hoped whoever had made the Eye had been in a magnanimous mood.

      I shoved my hand inside my neckline and fished for the ball.

      The hound charged without warning.

      Aidan went right; I went left. The hound flew by us then halted, unaffected by physics, and spun around, its attention snapping to me. Smart creature.

      But by then I had the Eye in my hand. I concentrated on its weight, imagined the warmth of my Fae power seeping through my fingers, and channeled it into the ball. I felt the answering humming in the artifact, the click somewhere in my chest, the sudden rush of exhilaration and adrenaline I felt whenever anything Fae remotely reacted to my touch. The hound bared its teeth. The veins in the Eye began to turn a bright green.

      “No,” Aidan barked, slamming my hand and sending the ball flying. I fumbled after it, managing to grab it before it fell to the floor. “You don’t know what it does.”

      “Can’t be worse than dying,” I snapped.

      “It could be,” he answered grimly. “Stay out of this.” He backed his words by taking a fistful of my sweatshirt and holding me away from him. He had something in his left hand. At first, I thought it was the tiny knife after all, but then I saw it was wider and longer, like a piece of thick bone. Like the hilt of a weapon. It began to glow, and my jaw dropped.

      Golden light escaped between Aidan’s fingers, weaving threads of bright gold and pure white along the grip and then stretching away, coalescing into an elegant, long sword. Fae runes shimmered along the blade, there a second, sunk into the weapon the next. I had seen illustrations, a couple of replicas, even an old hilt in Kane’s shop once, but they had nothing on the real thing. A Fae sword, just the right length for Aidan’s arm, and wickedly sharp. Bony white in Aidan’s grip—all magical Fae sword hilts were made from Fae creatures’ bones—with a slightly curving blade of crystal-like material. Fae swords were made to slash, to bleed, to cut their enemies into a million bits.

      And they always claimed a payment for their use. For some, it only took a slash to take something away, others wouldn’t unless they touched flesh. I looked at Aidan with sudden concern. How big was the payment that he hadn’t used it until now? A heavy knot of gratitude formed in my chest at the realization that he’d rather use his weapon than allow me to use the eyeball without knowing what it would take from me.

      “Thank you,” I whispered.

      The hound didn’t like the sight of the weapon. It let out a small whine and shuffled on its claws.

      “Never do that again,” he warned, using his grip on my sweatshirt to give me a good shake. “Never be that stupid.”

      My gratitude waned a little.

      The hound attacked.

      I found myself shoved once again. Free of me, Aidan turned and swung the sword in an upward arc.

      It slashed the Fae beast across one of its front legs. A spatter of black droplets hit the ceiling, barely visible over the spill of darkness. It only made the hound madder. It lurched again, snapping its teeth and forcing Aidan a step back, then retreated smartly when Aidan swung forward. Back and forth they went, the hound staying right out of reach and not trying to take a real bite.

      It was playing with Aidan, trying to tire him into exhaustion. Its muscles gleamed under the dim lights, the wound doing nothing to slow its movements. In my hand, the Eye’s veins still shone a bright green, and I sensed the magic coiled inside, ready to be released.

      “Get ready,” I told Aidan in a low voice as he moved back again and nearly crashed into me. He didn’t answer. Only so many times you could yell at someone for using unknown Fae magic, I supposed. Good thing that wasn’t my plan.

      The next time the hound’s hind legs bunched to propel him into another fake bite, I popped from behind Aidan and threw the Fae eyeball. Nailed the hound right on its nose.

      Damn right.

      The hound yelped and recoiled. Aidan blurred, and his sword crossed the hound’s side in a flash of white. He pressed his advantage, slashing again. I hurried along with him. The hound whined and attempted to retreat, but Aidan was there, aiming for its neck. Black blood spattered the floor and Aidan’s boots and jeans in a tiny storm of thuds. Wet, gargling pants left the hound as its legs gave out and it fell heavily on its side. I turned away, too sick to my stomach to see the rest, and busied myself looking for the eyeball.

      It had rolled to a stop a couple of steps away. My hands shook as I picked it up and cleaned it with my sweatshirt. It left black smears on the green fabric. Bile rose, leaving a burning path through my throat. From now on, I’d definitely stick to simply finding artifacts then making a run for it. Nothing glamorous about this bit of the business.

      Almost in a daze, I realized the lights were returning to full power, the walls gone back to their cheery muted gray. A glance down told me the floor was also free of darkness and black ivy.

      “Well, that’s that,” Aidan said in a grim tone.

      Afraid of what I would find, I made myself turn to look at him. He was scowling at the floor, hands on his hips, the sword gone, the handle hidden in one of his pockets. The corridor was pristine. No pool of black blood, no spatter, no hound remains.

      “So it’s true they disappear after death?” I asked in a whisper. I looked at my sweatshirt. The black smear was still there. So was the spatter on Aidan’s clothes.

      Aidan grunted. “It didn’t die. It returned to Fae land.”

      That made me feel somewhat better, but also a lot more alarmed. My head snapped side to side as I checked both ends of the corridor. “Is it going to come back again?”

      “Probably.”

      “What the—”

      “But not for a long while.” And I’ll swear to my dying breath Aidan let out a low, malevolent ehehehe before continuing. “It’ll need a long time to heal itself, even in Fae land.” He turned on his heels and stalked away. “Nice throw.”

      Then he cursed loudly as he stumbled into the invisible wall of the binding—I was too shocked by the compliment to move along with him.

      He indicated the corridor ahead of him with a curt flick of his hand. “Can we, please?”

      Ah, much better. I closed the distance separating us and patted his arm. “You scared me. I thought you got soft on me there for a moment.”

      Aidan gave me a bland look. “Believe me, you’ll never find me soft when the occasion requires it.”

      Yeah, I’d walked into that one.
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      I had forgotten it was still midmorning outside the Bowels of Hell. The instant we found a set of stairs and Aidan dragged me outside the building, my eyes almost melted under the beautiful, bright blue spring sky.

      I followed Aidan as he took us the twenty steps separating the front entrance from the fast food place where I’d had a good run as a burger flipper about three years back. Luckily, it wasn’t yet time for the lunch rush.

      A sigh of happiness escaped my lips once my tired butt touched one of the plastic chairs. We had chosen a table by the corner without windows, and Aidan sat with his back to the wall, of course. I dropped the Fae eyeball on my lap and took out my phone. A few texts awaited me.

      Lisa was wondering if I had fallen into a hole on my way to the basement, Joe was wondering why some P&S lady had called him asking for my phone number, and Kane sent me a sad cat gif—which I took to mean that no, they had no openings at the shop. I ignored them all to send a heart emoji to my mom. She loved it when I randomly sent her texts, and I was currently suffering from a strange urge to run to her workplace and bear-hug her. Fighting Fae beasts did that to you, I suppose.

      “People missed you?” Aidan asked in a tone that conveyed he had trouble believing anyone would.

      “Just checking in with my mom,” I muttered, moving on to a fast reply to Lisa. Probably better if no one went to the basement looking for me.

      Aidan must’ve been unimpressed with my daughterly love because he made a rude noise.

      I looked up, frowning. “What? I love my mom. I live with her.”

      “You live with your mom?” He gave me a pointed look. “Aren’t you, like, twenty-five?”

      I gave him a sweet, sweet smile. “Twenty-four. What are you, forty?”

      His eyes narrowed to slits as he lifted his burger to his mouth. “Thirty.”

      I pocketed the phone and munched on a fry. “Shouldn’t you call someone to go take care of the guy on the floor?”

      He took another bite of his burger. “Not my priority at the moment.”

      “What if another hound comes and eats him?”

      Aidan shrugged. “Not my problem. I just want the Eye.”

      “Oh, you mean this?” I put the eyeball on the table, ready to snatch it back the second he dropped his burger.

      He simply studied it from his side of the table. It really did look like an eye now. Its gray had lightened into a milky white, and while the glow of the veins was muted here under better light, the color was still a breathtakingly deep green. Also, the small circle where the tendrils originated was now clearly a pupil. Yes, this ball was definitely an eyeball.

      And it rolled on its own to look at my fries.

      Aidan coughed and spit half his burger. I snatched the eyeball and dropped it on the seat next to mine.

      It rolled again, this time to look me straight in the eye.

      Then it rolled toward my fries.

      Holy shit.

      “Holy Hell,” Aidan said right by my side. I jumped, startled. He was leaning over the table, glancing at the eyeball in wonder for a moment before a calculating look took over.

      I picked up the ball and dropped it inside my neckline.

      “What are you doing?” he demanded, straightening to his full height. “That thing is dangerous.”

      “Oh, we’re back to that?” I moved onto the other seat to put more distance between us. “Are you ready to agree to my terms?”

      Aidan looked blank for a second. “What terms?”

      It was my turn to be outraged. “A job at the Institute.”

      “Oh, that. No.”

      “Then good luck getting the eyeball back.”

      He was tempted—I read it on his face. Tempted to jump on me in the middle of the restaurant and attempt to shove his arms down the front of my sweatshirt.

      While he debated, I picked up my phone again and searched my contacts.

      “What are you doing?” he asked, suspicious, moving around the table.

      I leaped out of the seat and put the table between us. “Calling.”

      “Calling who?”

      “Who do you think?”

      Someone answered on the other side. “Magical Artifacts R & R.”

      I recognized the rough, unwelcoming voice. “Hey, Victor, I’m looking for Greaves.”

      Aidan stopped his prowling around the table and chairs.

      “Maddie?” Victor asked with surprise. He recovered swiftly and continued in a stern voice, “Miss Dover, I’ve told you before, I can’t give you the boss’s number.”

      “I need to talk to him. It’s important.”

      “Look, I’m sorry the application didn’t work out, but there’s no point in talking to him. You know there are no appeals. You’ll have to wait until you can apply again.”

      “It’s not about the application,” I told him, savoring my triumph. “I’ve found an artifact. I’m willing to deal, but you gotta tell your fellow goon to lay off me until I’ve spoken to the Jerk—to Greaves.”

      “Who? What are you talking about?”

      “Just get Greaves on the phone, please. He’ll want to hear about this.”

      Aidan seemed to resign himself to the conversation between me and the Institute because he sat back down with a sigh and returned to his burger.

      I remained standing, in case it was a trap.

      “Wait, go back. What artifact are you talking about?” Victor asked in my ear.

      “I found a Fae Eye. I’m willing to give it to the Institute, but I want a guarantee you’ll give me a job.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “Yup.”

      “I don’t think that’s going to work,” Victor said, full of doubt.

      “Well, I’m going to try,” I said, resolute.

      “All right. I’ll give him a call then call you back.”

      “Good.” I ended the call and lifted my chin in defiance.

      Aidan picked up one of the paper napkins and wiped his fingers methodically. A spot of mayo stuck by the corner of his mouth, but I wasn’t about to tell him. As if reading my mind, he dabbed there too. Dammit.

      Something vibrated against my butt. Confused, I glanced at the phone in my hand.

      The vibration came again. Slowly, I reached for my back pocket and brought out the phone I had picked up earlier. Aidan’s phone.

      Aidan went very still.

      With a sense of dawning doom, I checked the screen. “Reed” was written on it. As if my hands were controlled by someone else, I swiped right and brought the phone to my cheek.

      “Yes?” I asked in a surprisingly calm tone.

      “Greaves?” Victor asked in a wary voice.

      My gaze landed on Aidan. His expression was blank. “Not exactly.”

      There was a sudden silence on the call. Then, with almost tangible surprise, “Maddie? I mean, Miss Dover? Where is Greaves?”

      The corners of my mouth turned south. And south and south until I must’ve looked like some kind of really sour gaping fish.

      The corners of Aidan’s mouth turned south and south until he was looking like a sour gaping fish.

      Wordlessly, I passed him the phone.

      “It’s Greaves,” he said into the phone. His gaze never left me, and neither did the grimace leave his face. “Yes. Yes, I know. No, don’t worry, I’ll deal with it. Sending you a text now.”

      I moved to a chair and allowed gravity to pull me down to it with more force than necessary. I could still feel the edges of my mouth pulling down, and something was squeezing my insides with all kinds of gleeful relish.

      Stupid. So, so stupid. Why did I feel so hurt? There was no reason for me to be hurt. Pissed off, sure. Mad at myself for not seeing it from the start? Indeed. But these stabs in my heart? Where did they come from? It wasn’t like we were best friends and he had betrayed me.

      Except that was exactly how it felt.

      Aidan pocketed his phone and schooled his expression into a serene-zen kinda thing, which only soured me further because it looked so artificial on him. So condescending it made me grind my teeth.

      “Let’s talk like adults,” he said in a neutral tone—the kind of tone you use on children you’re scared are about to blow their gaskets. The need to nail him in the forehead with my plastic tray rose to unbelievable levels.

      But no, I could play the cool game, too. Aiming for an I’m-a-good-girl placid smile, I sneaked a hand under my sweatshirt and tugged my t-shirt free of my jeans until I felt the reassuring weight of the Fae eyeball brushing against my fingers.

      “So, you’re the Jerk,” I said.

      His eye twitched. “Aidan Greaves. Director of the Institute.”

      “Why do you keep rejecting my applications?” The words rolled off my tongue with a will of their own. I certainly hadn’t planned on uttering them.

      A calculating look entered his eyes. Apparently convinced I wasn’t about to deteriorate into a screaming toddler, he relaxed his face into the stern expression I knew so well by now.

      “You have no skills,” he said simply.

      No smirk, no hint of smugness or condescension. As far as Aidan was concerned, that was the plain truth. One of my fingers drummed against the table. “Skills can be learned.”

      “We have no teachers.”

      “You’re a research organization. It’s right there in the name,” I pointed out. “Magical Artifacts Retrieval and Research Institute. You’re all about studying. Think of me as another student.”

      Aidan snorted. “If today’s events are an example, you’re unable to learn anything. How many times did you attempt to use the Fae artifact after all my warnings about not using unknown artifacts?”

      “A willingness to sacrifice the unknown for the greater good is a good trait. How was I to know you had an extra weapon?”

      “You knew I worked for the Institute—”

      “Big deal,” I muttered.

      His brows arched. “If it makes you feel better to convince yourself you didn’t trust my affiliation to an Institute you’ve spent years applying to, and that’s why you acted so irresponsibly, go ahead.”

      I ignored his prim, lecturing tone. “I will, thank you.” I paused to gather my thoughts, the drumming of my finger relentless. Aidan was a man of logic, and he would never be persuaded by anything else. “I thought we dealt with the situation pretty well, considering my lack of skills.”

      “We’re still alive, yes.”

      The sharp edge in his voice awoke my curiosity again. “What did the sword take?”

      “My patience.” He checked his phone quickly. “Reed will be here soon. Your help in retrieving the artifact has been duly noted, Miss Dover.”

      “But not enough to get me a job?”

      His expression was cold as ice when he responded, “You’re not cut out for it.”

      “Okay.” I stood. “Gotta pee, be right back.”

      He blinked and busied himself with the remains of his food. Daww. He was cute, flustered like that. A grin broke free on my face as I made for the restroom near the entrance.

      I wondered how long it would take him to realize the restrooms were way out of the binding zone.
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      I held my breath, my steps measured until I was out of the fast food place, and then I sprinted for all that I was worth. I guessed I had about a couple more seconds before Aidan burst into the street screaming bloody murder. The man was fast; I’d have no chance if he caught me. Something told me this time he wouldn’t be all cool professional about it, too. He’d probably rip me apart until he got to the eyeball.

      Not that it would do him any good, seeing as how I had shifted the binding to it, but I needed my freedom to implement the new plan I had formed while he waxed poetic about my lack of skills.

      I made it into one of the main building’s entrances and took the stairs two at a time. By the third landing I felt like roadkill and wanted to lie down like it, too. Panting, I made my way through the carpeted corridor until I reached the service stairs. Once the door closed behind me, I took a few moments to ease my lungs, wipe my sweat, and put all my ducks in order.

      Okay, so Aidan was the Jerk and would rather eat his intestines than give me a job. No big deal. Even the heads of institutes had bosses. Blackmail had never been how I imagined I’d get a position at the Institute, but hey, a willingness to adapt to the situation was a good trait in this line of work, I told myself. Surely nobody would find fault with this logic, once explained.

      Unfortunately, I had been so focused on researching the Institute itself and the Jerk that I had no clue who his boss was. One existed, that much I knew, but the upper echelons of human-Fae magic politics were a bit murky. The Institute belonged to a small group of organizations tasked with keeping some semblance of control over the use of Fae magic. Taking care of Fae magic artifacts—the Institute—was one. Dealing with part-Fae-on-a-killing-rampage was another. The please-try-not-to-use-your-magic-for-evil advisory group was a bit of a joke, but I’d always felt bad for them. They tried.

      These organizations needed money to run, and Aidan didn’t seem like the fundraising type, so there was definitely someone in charge of the purse.

      I needed to find this someone.

      I glanced at the eyeball, still gripped tightly in my hand. Just a smooth, intelligent baseball with a roving pupil. Nothing gross about it.

      My phone rang and I almost dropped the Eye. Unknown number, the screen said. Please. I was perfectly aware of who was calling.

      “Maddie.” Aidan’s deep voice grumbled in my ear. “Where are you?”

      “Somewhere,” I answered with a cackle, taking the stairs toward the floor below.

      A heavy sigh came through. “Be reasonable about this. Do you really want me to hunt you down?”

      “Are you ready to exchange the Eye for my job?”

      “No.”

      “Then wouldn’t it be stealing?” Carefully, I opened the door into the outside corridor, hoping it wouldn’t make any kind of noise Aidan would recognize.

      “The artifact doesn’t belong to you,” Aidan said in what I was sure he thought was a reasonable tone but came off as more of a grinding of teeth. The sound infused some warmth into my stressed little heart.

      “Doesn’t belong to you either, remember? I found it first.” And I sure hoped he could hear the gloating smile showing on my face.

      “Are we back to that?”

      “Does the Institute resort to theft a lot? I could take up lock-picking if it’ll help my resume.”

      “Miss Dover,” Aidan bit out, “return to the main entrance of the building at once.”

      “Maybe later.”

      I cut off the call in the middle of his answer, which was a little harsh, but I had arrived at my destination. There was no time to spare before Aidan caught up to me and dragged me to some windowless cell at the Institute until I relinquished the eyeball, my pride, and any hopes for a job there ever.

      The corridors in this part of the building were wide, mall-like, with a few storefronts open for business. The Wishing Well Antiquities & Curiosities had a broad show window full of beautiful antique furniture and a couple of Roman busts. The faded gold lettering on the glass was old-fashioned, and it had a real brass chime when you opened the door.

      The front of the store wasn’t large and was softly lit to give it a cozy atmosphere. More furniture lurked against the walls, a big bookshelf boasted old research tomes, and more Greek and Roman statues stood around, flanking a couple of standing cases displaying old carved ivory, porcelain miniatures, and less expensive stones set in heavy jewelry and other accessories.

      I’d loved working at this place, even if dusting was a pain.

      Kane appeared in the opening to the back, his grin wide and immediate. “Maddie, what’s up?”

      “Hey, Kane, I need a favor.”

      “Sure. In the back?”

      I agreed and walked by him into the storeroom, where rows of half-empty shelves turned the area into a double corridor. The Wishing Well, not being in the actual antiques business, wasn’t so much into stocking items. The pieces were all wonderful and real, and they did sell at a healthy rate, but that was more a byproduct of a client’s wandering eye while they asked about the real merchandise—Fae stuff. And the Fae stuff was in an elegant room beyond the storage area, not stacked on ugly metal shelves.

      I had once asked why they made people go through this room instead of making the storage room the Fae stuff room, and Kane had told me the tasteful room made the Fae stuff feel rare and mysterious and dangerous. Rare and mysterious and dangerous apparently put a three-hundred-percent markup on things that held barely a trace of Fae magic.

      The Fae stuff room lived up to the expectation. The walls were a dark blue velvety fabric with flower patterns in an almost-black darker blue, the lighting the same warmth as the store’s but dimmer, the furniture a mix of old, heavy mahogany and modern glass-and-burnished-metal. A narrow metal vault door stood on one corner, and if Kane or his boss chose to do so, they could lock the room’s door to create a cage. No business owner would chance a client grabbing something and making a run for it.

      But I didn’t want to go in there because it had only the one exit, and it looked like a place you would do a seance in. I’d had enough of drowning in darkness for one day.

      So instead, I showed him the Eye. “What do you think of this?”

      His eyebrows shot up. Now that the eyeball had somewhat awakened, there was no mistaking its origin even if your Fae-magic-detecting senses were down for the count and buried six feet under.

      “Where’d you get that?” he asked.

      “In someone’s closet.”

      He snorted. “Yeah, right.”

      “Wanna touch?”

      A greedy light came into his eyes. “Sure.” With anyone else, I’d be very wary of his tone of excitement. But this was Kane, and we had known each other for years. There was trust there. Plus, the Eye was bound to me, so good luck running away with it. I dropped it onto his waiting hands and watched him roll it around under the light. “Whose is it?” he asked.

      “Mine.”

      He laughed. “Shut up. Oh, shit,” he added when the eyeball rolled on its own to look at me.

      Sorry, little dude, no fries around here.

      Carefully, Kane released the Eye back onto my hand, no doubt supposing that if it were to grow a mouth or something, better it eat me than him.

      “Amazing,” Kane said in awe. He looked at me again. “What does it take?”

      “I didn’t use it the whole way.” I tossed the Eye into the air a couple of times. It rolled sharply upward when I stopped, so I repeated the toss.

      Kane watched the byplay, fascinated. “Eyes are pretty rare, you know.”

      “Do you know anything about them, what they can do?” I asked eagerly.

      “Not really. I’ve heard of them, but we’ve never had one come through. I didn’t expect one to be so big,” he added, scratching his chin.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I thought they’d be more like marbles than a tennis ball. What kinda giant Fae would have an eye this huge?”

      “Ew, gross. I think you’re being a bit too literal here. Just because it looks like an eye doesn’t mean it actually came from someone, you know.” Gingerly, I pressed my fingers into the ball. It remained hard like metal instead of gooey like I imagine an eye would be. Good.

      Kane shrugged, his fascination morphed into cold consideration. Always the businessman. “Is it really yours?”

      “Yes. I found it, and it has no tag.”

      “None that we can see. Let me grab my stuff.”

      My mouth tightened. Damn, I hadn’t thought of an invisible tag. That would make things difficult. While Kane looked through some drawers by one of the shelves, I tried to reassure myself that I hadn’t sensed any lingering magic belonging to any extra spell like a tag. And I would’ve, right? Just like I had sensed the broken ward.

      “Say, Kane,” I began in my best disinterested tone, “you know a lot about Fae swords, right?”

      He made an assenting noise and brought out a small box.

      “Did you know the Jerk—uh, Greaves from the Institute owns one?”

      Kane set the box on the shelf by my side. Several small plastic bottles lined the interior. He chose one and motioned for the Eye. “Yeah. Dream Devourer.”

      Obligingly, I released the eyeball into his care. “Neat.” When he didn’t elaborate, I continued, “So…what does it do?”

      Kane licked his lips in concentration. He put the Eye on a folded cloth and dripped some clear liquid from the bottle on a cotton swab. He began to rub it on the surface of the eyeball. I held myself still at first, but when nothing happened, I relaxed again.

      “It’s a TDLN,” Kane said, turning the Eye to reach another part with the swab.

      I blinked, confused. “Too long; didn’t read?”

      Kane rolled his eyes. “Do you even know how to spell? Takes a dream, leaves a nightmare.”

      My cheeks burned. “Oh, right, that.” I cleared my throat. “Slashing or cutting?”

      “Slashing.”

      I winced. That was bad news. No wonder Aidan hadn’t been willing to use the sword earlier, if it gave nightmares every time it slashed air no matter if it found something else to cut or not. Taking dreams and leaving nightmares was a somewhat common Fae magic tradeoff, and I hoped the bad dreams wouldn’t be too bad…but then, things usually were when Fae magic was involved. They always took more than you gained, especially when talking about something big like a weapon, and Aidan hadn’t used the sword until it was absolutely necessary.

      It was going to be very bad, I just knew it, and the thought formed a dense ball of pity and concern in my stomach. I slammed a lid on those feelings. I would not feel sorry for the Jerk. I would not. Not simply because he had used his sword to protect me while I had stood there all useless, and—dammit.

      “Seems clear,” Kane said, coming to my aid. He packed the bottle back into the box and trashed the swab.

      I grabbed the Eye, glad to have something else to think about.

      “Is it yours, then?” Excitement sharpened Kane’s features. “You want to sell?”

      “I want to trade.” Before he could say anything, I forged on. “Do you know who controls the Institute? Not Greaves, but whoever is on top of him.”

      “There’s a council, but I can figure out who pulls the strings of the Institute itself. Why?” His eyes widened. “No way.”

      I smiled wickedly. “Yes way. I want to trade the Eye for a position at the Institute. Think it can be done?”

      His smile matched mine. “I don’t see why not. I’ll make some calls. Wanna stay in the staff room?”

      Shaking my head, I made my way toward the back door of the store. “I can’t. Call me when you get me a deal? You can bill them for the commission.”

      Kane was already busy browsing the contacts on his phone. “Sure thing.”

      The enthusiasm in his voice was reassuring. Dropping the eyeball inside my t-shirt, I opened the door into the service corridor linking the back of the stores. Not a moment too early, I thought when the chime from the front door rang through the room. Unwilling to wait and see if it was Aidan, I let myself out and trotted along the corridor toward the closest stairs.

      A second after I reached them, my phone rang again.
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      I let it ring a few times before answering, putting some more distance from the shop.

      “Are you ready to be reasonable?” Aidan asked, as if he were talking to recalcitrant child.

      For a few moments, I allowed myself a vivid and highly enjoyable vision of ramming my knee into his gut. I opened the door into the floor above Kane’s shop and merged into the office workers going about their business. I wouldn’t go to P&S, though, not yet. I didn’t want to give up the keycard. It might still be useful.

      “Why have you rejected all my applications?” I asked. “I mean the real reason.”

      I paused around a corner, waiting for his answer.

      “I know it’s not about my skills,” I pressed. “You don’t like hiring women or something?”

      “Your lack of skills is an issue,” he said stubbornly. But before I could call him on the lie, he continued, “Your lack of commitment is another.”

      That shocked me into moving again. I walked down the meandering corridor, barely seeing where I was going. “My what?” I searched my brain but couldn’t come up with a reason he’d think I lacked commitment. “I applied whenever possible. How can you say I lack commitment?”

      “Yes,” he answered patiently. No faint echoing murmurs of conversations or cars rose in the background. He was definitely prowling inside the building. “Your tenacity at applying is commendable, if dumb—”

      “Really?”

      “—however, look at the amount of jobs you’ve held.”

      “What about them?” I said, still not getting it.

      His lecturing mode made an appearance when he answered, “The pattern suggests you’ll get bored soon and move on to the next job.”

      “I work for a temporary agency,” I explained, very slowly and very clearly.

      “Exactly. It shows a lack of focus and intent.”

      I stared at the screen, dumbfounded. “Because I’ve been waiting to join the Institute!”

      “Our experience today is also a clear indicator that you could never work for the Institute,” he continued as if I hadn’t yelled.

      “Why not?” I asked, unable to help the satisfied smile curling my lips. “I have the artifact and you don’t. Isn’t that enough proof I’m good at this retrieval business?”

      A short silence followed my words. That’s right, I thought with an inner cackle. Chew on that.

      “Gloating will not help your situation,” Aidan said, his voice so cold, frost clung to my cheek.

      “Does wonders for my ego, though. Admit it, Greaves, we make a good team.”

      “We make a horrible team. You didn’t listen to anything I said, you put us in danger by trying to use the Fae artifact two times, and you tried to stop Ren from changing the binding.” His tone had grown more and more fatalistic the more items he added to the list of failures.

      “Don’t worry,” I told him jovially, “I have a new plan. Your assessment of my skills and our teamwork is no longer necessary.”

      “Wait a moment here, Maddie.”

      “Why? Are you ready to reconsider my offer? The Eye for a job?”

      “No.”

      “Then why should I wait?”

      “Because you don’t know what you’re doing!” he exploded. “Meet me and hand over the damn eyeball. Let the experts deal with it.”

      I harrumphed. “Please, experts. You didn’t even know it was an Eye until your cousin told you. Besides,” I said, poking the Eye through my sweatshirt and t-shirt, “I think it likes me.”

      “It’s an eyeball.”

      “A sentient, intelligent eyeball,” I corrected. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have been able to change the bonding.

      “I will find you, Miss Dover,” Aidan warned in a low voice. “I have your address, your boss’s address, and your phone number. Are you ready to run for the rest of your life?” Then, in a voice meant to put the fear of God in me, “What about your mother?”

      I rolled my eyes. As if the guy who had stopped me from using the Eye and protected me with his Fae weapon instead of feeding me to the hound to buy himself some time would do anything to my mom. “You’re the Institute, not the CIA.”

      “Are you sure?” he asked smoothly. “Haven’t you heard about our dungeon? Perhaps your friend at the Well might end up a guest while he answers some questions about your visit.”

      “I’m sure he might, if I had visited,” I told him, a trickle of unease running down my back. Unlike my mom, I wasn’t so sure Kane wasn’t a free-for-all. After all, the Institute must be fully aware half of what the Well peddled was, if not exactly illegal, definitely not registered with the Institute, as all Fae artifacts were supposed to be.

      “We both know I missed you by seconds,” Aidan said through his teeth. “Stop this game right now, Maddie. This is your future we’re talking about. Do you want to be blacklisted by the Institute, not to mention incurring fines for failing to register a found Fae artifact? It will follow you for the rest of your life.”

      When he put it that way, it did sound kinda bleak. Good thing I’m a glass-half-full kind of girl. “You’re so right. I must think of my future. See you soon.”

      “You’ll meet me?” he asked, suddenly hopeful. It made me think of an eager puppy, and I choked a laugh.

      “I’m sure I will in the future, but not today.” With that, I ended the call and turned my phone to silent. I wouldn’t put it past him to go through every nook and cranny of the building spamming my phone to see if he caught the ring tone.

      I needed a good hiding spot in the building. By now, Victor and whoever else Aidan might’ve called for reinforcements would be here, likely covering the exits. They had my current photo, thanks to my seven applications. Damn my eagerness to please and keep the profile updated.

      My good mood soured a bit at the memory of my mom helping take the photos with my phone. No, don’t use the selfie camera, she had told me, your face looks weird with it. Here, let me help you. She had been as excited about my applications as I. In fact, she had been right there with me the first time I’d sent it, all eagerness and hope, helping me format my resume and write the cover letter.

      The resume had gotten longer, but the cover letter had changed little. I blinked away the sudden moisture in my eyes blurring the corridor. Mom had been there for the heartbreak of the first rejection. Had turned the Congratulations Cupcakes into Never Give Up Cupcakes. We no longer had cupcakes, but she had gotten cute flower magnets—from the arts and crafts store where I was working at the time—for the fridge, and built a pretty garden that grew with each rejection. It took the sting away, somewhat, made me feel resilient. Like a healthy weed, my mom had agreed with that easy grin of hers.

      I lifted my phone in salute. Here’s to another flower in the garden, Mom. May it be the last.

      By the time Kane got back to me, I was sitting on an exercise ball in one of the supply closets of the gym on the fifth floor, eating one outrageously priced sandwich and chasing it down with an orange-tasting sports drink from the vending machine. The Eye remained safely tucked between my t-shirt and the waist of my jeans. I had considered offering it some of my food, but the thought of watching it turn into a hungry mouth held me back. “Eat a finger, grant a wish” wasn’t that far-fetched for an artifact’s power.

      “Can you talk?” Kane asked, all excitement.

      “Yup. Got something for me?”

      “Yeah. By the way, that guy you were talking about, Greaves, he dropped by.”

      “Figured he would.”

      “I told him nothing.”

      “What are friends for?”

      “Exactly. So, I asked around and got a name for you. I took the liberty of setting up a meeting between you both today.”

      I gripped the sandwich wrapper very tightly. “So fast?” I eyed the yoga mat I had expected to use for a mattress later that night.

      Kane took an offended air. “It wasn’t that easy, you know.”

      “Sure, sorry.”

      “I had the impression you were in a hurry, but if not, I can change the details.”

      I grinned into the phone. “You’re the best, Kane. The stars write your name at night and angels sing of your deeds.”

      “As well they should. It took some favors, but the man’s ready to meet you in forty-five. Think you can make it?”

      “I think so.” I had to, if I wanted this whole plan to work. “Where?” Perhaps if I used one of the windows on the second floor, I could drop onto a dumpster or something and avoid the main doors.

      “Basement level, room 6A.”

      “Which basement?”

      “Our basement.”

      Groaning, I closed my eyes. “I don’t think the basement is a good place. What about one of the empty offices on four?”

      “I could ask, but…this guy is important, Maddie. You want to be on his good side.”

      Couldn’t hurt, I agreed to myself with some resignation. “Okay. Do you know where 6A is?”

      “Between 5C and 6B””

      “Funny.”

      “South side.”

      I drew a map in my head. That would be close to the freight elevator. Perfect. “Thank you, Kane.” A last-second nagging stopped me from ending the call. “Who is this guy? Are you sure he can tell the Institute what to do?”

      “No names, Maddie. But yes, I’m sure.”

      “I owe you one.”

      “You sure do.”

      The call ended, and I pocketed the phone. I drummed my fingers against my thighs as I went over the conversation and formed a plan. Sure, the basement was bad news, and hopefully the hound wouldn’t be coming back, but I doubted Aidan would stand around patrolling it. He might be watching some of the stairs, but there was no way he had people watching the stairs and the entrances and the freight elevator. Not to mention it was keycard locked.

      If he recognized his boss, though, he might get curious and follow.

      But by then it would be too late. His boss already knew about the artifact and wanted a good look himself. All I had to do was get to the meeting place in time.

      It proved exceedingly easy, now that I knew the freight elevator went down to the basement. Full of nail-biting tension, but easy. Nobody waited for the elevator on my floor, and the cab didn’t stop until it touched the basement. I peeked around the doors and sagged with relief when I found the corridor empty. It was bright and a welcoming gray.

      It took me a few minutes to follow the correct passage—not all doors were marked—but I eventually got to 6A. I was ten minutes early and sweating like I had just raced the stairs down instead of walking sedately the whole way. Concentrate, Maddie, I admonished myself. Gotta play it like a pro. You have the artifact. You are bound to the artifact. They can’t take it from you.

      My heart moved from hammering my chest to blocking my throat.

      Before it decided to abandon ship altogether, I raised my hand and knocked firmly on the door.

      “I’m hErE—” I cleared my throat and tried again. “I’m here about the artifact.”

      The door opened, and I stepped inside a room bigger and cleaner than the office Aidan and I had raided earlier in the day. It was brightly lit, empty of furniture and anything else except for the man who had opened the door. He closed it with a soft snick, and I got my first good look at him.

      Well, crap.

      I was in big trouble.
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      This man couldn’t be Aidan’s boss, because he was my temporary boss.

      Kane, now in the running for biggest Jerk in the world, had set me up.

      “Mr. Sullivan,” I said in a weak voice. Everything about me felt weak—my knees, my heart, my friendships.

      He was taller than I was, taller than Aidan, and had the shape of a wall dressed in an expensive suit. Used the gym on five every day for sure. He looked me up and down, cataloging my pros and cons. He had done the same when we had briefly met yesterday, and he must be remembering too, because a glint of recognition came into his eyes.

      “I know you,” Sullivan said, then snapped his fingers. “You’re the new intern.”

      “Temp worker,” I answered, putting a couple of steps between us.

      “Lovely. Show me the Eye.”

      “I have some conditions before we trade,” I warned him warily. The play of emotions on his face was starting to creep me out. It wavered between that of a kid on Christmas day and a stoic businessman. The effect was unnerving.

      “First, I need to see the item, then we can negotiate.”

      A shiver racked me as I retrieved the eyeball and my fingers came in contact with my torso. My hands were frozen again. This damn place was bad for my health. After rubbing the eye on my sweatshirt, I held it up for Sullivan to see.

      He stepped up to me, and I stopped myself from walking farther back. It took a severe effort on my part.

      “May I?” he asked, his attention never deviating from the Eye.

      “Okay.” I watched him lift the eyeball from my hand, never touching me.

      He rolled it in his hands, inspecting it in clear awe.

      “This is wonderful craftsmanship,” he said in a reverent tone. “Beautiful. Just beautiful.”

      I did not want to tell him it was probably someone’s actual eye, but he got me curious. “You know about Eyes?”

      “Mhmm-mhmm,” he answered. “Quite rare. I’ve been trying to get one for my collection for ages.”

      Which, I supposed, explained how Kane the Jerk II had managed to arrange this transaction so fast. Still, perhaps I was being too fast to judge here.

      “Are you involved with the Council or the Institute?” I asked.

      He made a sound of derision. “God, no.”

      Dammit, Kane. “And Greaves? Do you know him?”

      Sullivan inhaled harshly. Apparently, simply hearing the name was enough to sour his day. I should know. “A pain in the ass. Like his Institute.”

      I stared at him at a loss for words. But I’d better come up with some, and fast. Soon he’d be asking for my price, and I didn’t think he’d take “get me a job at the Institute” in stride.

      “So, er, you collect things?” I asked to buy myself some time.

      “My Fae artifact collection is one of the best in the country. In the world, actually, once I add this little one to the ranks.”

      His artifact collection… “You’re the Collector?”

      I regretted the words as soon as they left my mouth. I shouldn’t have let it slip I had guessed his secret identity.

      But instead of turning antagonistic, he smiled, full of pride. “My reputation precedes me, I see. Yes, lady, I am known among some circles as the Collector. I hope this won’t be a problem?”

      Ah, there it was, the steel-edged warning in his words. Like Aidan, Sullivan had access to all my private information thanks to my temp work for him. Unlike Aidan, he would have no trouble messing with those close to me to make sure I kept my mouth shut.

      “Not a problem, Mr. Sullivan,” I agreed. “Now, about my fee…”

      “Ah, yes, the finder’s fee. You can take it up with the Wishing Well. It’s on hold pending the sale.”

      What was he talking about? I thrust my hand out, palm up. “I’m sorry, Mr. Sullivan, I mean my sales fee.”

      He glared at my hand like it was holding trash. “You have my gratitude for keeping my artifact safe, lady, and that’s it. After all, you took it from me.”

      “Took it from—” Oh, of course. He had been the client Floor Guy had meant to sell the Eye to. It had been P&S’s basement room, after all. “The ward and the binding…?”

      Sullivan nodded, somewhat aggravated now. “Not enough security, I see now. It was good enough to catch Mason trying to sabotage the deal, but not enough to keep you around.”

      I sent a covert glance to my surroundings. How many wards had Sullivan prepared in anticipation for this meeting? I couldn’t sense anything, but that didn’t mean they weren’t there, if they were well hidden. “Still,” I said, “the artifact could’ve landed in anyone’s hands—like the Institute—if I hadn’t come along, so I think I deserve an extra fee.”

      “You have my thanks. It’s more than enough.” He turned to leave the room. “Let’s forget this meeting ever happened.”

      He made it three steps away before the Eye was yanked from his hand and fell to the floor. It rolled across the tiles until it bumped into my sneakers. I didn’t know how much of it had been the bond and how much it had been the Eye itself, but then, who cared? I picked it up, trying to keep my face a mask of serenity instead of triumph.

      Sullivan arched a brow. “I see.”

      “Let’s talk about my guarding fee. You are an important man, and if you help me with a small favor, I’ll be glad to transfer the bind to you.”

      “I don’t negotiate with blackmailers, lady.”

      Jeez, from one to one hundred in a second. “I’m not a blackmailer. I only need this one favor, and I think I’ve earned it, considering how much effort I’ve put in keeping the Eye safe.”

      Sullivan simply stared at me, boredom creeping into his darkening features. With a start, I realized the lights had begun to dim. Unease hit me like a brick. I looked behind me, searching for the tell-tale signs of oily darkness and black tendrils.

      “The hound is yours?” I asked in too high a pitch, holding the Eye close to my chest. I chanced a glance down. Its pupil stared back. Did I dare…?

      Sullivan took a step toward me. “Don’t even think about it. You don’t want to use that Eye. The tradeoff will be much worse than you imagine. Be a good girl and hand it over with the bind.”

      Prickling along my arms turned my skin into goosebumps. I could almost feel the Fae beast lurking somewhere outside the room, waiting for its master’s signal to rush in and munch on human.

      “Call it away,” I said.

      “Transfer the bind.”

      “Not until we’re upstairs.”

      “Here.”

      I shook my head. I was impulsive, not stupid. “No.”

      “Then you’ll die, and the binding will snap to me.”

      I let the dormant Fae magic in my blood awaken and travel all the way to my fingers, to the Eye. I was about to find out what this horrible tradeoff was all about. As I’d told Aidan earlier in the day, it couldn’t be worse than death, right?

      The room’s door blew inward, and Aidan stepped on the threshold.

      Thank God.

      “Greaves,” snarled Sullivan.

      “Call your hound off, Sullivan. We’ve got a meeting at the Institute.”

      “I’m not going anywhere,” Sullivan said, composing himself. “I have done nothing wrong. The lady was simply returning my property. You can’t take me to the Institute for retrieving things I bought legally.”

      “I can take you for not registering your items.”

      “I have two weeks since the day of acquisition, which happens to be,” he made a show of looking at his luxury wristwatch, “today.”

      “Then what about I take you for imprisonment of people?” Aidan said just as placidly, tipping his head toward me.

      Sullivan tut-tutted. “Not the Institute’s purview.”

      Aidan leaned against the doorframe and crossed his arms, looking mighty good. “I don’t mind waiting while the guardians get here.”

      “This is a private meeting, and you’re intruding in my business’s property. If you want to wait, you can do it outside while me and the lady finish our business.”

      I shook my head like some kind of demented doll. Aidan looked at the ceiling and took a deep breath.

      “Miss Dover here is acting under the Institute’s orders,” he said in a neutral tone. I gave him a small thumbs up. His eye twitched. “As her supervisor, I must make sure she’s following instructions, you understand.”

      “Oh, bullshit.” Sullivan brought a hand to the neck of his shirt. “This is not how I wanted things to end, but you’ve become an annoyance anyway.”

      “Maddie,” Aidan warned, moving inside the room. “Go.”

      Sullivan’s smile stretched wide. “I don’t think so.” He finished unbuttoning the shirt and grabbed some kind of pendant. Magic raised the hairs on my nape. I backed up until I hit the wall. The hound’s stalking magic and this new power mingled in the air, making my own magic squirm and bury itself into the depths of my soul. It wanted no part of this, and neither did I, but I was too frozen to do anything but gape.

      The light dimmed until both Sullivan and Aidan were simple shapes. Something howled in my ears, inside my head. It made me want to curl up and burrow into the floor.

      “Yes, come closer, Greaves,” Sullivan taunted. The floor beneath his feet became an enlarging pool of oily darkness, and I flattened myself against the wall. Perhaps I could slowly pick my way around the room until I got to the door, I thought in my panic. Aidan and Sullivan were busy with each other. They might not notice me.

      But one glance at Aidan and my plan crumbled into little pieces. He hadn’t taken his attention away from Sullivan, not even to look at the pool of darkness slowly eating its way across the floor. Dream Devourer’s hilt rested in his hand.

      Something shifted inside me. I was no longer one, but part of a team. Aidan might have come mostly to save the Eye and not me, but I couldn’t leave him.

      A mass of glistening dark muscle rose out of the pool.

      I gasped, horrified.

      It wasn’t the hound. It was way worse.
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      Aidan didn’t react at the new arrival.

      The same, sadly, could not be said of me.

      Biting my lip to stop myself from shouting some curses, I squirmed along the wall until I hit the farthest corner. I kept telling my body to stop, that it would call attention to me, but my body was like hahaha, nope.

      Luckily, the monster standing between Sullivan and Aidan paid me no attention. It rose on its back legs, a humanoid shape with bowed legs and arms that went too long and were too thin and ended in large claws. Its head was shaped like a man’s, the face unrecognizable. Inky, glistening skin stretched taut over muscles.

      A soulless Fae.

      This stupid bastard, I said in my mind, my gaze darting from the Fae to Sullivan.

      “Stupid bastard,” said Aidan with much feeling.

      Soulless Fae were Fae who had traded away all that made them Fae. Neither alive nor dead, they gained the instinct and shape of a beast, but where Fae beasts were their own beings, soulless Fae were simply bodies. Hungry, yearning, unstoppable bodies controlled by giving them the only thing they really wanted—a part of your soul.

      Thankfully, they were so rare they were more myth than reality—Fae enjoyed their lives too much to become such a thing. That meant this one must be ancient.

      Sullivan didn’t bother to answer Aidan; the Fae did it for him. In the blink of an eye, the monster lurched forward, striking Aidan and sending him flying into the wall.

      This time I cursed loudly. “Call it off! Don’t you care it’ll take your soul?”

      Sullivan didn’t bother to look at me. “A small price to pay.” To finally get rid of him, he left unsaid. Damn Aidan and his jerk tendencies.

      “I’ll give you the Eye.” Desperation had turned my voice shrill. The Fae kicked Aidan in the ribs, sending him tumbling across the floor. No wonder Sullivan had wanted to meet in the basement. Like the hound, this soulless Fae probably wouldn’t be able to exist away from the earth, and here with all the ley lines it was probably much more powerful.

      “Too late,” Sullivan said, clearly enjoying the spectacle.

      Aidan rolled to his feet, and I felt another tingle of magic as Dream Devourer took its beautiful shape. He dodged the Fae’s incoming punch and brought the sword upward in an arc meant to carve a chunk out of the Fae’s chest. The Fae moved inhumanly fast, avoiding the strike. Aidan crouched to duck its backhand and grabbed its arm, rolling the monstrosity over his hip to send it crashing to the floor.

      Undaunted, the Fae landed on feet and hand and launched itself straight into Aidan. Aidan tried to roll with the hit but toppled with a grunt.

      He was getting his ass kicked.

      Now the Fae made a downward strike with its claws. Aidan managed to move out of the way in time, plunging Dream Devourer forward into the Fae’s gut. Instead of embedding into the body, it slid off the Fae’s skin, sending a few black droplets into the air. Sullivan laughed. Great, the Fae was armored.

      Aidan’s expression grew grimmer. He went on the offensive, glancing the Fae’s arm this time. A cut that should’ve split flesh to the bone didn’t even draw enough blood to soil the blade. Instead of falling to the floor, the arm whipped back. Aidan brought up his arm and covered his head in time, but the hit sent him stumbling. Unrelenting, the Fae delivered another blow, claws extended. Aidan’s sleeve got shredded, dark spots blossoming around the tears. He wouldn’t last long.

      Time to put on my big girl pants.

      “You better be worth it,” I muttered to the Eye, holding it in front of me. I pushed all my magic through my fingers into the orb. No time for delicacy.

      The Eye thrummed against my skin; something clicked inside my chest. It was done. No turning back. Opposite from me, Aidan’s back smacked the wall before he brought his sword upward to block another attack. I winced. A trickle of blood ran down his chin, and his jeans had earned a few ragged stripes on this thigh.

      And still, nothing happened.

      The Eye simply sat there in my hands, thrumming like some purring cat. Go on, I urged, do whatever it is you do. Kill the Fae and save the day.

      Nothing.

      “Put that down,” yelled Sullivan. Something had alerted him to the Eye. I had taken a few steps forward when the Fae had started to pummel Aidan, and I retracted them very fast at the look of rage in Sullivan’s eyes.

      The wall bent against my back.

      Sullivan’s eyes went very wide. So did mine. I looked down in shock to find dark green tendrils racing across the tile, up my sneakers and jeans. More tendrils were expanding over my shoulders, down my arms. The wall pressed against me, surrounding me until it enveloped me like a blanket. For a few heartbeats, I couldn’t see, I couldn’t breathe, I couldn’t scream.

      And just as I thought it was the end of me, the wall moved past me, yanking the Eye from my hands and leaving me lighthearted. A low growl ran through the room, shaking my bones. Covering my ears, I dared a look at the source.

      Standing as tall as me was another Fae hound, its skin green moss and leaves, its teeth huge in its open maw, its visible pupil a bright green I recognized right away.

      Sullivan fell on his butt. The Fae whirled toward the Eye-hound with a growl of its own. Aidan lifted his blade, his expression unreadable.

      The silence stretched, as if we were all waiting for something.

      “Hunt!” I cried, pointing at the Fae.

      The Eye-hound howled in excitement and leaped forward.

      Unfortunately, I went right along with it.

      My weight against the binding was no hindrance for the Eye-hound. Yanked forward, I tried to keep up but lost my footing, landing with a grunt. I was unceremoniously dragged across the floor, past the speechless form of Sullivan, and catapulted into the wall when the Fae twisted away and my beast was forced to turn at an acute angle.

      My arm and shoulder took the brunt, but I had no time to recover because Fae and hound were on the move again.

      I heard my name being shouted. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Aidan on all fours, stretching an arm my way. I rolled onto my stomach and reached for him, my body starting to make another trip across the floor. My fingertips touched his as I flew by, and the bond snapped into place.

      Aidan wasted no time in grabbing my wrist and pulling. We scrambled to our feet and scampered away from the Fae-hound fight. His arm wound around my waist, securing me against him, my back to his front, while his other arm raised Dream Devourer in a protective gesture. I held on to his arm, the skin of his hand fire against my chilly fingers, his chest pressing against my shoulder blades with his every breath. I burrowed myself into him, seeking the reassurance of his muscles and heartbeat and uncaring of what he thought of me. There was safety in his arms, a sense of completion.

      A strange excitement began to fill me in spite of the panic and the adrenaline coursing through my veins.

      Teamwork. Definitely teamwork and nothing else.

      Together, we watched the Eye-hound clamp its teeth on the Fae and rip its arm from its socket. Blood splattered everywhere, and the green vines growing wherever the beast touched the floor reached for the drops greedily, making short work of absorbing them. It made the Eye-hound’s mossy fur grow brighter, the leaves scattered throughout seem fuller. With a deafening sound of victory, the beast used its teeth to pick the arm from the floor and toss it into the air. A moment later, it landed on its mouth again, and the sound of happy hound chomping on crunching bone filled the room.

      Still locked together, Aidan and I took a step toward the door.

      The Fae screamed in rage and launched itself at the Eye-hound, aiming for its gut. The Eye-hound made a sound of annoyance and lashed at the Fae with its long tail, jerking its feet until the Fae fell to the floor.

      Then my lovely Eye beast proceeded to eat it.

      Aidan pulled me toward the exit, but I gripped his arm and shook my head. This beast…it wasn’t like the other hound or the soulless Fae.

      As if hearing my thoughts, the Eye-hound lifted its head and looked at us, black blood running down its lolling tongue, its green eyes fixed on mine.

      “Good boy,” I said, my voice thin and shaky and so low I hoped the beast’s ears were as good as a real hound’s.

      It gave a little yip and wagged its tail. Its eyes rolled downward to look at what I thought was a Fae leg and part of another arm. I didn’t look too closely.

      “Sure,” I whispered. “All yours.”

      The hound grinned and made a circle around the Fae parts. After using its muzzle to push the arm my way, it grabbed the leg and trotted toward the wall of green, disappearing inside the same way it had appeared.

      Once it was gone, the light returned to its usual brightness and the oily pools vanished.

      The Fae arm decayed into dark gray dust, leaving an opaque crystal behind. Possibly half of the artifact that had allowed Sullivan to control it. Speaking of which…

      I searched the empty room. “Where’s Sullivan?”

      “Ran away when your hound tore off the arm.”

      Aidan’s voice rumbled against my ribs, and I swallowed. Neither of us seemed willing to step away from each other.

      His arm tightened. “What did it take from you?”

      “I don’t know,” I confessed. “And it took the Eye with it. Perhaps it doesn’t work like other artifacts, since the source is still living.”

      “You’ll know soon enough,” Aidan said in a worried tone. I wondered if he was thinking of all the nightmares he was about to face due to today’s fighting. The thought wrapped around my heart in a tight vine.

      Gently, I pried his arm away from my waist and turned to check his injuries. His arm was bleeding freely, blood trickling all the way to this hand and over Dream Devourer’s hilt. The cuts on his jeans were also darkening with more blood.

      “We’ve got to take care of your wounds,” I said, worried. He looked pale, and a constant grimace of pain had etched around his mouth and eyes.

      He looked at his sleeve then shook his head. “It’ll keep. We need to clean this up, then get back upstairs so I can get Reed.”

      “How did you know where to find me?” I asked. He moved around me and knelt carefully by the pile of gray dust. I followed close behind.

      “I figured you’d do something stupid, so I followed the hound’s eerie feeling.”

      Good news—he might be in pain, but his charm was obviously intact. “Thank you for coming.”

      “Not that I helped much,” he muttered.

      “It’s the thought that counts.”

      “We still don’t know what you had to sacrifice,” he continued as if he hadn’t heard me. His thumb rubbed the obsolete crystal before pocketing it. “A soulless Fae. What was he thinking?”

      “I don’t know, but you’ll ask him?”

      His lips stretched into a dangerous smile that promised retribution. “Oh, yes, I’ll ask him. He has a standing date with the Institute’s private rooms.”

      I was about to ask if that meant the dungeons when an idea popped in my head: “I know how to break the binding.”

      Suspicion filled his face as I knelt by his side, grinning widely.

      “Promise me a job,” I told him.

      He studied me, silent.

      “A promise is as good as a binding, remember? It’s the only promise I’m going to accept, and you owe me at least a probationary period. I did help you get rid of the soulless Fae. You can always try to fire me later.”

      That last bit must’ve improved his spirits, because his doom-and-gloom expression cleared somewhat.

      “I suppose you might be somewhat useful. Come to the Institute in two weeks, if you still want a job,” he offered grudgingly, and I knew he’d spend the next two weeks looking for ways to get rid of me the moment I stepped into his office. Good luck with that.

      Because even if he was successful, I had a feeling that finding the Eye was only the beginning for me. Institute or not, I was about to become an artifact hunter. And if he didn’t want me working for him, then I had no problem selling him whatever I found.

      “It’s a promise,” I said, and surprised myself by leaning forward and kissing his cheek.

      It was no more than a caress, a slight touch of my lips long enough for his breath to catch and me to feel the rough texture of his skin.

      “What…?” he said, all dumbfounded when I moved back.

      “A promise can be sealed with a kiss,” I told him with a wink.

      Then I stood and walked to the door, well out of the binding zone.

      “What are we waiting for?” I grinned at his lost expression and refrained from licking my lips and ending the tingling still spreading there. “Let’s get out of here.”

      And look at that. I was smiling at the adventure that followed after Lisa told me to get to the basement.
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      Kane lived in the basement of a converted townhouse in a quiet neighborhood. The light of his room was off, but I knew he was home because he had been playing a game online until ten minutes ago while texting me how sorry he was and how he’d make it up to me. And also if I was really sure Sullivan wouldn’t be paying the finder’s fee.

      I should be home, licking my bruises and preparing my new treasure-hunter-Institute-or-not life plans.

      But some things, like revenge, were worth putting your life on hold.

      The Eye-hound snorted by my shoulder, its breath warm in the cold air of the night.

      I still had no idea of what I had traded in exchange for activating his eye, but he had been somewhere in the periphery of my senses all through our trip out of the basement and whenever I went by a patch of spring greenery, as if its business with me wasn’t finished.

      So there we were: me, the Eye-hound, a few bushes in the house’s yard, and Kane the Jerk II.

      “No eating,” I told the beast. “No killing, no gnawing, no mauling. I’ll allow some licking.”

      He made a content noise before his presence disappeared from my side.

      A minute later, a scream tore through the house.

      I cackled.

      Two weeks later…

      The Magical Artifacts Retrieval and Research Institute was an ordinary red-brick office building stuck in a row of storefronts. To others, there was nothing of notice about it, but to my Google Maps trained eye, it was like coming home. The culmination of years of hard work.

      The warm feeling of contentment filling my chest didn’t last long, however, once I went inside and found Victor.

      “What do you mean he hasn’t finished the paperwork yet and I don’t have a job?” I asked, swaying between irritation and disbelief. “Where is he? He promised.”

      Victor grimaced and shook his head. The hint of worry in his expression took me aback.

      “Victor?” Unease unfurled in the pit of my stomach. “Where’s Aidan?”

      He rubbed his mouth while he assessed me. Seemingly coming to a decision, he gave me a grave look.

      “We don’t know. He’s been missing for a week.”
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      My time had finally come. After seven rejections, one basement escapade, and a couple of horrifying Fae beasts, I was standing in front of the Magical Artifacts Retrieval and Research Institute. In person, and not through G-maps street view.

      And I even had a job waiting for me.

      My grin was so wide, people kept some extra distance as they walked past. I would’ve cackled, but artifact hunters did not cackle. I wished I could immortalize the moment, but since humanity at large had no clue the Fae were real and their artifacts and part-Fae descendants had been let loose among its population, it generally wasn’t a good idea to bring attention to things like the Institute’s building. I didn’t want to start my first day on the wrong foot by taking a selfie.

      The Institute was an ordinary red-brick office building stuck in a row of storefronts. Three stories of apparent boredom that filled my chest with so much warmth, I began to sweat under my jacket—one of Mom’s best. Sweatshirts, she had told me firmly, did not make good impressions on first days.

      But what if I was called into some dusty basement, or attic, or—my eyes had turned dreamy—had to dig up some long-lost artifact treasure while fighting Fae creatures, I had argued.

      Her response? “Jackets come off, Maddie.”

      Hard to argue with that one.

      I took the steps up to the entrance of the building, feeling like I was about to burst with joy. I wasn’t a stranger to first days—until two weeks ago I had worked for a temporary job agency—but never before had I felt such rightness and contentment.

      The feeling of rightness stayed as I went down the main hallway, admiring the lack of decor and the cream-colored walls, and found the room marked as Reception. It persisted as I waited at the empty counter, leaning in to spy through the open door on the side, and peaked when I announced loudly that I was here and then choked a giggle of excitement.

      Alas, the contentment did not endure.

      “What do you mean he hasn’t finished the paperwork yet and I don’t have a job?” I asked, swaying between irritation and disbelief. We were in the side room now. Victor Reed—the Institute’s second in command as far as I could tell and long-time sufferer of my application-related calls—had ushered me inside. “Where is he? He promised.”

      Victor grimaced and shook his head. The hint of worry in his expression took me aback.

      “Victor?” Unease unfurled in the pit of my stomach. “Where’s Aidan?”

      He rubbed his mouth while he assessed me. Seemingly coming to a decision, he gave me a grave look.

      “We don’t know. He’s been missing for a week.”

      My mouth hung open. I stared back. “Missing?” Aidan hadn’t looked like the kind of man who simply took off without notice. “Haven’t you searched for him?”

      Victor offered me a lovely reaaally arch of his eyebrows—he must’ve learned that from Aidan. At the reminder, my stomach twisted.

      “What case was he working on?” I asked. “Maybe I can help with the search.”

      “I can’t tell you that, Maddie.”

      “Why not?”

      “It’s Institute’s business.”

      Really, would it have killed Aidan to sign my papers the day after his promise instead of waiting until the last minute? “I’m basically part of the Institute. Are you sure he didn’t sign whatever, and it’s just lying on his desk instead of being filed? Does he have a tablet? Maybe he signed it online.”

      “Sorry, Maddie, if it’s not official, my hands are tied.”

      “Even if I can help?”

      “I can see you’re eager, but do you have any experience in tracking people?”

      If by tracking people he meant running after them because they “forgot” to pay for their purchases at the various stores where I had worked, sure. I didn’t think he would take that as assurance, though. “If he was investigating something dangerous or in the black market, people might be more willing to talk to someone unaffiliated with the Institute, right?”

      He considered this for a few moments then shook his head. “Sorry, can’t do. I’ll have to contact the Council if he’s still missing in a few days, and they’ll send someone to oversee us until they decide what to do.” He grimaced. “If they find anything inappropriate going on, they might clean house. Can’t risk it.”

      I checked the corners of the ceiling. More cream color and an old stain. “It’s not like there are cameras in here,” I whispered. “Just tell me, and nobody else needs to know.”

      Victor patted my shoulder. “Sorry, Maddie. I’ll let you know about the job as soon as I can.”

      What a perfect example of “letting you down easy.” In a heartbeat, I saw my dreams crumble, saw myself going back to Joe and asking to be added back to his temp job roster. Saw myself filling out that damn Institute application form an eighth time. Saw myself walking out of this building that already felt like home and never coming back in again.

      “You’re good now, right?” I heard Victor say while I played out the rest of my life in my head—temp jobs, blackmailing Kane the Jerk II for information about artifacts I might find before the Institute, offering whoever took over the Institute the same deal I had Aidan—an artifact for a job.

      Another twist of my stomach. Swallowing became awfully hard.

      “Maddie? I got things to do.”

      I nodded vaguely and heard him leave the room. For some reason, all these plans of how to go about getting a job at the Institute—again—didn’t fill me with the unbridled optimism and excitement they usually did. They left me drowning in dread.

      And then I realized, in a big eureka moment that made me tilt my head as if ready to feel the warmth from the opening heavens, that I was giving up. And artifact hunters did not give up.

      Soaking in my renewed energy, I ignored the exit leading back to the reception desk and chose the second door in the room. It took me deeper into the main hallway, which I took as a good sign.

      I had no intention of leaving the building. Not yet, anyway.

      Since Aidan was missing, I would remind everyone that I was born to find Fae artifacts by tracking him down.

      He might not be an artifact, but he had plenty of Fae blood in his veins. During our basement adventures, I had tried to figure out how much of a part Fae he was, but Aidan had an excellent knack for refusing to answer questions. A gift, really. You could say mine was the exact opposite.

      There were three other doors in the hallway before the stairs and an old elevator in the back. I pressed my ear against the first door but heard nothing. Same with the second. At the third, I heard a muffled voice that sounded masculine. I couldn’t tell if that was Victor, but I decided not to chance it and took the stairs.

      What were they going to do if they caught me, fire me? Hah.

      The second floor was a repeat of the first—a hallway and more rooms, except most of the doors up here were open. I peeked into the first room and found a neat, empty office space with a window opening into the next building’s close wall.

      “Can I help you?” came from behind me.

      I spun, my most winning smile pasted on my face. A woman sat behind a desk in the office room across the hallway, the upper half of her face peeking over her monitor. The Institute’s web page had no list of employees except for Aidan being listed as the director, and no photos whatsoever, so I was at a disadvantage. It’s hard to make people warm up to you when you have no clue who they are.

      Still, I hadn’t sporadically worked retail for nothing.

      “Hi,” I said brightly, walking inside her office with purpose. I extended my hand, nearly knocking her monitor over. “I’m Maddie Dover. I’m supposed to start today.”

      The woman rested her elbows on the desk and steepled her fingers. “Is that so?”

      “Yup. I was sent up here.” By past me. “To get a look around.” And find out more about Aidan. “And meet the team.” Because surely Aidan must’ve told someone what he was working on. Since she was looking at my extended arm like it was a demonic tentacle, I retracted it smoothly. “What’s your name?”

      “Lopez.”

      I studied the room. Unlike the other office, this one was brimming with books and folders and signs of humanity. It even had a corkboard on one wall. Unfortunately, it had nothing pinned on it. “Will you show me around?”

      “No.”

      I nodded as if in agreement. “Of course, you must be very busy. Aidan—uh, Mr. Greaves—said things usually are, and not to expect to be coddled.” He had said no such thing, but he had definitely been thinking it whenever he looked at me.

      Lopez reached for the mouse, never taking her eyes from me. I wondered if she was triggering some kind of alarm system. Beware, annoying hunter-wannabe loose in the building.

      “Do you know what they’ll have me working on?”

      “No.”

      “Hey,” I exclaimed. “Think they’ll pair us up?”

      That was enough to get a reaction out of her. The reaction was to concentrate on her monitor and ignore me. I mentally rubbed my hands together. Perfect.

      “Can I look around?” I asked, taking a couple of backward steps toward the door.

      “Go back downstairs.”

      Since that wasn’t a no, and since the first law of the world of Fae was to be very precise with your wording, I took that as an opportunity to grow into my new role and snoop around.

      “Great, thanks!” I stepped into the hallway and approached the next open door. Another office with the same type of desk and computer. This one had a lot less stuff lying around but still showed signs of human habitation. Sadly, there were no plaques on the doors or walls to indicate who owned each room.

      I ignored the room and the one opposite and focused on the ones at the end of the hallway, the ones with the big windows opening onto the street. If Aidan’s office was on this floor, it had to be one of these. The one on the left, to be precise. The door was closed, the handle rattled but didn’t turn, and there were about five wards drenching the wood with magic.

      The wards didn’t bother me. Once I found Aidan, he wouldn’t care I had broken into his office—I would definitely make him promise to not care about it before freeing him—so the only problem was the locked part. I examined the lock; it appeared simple enough.

      Checking to make sure I was still alone in the hallway, I tried the credit card trick. Shockingly, it didn’t work.

      I weighed my options. Using the Fae hound to smash right through the door would cause too much ruckus. Not to mention that a second floor was possibly too far from Fae land for him to be able to show up.

      Yes, I had a huge Fae hound at my beck and call. I had named him Greenie and I wasn’t completely sure it was a he, but I wasn’t about to go checking.

      Ever since acquiring him a couple of weeks ago during our battle with the soulless Fae, I had refrained from calling on Greenie too much, even if he was often hovering just out of sight. For all that I’d seemingly ignored Aidan’s lectures about using artifacts, it wasn’t smart to keep using a Fae anything when you didn’t know what the exchange would take from you.

      Fae magic always came at a cost.

      As of now, I had absolutely no idea what the price was for owning and using a Fae hound.

      Retracing my steps, I peeked back into Lopez’s office.

      Her typing speed didn’t change. “You’re still here.”

      She didn't sound surprised, and I was glad she already knew me so well. Future teammates ought to know each other well. “Greaves’s office is locked.”

      “Shocking.”

      “Do you know what he was working on before he disappeared?”

      Clack, clack, clack went the keyboard. “Researching artifacts.”

      “Do you think he was searching for the Collector?”

      She gave me a sharp glance. “You know about the Collector?”

      Hell, I had worked for the Collector. Except at the time he had been Sullivan, of Proctor & Sullivan Accounting Services, and I had been unaware of his secret persona as a collector of dangerous black market Fae artifacts. Apparently, Aidan hadn’t told others of my involvement in discovering the Collector’s true identity down in the Bowels of Hell.

      “Hmm-hmm. I could be useful, you know,” I said matter-of-factly. “I have contacts in the artifact world.” One. And he had stabbed me in the back. I seriously needed to make new friends in the business. “I can help.”

      “Maddie!” came from an outraged Victor now emerging from the stairs.

      Lopez’s mouth twitched at the corner. The clack-clacking resumed. “The Collector sounds right.”

      I gave her a thumbs up she didn’t see and turned to Victor, who hadn’t dragged me to the stairs but was instead pointing sternly in their direction. “Out. Now.”

      I saluted and trotted back to the first floor and then out the main entrance.

      Time to get working on finding my grumpy Fae-human artifact. And I knew just where to start.
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      The trip to the Hub didn’t take long. It was a huge block-sized building filled with businesses that catered to the world of the part-Fae. Aidan had told me the reason everyone liked the building was because it sat right on an unusually strong convergence of ley lines. Offices and stores filled the inside, and more stores and a few restaurants lined the outside. Most of my temp jobs had been here, so I knew the place inside out.

      I exchanged greetings with a few people as I made it across the lobby to the elevators in the back and the stairs into the basement. As usual, the entrance to the Bowels of Hell was a pool of darkness reeking of desperate times, desperate measures, and are you sure you want to lose your soul today?

      Ah, good times.

      P&S’s offices occupied part of the third floor, and to my relief, Lisa, my former boss, was around.

      Her eyebrows shot up the moment she stepped into the reception area and saw me. As usual, her pantsuit was spotless. As was her makeup. And, well, everything else about her. “You own a jacket?”

      I tugged at the garment in question, frowning slightly. “It’s my mom’s.”

      Lisa nodded, relieved the universe had righted itself. For someone who had known me for all of one day and ten minutes, she sure had my number. Talk about being an open book.

      “What do you want?” she asked, walking to one of the corners of the room.

      I joined her there and lowered my voice. “Have you heard about Sullivan?”

      Her expression immediately blanked. “I’m not sure what you’re talking about.”

      “So, you have heard about him,” I said knowingly. I almost nudged her side, but I didn’t want to overreach, and I also didn’t want to die a slow, agonizing death.

      “Maddie, what do you want?” she snapped.

      “I need to know if he’s been around lately.”

      “Why does everyone think I’m Sullivan’s personal assistant?” she muttered. “I have no idea where he is. The last time I saw him was when he came around the day you started. Why am I even talking to you? Do you know what a lurch you left us in? It took the agency five days to find a replacement!”

      Yeah, I felt guilty about that. But there was no way I was going back to work after Sullivan had tried to maul me with his soulless Fae. “I’m sorry.” And I hoped my sincerity showed through. “It couldn’t be helped.”

      I wasn’t sure she completely believed me, but she wasn’t glaring quite so hard anymore. “Like I told the other guy—”

      “What other guy? Sorry,” I added, wincing at her censuring look.

      “As I told the other guy,” she continued, deliberately enunciating every word, “as far I know, he hasn’t come to the office since. You should ask his actual assistant instead of me. Sullivan doesn’t usually come to these offices.”

      “And this other guy you talked to? Was he from the Institute?”

      She frowned. “How do you know?”

      “About this tall?” I marked a spot above my head. “Kind of grouchy and pessimistic like his best friend is a cloud of doom? Fit body, nice face, but too much stubble? Jeans? Said his name was Greaves?” Okay, so I should’ve started with the name and not the description, but hey, it’s hard to stop when you’re on a roll.

      “Aha.”

      I nearly clapped with excitement. “When did he come around?”

      “Day after you quit.”

      “And he hasn’t come by since?” I refused to let my disappointment show. At least I had confirmation he was in pursuit of Sullivan.

      “The man from the Institute? No. He left a card, though.”

      Damn, I hadn’t gotten a card, and I had basically saved Aidan’s butt from a man-eating monster. “Will you keep an eye out and call me if he comes around? Him or Sullivan?”

      “I’m not your assistant. I’m busy with my own work.”

      She had a point. “You’re right. But I really would appreciate it if you texted me or something if they happened to walk in front of you.”

      “And I would appreciate an employee who doesn’t vanish two days into her contract, but we don’t always get what we want, do we?”

      “Dang, you’re going to make me pay for that one forever, aren’t you?”

      Her smile was a thing of beauty. “Take care, Maddie.” With a sharp turn of her low heels, she strutted out of the room.

      The receptionist looked at me inquiringly. I waved at her and made my own exit.

      Once outside, I tried to put myself in Aidan’s boots. Knowing Sullivan and the Collector were the same person, and having made sure he hadn’t graced his workplace, where would I take my investigation?

      Sullivan’s financials might shed some light on any extra piece of real estate he might be using as a hidey-hole, but I knew nobody at the Hub’s bank—if Sullivan even used it—and the Institute must’ve already gone over all those.

      The fact that they hadn’t found Aidan told me either he had stumbled upon some secret bit of land and gotten stuck there, or he had run afoul of someone in the black market. Of course, I told myself while I called the elevator, another way to track Sullivan would be through his black-market artifact purchases. Someone, somewhere, must know where he kept his collection, and the most likely candidate would be someone related to the artifacts rather than someone related to his checking account.

      Luckily, I knew someone who could help.

      Even better, he owed me big time.

      My chest filled with diabolical laughter as I took the elevator down to the second floor and entered the mall-like area of stores filling this level of the Hub. In any other place, it would appear to be one more new-age-slash-quaint-curiosities-slash-antiques market, but in this building, most stores dabbed in Fae magic one way or another.

      Take the Wishing Well, for example, with its Old European aesthetics that invited you to fill your house with lovely Roman busts, miscellaneous knick-knack wonders, and a side of exciting Fae magic in the form of artifacts.

      On the outside, any artifacts they sold had low-key magic. Perhaps they glowed a little or made some chirping sounds. And if the next day your throat was sore or you slept two hours more than normal, at least nobody was going to die because of it.

      On the inside, everyone knew they dealt with powerful magic. Fortunately for them, they didn’t cross the line into truly dangerous stuff, and the Institute had bigger Fae things to fry.

      The instant I opened the door, hitting the old-fashioned brass chime, and Kane the Backstabber Jerk II saw who had come in, he bolted for the back of the store.

      “Kane,” I exclaimed, actually shocked. “What the heck?”

      “I’m sorry,” he yelled back.

      I went into the back room and found him lurking awkwardly by the metal shelves bisecting the space.

      “Dude,” I said, hands on hips. “What was that?”

      He rubbed the back of his head. “Man, sorry. I’ve been kind of jumpy lately. Lack of sleep.”

      Yeah, I probably should stop sending Greenie to terrorize him randomly every few days. “I need to ask you a favor.”

      In the blink of an eye, the awkwardness transformed into distrust. “What kind of favor?”

      “You don’t get to ask. You owe me.”

      He let out a long sigh. “I do. Man, Sullivan didn’t even pay the finder’s fee, can you imagine? What a scumbag.”

      “Seriously? You lied to me, sent me to a random collector who almost ate me alive, and that’s what’s bugging you?”

      “One thing doesn’t negate the other.” He pouted. “I thought I was doing you a solid.”

      The only thing he’d thought was that he’d been doing himself a finders’ fee solid, but in the interest of letting bygones be bygones, I allowed the matter to drop. Him thinking Sullivan was a scumbag might work in my favor. “Speaking of Sullivan. What else do you know about him?”

      Kane went to the worktable and leaned his hip against it, crossing his arms. “Not much. Private dude. He has a standing order at most dealers to be informed when artifacts of power show up.”

      So basically like every other rich collector out there. “No rumors going around? No chatter?”

      “None.” Kane’s expression turned eager. “If I had known he wasn’t going to pay, I would’ve never contacted him, I swear, Maddie.”

      “Kane, seriously, the money wasn’t the problem.”

      “Okay,” he muttered, unconvinced.

      “Have you sold him anything else? How do the transactions work?” I had worked at this shop for a couple of months, but they had kept me away from their side business. Only so much you could learn from the occasional attempt at eavesdropping—their transaction room’s door was thicker than a vault’s—and I had wanted the job too much to nose around any deeper. My focus had been on learning about artifacts, not about the black market. I’d always figured that would come later.

      And look, I was right.

      “I can’t tell you that,” he said.

      I pointed at him. “You. Owe. Me.”

      “No, I really can’t. We’ve only sold him one thing, and the boss was the one who dealt with him.”

      “How long ago was that?”

      “Like, last year?”

      Since we were in spring, that didn’t help much. “Does he ever ask for something, or does he simply take whatever is offered?”

      A shifty look crossed his face.

      “Owe me!” I underscored the battle cry with a stomp of my sneakers.

      The effect was underwhelming yet somehow worked on Kane. “He has a list. Most of them do. Sometimes people will sell rumors instead of artifacts when it’s about the stuff on their list. The kind of things they ask for, they’re pretty hard to get.”

      “Hard how?”

      “Hard as in they’re-somewhere-in-Faerie hard.”

      I had guessed as much, but it was nice to hear it from him. It also confirmed a growing theory of where Aidan might be. Victor would’ve searched everywhere once he realized Aidan was missing, but there was a place where he had no authority, and many Fae would be happy to abet a criminal in exchange for some artifacts or simply for amusement.

      Aidan had followed Sullivan into Faerie.
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      “I agree,” Victor said when I explained my theory back at the Institute. “I think he went down there and got into trouble.”

      “You mean got held captive? Do you know who might have him?” I had only ever met one full Fae, and he had claimed to be Aidan’s cousin. Surely that had to count for something? Too bad I had no way of contacting Ren and asking him to investigate.

      Victor made a face. “I’ve put out some feelers, but so far no bites.”

      Sudden unease gripped my chest, making it hard to breathe and turning the room uncomfortably hot. I shed my jacket and rolled up the cuffs of my blouse.

      “Do you think he’s had an accident and he’s hurt somewhere?” I asked. “Maybe nobody has him. Maybe he’s just lying in some Fae ditch, fighting some hound with Dream Devourer, drinking animal blood to stay alive, hoping someone comes for him.” Breathing became a battle. Where had all the air gone? “But nobody does because nobody knows where he is, and he won’t be able to sleep because of the creatures and the nightmares from Dream Devourer, and he’s going to die all alone and cold and drenched in Fae guts.”

      “Jeez, Maddie, from zero to a thousand much?”

      I rubbed my eyes. “I’m just saying!”

      “Him having had an accident would’ve been better. He knows how to call for help down there, believe me. Not the first time we’ve gotten him back that way.”

      “Then you don’t think…?”

      “That he’s in a ditch covered by Fae guts? No, I think he’s stuck in some place where he can’t call for backup.”

      My legs felt suddenly wobbly, and I made it to the chair in his office before they collapsed. “What are we going to do?” My gaze roamed the room, the bookcases full of old tomes, the two monitors, the tower PC showering the carpet and a close cabinet with disco-like roving rainbow lights.

      “No ‘we,’ Maddie. You’re not part of the Institute.”

      “But I can be useful. Look at how much I already found out,” I insisted. My grip on the chair’s arms tightened until my knuckles went white.

      “Aidan wouldn’t want you to get into trouble.”

      I snorted. “Aidan would love nothing more than to lose me to trouble so he doesn’t have to deal with me once he’s back.”

      Victor’s mouth twitched. “Perhaps, but he’d feel bad about it.” He gave me a telling look. “He did fight a soulless Fae for you.”

      “Yeah, and he was getting his ass kicked until I saved him,” I pointed out. “Does everyone here know what happened?”

      “I know the full details. The others know Sullivan is the Collector but have no idea about your part in the discovery. Learning it was him seriously made our day, by the way.”

      “Only more reason to let me help. Who knows which friend will backstab me next and solve another mystery?”

      He eyed me like I was an exotic bird. “Your brain takes strange paths.”

      “More reason to—”

      “Yes, yes.” He held up one hand. “Let’s say you’re part of the Institute and under my supervision. What would be your next move?”

      “Follow Aidan’s trail in Fae-land.”

      “Wrong. You have no training, know nothing of Faerie. What would you do over there? Ask them to hand him over? How would you even find him? The place is huge and filled with conniving factions—he might not be anywhere nearby. The answer is no, Maddie. If you want to be part of the Institute, you need to learn patience and how to follow orders. Go home. I promise I’ll let you know the moment I learn anything.”

      I knew when I’d hit a wall, so I took my leave and assured Victor I’d go home and wait.

      The thing is, sometimes with walls, there’s a chance you can simply go around them.

      This was one of those times.

      My mouth broadened into a devious smile, and I was glad Victor wasn’t around to see it.

      Because I knew how to get into Faerie, and I knew exactly how to track Aidan.
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      The worst part of having a plan was having to wait to implement it. By the time I was done with Victor and the Institute, it was early evening, and as eager as I was to get going, I didn’t know if Faerie’s night and day happened at the same time as up here. Though they did have a diurnal/nocturnal cycle; that much I knew.

      The thought of finding Aidan put butterflies in my stomach—only a finder’s excitement, I told myself sternly—but the idea of roaming in the night held absolutely no appeal. Even my unbridled enthusiasm had its limits.

      So I went to bed early and lay awake for hours unable to sleep, too busy going through possible pitfalls of my trip into Faerie and ways in which I might escape if things went wrong. And people thought I wasn’t responsible enough—hmph!

      I thought about taking a backpack with a few things I might need—a towel, extra change of clothes, food and water, Band-Aids, the emergency blanket packet from our first aid kit—that sort of thing. But I didn’t plan on staying down there too long, and if things went wrong it might become a hindrance. If I got caught, they would take it away anyway, and I’d never see it again. I was rather fond of my small backpack. My only backpack.

      So I left the backpack home and made it to the Hub. I left my phone behind, too—it wouldn’t work well in Fae land, and that was definitely something I didn’t want random Fae or their part-human allies poking around into. It wasn’t like there was GPS in Faerie, and Victor must’ve tried Aidan’s phone about a thousand times.

      What I should definitely take was a couple of potions, like the sleeping one that had nailed Floor Guy two weeks ago.

      Hah—just kidding. If I could afford a potion, I wouldn’t have needed temp jobs to tide me over until I got accepted at the Institute. Those things were expensive.

      The Hub was busy as usual. Even on weekends a healthy amount of traffic filled its lobby, since the stores on the second floor didn’t close and some of the offices and the gym on five remained open. Today was a Thursday, so nobody noticed me as I slipped around the throng of people and made for the elevators.

      I could’ve used the stairs into the basement at the back of the lobby, but the Bowels of Hell were a maze, and I wasn’t sure how to get to the room I wanted from that entrance. I did have a good idea of how to get there from the freight elevator that had saved my and Aidan’s butts, though.

      I took the elevator to the second floor and went in search of the Wishing Well.

      Why did you need the Wishing Well? you may wonder. Funny you should ask.

      “What?” Kane said in surprise ladled with a hefty side of irritation.

      “I need your keycard for the freight elevator.” Last time I had used Lisa’s, but I’d had to return it. “I know you guys have at least one. All the stores do.”

      He looked at my waiting hand like it was dripping in slime. I frowned and inspected it myself. What was it with people taking such insult with my hand and arm? Had someone put a spell on me? It looked plenty healthy, today in my old gray sweatshirt that said I’m a cat. Touch me and die.

      “Why do you need it?” he asked, still eyeing me suspiciously.

      “I need to use the elevator,” I answered reasonably. Seriously, people sometimes.

      “Yeah, no shit. But why?” Guessing what I was about to say, he added, “And don’t give me the whole ‘you owe me’ thing. I already paid for that.” He shuddered and muttered, “Paid plenty.”

      He was probably remembering Greenie again. I didn’t plan on scaring him anymore, but his obvious fear filled my little, petty heart with satisfaction.

      “C’mon,” I cooed, “it’s just a loan.” Or not, depending on how I made it back. “I only need it for a fast trip down.” Time was relative, after all.

      Kane sighed and went into the back. I followed eagerly. He took a lanyard with the keycard from a hook and handed it over. “Better be quick about it.”

      I grinned. “I will. Thanks!”

      I made my way through the service hallway connecting the back of the stores and took the freight elevator down to the basement level.

      Gray walls, cement floors, and complete silence greeted me. The ceiling lights were always on, so that was a plus. The elevator pinged behind me, and I heard the whisper of the doors closing, leaving me with the unnerving feeling that I was a lonely fly in a Venus basement flytrap.

      Immediately, I felt the presence of Greenie. He liked to lurk nearby whenever I was close to greenery or in places closely connected to the Fae world. The Fae hound was like an eager puppy, always looking for a pat on the head. I considered myself blessed that I wasn’t in charge of feeding it, and also that my mom and I lived on a fourth floor. Having the giant thing attempt to climb on my bed to sleep with me wouldn’t have gone well.

      But before I used him to go to see the wizard, I needed to find the dreary office where Aidan and I had summoned Ren. I didn’t think Victor was going to give me a piece of Aidan’s clothing on good faith, and my chances of finding Aidan’s house or breaking into his office to find some personal items were about zero.

      I was also fairly sure the Institute and the powers that be had scrubbed clean the room where the fight with the soulless Fae had taken place, so I wouldn’t find any blood or anything like that there. I was counting on them having ignored the other office we had stumbled upon, since no fights had happened there and the paper with Aidan’s drop of blood had burned up.

      It took me a few minutes, but I managed to find the room. The lonely desk and chair and empty cabinets hit me with a wave of nostalgia—I missed the feeling of adventure my escape with Aidan had infused into my life. Like having a bite of the most delicious meal then having to survive on mushy cereal. I longed for the excitement of the hunt, even though I had been the one being hunted most of the time.

      But mostly, I missed having someone to share the experience with. Aidan and I had worked well together. We made a good team.

      And that was why I was coming to his rescue, I told myself as I approached the row of cabinets. Not out of some other type of longing or urge but simple partner decency.

      The marker’s cap was still there, discarded where Aidan had bitten it off. I took out a tissue and grabbed it and the marker lying nearby. I wasn’t sure if saliva carried any odors, but I was certain the marker carried traces of his magic since he had used it to summon Ren. Doodling by itself would do nothing. If you expected anything to come out of it, you needed to impress your magic while you put ink to paper.

      The overhead light flickered. One of the walls grew a blot of inky, near-black green that expanded and then bumped forward as Greenie crossed into the human world. I watched the huge hound plop free of the goo and fervently hoped going through the ley lines involved some other kind of portal.

      Greenie trotted up to me. He was as tall as I was, his skin made of shades of green moss with leaves and a few twigs scattered throughout. His eager, bright green eyes fixed on mine, his black tongue lolling.

      “Don’t lick me,” I warned. “Don’t—aw, gross.” I cleaned my cheek with my sleeve—apparently Fae hounds didn’t know how to read the warning written on my sweatshirt—and scratched him between the ears before bringing out the marker and cap. “Are you ready to go on a trip? Do you remember Aidan? Tall and handsome with the scary sword? Can you find Aidan for me?”

      The hound sniffed the items and gave a small yip. Awesome. I wrapped the pen and cap in the tissue and put them in my back pocket. Then, in what was likely the most undignified moment in my life—and that was saying something—I attempted to jump onto his back.

      It did not go well.

      Neither did the second attempt.

      Greenie had twisted his head to look at me, tongue out, tail swishing, strange rumblings coming out of his chest. Yeah, he was having a good time watching the inept human fail at life.

      “Can you, like, bend down or something?”

      He crouched obediently, and that made things much easier. I decided never to think about the incident again.

      When the hound straightened, I let out a small yelp. I had never ridden a horse before, or even a bike, and I wasn’t sure I liked the strange shifting of muscle and sinew under my thighs as I gripped the hound’s sides and neck for all I was worth.

      “Okay,” I told him, breathless. “Let’s go.”

      Please don’t be the goo.

      It was the goo.

      He plunged us right into the wall, and I had barely enough time to close my eyes and hold my breath before the thickness of it dragged against me like a clinging layer of glue. Yuck. Once I felt air against my cheeks again, I lifted my eyelids a slit and jolted in surprise.

      We were in a round tunnel, its surface made entirely of pebbles and bits of iridescent crystals covered by a sheet of clear water. The water covered every surface, as if physics didn’t exist in this place, and though at first it appeared to have a current, when you focused on any one spot, it appeared completely still. I peeked over the side of the hound, my hands digging into the moss and leaves, which had turned an incredibly vibrant green.

      The hound’s paws were clearly going into the water but there were no splashes, simply a slight undulation across the surface. The only sound was a rushing filling my ears. Not the hound’s pants, nor my ragged breathing—nothing but the rush. Like we were traveling across deep, rushing water, except the water level was so thin and it didn’t seem to be moving at all.

      And then one side of the wall thinned and disappeared, connecting us to another tunnel that was little more than a half-pipe by our side, the water ever-present through all the corridors as they joined and separated.

      Before I could recover from my gawking, the hound leaped, sending my guts into my throat, then took another corridor—another line. This was nothing like I had expected. The concept of ley lines brought blindingly bright magic to mind, or some sort of blink-and-you’ll-miss-it kind of transportation. Though the crystal bits among the pebbles were bright, the whole thing felt so…earthy. Why had no descriptions ever surfaced? I couldn’t be the first one to travel through here. Or perhaps there was a cost for using the ley lines, and that cost was forgetting them once you left.

      The hound skidded, making me hold on for dear life, then leaped straight into the pebbles.

      No goo this time. Instead, the feeling of rolling through dirt and mulch. Truth be told, I preferred the goo.

      The feeling of otherness was immediate. I wiped my mouth, even though my hands and the hound showed none of the dirt had stuck, and took a good look around. The hound was sniffing the air, moving a few paces, then sniffing again, giving me plenty of opportunities to study our surroundings.

      If this was Faerie, it was a dreary place to live. We were in a gloomy forest bathed in shades of gray. Gray tree trunks, gray leaves on their branches, and gray leaves covering the underbrush. And I had no idea where the light was coming from because there was no sky. Not that far overhead, the trees dug into a layer of gray rock as if the branches were turning into roots, giving the impression of a bleak Swiss cheese slice.

      The rushing noise was gone, and a deep silence settled on us. No calls of birds, no scurrying of animals, no wind to rustle the canopy. Whatever this part of Faerie was, nothing liked living in it.

      I rubbed my arms as the hound made his way among the trees. A constant tickling crawled under my skin, like a sneeze that refused to happen. The Fae blood in me, recognizing a place of magic.

      Greenie gave a small bark of warning before rushing forward.

      No goo, no dirt. We simply dived into a mass of foliage and came through to a completely different place.

      I inhaled deeply, rejoicing in the incredibly fresh air filling my lungs and the tickling of more magic. Our surroundings brought an immediate smile to my face.

      Now, this was more like it.
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      We had landed on a thick branch. Other branches peeked between the abundance of leaves, and although the main trunk remained hidden, I had the impression that this tree was upside-down, hanging from whatever made the ceiling. More rock, probably. Earthy Cavernous seemed to be the theme.

      This had nothing to do with the dreary gray forest we had left behind. For one, the colors here were vibrant and in abundance, from spring greens to fall oranges, and for the other, there was an actual house perched among the branches.

      As Greenie traveled down the sloping branch, more of the house’s external wall came into view through the holes in the canopy. This was no quaint treehouse or countryside cottage. This thing had to be a mansion, judging by the fact that we’d yet to reach a corner. The walls were a mix of warm gray boulders, red brick, and the branches of the tree itself. Ambient light filtered from different spots, diffusing the shadows and giving every surface an enchanting soft edge. Definitely the residence of a powerful Fae.

      Some Fae liked living in small, town-like settlements, but most allied themselves to powerful families, either because they were part of the family or out of tradition. From what I understood, Fae changing allegiances was both a common and a rare thing. Most Fae worked to better their own station and saw the usefulness of joining forces, but they also couldn’t help themselves if the opportunity arose to trick others of the same house into a position they could exploit to climb up the power ladder.

      To lord over a house required an exceedingly tricky, cautious, and powerful Fae. And the house along with the land surrounding it responded to its owner’s mood. Judging by the abundance of colors and leaves, this particular Fae must’ve been in a good mood.

      Hopefully, it wouldn’t change while I was inside.

      The hound had followed the branch until it pressed flush along the wall, slowly digging its way into the building. Two windows were within reach, framed by arching branches and filled with stained glass.

      I slid down Greenie’s flank and patted his head. “Good hound, Greenie,” I murmured. “Let’s go inside.”

      As answer, he sat on the branch.

      Perhaps he had a point. It’d be hard to sneak around with an animal this size trailing me.

      “Wait for me?”

      He swung his tail, which I took for a yes. In retrospect, I should’ve been more specific, but adrenaline was starting to hit, and I momentarily forgot that hound or not hound, it was still Fae, and wording was everything.

      In any case, the closest window opened inward when I pushed, and the room within appeared empty, so I slipped inside. It was a cozy room, and if I had to give it a name, it’d be the Green Room—the walls were stone but threaded with thin branches full of green leaves, the rug on the floor looked like moss, and the upholstery of the single armchair as well as the doily on the table next to it were also green.

      I sure hoped Greenie had brought me here because Aidan was close by and not because this was his favorite room.

      The door opened easily, and I peeked at the hallway outside. Wide, with more stone walls and polished tree bits but not a leaf in sight. Light came from crystals mounted at intervals, and it didn’t feel much different from human-made LED lights.

      I counted to twenty, and when I still hadn’t heard any signs of movement, I dared enter the corridor. My sneakers sank in the plush rug covering the floor—a normal one this time—and I made my way silently toward the far end, where the corridor made a T.

      If you were wondering if my plan was to open every door until I found Aidan…you wouldn’t be too far off. No worries, though. I also had a Plan B.

      The end of the corridor gave me a choice between another hallway to my left and stairs going down to my right. I chose right and down. It wasn’t a hard choice—I heard noises coming from the other direction.

      I hurried down the steps and then had to stop and do a double-take out the windows lining the wall. They were framed in polished wood following a natural arch, and their bottoms tilted to align with the slope of the stairs. There were no huge branches to obscure the view on this side, no thick canopy. The house had an L shape, the next wing extending away, stone and bricks and more windows cradled in the upside-down trees. But that wasn’t the shocking part.

      Turned out, we were hanging high up in the air.

      In retrospect, I suppose it should’ve been obvious, but at the time, I almost gasped out loud.

      A field of green extended far below the house, slowly fading into a thick forest that took the light away with it. I pressed myself against the glass, but that far ambient darkness obstructed the distant view. The house was some kind of eldritch tree chandelier. Fitting.

      I abandoned the window—the huge emptiness underneath the house was starting to make me queasy—and took the rest of the stairs. Another corridor, this one more elegant than the one upstairs. The ceiling was higher here, the door frames ornamental, and a few tapestries covered the unbranched spots on the walls.

      The first door was open, and it wasn’t even a door but an archway. The room inside had a long table and some chairs with a huge window at the end looking into a thin stream trickling down a few thick branches. Very cozy. Ten out of ten. Next.

      A door closed somewhere. I froze. Footsteps then, down the stone stairs I had just taken. I scrambled inside the next room and found myself in a small library.

      With a Fae sitting on an armchair, staring right at me.

      He was stunningly beautiful, eerie in its otherworldliness, with a lightly tanned skin, golden eyes, and midnight-black hair falling in a curtain over his shoulders down to his waist. He wore a loose white shirt under a blue vest and was leaning forward, frozen with one hand extended toward the low table in front of him, his expression blank. He simply…stared.

      Nothing worse than being the object of a Fae’s staring.

      So I went right out and hid in the next room down the hallway.

      I plastered myself against the wall by the door, my neck craned to peek outside the room, my heart about to punch a hole in my throat.

      The Fae’s stare wouldn’t leave my brain.

      I was so done for.

      The footsteps became muffled when whoever it was started to walk on the carpet. I swallowed and braced myself for the sounds of alarm. But the Fae walked right past. No voices of warning, no rushing into the room to drag me away. A door opened and closed, and I took that as my signal to keep going.

      Avoiding the library, I took off toward the other end of the hallway. If the staring Fae hadn’t sounded the alarm because he was curious, I wouldn’t give him an opportunity to regret his choice.

      I found another set of stairs and took them back up. But after opening a couple of doors and finding nothing other than growing frustration and empty rooms with quaint furniture, I decided to change tactics. I would get nowhere by searching this way.

      It was time for Plan B.

      Down again I went, and into the library with the Fae.

      My plan was solid, I swear.

      He still sat there, leaning forward, one arm extended. He still looked my way as if he hadn’t moved at all since I’d left the room earlier. Some sort of game lay on the low table, like a mix of Chess and Go with sparkling bits of magic surrounding the pieces. Or maybe it wasn’t a game so much as a map? Who cares! Focus! inner-me screamed.

      I cleared my throat. Right. “Hello,” I said respectfully, adding a small bow because why not. “I was wondering if you could help me find someone?” Alarms blared in my head. Abort! Abort! You do not ask the Fae for favors. “I mean, I would like to find someone and perhaps you know his whereabouts.”

      The silence extended. My heartbeat picked up. Sweat beaded on my temples. This Fae was nothing like Ren. Ren had been quick to joke and had an easiness about him. This one, though… I might be sweating, but my insides were slowly freezing.

      He finally moved. Leaned back into the chair, rested one booted ankle on his knee, and linked his hands over his stomach. His dark brows arched.

      Which meant he was willing to play, and it was on me not to pledge my kidneys in exchange for his help. “He’s part-Fae, tall, and actually looks a little like you if you changed your nose, wore upside clothes, cut your hair, and hadn’t shaved.” Did full Fae even need to shave? They probably had spells for that stuff. I was envious.

      “So, in fact, nothing like me,” he said pleasantly. He had a nice, smooth voice that carried easily through the air.

      Silence descended again. He truly was waiting for me to trap myself. “I might’ve overdone the comparison,” I admitted, trying to sound contrite. “Still, if you could point me in his direction?”

      “Is this your first foray into Faerie?”

      For having such a smooth voice, he sure put all my nerves on edge. “Yes.”

      “What do you think of it so far?”

      “It’s kind of vertigo-inducing.”

      He smiled faintly. “You get used to it.” His eyes gleamed; the smile widened. Uh-oh. “Tell me, faelette, what is your name?”

      Fae, tricky but predictable. “I’ll tell you if you tell me where my friend is.”

      “Ah, versed in Fae customs, are we?”

      I said nothing and waited politely.

      “Very well,” he said, although all I heard was challenge accepted. “Your friend was taken by the guards to a secure location.”

      He waited for me to ask where this location was, hoping to lure me into a contest of questions and answers. He was about to be disappointed because I simply beamed and said, “Great, thank you! My name’s Maddie.”

      Then I turned and left the room, went down the hallway, and began to knock on the doors.

      “Hellooo,” I exclaimed. “Hooman loose in the house!”

      A door opened, and a female Fae popped out, looking incredulous. She was dressed in breeches, boots, and a wrap-around shirt—kind of pirate-looking, which I found unbelievably cool.

      “Who on Earth are you?” she asked.

      I held out my wrists as if waiting for shackles. On second thought, not the best idea. I dropped my arms by my sides and lifted my chin. “I demand to talk to the owner of the house.”

      The Fae snorted. “As if. Who sent you here?”

      “The part-Fae.”

      She walked up to me and leaned in close. Damn, she was tall. And beautiful. And smiling with way too much satisfaction. “One of his little humans, are you?”

      Totally. “No way.”

      She laughed and grabbed me by the neck of my sweatshirt. “I suppose he must be feeling lonely by now. Perhaps your company will cheer him up.”

      Translation—they were going to make sure he knew I was around and then see how much my well-being mattered to him before torturing me in some way. Not ideal, but I could work with that.

      “Now, be a nice, little human-Fae and come along without making trouble.”

      I resisted a bit, because it seemed like the thing to do, but she simply laughed again and dragged me forward. And she really dragged me because she still had a hold on my sweatshirt and her strides were way too long. I had to trot awkwardly to keep up.

      Up the stairs we went, and then down another hallway, and then up again, and then I realized that of course their jail would be on the top near the ceiling of the land and not at the bottom, near the end of the branches. This place was a bizarre sort of half upside-down, after all.

      She took me to a floor seemingly carved out of solid rock, with the branches restricted to the ceiling. No iron bars for the doors—right on brand—but instead lattices of what I assumed was nearly indestructible wood, probably dripping with spells to render them impervious to magic.

      We passed a few of these doors until she stopped by one, threw it open, and shoved me inside.

      I caught myself before taking a header—turned out, there were branches in the floors inside the cells—and searched the cell for…ah, yes. I couldn’t stop the huge grin taking over my face. Once again, Maddie Dover, Fae artifacts and Fae-adjacent Finder Extraordinaire.

      Aidan stood by the opposite corner of the cell, gaping at me like I was the most unwelcome apparition in the Universe.

      Damn, it was good to see him.

      “You’re welcome, boss,” I said. And winked.
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      “I’m going to kill you.”

      Sure, what Aidan actually said was, “What are you doing here?” but the meaning of his disbelieving stare was obvious. The cell was spacious, with a weird toilet-bidet on one side but no bed or cot of any sort. The floor branches suddenly made sense—it’d be a total pain to find a comfortable position for sleeping. Man, that was devious.

      “Maddie!”

      I jerked my attention back to Aidan. In a couple of steps, he closed the gap between us, and a bolt of excitement shot through me. I had missed this—him. He loomed even closer, and his face fell into the light filtering through the lattice door.

      It was my turn to gape. “Your eyes!”

      They had turned golden, like Ren’s or the Fae below. Just how much of a Fae was Aidan? He had refused to tell me, and while I thought that was him being private, a growing sense of unease told me that for his appearance to change here, it meant he was a lot more Fae than I thought.

      “How much of a Fae are you?” I blurted.

      “Why are you here?”

      I jumped at the curt whip of his words. “I came to rescue you.”

      He turned and pinched the bridge of his nose, inhaling deeply and fishing for patience. He was wearing black jeans, a dark gray Henley, and a leather jacket. Very Hunter Chic. “Why?”

      “I can’t start at the Institute until you sign the papers.”

      If looks could kill, I’d be in the afterlife. “Are you serious?”

      “Duh,” I said happily.

      “What is wrong with you?” he exclaimed. His hands went to his hips, possibly to stop them from wrapping around my neck and squeezing the life out of me.

      “Don’t be a grouch,” I told him, trying to concentrate. “I have a plan. Greenie is going to get us out of here.”

      “Who the hell is Greenie?”

      “The Fae hound.”

      “You’re still using it?”

      I winced at the censure in his tone. And the volume. “Well, if you hadn’t gotten yourself caught, I wouldn’t have to use him.”

      “Really?” he drawled, leaning one shoulder against the wall, arms crossed, suddenly at apparent ease. “It’s all my fault, huh?”

      “Yup.”

      “So, what’s your plan? Wait for it to burst through the walls and whisk us away like a Fae Pegasus?” The sarcasm was so thick it was a miracle it hadn’t glued the words to his tongue.

      I closed my eyes, concentrating on Greenie and refusing to rise to the bait. “Why, yes! Can you read minds now?”

      Fine, not exactly refusing, per se.

      A bark of a laugh. “Do your best.”

      Hmph. I’d show him. I awoke the magic in my blood and called for the hound. I felt a slight tug and then…nothing.

      C’mon, Greenie, come to the part-Fae human you’ll probably get to eat at some point in exchange for keeping you around.

      Nothing.

      There was a slight cough.

      I glared at Aidan.

      “Wards,” he mouthed then smiled like he was an angel from Heaven blessing humanity with his sage presence.

      I glanced at the nearest wall. Ah, yes. Embedded deep in the rock. I had been too distracted by the excitement of finding Aidan to notice them, and now the more I tried to sense, the more wards I found. And more, and more. Yep, nothing was coming through there. Oops.

      “Tell me, oh great mastermind, what’s your plan now? Any other beasts you’d like to call?” Aidan pushed away from the wall and made a show of inspecting the cell. “You know what, maybe we can find another unknown artifact for you to use.”

      “Hey,” I said, somewhat insulted. “It was a good plan. It made perfect sense.”

      “Plans are things you think through.”

      “You should be glad there’s at least one person willing to come for you.”

      “If only the person had a brain in her head.” His face darkened with anger and concern. He pointed to the wall with a snap. “Why would you still fool around with the hound? Power comes at a cost, you know this. The thing literally ate an ancient soulless Fae in front of us. How powerful do you think it is?”

      “Apparently not powerful enough to break through these wards,” I grumbled.

      Aidan gave me his back and muttered something about him being the one cursed, not the Institute.

      Unfortunately for him, I heard. “What do you mean cursed? Is the Institute cursed?” Curses weren’t exactly a thing, but it always paid to be open to new developments in magic.

      “Never mind.”

      “But I do mind,” I said earnestly. “I didn’t think curses existed for real.”

      “They don’t,” he answered with finality. “Might as well make yourself comfortable. We’re going to be here for a while.” He chose a spot and sat, back against the wall, legs sprawled over the branches, then watched through hooded eyes as I searched for a comfortable place to sit. “What kind of name is Greenie, anyway.”

      “What kind of name is Jerk?”

      He glowered. I smiled sweetly. The rock was cold and the branches uncomfortable under my legs. Once settled, I lifted my gaze to find him still watching me through those unreadable half-closed eyes. I regretted not sitting by his side—bet he was warmer than the wall. Too late. Moving now would just be awkward. I had an image to maintain, after all.

      “How did you find me?” he asked.

      “I went to the Institute, but Victor wouldn’t say what you were working on before you disappeared.” He gave a small nod of satisfaction. “But since you had been missing a week already, I figured it had something to do with tracking Sullivan down.”

      “And that made you think of Faerie?”

      “I came to the conclusion that Victor would’ve already checked everything on the human side connected to Sullivan, and since your guys didn’t find him, I thought he might’ve called on some Fae for favors and come down here to lie low while he figured out how to get rid of the Institute.”

      “Smart—” He caught himself and winced.

      Hah was written all over my face. But out of my great and unending benevolence, I decided not to rub his slip all over his face. “Then I had Greenie sniff something of yours—oh, wait.” I took out the tissue-wrapped marker and cap and showed them to him. “Can you do anything with these? Call on Ren again?”

      He gave me an odd look. “It’s amazing how fast you can go from good sense to ideas that belong in the toilet, and back to nearing brilliance. I think I’m getting whiplash. But sadly, no, it won’t work here.”

      It had been worth a try. “Victor said he had some feelers going in Fae.”

      “And instead of waiting, you decided to come here yourself.”

      The resignation in his voice made something inside of me ache, so I sought a way to cheer him up. “We’re a team. I got your back.”

      “God help me.”

      I threw the marker at his head, and he slapped it away, giving me a warning glance in response. Too late—I had seen the small, fleeting smile on his face.

      “Why are you being held prisoner?” I answered, feeling a lot warmer.

      He bent a leg and propped his arm on his knee. “Owner of this place thinks I have a rare artifact. One that was lost long ago.”

      “Thinks you have it?”

      “I’ve never seen it, although I’d love to get my hands on it.”

      It’d be too easy for him to simply say what the artifact was, obviously. “Why does he think you have it?”

      “Sullivan told him.”

      I laughed.

      “Really, really not funny.”

      I pressed my lips, trying to suppress another chortle. When the urge subsided, I ignored his disgruntled look and asked, “How did that come around?”

      “I tracked Sullivan here. It appears he was remiss in some older promises to his lordship, and in an effort to remain in his good graces, he told him I know the location of said artifact.”

      “And the Fae believed him?”

      “Nothing for them to lose by keeping me and looking into it. My job makes me as welcome here as on the surface.”

      So, basically, not welcome at all—a slight downside to working for the Institute and having the power to confiscate dangerous artifacts. People did hate having their power tools taken away.

      “You have purview over the artifacts down here?” I asked, curious.

      “Not in any sort of enforceable way. The Institute was founded to regulate artifacts in the human world, where innocents can be harmed.”

      “Why don’t they like you down here?”

      “Because if I keep the artifact on the surface, they can’t get it back.”

      I nodded in understanding. “But if they think you have the artifact and they don’t like you very much, why not torture you?”

      Aidan closed his eyes and muttered, “This is torture.” Then, louder, “The Fae don’t enjoy torture the human way. They rather play with their prey for a while.”

      That sounded pretty human, but I wasn’t about to gainsay him, especially as I had sudden flashbacks of Sullivan’s Fae hound stalking us through the basement. “How long have you been here already, five days? Six? Don’t they interrogate you or anything?”

      “My guess is that they’re busy looking for a spell or an artifact that will get the truth and location out of me and won’t majorly backfire on them.”

      “The more useful the spell, the bigger the cost.” I watched him closely. “What’s this artifact they want so bad? What does it do?”

      He remained silent, clearly hesitating between telling me the truth and ignoring my question.

      “C’mon,” I urged, “you can’t just say all that then not tell me what it does. It’s not like we’re going to randomly find it, is it? What harm can it do to tell me? I’m going to be a full member of the Institute as soon as we get out of here, so you’re going to have to feed me information at some point. How can I do my job if I don’t know what an artifact does?”

      He lifted a hand. “Stop. You had me at the part where you won’t shut up until I tell you, and if I don’t, you’ll go and ask the first Fae we come across with no thoughts about the consequences.”

      I grinned, but also remembered the library room Fae and hoped Aidan wouldn’t ask how I had known he had been captured and put in here. “Well?”

      “It’s called the Keeper of Secrets.”

      Not hard to guess why a Fae lord would jump at the opportunity, however remote, of getting their hands on it. “How does it work?”

      “It keeps secrets.”

      “Ha-ha. Tell me.”

      He smiled again. Free of sarcasm and longer this time. If he kept this up, the laws of the Universe would have to be rewritten. “It allows the user to bypass the need for a true name when giving an order.”

      My jaw fell open. Holy shit. Talk about powerful stuff. The Fae were born powerful, but their power came at a cost beyond the cost of using a spell or an artifact. Nobody was this powerful without a bit of a downfall. In this case, they were shackled by their true names. Know a Fae’s true name, and you could force them to do a lot of things for you, free of charge.

      The theory didn’t hold so much in the case of part-Fae like me and Aidan, but just in case, my mother had given me a secret middle name. Can never be too careful.

      Recovered from the shock, I asked, “How does that translate to secrets?”

      “With every order, the artifact steals and keeps a secret from the user.”

      And since being able to order Fae around was such a valuable power, the secrets exchanged must be just as precious. Hot damn. “How does it look?”

      “It’s said to be some type of seashell or conch.”

      “Cute. How long do you think it’s going to take them to realize you have no idea where it is?”

      He shrugged. “Probably as long as it takes them to find—”

      The door slammed open, and Ren appeared on the threshold.

      “Cousin!” he exclaimed. “I’ve come to spring you out! For a fair price, of course.” His gaze fell on me, and his surprise was quickly replaced by mischief. “Oh, it’s the little donut. My apologies for the interruption.”

      Then he stepped back and closed the door.

      Oh, my God.

      Aidan was the first to recover. He sprung for the door, yelling at Ren to come back.

      I simply sat there, staring and gaping like a fish.

      Aidan cursed and gave up on shaking the wood lattice. Apparently, Ren was good and gone.

      “Is…is he coming back?” I asked.

      Aidan gifted me with an excellent index finger pointage of doomed outrage. “You tell me. Your brains seem to take the same bizarre paths.”

      I crossed my arms. “Just because we both are nice enough to come looking for you doesn’t make us bizarre. You really should be nicer to people who care to set you free, you know.”

      He returned to his spot among the branches and dropped to the floor. “I should be nicer, huh?”

      “Damn right.”

      “Will that make you listen to me and stay out of trouble?” he asked slyly.

      For some reason, his suddenly deep, smooth tone made me swallow and avert my eyes. Heat crept into my cheeks. Ren’s stupid little donut comment wouldn’t leave my brain.

      According to Ren, Aidan was into donuts.

      And perhaps there was more to my eagerness to find and save Aidan than him keeping my work papers hostage.

      Nope. Not going down that road.

      “Yup,” I said. “I mean, I don’t intentionally get in trouble—it happens to find me. I wouldn’t even call it trouble.”

      “We’re in a locked cell in the middle of Faerie with no way to get out or be rescued except for a Fae who’d rather play around than help. And before that, we were lost in a basement being hunted by a Fae hound intent on eating us. And who knows what other calamities you’ve left in your wake during your life.”

      “No, it pretty much started after I met you.”

      He ignored my winning smile, and silence descended upon the room. I used the opportunity to ask something that had been bugging me since even before Ren’s surprise appearance.

      “Say, Aidan,” I began in a low voice. “Is there a mass of bones and goo moving on the ceiling?”

      “Oh,” he said like it was nothing. “That’s just Sullivan.”

      I shrieked a choice of foul words and flattened myself against the floor. “What do you mean it’s Sullivan?” I demanded, unable to look away from the ceiling. A mass of black, inky goo with white bones peeking out shifted across the ceiling, shrinking from the high pitch of my voice.

      “Don’t worry, I don’t think he has a lower jaw. He can’t bite you.” A low rumble accompanied his words, and I realized he was laughing.

      “Aidan, I swear to God, what do you mean it’s Sullivan?”

      “Well,” he said in the tone he used when implying I should know better, “they weren’t about to chance him telling someone else about the Keeper, were they? My guess is that they decided to collect on Sullivan’s debts all at once, and he couldn’t pay back.”

      “That’s so messed up.”

      “You should rest for a bit.”

      Yeah, right. Like I was going to close my eyes with Sullivan prowling above our heads.

      “Maddie?” Aidan sounded straight upbeat now, as if my fright had put him in his very happy place.

      “You’re enjoying this, aren’t you? You were savoring the moment I noticed it—him.”

      “Maddie.” His voice had dipped right into honey. One-hundred-percent organic, luxury New Zealand honey.

      “Yes?”

      “Welcome to Faerie.”

      Jerk.
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      When I opened my eyes, nothing in the cell had changed except for the crick in my neck and the pain in my side from lying on a branch. I lay awkwardly curled on the floor, my arms tucked in at an uncomfortable angle.

      On the opposite side of the cell, Aidan was sitting in the same spot, a faraway look on his face.

      “Did I fall asleep?” I asked, groaning and slowly sitting up.

      “Hmm-hmm.”

      I combed my hair with my fingers and redid my ponytail. “How long was I out?”

      “Two hours, maybe.”

      He still hadn’t focused on me, so I followed the direction of his gaze.

      The door to the cell was open.

      “The door is open,” I exclaimed, scrambling to my feet. Remembering Sullivan, I hunched and peeked at the ceiling. The mass of goo and bones had retreated to a corner. I hoped it hadn’t come down to investigate while I was out. A shudder ran down my back. Would Aidan stop it if it tried? I had my suspicions he wouldn’t, but he didn’t seem eager to let me know how the goo had gooed all over me or anything like that; he was simply concentrated on the door.

      Right, the door.

      “Aidan, the door is open,” I repeated. “Why didn’t you wake me?”

      “Hmm.”

      “Who opened it?”

      He glanced my way. “I don’t know.”

      I dusted my jeans. “Let’s get going, then.”

      “I don’t think so.”

      My mind blanked. “But the door is open.”

      “Jail doors opening on their own usually means trouble.”

      I approached the door. I couldn’t sense anything weird about it. Just a wooden lattice door with the containment wards I hadn’t noticed when I had been dragged in. “It must’ve been Ren.”

      “And then, it might not have been. Why not announce himself and enjoy riling us some more?”

      He made a good point. Alas, a gift horse with bad teeth was still a horse. It was the twenty-first century—bad teeth and malnourishment could be fixed.

      I peeked into the hallway.

      “Maddie?” came Aidan’s voice, full of alarm.

      “It’s empty,” I told him. I stepped outside and waved at him. “Hurry.”

      He shot to his feet. “Maddie, what the hell!”

      I gave him a thumbs up. I mean, really, what did he expect was going to happen? “See? No harm, no foul. Let’s get out of here before they catch us again.”

      He rubbed this forehead for a few seconds but eventually zipped up his jacket and stepped out of the cell. I wanted to pat him and tell him he was being a good boy, but I didn’t think he’d appreciate the gesture.

      “That way?” I asked, pointing toward the side the Fae and I had used earlier.

      “This way,” he barked, starting toward the opposite end of the hallway.

      I followed him eagerly to a set of stairs and down a floor. I welcomed the sight of the wall branches and the occasional tapestry, and the feel of the rugs under our feet. Hell, the place actually smelled. I hadn’t noticed until now that there had been no scents in the cell, not even of that of wood or wafts from the toilet-bidet. A blessing in disguise?

      And no, I will not answer if one of us had used it (it was me), or if it grew leaves after you were done (it did), or if memory evisceration spells were going to be researched once back home (they would be, although it would turn out, not because of this.)

      But back to the corridor with its nice decorations and lovely woodsy doors.

      “Where are we going?” I whispered, tugging at Aidan’s sleeve. “You know how to get out of here?”

      He didn’t break his long strides. “I need to get Dream Devourer first.”

      For someone in search of his own personal Fae sword, Aidan was ignoring an awful lot of doors. Nothing was chasing us—so far—and yet there was no hesitation in Aidan’s steps. He knew the layout of the house.

      “Have you been here before?” I asked suspiciously.

      “A few times.”

      “Enough to know where they keep Dream Devourer?”

      We had stopped at a door. Aidan put a finger to his lips then gestured for me to step aside.

      I obeyed, preparing myself to jump into the fray if Aidan needed help.

      But the room beyond the door was empty. Of Fae, at least. It was full of everything else.

      I followed Aidan inside and closed the door softly behind me. It was a study of some sort, a stereotypical Victorian room with a dark red rug covering the entirety of the floor, a huge, heavy desk brimming with stuff, and shelves hiding the walls with about a million books, scrolls, and—ooh, artifacts!

      “Fae,” Aidan said, going to the desk and shifting the piles of scrolls, “can be quite predictable.”

      I murmured my agreement as I approached some of the shelves. All kinds of knick-knacks had been placed wherever there was space—wooden and porcelain figurines, rocks and crystals, leather knots and tiny macrame-like rope designs, carved bones, and even a few plastic and metal items. Some of them whispered with magic, but all indications of the contrary notwithstanding, I felt no urge to pick up any of them and find myself stuck with another binding spell or something worse.

      A fast glance at Aidan, who had given up on the mass of things covering the desk and was opening the drawers in the back, and a strange pang of longing hit me square in the gut. Sure, we were bound by circumstance now, but once we were out, there was a high chance he’d toss me with Victor or Lopez or anyone else in the Institute. It’d be a long while before I got to enjoy an escapade like this again.

      The thought soured my mood and made my chest ache with regret. Rubbing my breastbone, I concentrated on the shelf.

      “How did you get into Faerie, anyway?” Aidan asked. Something fell to the rug, and he cursed.

      A bit of magic had made itself obvious over the other artifacts, tugging at me like a string. “Greenie took me through the ley lines.”

      The sounds of rummaging stopped, so I chanced another glance over my shoulder. Aidan had frozen, bent over a drawer, and was staring at me with surprise. At my look, he shook himself and resumed his search.

      “Doesn’t everyone use the ley lines to travel?” I asked, confused by his reaction.

      “Only beasts usually do. You need a spelled item or a potion to traverse them or it can get…complicated for a Fae to disengage from the high concentration of magic. It takes a lot of effort going by oneself, and it’s easier to simply use a portal or a spell.”

      “Like how you summoned Ren?”

      “Exactly so.”

      “Cool.” I returned my attention to the item that was tugging at my Fae blood. It was a sheathed dagger perched on a tiny display mount, all black and ominous, abandoned in the bottom of the shelf, tucked sideways between a tome and the end of the shelf. And by abandoned, I meant exactly that. While everything else had the lack of dust normal from being handed often, this poor thing had a thick layer coating it. Apparently, Fae, like humans, didn’t like going out of their way to dust the hard-to-reach places.

      “There don’t seem to be many Fae around,” I said, crouching to examine the dagger. “How long do you think until they notice we’ve escaped?”

      “Hard to tell. This wing is kept private, so not a lot of traffic up there.”

      I remembered the extending arm of the building I had seen out of the window. Then I remembered we were basically hanging in the air. “I’ve always heard Fae residences are magnificent estates. Nobody said they hang like fruit.”

      Aidan chuckled. “Not all do. Many families have hunting lodges on the ground. This just makes for a bigger show of power. Easier to defend.” He paused for a few seconds. “I’m surprised you were able to enter. How did you do it?”

      “I used a window.”

      Leaning closer to the dagger, I was about to grab it to take a better look when the round pommel blinked.

      I snatched my hand back and fell on my rear. An immense sense of déjà vu flooded me.

      “Ah-ha!” cried Aidan behind me. I didn’t think he was referring to the dagger.

      “Aidan.” I watched the pommel blink again to reveal a bone-like sphere with an etched pupil. The pupil roamed the orb until it fixed on me.

      “What is it?”

      “There’s an Eye on this dagger.”

      I felt him take a few steps my way. “Figures you’d find another one.”

      He sounded unconcerned, so I got to my feet and retreated from the blinking Eye. Like my hound’s Eye, it seemed to have an uncanny gift for giving away its feelings—I swore it pouted as it slowly closed its lids and went back to sleep, or think, or whatever it was Eyes did when they shut down. “You don’t want to take a look?”

      “No time.” He walked to a small, high table tucked against a piece of a tree forming a column. “If it were dangerous, it wouldn’t be lying around.”

      It made perfect sense, yet something felt amiss. Ren had said Eyes were rare, so why was one lying around under a decade’s worth of dust? Had they forgotten about it, hidden by the leathery eyelids? “What happens if you find something dangerous like the Keeper while down here?”

      Aidan gave me a wicked grin. “In the case of the Keeper, since it’s officially missing, I’d get to keep it for the Institute’s vault.”

      So, basically, he’d steal it since none would be the wiser it had been found. Good plan. I grinned back.

      “Let me call Victor before we go back.”

      “Call how?”

      He pointed at the table. On it was an ancient construction of a phone—a tapering tower with a flower-like mouthpiece on the top and a bell hanging by the side to put against your ear. At the bottom, someone had installed a decidedly more modern panel with a plastic rotary wheel. The whole thing was made of gleaming dark wood with golden accents.

      “That thing works?” I couldn’t hide my doubt. “How did they manage to connect the lines?” I peeked at the back. “There’s no cable.”

      “It doesn’t need one. The phone is connected to a complex piece of spellwork someone created in the late 1800s. A network of mini ley lines, if you will. There are artifact receivers in the human side that transmute our magic to a usable energy charge for when there’s a need to contact the surface.”

      “Damn,” I said, impressed.

      “Most Fae houses have one. Much easier and speedier than wasting magic sending messages the old-fashioned way.”

      This was the great thing about Aidan. He might grumble and complain, but when it came down to it, he didn’t cheap out on explanations or told me to go Google it myself. “What’s the cost?”

      “It pollutes the world. Not enough that it becomes dangerous, but Faerie is slightly less magical because of it.”

      “That’s sad.”

      He shrugged. “It’s only a tiny bit, and the Fae are more than willing to pay for the convenience.” He lifted the earpiece and began to dial, the clacking of the wheel returning to default position loud in the room. I chewed my lip and glanced at the door.

      “Don’t worry,” he said. “Nobody’s going to burst in. The door is treated so sounds don’t get out. Otherwise, there would be a perennial line of Fae waiting outside trying to listen in to conversations.”

      Hah, good one. He dialed the last number and leaned toward the mouthpiece.

      “It’s me, Reed.” His tone turned all business-like. “Yes, I’m alive. Yes, I found Sullivan. No, he won’t be a problem. It was Lord Velei. Nothing important.” Unfortunately, that bell shape made it impossible to hear anything coming from the other side. Although by the way he glanced at me and arched a brow, I could guess where the conversation was going. “Yes, don’t worry about Dover. I know she’s been asking around. How? Take a guess.”

      I propped my fists on my hips and looked sideways and up. Perfect victory pose.

      Aidan snorted. “We’re about to go back now. Yes, that’s right. Tell Mathews I’ll talk to him tomorrow. Thanks, Reed.”

      He hung the earpiece on its elegant hook and prodded me out of the space and toward the door. “Time to go.”

      “I used the window in the Green Room to get in. We can use it to get out.” At his look of confusion, I added, “There’s a room that’s all green. Green leaves everywhere, moss on the floor, green upholstery, the works.”

      His expression cleared, but he didn’t answer. Instead, he warned me to stay quiet and opened the door. The hallway was silent and empty. He led me to a set of stairs, ignored the Green Room’s floor, and went down another level. I guessed he had another non-hound-related method of travel. One of the portals he had mentioned, probably.

      We went down one more floor, and if this was the private wing, just how big was the public one that all the other Fae used? Mythical ballrooms and huge banquet rooms came to mind. Hanging from the upside-down trees. Did they have balconies? How many Fae died a year by oh, no, I accidentally helped you fall over the railing?

      Aidan suddenly grabbed my hand and yanked me into a random room. I yelped in surprise, but any further noises were cut when his hand covered my mouth.

      I touched his wrist in acknowledgment, and the pressure of his hand lessened, his fingertips pressing slightly against my cheek. While his attention was wholly focused on listening through the door to whoever was roaming outside, his fingers started a lazy exploration of their own. They traced a path down my cheek to rest on my jaw before dipping toward the side of my neck.

      I wasn’t sure of what was going on, but I arched my neck, following a sudden impulse, offering him more skin to explore. A tiny shiver built up between my shoulder blades and trickled down my back, bringing with it a delicious ripple of goosebumps. His caress felt heavenly. I wanted to stretch and luxuriate in it.

      The contact broke abruptly, leaving me strangely bereft. Aidan was opening the door, seemingly unaware of what his fingers had been up to. He spared me a glance and jerked his chin toward the hallway before leaving the room.

      He seriously hadn’t noticed at all. Did his subconscious consider me an annoying pet in need of some mollifying scritches and had reacted accordingly? Wonderful. I hoped he tripped on a branch.

      He didn’t, of course. He proceeded smoothly down the hallway, me in tow. Another set of stairs and another hallway and we arrived at our final destination—a small, empty room. The floor was polished hardwood, not a rug in sight.

      “Is there a portal here?” There were no other doors aside from the one entrance, but Fae portals always involved doors or other types of openings. This room didn’t even have a window.

      “We’ll piggyback on the spell I used to get here. The portal rooms are too well guarded.”

      It made sense.

      “It’ll only drain our magic for a little while after using it,” Aidan added.

      Considering how much use I got out of my magic, that was more than fine. Paternal line part-Fae like me and Aidan couldn’t create spells or infuse Artifacts, only activate things. The number of times I had used the magic in my Fae blood could be counted with the fingers of one hand. One of them had been to activate a tiny spell on a dare, and the rest were thanks to Greenie’s Eye artifact.

      Aidan crouched to touch the floor, and a circle of swirling lines appeared on the wooden slats. Matching ones covered the back of his hands.

      He straightened and held out one hand. “Let’s go. Careful with the landing.”

      I touched his fingers, excitement thrumming through me. It was my first time going through a portal that didn’t include goo or dirt. My day was looking up.

      His grip tightened on my hand, warm and solid. “Jump in together,” he said. “On three.”

      “Three and jump or two and jump?”

      “You were sent to me by my worst enemy, weren’t you? Your sole purpose in life is souring mine.”

      I laughed at the face he made. “Details are important!”

      He shook his head. “Three and jump. One. Two. Three.”

      We jumped. Magic rushed through us.

      Aidan disappeared.

      I did not.
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      Well, crap.

      I stood alone in the room, all traces of Aidan and the spell gone. Just in case, I crouched and pressed my hands in the same spots Aidan had, but calling on the magic in my blood only made it do little happy twirls in my veins instead of the floor. The traveling spell had gone along with Aidan.

      Furthermore, how had Aidan managed to enter and leave warded spaces like this at will? While these wards had nothing to the wards in the cell, their presence was strong. It was one thing to go through a door—wards didn’t do that much against physical advances—another to access the inside through magic. Every minute I spent with the man only made him more intriguing.

      Although if Aidan had been able to come and go, that meant the hound could, too.

      Concentrating, I called on him again.

      And again.

      And again.

      As you can probably guess, that went about as well as my trip with Aidan.

      How long until someone noticed us gone and the guards came looking for us? I was working under the impression that Ren or whoever had opened the cell had done it in secret, otherwise why not send guards to make sure we left the place?

      If I landed back in that warded cell, I didn’t think I’d make it out a second time.

      Also, Sullivan.

      I shuddered. Nope. No way I was going back there.

      When another attempt at calling on the hound netted the same result of zero happenings, I slipped back outside the room. Worry gnawed at me. What if Greenie wasn’t responding because he had been captured? Sullivan had been willing to kill for his Eye; Ren had appeared impressed enough.

      But Greenie was too smart to get caught, wasn’t he? This was the giant dog that had eaten a soulless Fae and gone through the ley lines like it was a stroll through a meadow. He was too smart and powerful to allow capture.

      Then again, I had thought the same about Aidan.

      Two doors ahead, a door stood open. I made my way to that room and saw windows on the opposite wall. I managed to get them open and leaned outside.

      A gust of wind slapped me in the face. We were at the end of the treetops; nothing but thin branches and a lot of empty air greeted me. Still, I tried to call on Greenie again, hanging half outside the window with my stomach in my throat. Such a long way down with nothing to break your fall.

      I counted to a hundred three times, then called him again, then returned to the hallway, a painful knot forming in my chest. At least Aidan was safe in the human world, I told myself. The thought cheered me somewhat but couldn’t shake the unease slowly eating my insides.

      A shadow crossed the edge of my vision. I jumped, flattening myself against the wall. My gaze raked the ceiling.

      A different, smaller blob of goo was sliding back and forth, leaping over the branches crisscrossing the ceiling like the ceiling was its floor and I was on its roof. It made a strange sound, and while I was trying to decide if it was a gurgling or a purring, it showed me some teeth. Disembodied and turned every which way, but teeth. If I wasn’t mistaken, they didn’t all belong to the same species.

      I turned and hurried the other way. I’m proud to say that at no moment did I break into mindless running. I would, however, have to remind myself to pack extra deodorant whenever I interacted with Fae things.

      I took off my sweatshirt and tied it around my waist. Backtracking to the studio-telephone room wasn’t hard—I was good at remembering these kinds of things. Plus, I didn’t have to hide from anyone on my way, so that was nice.

      The door, unfortunately, had no bolts or locks on the inside. I dragged one of the armchairs to it, but I doubted it would do much good. Still, it seemed like the smart thing to do.

      The phone looked as ancient and impressive as the last time I had seen it fifteen minutes ago. No kidding, you might think, but after the day I’d had, it was good to see some things remaining the same.

      A small thrum of static came from the earpiece when I pressed it tightly to my ear. The metal was cold and instantly isolated me from the room. For all intents and purposes, my other ear had ceased to exist. Unnerving didn’t even begin to describe the feeling, so I lifted it slightly.

      Now for the actual calling. The wheel rattled happily as I dialed each number. I hoped the area code was enough. The rings, when they came, were lovely tinkling bells. Very soothing. I made a mental note to find the sound for my phone.

      “Yes?” came the answer.

      “Mom, hi! I love you.”

      Mom laughed. “What did you do, Maddie? Where are you calling from? Are you in jail?”

      How had she known? Sixth mother sense? “No, Mom, but I need a favor.”

      “What is it? Remember I have a late shift today, so if you want take-out for dinner you need to get it yourself.”

      Dang, had it been that long already? “Can you look up the Institute’s phone number for me?” I belatedly remembered I hadn’t exactly told her about the paperwork thing, and she simply thought they had delayed my job by a week. “My phone’s out of juice, and I need to ask something.” I winced. If my phone was dead, how was I going to call?

      Luckily, my mom’s thoughts didn’t go that way. “Sure, honey, give me a second.” After a few moments, she spoke again. “Got something to write it on?”

      Oh, right. “One second.”

      I left the earpiece on the table and turned to the desk. The thing was nothing but papers—surely there must be a pen somewhere. If only I hadn’t thrown the marker at Aidan! Figures he’d be a pain even when he wasn’t around.

      Finally, I unburied a quill and a bottle of ink. Grabbing the least use-me-in-any-way-and-say-bye-to-your-soul-looking paper, I moved the things to the small table.

      “One sec,” I called into the mouthpiece, uncapping the ink. Pressing the earpiece back to my ear, I told her to go.

      Writing with a quill—harder than it seemed. Good thing it was only numbers.

      “Thanks, Mom.” I dipped the earpiece hook, and the static returned to my ears.

      The Institute was next.

      “Magical Artifacts R & R.”

      “Victor,” I exclaimed happily. “Have you heard from Aidan?”

      “Maddie? No, I haven’t heard from him since he called. Where is he?”

      “Who knows—I mean, I’m not sure. We got separated, and now I’m stuck in Faerie.”

      It took him a few to digest that one. “Stay where you are. I’ll let Aidan know the second he contacts me.”

      “I have a better idea,” I told him. “Do you know how to call on a Fae?” Ren might still be around. For a Fae, he had seemed friendly. Maybe friendly enough to help without demanding too much.

      “I—what?”

      “Aidan was able to call on his cousin by drawing something on a paper and using his blood. Do you know how to?”

      “That’s too dangerous, Maddie. Tell me where you are, and I’ll tell Aidan.”

      “I know someone who might help now, if I can call on him. If I get caught, Aidan might have some trouble fishing me out, and we didn't exactly escape by our captor’s goodwill.” I hoped pleading to the part of him who was loyal to his boss would do the trick.

      “Uhm. I can look it up, sec.” Hell, yeah. A few minutes, then, “You’re on speaker.”

      The sounds of things being stacked nearby filled the line. Was it called a line when there was no actual cable? Hmm. Although a cable did connect the earpiece to the phone so—

      “All right, I think I got something,” Victor said. “Are you sure about this?”

      “Yup. Tell me what to do.”

      “It’s a simple calling. It requires a drawing and a drop of your blood.”

      I crossed the numbers and flattened the paper over the small bit of free surface on the table. “Go.”

      “It probably won’t work,” he cautioned. “Otherwise, they wouldn’t have put it in a book and made it so easy to find.”

      Yeah, I was going to need to raid his office for books later. “Doesn’t hurt to try. Say, Victor.”

      “What is it?”

      “How come this doesn’t count as a spell?” It couldn’t be one, per se, since Aidan had drawn one from scratch to call on Ren at the Bowels from Hell and he was from a paternal line, like me.

      “You’re not creating a spell, you’re only copying the design. The spell has already been made.”

      “Wouldn’t that work with other kinds of spells then?”

      “It depends on the type of spell. Some weaker ones are made to be copied, most aren’t.”

      Because why would a Fae give away spells for free? Following that line of reasoning was easy. “They give away calling spells because the magic in them isn’t compelling—the call can be ignored. The spell lets the Fae know who’s summoning them, right?” Depending on the person using the spell, a Fae would love to be called to enter into some kind of deal. A human willing to deal with a Fae would be ripe with possibilities. Most of them favoring the Fae, not the human.

      “Exactly.” The rustle of pages. “The book doesn’t say if it’ll work for part-Fae.” There was no need for Victor to ask if I came from a paternal bloodline—I wouldn’t be asking about calling spells if I weren’t. I would be creating my own. Female Fae’s part-human progeny were powerful, dangerous sorcerers, and they lived like hermits. Could probably count how many of them existed in the continent with the fingers of both hands.

      “Let’s give it a go,” I said. “What do I draw?”

      “I’m going to describe the design from the outside in, so make sure you leave enough space.”

      Made sense—a way to contain each layer’s magic. I dipped the quill in the ink and shook it a bit. “Ready.”

      “First, an ellipse tapered at the sides, like an eye, with the top and the bottom forming a small plateau in the middle.”

      The quill made scratching noises as I drew the shape on the paper. I found myself biting my lip in concentration, calling on my magic and trying to imbue it in the ink as it touched the paper. Pins and needles ran down my arms—the magic searching for something to activate, to have fun with. My artistic skills were likely not what it had in mind. “Next.”

      “Another one inside, following the same shape but without touching.”

      Easy. As long as the space between the lines didn’t have to be the same all around. I inspected the paper. “That’s not an eye; that’s a mouth.”

      “Oh? Huh. Interesting.”

      “What’s next?”

      “Draw a three-pointed Celtic knot, making sure the points touch the inner line and leaving a lot of empty space in the middle.”

      I paused to form a mental image, then followed his instructions. “Done.”

      “Now you need to write the name inside that space.”

      “True name? What if you don’t have it?”

      “It should work with whatever bit of name you have since it’s not a compulsion, but a portrait will also suffice.”

      “Anything else?”

      “That’s all. Then you drop a bit of your blood and try to activate it.”

      “Got it. Thanks, Victor.”

      “If it doesn’t work, barricade yourself in the room until Aidan comes, all right? Call me again in thirty minutes.”

      “Can’t. This is the first place they’ll look.” Mostly because of the phone, but also because they would want to see if Aidan had retrieved Dream Devourer. “But I’ll try to stick to this floor.”

      Victor’s voice got a lot closer. “Be careful, Maddie.”

      “Make sure Aidan signs the papers before he tries to come back into Faerie.”

      Victor choked a laugh as I hung the earpiece on the hook, ending the call.

      Carefully, I wrote Ren’s name. With a small flourish at the end of the n, because Fae liked that sort of thing and it wasn’t the time to cheap out on style. I tapped the end of the quill against my cheek, wondering if that would be enough. No way “Ren” was anything but a super short shortening of anything resembling his full name. Ah, well, in for a penny, in for a pound.

      Biting my lip again, I sketched Ren’s face and upper chest. For added emphasis, because intention always mattered when dealing with magic, I added a tiny donut.

      And now you’re thinking, wow, Maddie, you’re so talented, you can draw too? But let’s just say some art should remain a secret between medium, base, and creator.

      I scrunched the paper into a ball and looked around the packed room for a blade of some kind. Unfortunately, I couldn’t afford to waste time searching for anything not in plain view, and there was only one obvious weapon in the room.

      Dropping the paper ball on the table, I approached the dusty dagger and carefully took it out of its mount, my hands avoiding the Eye. It blinked, and the etched pupil roved around to stare at me.

      Good thing this wasn’t my first time dealing with a Fae Eye, I thought, cleaning the dust with the sleeve of my sweatshirt. “You’re welcome,” I told it. It didn’t even blink in acknowledgment. Rude.

      The sheath was black leather with a floral design, and more black leather straps braided around the handle. The guard was made of solid dark material, and I had no clue what made the eyelids, but it looked supple and soft and generally not the kind of thing you probably wanted to ask where it came from.

      “Don’t do anything weird,” I warned the Eye. It blinked a few times and stayed wide open. “Yeah, yeah,” I muttered, unsheathing the blade. It had been made out of a super-polished white crystal, double-edged and straight to a sharp point. It was opaque, almost opalescent, with shining veins running across the surface.

      I would have to ask Aidan what the difference was between summoned blades, like his Dream Devourer, and blades that didn’t disappear into their handles.

      Hopefully, it meant this was a simple, normal weapon with no tradeoff involved in wielding it.

      Fae weapons like Aidan’s took a price when wielded. Some took it when they met flesh, others simply by touching air.

      Every time Dream Devourer sliced the air, it gave Aidan a nightmare. I hadn’t asked how bad the nightmares were, but the man had gone at a murderous Fae hound with the aid of a simple Swiss knife before using Dream Devourer, so that should give you an idea.

      I returned to the table and, holding my breath, used the blade to nick a finger. I winced at the sting and watched blood bead along the small cut. I held my finger over the paper ball and allowed a few drops to fall on it before sticking the finger in my mouth and calling on my magic again.

      Please work, I begged silently as I concentrated on activating the ink and blood on the paper ball and tossed it to the rug in front of me.

      When Aidan had used it in the Hub’s basement, the answer had been immediate, with Ren appearing out of nowhere to pick up the ball and turn it to ash.

      But then, when Aidan had used it, the paper ball had also turned crimson red from one drop of his blood. Mine remained depressingly clear.

      Just in case, it picked it up and threw it again.

      I waited for another minute.

      Nope. This wasn’t happening. Either it only worked on the human side, or the book was a load of crap, or my magic was too weak, or my drawings too crappy. Maybe a combination of all four—

      I yelped as a sharp pain exploded in my injured finger.

      A deeper and longer slice crossed it in the same spot where I had nicked it. Blood flowed freely out of it, and I hurried to put it back in my mouth. “What the hell?” I mumbled around my digit, scowling at the dagger. I had left it on the table, and the Eye simply blinked at me slowly, trying to claim innocence. Nice try.

      “No wonder you were so dusty,” I accused, wrapping the front of my t-shirt around my finger. Who would want to use it if it repeated the harm you caused back to yourself? Perhaps it only happened when the harm was made on a Fae, or perhaps also when you had to cut a piece of rope. Either way, a big pile of nope.

      The Eye looked down dejectedly, eyelids halfway closed. I ignored it and focused on the phone instead. Should I call Victor again? By now Aidan might’ve made contact with him. The two big windows in the room tempted me. I should try calling Greenie again—fewer chances of Aidan yelling at me for trying to summon Ren. If he were here, bet he would order me to—

      My gaze snapped to the phone.

      No. No way.

      And yet… Fae wouldn’t use their one magical phone to simply chat with their friends; they’d use it as Aidan had—to send messages. Orders.

      The Eye blinked in confusion as I forgot about the windows, Greenie, my finger, and the paper ball to focus on the phone.

      They would’ve thought of checking it long ago, right?
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      I transferred the ink and quill back to the desk. My finger had thankfully stopped bleeding, making it easier to check the phone for edges or seams. The main bulk had been carved out of a block of wood, with no screws or latches that would allow the part with the dialing wheel to come off. Durable magic, this one, if nobody had ever felt the need to repair this thing.

      Carefully, I toppled it to the side—the thing weighed a ton. The base was gold, or gold-looking brass, with no indication that it could open. But it did have a rim where it met the wood of the tower.

      I eyed the dagger.

      It eyed me back. Then it looked at the phone, then back at me. Then blinked maniacally.

      “We all must do our job,” I told it with a cackle. I used it to work the edges of the rim, careful not to do any slicing. The Eye’s upper lid came down until it covered half the etched pupil in an obvious display of disapproval.

      I hoped then that the extra slice was the only tradeoff, and I wasn’t in for random bouts of bleeding fingers throughout the rest of my life.

      With a strain of my muscles and a low crack, the base came slightly off. I let out a triumphant “yes!” and worked along the rim until the whole thing fell to the side.

      The whispers of magic hit me right away. Not the wards’, not a spell. An artifact.

      Looking inside, I found the block of wood had been hollowed out in the center and a conch had been crammed inside.

      Well, hello there, Keeper of Secrets.

      I glanced at the Eye. It blinked once as if shrugging.

      Warily, I poked the artifact. It was cool to the touch, the surface a bit rough. No magic zapped between us, no hidden spell of any kind. I had already sensed the wards inside the block and the base, possibly blocking anyone from sensing the artifact. The Fae using the phone would’ve assumed the wards were protecting the spell making the phone work.

      The conch came free with a firm tug. It barely filled my palm, and I could easily wrap my fingers around it. Its surface was a mix of white and different hues between pastel orange and pink. The kind of shell that made for a pretty reminder of a nice holiday.

      I inspected it slowly, checking every bit and peeking into the main hole. The end of the conch’s roll was open, and I assumed voice traveling through the hollow was how the artifact detected an order and stole the speaker’s secrets.

      Then I wondered how to get those secrets out.

      I was tempted to shove some magic into it, see what secrets popped out, but since I wasn’t exactly clear on what it would take to learn those secrets, only what it took to lose them, I reined in my curiosity and stashed the conch down the front of my t-shirt. Its myriad of pointy bits scratched against my skin, but it wasn’t really uncomfortable. More like a permanent reminder of its existence.

      The dagger I sheathed and threaded through the back loops of my jeans—we were blood buddies now; no way I was going to leave it behind—and the paper ball went into a front pocket. I still carried the marker’s cap in one of the back ones.

      My first paycheck as an artifact hunter was so going to a pair of cargo pants. The ones with really big pockets.

      I dragged the chair away from the door and opened it a slit. The hallway appeared empty. So did the ceiling—oh, nope, the smaller goo-thing was up there. At least it was a ways away and not currently showing its teethage.

      Silently, I slipped outside the room and made my way along the corridor, away from the goo. It might be stuck to the ceiling, but I wasn’t going to risk it spitting bones on me.

      If I could find the Green Room again, I could get to the branch Greenie had used and stay out there until either the hound or Aidan found me. It’d be a much better hiding place than inside a house full of Fae.

      It might be nearing dinner time, according to Mom, but there was no sign of impending twilight in this world. The light from the big window at the end of the hallway was still brilliant and full, so either time didn’t pass here, or the Fae powers that be didn’t bother to emulate the sun that much.

      Almost driven against my will, I leaned into the glass, admiring the expanse of canopy above and the fields well below. What kind of creatures roamed those grassy hills and the dark forest beyond? I was both incredibly glad to be this far up but also immensely curious about taking a look down there.

      With a sigh of longing, I pushed away from the window and turned.

      The dark-haired Fae stood there.

      I jumped back with a yelp.

      He was leaning against the frame of the next window, arms crossed and hip popped against the bottom sill, face expressionless and eyes gazing outside. The brocade on his dark blue vest came to life under the direct light, the white of his shirt blinding. Light brown trousers and low leather boots finished the ensemble. Period clothing from the waist up, why-waste-modern-comfort from the waist down.

      I wasn’t sure what to do next. He hadn’t acknowledged my existence, but how could he not have noticed me coming to stand right by his side?

      Maybe he was a ghost. Did Fae have ghosts? Was this humongous Fae mansion a haunted mansion?

      As I pondered these very important questions, I realized that while the Fae was still giving me a lot of profile, his golden eyes were looking right at me.

      I swallowed hard and rallied my wits.

      “We meet again,” I offered in a cheerful voice.

      He turned to fully face me. “Maddie, the little faelette. Did you find your friend?”

      “I did, thank you.”

      “He is not with you.”

      He hadn’t taken his eyes off me to check. I squirmed under his gaze. “Turns out I lost him again.”

      “Ah. Is that a human thing? Losing things so often?”

      He was one to talk, when Aidan had been jailed because of a lost artifact. In fact, most artifacts that popped up on the surface had definitely been lost by a Fae at one point or another.

      “In some things, we aren’t so different,” I answered sweetly.

      A ghost of a smile before he straightened. He was tall, his black hair moving like silk. Ten out of ten crush potential, if Fae were your thing and you didn’t mind he might have a stone instead of a heart. “And how did you lose this friend?”

      Admitting I was stuck in this realm was not a good idea. “I decided to take the scenic route, and when I looked back, what do you know? He was gone.”

      He took a step forward and leaned closer. The scent of freshly cut grass invaded my senses. I swallowed but stood my ground, not entirely sure why I bothered with the show of bravery. I was reminded of the old adage—brown bear, make noise; black bear, play dead; Fae around, keep your mouth shut and hope they don’t scent you.

      That ship had sailed for good.

      His silky voice wrapped around me when he spoke next. “Are you certain he is gone, this friend of yours?”

      “Pretty sure.”

      A teasing gleam touched his eyes. “A pity—I would have loved to help you search for him again.”

      “At what cost, though?” I blurted.

      He laughed silently. “No cost, my lovely faelette. No cost at all.”

      My grimace told him what I thought of that.

      “Fae do not lie, did you not know?” he said, putting a bit of space between us.

      “Why would you help me?” Perhaps he wasn’t a fan of whoever had imprisoned Aidan. Perhaps he knew about Sullivan’s accusations and didn’t want the lord of the manor to get their hands on the artifact.

      “I am in the mood for games.”

      “Fae are always in the mood for games.”

      His features turned pensive, but the twinkle in his eyes remained. “Not always, Maddie. In fact, I often run out of Fae willing to play games with me.”

      Yeah, that was totally reassuring. “Perhaps you need new playmates.”

      He turned and sent me an approving glance over his shoulder. “See? You agree with me, then. Come, faelette. Let us find that which you are searching for.”

      He took a couple of steps then paused. What were the chances he’d simply let me go on my own way as he had before?

      I wondered if he could tell I had availed myself of a couple of artifacts during my adventures in the house. He must—without any wards containing their magic, the artifacts must be as noticeable to him as they had been to me. More, since he was a full Fae.

      Then he must not care. Maybe he really was just bored—after all, I had caught him playing some sort of single-player board game.

      I caught up to him, making sure not to touch him as we resumed walking.

      And decided to come clean. “Will you show me to the Green Room?”

      His face was stuck in what I decided to call “I-have-no-soul polite.” The hint of a placid smile in an otherwise blank expression etched in stone. Eyes focused ahead, now unreadable like gems.

      “I do not think that is what you wish to find.”

      “What do you think I—”

      He halted and extended a hand, palm up. I looked at it in confusion. Was he asking me for something?

      Then a rumbling made me look up.

      The small goo mass hovered above us. Before I could react, something fell out of it right on the Fae’s hand. A tooth.

      I fricking knew it!

      The Fae tossed it back, and the goo mass reached for it, disappearing it into its mass and rumbling again.

      Ah, how I missed fur. What did Fae animals have against fur and skin? Perfectly soft to touch and wonderful to look at.

      The Fae continued his walk like he hadn’t just played throw-the-tooth with his goo pet.

      To save myself a small panic attack, I decided to ignore the ceiling, wipe what had just happened from my mind, and follow the Fae.

      “You haven’t told me your name,” I said, very, very resolutely declining to check if the goo was following us.

      Okay, so I checked, and it wasn’t. Thank God.

      “Perhaps it is one of the things you seek, hmm?”

      He wasn’t wrong. The list of things I sought was getting somewhat long—escape, the hound, this Fae’s name, my job at the Institute, a shower. Maybe a decent sandwich or a good burger—something I could bite into that wouldn’t bite me back. Definitely something without bones. Or eyes.

      “I’d be content with just the Green Room,” I said.

      “But if I take you there, who will I play with?”

      “We could text. Play chess online or something.”

      His chest shook in silent laughter again. “Lovely thoughts, but I am not sure it is a good idea. I do not travel to the surface often, faelette. I prefer it here, where I am welcome.”

      Jovially as those last words had been spoken, the solitude underneath tugged at my heart. Even heartless Fae had to have feelings. “I would welcome you on the surface,” I told him earnestly. “It’s not so bad. There are still parks and forests. It’s not all iron and pollution.” Stretching the truth a little with that last one, but narrative embellishment and all that.

      “Besides,” he continued as if I hadn’t said a thing, “if I show you to the Green Room and aid your return to the surface, you might have to figure out how to come back down again. What a waste of time that will have been.”

      “Uh. Why?”

      “You are still missing your friend, are you not?”

      “He’s gone back.”

      “Has he?”

      I stared at him. We had halted at the landing of one of the stairs going both ways. His features were still stone-like placid, but the mirth dancing in his eyes was hard to miss.

      “Aidan is back?” I asked in shock.

      “Tell me, sneaky faelette, what would you give to find your heart’s desire?”

      So, there was a price. I should’ve known. I stepped away, ready to bolt.

      He followed, beginning to crowd me against the wall. “Would you give a memory of a loved one? A lifelong goal? Or perhaps a secret.”

      I willed my limbs into stone. There was no way he knew I had the Keeper of Secrets on me. If he did, he’d have taken it from me already. The artifact was too valuable, even for a Fae who liked playing games. “I have no secrets worth sharing.”

      “Except for your name.” The placid smile looked so damn creepy on his face.

      “Do you really think I’m going to give you my full name?”

      “It would be a wonderful way to show your appreciation of my help.”

      So would poking his eyes out, if he came any closer. My back met the wall. “I thought this help was free of cost.”

      His lips stretched with the slightest upward tilt. “I have not really demanded payback.”

      I arched my brows. “You haven’t helped either.”

      He looked pointedly toward the stairs going down.

      I didn’t need another hint.

      I rushed down the steps, my mind a whirlwind. I had expected Aidan to come back for me—presumptuous, maybe, to expect him not to abandon me in Fae land—but not this fast, dammit. Even if he had a never-ending supply of portal spells, the magic required to use two of them so closely together must’ve taken a good chunk out of him.

      At the end of the stairs, I regretted not asking for more detailed directions beyond a look. I considered going back upstairs—if he was still there—but he had indicated he’d like to keep me around to play with, and every time I got out of his sight was one less opportunity for him to act on that wish. I didn’t want to end up in the cells upstairs, and I didn’t want to know what happened when he got tired of playing with me.

      I also had no wish to discover what a Fae like that considered a game.

      Visions of being set free in the middle of the forest with a marker cap and a dagger I couldn’t use to play “who will get hungry first, the part-human or the Fae beasts?” ran a shiver down my back. No, better to try to find Aidan on my own.

      At this point, I basically had been all over his house a couple of times, anyway. If I couldn’t find my way, what kind of artifact hunter was I?

      I took one of the corridors, moving toward the small room Aidan had used for a portal. Tracking him from there seemed like the best approach.

      Halfway there, I heard a commotion. This floor was different from the ones above, with short corridors crossing the main blocks of rooms, making it so you didn’t have to walk the whole length to access a parallel hallway. I took one of these shortcuts and paused by the corner.

      Three people were shouting at each other. I recognized Aidan’s voice, and it startled me. Even though the Fae had told me he was around, part of me hadn’t really believed it. Part of me had been sure it had been some sort of wordplay by the Fae. He hadn’t specifically named him, after all, and Aidan never rushed into things.

      I peeked around the corner, and my heart missed a beat.

      This would definitely be considered rushing into things.

      Aidan stood facing two Fae, Dream Devourer’s handle in his hand. The Fae were slightly taller than he was, dressed similarly to the Fae I’d left behind. These kept their hair gathered at the back of their necks, like the female Fae earlier had, and one of them was actually blond for a change. The perfection of their combined features was enough to corrode my eyeballs.

      And while Dream Devourer was still unsummoned, they both had thin rapier-like blades in their hands.

      I had no trouble believing Aidan could take them on in normal circumstances, but he had to be tired from crossing back and forth so fast, and I didn’t want to be the reason he got any new nightmares.

      The situation filled me with wonderful nostalgia—not the first time I’d had to come to Aidan’s rescue with the help of an artifact.

      “Are you ready to play games, you little Fae-bit?” I whispered, reaching back. I wasn’t sure it was going to work, but my previous experience told me it might. Eyes were their own thing, and the fact that it roamed on its own… “Help me out here, will you? And I might even dust you every day.”

      I exhaled in relief when the round shape of the Eye fell on my hand and inhaled deeply before turning the corner.

      “Hey,” I shouted. The three of them stopped their bickering and looked at me. Aidan paled; the two Fae narrowed their eyes with immediate suspicion.

      I lifted my hand, fingers closed tight around the Eye, and arched my brows.

      “Who wants the Keeper of Secrets?”
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      “Get out of here,” Aidan snapped. Golden light gathered in his hand, and Dream Devourer’s blade made its appearance in all its long, glorious, crystal-like self.

      He’d better not make a move, or I was going to be mad.

      One of the Fae—let’s call him One—turned to Aidan and raised his rapier. The other—yup, Two—kept his attention on me.

      “Hand that over, human,” he ordered, imbuing some magic into the words.

      As if. That magic voice trick didn’t work on anything besides puppies.

      “Nu-huh,” I said, shaking the Eye. “If you want it, you’re going to have to trade.”

      The Fae exchanged a fast look.

      “Sure,” Two said smoothly. “Hand it over and we’ll talk.”

      “Talk first, hand over later,” I said.

      One laughed. Two said, “Where are you going to go? You cannot escape us in this place.”

      “You’ve done a pretty crappy job of catching me or finding the Keeper so far, so I think I’ll take my chances.”

      Darkness rolled over their expressions, and Aidan looked like he had swallowed a lemon. Truly, I had a gift for this kind of thing.

      “Just get out,” Aidan said, more forcefully this time.

      “Shut up,” One said, stepping closer.

      Aidan raised Dream Devourer. The Fae stopped.

      Not good. Nightmare - 1, Aidan - 0.

      I cleared my throat. They all focused on me. “So, like I was saying, you can have the Keeper of Secrets if you agree to a trade.”

      Their gazes moved to my hand. I had my fingers covering as much of the Eye as possible. The feel of its smooth, bony surface against my palm was making my skin crawl, but at least it hadn’t grown a mouth and bitten me. Yet.

      “Think about it,” I said. “Nobody will get hurt, and you get to keep aaaall the secrets stuck inside.”

      Another fast exchange of glances. Aidan was watching me warily now, and I tried to tell him with my eyes that I had everything under control. He shook his head sharply. I tried not to take it personally.

      “What are your terms?” Two said, taking a step forward.

      “Another move and I’m off,” I warned. When he remained still, I continued, “Allow us to roam free in this house and the outside, alert no other Fae or creature that you have seen us, and in exchange for this promise, I will give you this artifact.”

      “Stop,” Aidan said. “Don’t make deals.”

      “Silence, Greaves,” Two ordered while he mulled the offer. I had tried to make it as tight as possible, but without time to really give it proper thought, anyone could probably poke enough holes in it to use as a sieve. But really, all I needed was enough time for me and Aidan to get out of here, so it would do.

      Turned out, the possibility of getting his hand on the infamous Keeper of Secrets was more than enough motivation for Two.

      “I promise.”

      I rolled my eyes. “The whole thing.”

      He actually smiled at that. “I promise that—”

      Something fell on top of me.

      I went down. Hard. My knees and arm took the brunt, and air was knocked out of my lungs. I lay, stunned and sprawled on the floor, a heavy weight pinning me down.

      “Why is that thing outside of the cells?” roared one of the Fae.

      A mass of black goo slid against me; something poked at my ribs. Too big for the pet. Too bony. Too—

      Realization hit.

      Sullivan had literally just dropped on me.

      And that wasn’t the worst part, no. The worst part was that I had lost my grip on the Eye with my fall, and it was now happily rolling down the hallway.

      Sullivan slid toward it. The two Fae, after a moment of shock, ran forward. I was impotent to do anything but watch everyone move in a horrific slow-motion kind of way.

      Then my hound jumped out of one wall, scooped the Eye with his mouth, and leaped right into the opposite wall.

      Everyone froze as we took a moment to digest this new development.

      And right back to chaos.

      Sullivan made a keening noise and drove right toward the spot marking Greenie’s now closed exit. The two Fae yelled at each other, then raced the opposite way. I sat up and rubbed my throwing arm.

      Dream Devourer’s blade disappeared as Aidan walked up to me. He helped me stand, and I had the uncontrollable urge to throw my arms around his waist and hug him close.

      Before I could give in to temptation, he gripped my arms and shook me lightly, leaning in until our noses were almost touching. “Are you trying to get yourself killed?”

      I swallowed hard, unable to look away. His golden irises were threaded with fine, darker browns—his human side coming out to play—and they flashed with anger and concern and something I couldn’t put a name on but that made it a little hard to breathe. “I resent that. It worked, didn’t it?”

      He didn’t bother to answer but gave me an I’m so lecturing you about this later glower. One of his hands slid down my arm until he was holding my hand. He tugged me along, and we made our way down the hallway. He squeezed my fingers, and like his earlier caress, I wasn’t entirely sure he realized what he was doing. But since the contact sent warmth up my arm and straight into my chest, I wasn’t going to complain. Faerie had left me feeling awfully chilled.

      “You have to stop doing these things,” he said. “Didn’t your attempt at blackmailing your way into the Institute teach you anything?”

      I gave him a cheeky grin. “Hey, that one worked, too, didn’t it? Or would, if you hadn’t gotten yourself kidnapped before signing those papers.”

      That gave him pause. “It worked, but at what cost, Maddie?”

      Thinking of the nightmares he must’ve endured due to the fight with the soulless Fae did take the shine off my soapbox. The memory of his blood seeping through his ripped jeans and jacket as we watched Greenie finish the Fae monster rose unencumbered.

      “Are your wounds okay?” I asked hesitantly.

      “They’re fine.”

      The curtness in his voice told me I had a ways to go before he stopped being mad at me for the Sullivan incident. Although to be fair, that had been Kane’s fault, not mine. If he had put me in contact with the Council member in charge of the Institute’s finances like I’d asked instead of a murderous ass, things would’ve gone much more smoothly for everyone involved.

      “There!” someone shouted.

      We split in time to allow One to run between us. He paid us no attention and disappeared around the next corner.

      I made to follow, but Aidan took hold of my arm. I gave him a worried look. “Greenie…”

      “The hound is playing with them. We need to hurry before they grow tired of chasing him.”

      My cute, giant, mossy green hound was trying to deflect attention from us? My heart couldn’t take it. What a good boy. Of course, Greenie could’ve just come when I’d called him and taken me home, but I guessed all Fae beings were simply incapable of doing things the straight way.

      “Let’s get out of here,” Aidan said, tugging me along. His mouth compressed into a firm line, which meant I wasn’t going to get any thanks for helping him out of the situation. No gratitude to be found anywhere these days.

      “I tried summoning Ren,” I said.

      He spared me a glance. “How?”

      “I called Victor to check on you and asked him if he knew how to summon a Fae. I told him how you did it last time, and he found something in a book.”

      His scowl deepened. “I gather it didn’t work?”

      “Nope.”

      “You have the paper on you?”

      “Yup.”

      He stopped by an open door and dragged me into the room. “Show me.”

      I took out the paper ball and smoothed it carefully before handing it over.

      Aidan took a look and dissolved into laughter. Big, uncontrollable laughter that shook his whole body and escaped the hand he put to his mouth.

      Irked, I closed the door and glared at him. “I followed Victor’s instructions!”

      He warned me off with a hand and took a few deep breaths. When he was back in control, he pointed at one part of the drawing. “What’s that?”

      “A donut.”

      That set him off again. He doubled over against the wall, biting one fist to muffle the sounds, his big body shaking.

      Seriously rude. “I tried my best, you know. It’s not like I had an example in front of me to copy from.”

      “A donut,” he wheezed, wiping his eyes.

      “I thought it would help to add as much detail as possible.”

      He thrust the paper back at me as if afraid it would set him off again. Grumbling, I scrunched it and returned it to my front pocket.

      “I guess that’s not how it’s done?” I asked with a bit of a pleading pout. “Will you show me how?”

      That took the mirth right out of Aidan and sent him straight into grim territory. “Hell, no.”

      “But what if something like this happens again?”

      He went around me toward the door. “Absolutely not.”

      “But you’re my mentor. You’re supposed to teach me things like this.”

      “I am not your mentor.”

      I followed him into the hallway. “Maybe not now, but when you sign the papers. No shame in getting started earlier with the lessons.”

      A strange awareness coursed through my body, raising the hairs of my arms and the nape of my neck.

      “They’re using the house to find the hound,” Aidan said.

      I rubbed my forearms. “Not us?”

      “We’re not as important for now. As long as he has the Keeper, he’s all that matters to them.”

      “What do we do?”

      He led through one of the short corridors. “We find Ren.”

      “You think he’s still here?”

      A lot of feeling went into his next words. “Oh, yes.”

      “But you don’t think he’s the one who opened our cell door.”

      Aidan grew troubled. “Ren likes to watch chaos unfold around him. Hell, all of them do. So, he’s definitely still around. But if he had opened the door, he’d have stayed to claim responsibility. He’d never miss an opportunity to have favors owed to him.”

      “You think he can help us with Greenie?”

      “Getting you out of here is our priority. You don’t have enough Fae magic in you to make the portal spell work, so we’re going to need one of the real portals.”

      “But what about my hound?”

      “Hopefully, he’ll spit the artifact somewhere and get away.”

      “I don’t like that,” I said. “I don’t want to leave him behind. What if they harm him? Plus, if we find him, we wouldn’t need a portal.”

      Aidan shook his head. “Can’t risk running into the others. While they’re busy looking for your hound and the Keeper, they won’t concentrate on us. We won’t get a better chance.”

      I stopped by a nook between a branch and the wall and took hold of his jacket’s sleeve. He looked at me in question.

      Tugging at the sleeve, I forced him to lean forward. Then went on my tiptoes and kissed his cheek.

      “Thank you for coming back for me,” I whispered before setting him free.

      He blinked down at me, an odd expression crossing his face. Bright spots appeared on his cheeks.

      “Uh.” He turned away and cleared his throat. “Huh. Uh. Right. You’re welcome. Let’s keep moving.”

      My lips still tingled from the contact. And when I caught him touching his cheek, the tingle spread right into my belly.

      I tried to focus on something else. Like the way his hand came so close to grazing mine with each swing of his arm, or how his boots complimented my sneakers.

      “Don’t you want the Keeper?” I asked.

      He shook his head once—as much to clear his head, I thought, as an answer. “I’d rather we get out of here first.”

      When I didn’t press the issue, he gave me a suspicious look.

      I held up my hands. “What? We’re a team. You know this place better than I do, so I follow your lead.”

      His eyes narrowed to slits. “I’m glad you’re not insisting on running after the Keeper, especially since you were the one to find it. Finds like that can make one’s career.”

      My smile grew. “Good thing that wasn’t the Keeper, then.”
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      “It wasn’t?” Aidan didn’t sound convinced.

      “C’mon, what are the chances I’d find the Keeper in the five minutes I’ve been here when everyone’s been searching for years?” It felt bad to lie to Aidan, but at this point, who the hell knew what was listening through the walls or following us unseen. Besides, sneaking out such an important artifact under everyone’s noses would cement I was made to be an artifact hunter.

      “With your knack for landing in trouble, it wouldn’t surprise me,” he muttered. “What was it, then? Hold on.”

      He opened a door, and we slipped inside a tiny storage room. Rolls of thick fabric and rugs had been stacked upright, giving us barely enough space to fit before Aidan closed the door. We pressed our ears to the wood. Muffled footsteps trotted by.

      “It was the Eye,” I whispered while we waited to see if someone else followed. “From the dagger.”

      “What dagger?”

      “The one I found in the phone room.”

      “Oh.” The tiniest recollection showed in his voice.

      “I was able to detach it from the dagger’s handle.”

      “Why take the dagger?”

      “I had to draw blood for the calling spell thing.”

      His mouth twitched. If he started to laugh again, he’d not leave this closet in one piece. Luckily for him, he simply asked, “And you decided to keep it?”

      “They tried to keep us first. Steal a human, lose an artifact.” Right out of the Fae playbook.

      “Good point.”

      We returned to the hallway, and he led around the bend into the other wing. The public one. The corridors and stairs got narrower and narrower—possibly used for servants and the like. Did the Fae have servants?

      I started to ask him, but Aidan shushed me. I supposed they must have some, if only distant family members with no better options and not high enough in the political game ladder to take a slice of the house’s power pie. The house became lively, with music drifting through the air and the distant thrumming of conversations and people moving around.

      The decorations also underwent a slight change. Fewer wild branches, more polished floors and walls resembling gray and white marble. It was a different kind of cold—a chill coming from a lack of character instead of a mood. Goosebumps spread along my forearms.

      “I don’t like this side,” I murmured, untying the sweatshirt from around my waist and putting it back on. I wondered if there were goo things roaming this side, too, and if the guests randomly fed them teeth they had earned out of the poor souls who agreed to a bad trade.

      Aidan put a finger to his lips and pointed at the curtain blocking the end of the short corridor we were in. We listened for a few seconds, then Aidan peeked around the fabric. Telling me to hurry, he slipped through.

      I followed, almost stumbling at the sudden array of riches on display—busts and statues on pedestals, paintings on the walls, crystals hanging like chimes from the ceiling, waving in an invisible current, creating a nearly imperceptible melody that teased the ear and drew the eye.

      Aidan took my hand, breaking me out of my stupor. Damn Fae and their games. He tugged me three doors over and went into a room.

      Ren lounged on an elegant sofa, a mass of pink and violet magic swirling between his hands. His expression brightened when we burst inside.

      “It’s the little—”

      I pointed at him. “Don’t. Even.”

      “You made it out!” The magic between his hands unraveled to threads that faded away.

      Aidan walked around the room, seeing if anyone else was hiding under the furniture. I checked the molded ceiling—one could never be too careful. When he opened a discreet side door to check another room, I realized with surprise that this was some sort of suite.

      “You have rooms here?” I asked in awe, admiring the elegant wooden furniture and the pieces of art on the wall. I didn’t want to get too close to Ren, so I hovered awkwardly in the center of the room.

      “Not exactly mine,” Ren admitted, sitting straight, “but we like to share within the family.”

      So that was how Aidan had known we might find him here. They were cousins, after all. Long, long distant cousins, according to them, but I had a suspicion they were a lot more related than Aidan wanted me to guess. The things Aidan could do—summon Ren, use portal spells—and the way his eyes had changed color in Faerie were proof of it.

      “Is this where you stay during your visits, too?” I asked smoothly, turning to Aidan.

      “Oh, you haven’t told her yet?” Ren asked.

      I pounced on that fast. “Told me what?”

      “Stop making trouble,” Aidan said, coming to stand by the sofa. “It wasn’t you who opened the door?”

      Ren put a hand to his chest. “I’m not that mean. I was going to give you a couple of days’ worth of privacy.”

      Aidan snorted and did his trademark foreboding glare of doom.

      That was when I noticed the plate of chocolate chip scones on the sofa table. My stomach grumbled loudly, and I rubbed my midriff. In case you were wondering, “Take a bite, never leave” wouldn’t work on me due to my Fae blood, and besides, you had to spell the food first, and it was a bit too much trouble. Easier to just throw the human in a cell.

      I sat on the floor and reached for a scone.

      “Maddie…” came the warning.

      “What? It’s not like you’re gonna bother including me in your decision making, so I don’t need my mouth to speak.” I took a huge bite and munched slowly, smiling at Aidan. Damn, the scone was delicious. I swallowed and offered it to him. “These are really good. You should have one—oh.” I looked sheepishly at Ren, remembering my manners. “I’m sorry. I should’ve asked first.”

      His smile got bigger. “Go ahead and take anything you like. Asking first only gets you in trouble.”

      “Please don’t encourage her,” Aidan said with great suffering.

      I said nothing and kept eating the scone.

      “What can I do for you, cousin?” Ren asked. He didn’t bother to hide the glee in his voice or the expectation of all the great fun he was about to have at our expense.

      Aidan kept his tone even. “We need to use your secret portal.”

      “A secret portal? That does sound like fun!”

      It really did. I hoped Aidan would elaborate.

      “You must’ve used one, otherwise you’d be out there enjoying yourself. You don’t want people to know you’re around. Not yet.”

      Yeah, Ren was definitely not the sort of Fae who enjoyed spending his days alone in front of the TV.

      “I could’ve used a portal spell,” Ren pointed out.

      Oooh. Aidan - 1, Ren - 1.

      “You’re too lazy for that.”

      Ouch.

      “You say that, after I went out of my way to rescue you?”

      Nice return. I gave him a thumbs up. He bowed back.

      “Don’t encourage him,” Aidan exclaimed.

      “I believe in positive reinforcement,” I informed him.

      “Just stay silent.” A deep sigh. “Please.”

      Me grabbing another scone seemed to appease him.

      To Ren, he said, “We don’t have time for games, and she can’t use my portal spell. Show us yours.”

      At first glance, it might seem rude to simply bark orders like this, but Ren hadn’t been too far off the mark with his comment about not asking for permission. The moment you started asking a Fae for things, you gave them an opportunity to rope you into their schemes and games. Not that they wouldn’t try anyway, but you made things a lot easier for them.

      All the more reason they really should’ve checked the phone for the Keeper.

      Ren studied me. “If you can’t use portals, my lovely, how did you end up here in Faerie?”

      I gestured toward Aidan. “I can’t use his portals.”

      He hummed thoughtfully. “You had someone else’s assistance, then. And now they can’t take you back? How interesting.”

      “They’re busy doing other things.” Like eating artifacts and playing hide and seek and generally being a pain in the butt.

      “The portal,” Aidan said. “Where is it?”

      Ren stood, all smooth elegance. “Tell you what, cousin. For you, I’ll dare the outside and see if it’s still there.”

      “We’ll go together.”

      “Don’t be like that, all gloomy and distrustful. If someone sees me, there will be some whispering, but nothing else. If you come with me and the portal is no longer there, that’s two trips where you chance being seen. Your presence will elicit a lot more questions than mine.”

      Aidan clenched his jaw in obvious displeasure, but we weren’t exactly in a position to bargain. Which reminded me…

      I cleared my throat. “What’s it going to cost us?”

      Ren’s eyes took on a wicked gleam. “You? Nothing, my pretty. Now, as for my wonderful cousin…”

      “To be paid later,” Aidan agreed grimly.

      “Wait,” I said. “Do this for us and I’ll give you something of mine.”

      Ren tilted his head. “Something of yours?”

      “A present, made with my own hands. A piece of art.”

      “Hmm… Are you a good artist?”

      I shrugged humbly. “My art has been known to elicit strong emotions.”

      That picked his interest. “You promise?”

      “I do.”

      “And how shall I receive this lovely present?”

      “I’ll leave where you can access it, or with Aidan.”

      He clapped his hands in delight, said, “Perfect! You have a deal, little donut,” and left before I could throw the plate of scones at his head. Perhaps for the better. I was becoming too desensitized to being around Fae. My creepy meter was being overwhelmed by the normalcy of it all.

      Aidan sat on the sofa and reached for a scone.

      “You’re going to leave the calling spell, aren’t—” He couldn’t even finish the sentence before choking a laugh. “Aren’t you?”

      Yeah, yeah. At least I was being useful instead of giving favors away.

      “I’m not the only one who owes favors, you know,” he said matter-of-factly.

      “He’s in your debt?”

      “We try to keep an equal score.” He glanced at me curiously. “Why did you think he’d go for something like that?”

      “He’s too curious for his own good.”

      That earned me a full smile. “You’re learning fast.”

      My chest swelled in pride, and my cheeks heated a bit too much.

      Then he threw the scone at my head.

      “Ow, what was that for?” I cried.

      “Stop offering things willy-nilly,” he said in a serious voice. “You need to trust that I know what I’m doing.”

      “I trust you, but…” I didn’t want to admit it didn’t sit right to watch him get into trouble because of me. It hadn’t sat right in the Hub’s basement, and it didn’t sit right now as he tried to find a way to get me home.

      “But?”

      “Initiative should be celebrated.”

      He could probably tell I was full of it, and that was why he didn’t contradict me. I searched for another topic of conversation, but before I found anything, he began speaking.

      “There are several official portals for guests visiting the house. In this case, everyone not part of the close circle to Lord Velei is considered a guest, even if they’re part of the family. For the most part, everyone allied with the family has free rein of this side of the building, although members from other houses are confined to a small part of the wing.”

      How did he know I was going to ask exactly that?

      His mouth tugged up on one side, correctly interpreting my surprise. He was quite handsome with that expression on his face. I decided to get really busy with another scone so he couldn’t read me again.

      “There are wards all over the house, but there are spots where portalling in outside the official spots can be done.” He linked his fingers and studied them, a slight frown creasing his brow. “I like to use different unused rooms like the one you saw. I don’t have much use for my Fae magic on the surface, so I don’t mind the energy they take to use. However, as you can guess, this is not something the Fae are quite as willing to give up. What they do instead is set up temporary portals anyone can use as long as they have the magical code to unlock them.”

      “And the owner doesn’t know?”

      A short laugh. “The owner finds it endlessly amusing to watch the power plays between his subjects. There are different factions within the house, and they all love using their secret portals for meetings and trips, not to mention those like Ren, who just love looking for mischief. There are probably three to four secret portals in the house right now.”

      “But only in this wing?”

      “Lord Velei has a couple of additional ones for his personal use.”

      “Is that who owns this house?”

      “The house and this chunk of Faerie. There are other houses and families under his domain, but this is the centerpiece.”

      “Have you ever met him? Wait, how come you can portal into his side of the house? Wouldn’t that be a security issue, plus the wards? Or are his wards keyed in to allow his blood through? Are you part of his family?” My voice had steadily risen in pitch, and now I hit top shrill. “Are you Fae nobility?”

      “Hell, no,” he said in horror. “I’m part of the family, yes, but a distant side branch. The room I used is far away from Lord Velei’s quarters and in a bit of a weird spot between the wards. But even if I can portal there, as I said, Lord Velei knows everything that happens in his house. That’s how they caught me so fast.”

      I breathed easily again, not really sure why the possibility of him being Fae nobility had horrified me so much. Being on Faerie had upended my grasp on things. I missed the human world, where things made sense, bone-collecting goo blobs didn’t roam the ceilings, and Aidan was just another part-Fae like me. Sitting on Ren’s sofa, with his golden eyes trailed into the distance, Aidan appeared too much Fae for my liking, and I had the sudden fear that the house would sink its claws into him and he’d never be able to return to the surface.

      He might’ve been the bane of my existence for years, but we were partners now. My life would be emptier if he wasn’t up there trying to squash my artifact hunting dreams.

      I left the rest of my scone on the plate, no longer hungry.

      “He’s taking a lot of time, isn’t he?” I asked into the silence. Unease forced me to my feet. Had Ren betrayed us? Became another Jerk? I was going to run out of roman numerals at this pace.

      “Hasn’t been that long,” Aidan answered.

      “Will you tell me about the curse?”

      His expression blanked so fast it gave me whiplash. “What curse?”

      “You mentioned a curse earlier in the cell. What is it?”

      “It’s nothing, just a saying.”

      Yeah, okay. “Sure.”

      Something tugged at my jeans. I yelped and twisted around.

      Aidan shot out of the sofa. “What is it?”

      “There’s something…” The tug came again. I checked my lower back and found the dagger—I had totally forgotten about it. It was tugging at the belt loops as if it really wanted to go somewhere but I was keeping it prisoner. Which, fair, I kind of was.

      A horrible sense of dread filled my chest, overflowing into every part of me. “Something’s wrong,” I said, unable to shake the feeling that the world had suddenly fallen into a dark pit.

      “Maddie?”

      Aidan had come to stand by my side. I peered straight into his worried eyes. “We have to go.”

      Not waiting for his answer, I dug out the paper ball with the failed calling spell and left it on top of the coffee table. If the dagger was pulling so insistently, it wanted to go back to its missing part—the Eye. Why now? Because something bad was happening.

      And who had the Eye? Greenie.

      Instead of pestering me with questions or ordering me to stay put, Aidan read my face and simply asked, “Where?”

      “Back to the other wing, I think.” I opened the door, barely checking if someone was outside, and rushed down the hallway. Nothing in the fancy decorations held any allure now—they were blurs in my periphery. I dipped through the curtain and retraced our steps.

      “Are you sure?” Aidan asked.

      I nodded, unable to speak. My stomach rolled with nausea, my heart beating so hard I felt my pulse pounding in my throat. I was cooking under my clothes, but I didn’t want to waste time slowing down to get rid of my sweatshirt.

      We got to the private wing at the same time another Fae saw us and ordered us to stop.

      “He has an artifact,” I said, pointing in the Fae’s general direction.

      A growl and a loud thud came from behind us. Some curses full of shock and disgust. Figured Sullivan had been skulking around, waiting on us to bring him some artifacts.

      The dagger led me, tugging or pressing this and that way. The corridors were familiar, like I had come through dozens of times. Funny, it felt like a hundred.

      At last, the dagger went still. I recognized my surroundings—they led to the room I’d been trying to find since Aidan and I had left the cell.

      Aidan stepped in front of me before I reached the door, Dream Devourer’s hilt in his hand.

      Carefully, he opened the door into the Green Room. It appeared empty.

      But of course, it wasn’t.
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      We had just entered the room when movement out of the edge of my vision alerted me to the presence of someone in the corner. The beautiful Fae sat in an armchair, reading a small, old tome.

      “Maddie, go back to the other room,” Aidan whispered, pushing me to the side and trying to step around me.

      “It’s okay,” I said. “We know each other.”

      Aidan muttered a foul word.

      “Keep your profanities for the humans, if you please,” the Fae murmured, his gaze fixed on the book.

      I had expected something like this but figured I was overreaching and he was simply high up in the family.

      Aidan’s reaction reaffirmed he was the family.

      “We apologize for intruding,” I said way too cheerfully. “We’ll be on our way now.”

      “Hmm-hmm.”

      I took that as a dismissal and returned to the hallway. Aidan didn’t follow.

      He stood right inside the room, hands fisted tightly, a mix of rage and frustration rolling out of him in waves.

      “Aidan?” I said in the thinnest voice.

      He got his expression under control and into a familiar grim visage. “You go. I’ll catch up in a bit.”

      “She is not quite that daft,” the Fae—Lord Velei—said, his voice having no trouble reaching my ears although I stood well outside the room and his tone had been soft. “You understand, do you not, faelette?”

      Boy, did I ever.

      Aidan wasn’t standing frozen because of any show of respect. He was standing like a statue because he was trapped by a spell or ward and couldn’t move.

      Fortifying myself with a deep inhale, I walked back inside the room.

      “Maddie, go,” Aidan said through clenched teeth.

      I huffed. Even this random Fae knew me better than that.

      I considered putting on my retail-ready smile but decided against it. Playing games of fake pleasantry would only entertain him and give me a headache. In this type of situation, plain-speaking was best, and it suited me fine. “What will it take to free him?”

      Lord Velei took his time to turn a page before answering, and I kind of wanted to punch him in the face. “It is not up to me, really.”

      “Do you want me to stay instead of him?”

      “Christ, Maddie,” Aidan snapped. “Just leave.”

      I waved his words away.

      “While you are somewhat entertaining,” the Fae said, “that is not what I had in mind.”

      “Perhaps if you told me what you have in mind, things would go faster.” I regretted the curtness in my voice, but a small voice in the back of my mind wouldn’t stop yammering about the deep hole I was shoveling for myself and how we were going to die and become blobs of goo cursed to forever roam the ceilings of this forsaken place looking for teeth.

      The little voice in the back of my mind was a bit of an overachiever.

      The Fae closed the book with a snap. Aidan hissed.

      Yup, we were dead meat.

      “I’m only saying,” I tried in a soothing voice, watching him place the tome on the arm of the chair, “that we’re all busy people, and perhaps it would be better if we spoke honestly and directly and so we can all come to an agreement that benefits everyone involved to some extent, without the need for freezing spells or blackmailing or anything unbecoming of a deal that could be really good for all three of us, and—” And what the hell was I even saying? “And the like.”

      I felt Aidan’s eyes drill holes in the back of my head. Sure, not my finest speech, but a woman could only have so many talents.

      Lord Velei stood and came toward me. I couldn’t help the widening of my eyes or the obvious quickening of my pulse. He still wore the I-have-no-soul pleasant expression when he abandoned the chair, but by the time he reached me, that thing had gone down the drain and the real Fae stood in front of me.

      His beauty was unmatched, the gold in his irises a river of glittering threads ever flowing around his pupils. And his smile…wicked, savage, exultant. He lifted a hand to lightly touch the skin of my neck, and goosebumps broke all over my skin. A whimper escaped my throat.

      “Your beef is with me, Uncle,” Aidan said with the merest hint of a snarl. “She knows nothing.”

      Uncle? Had he lied about his branch of the family, or was this one of those everyone-older-than-me-is-an-Aunt-or-an-Uncle instances? Maybe a very distant uncle, like Ren was a very distant cousin. Or maybe he had lied because it really was none of my business, so I had no reason to feel hurt.

      Yet here we were.

      “Hmm.” Lord Velei’s fingertips roamed my skin, but I felt none of the wonderful butterflies that had invaded me when Aidan had done the same. In fact, my skin wanted to crawl into itself and then jump off a cliff to escape his touch. “I think you are mistaken. At the moment, she holds a lot more interest than you do.”

      “Faelettes can’t be that rare,” I managed. By now, I was on my tiptoes, eager to get out of his reach but too paralyzed by panic to actually take a step back.

      His hold around my neck tightened, riding the edge between firm and uncomfortable. I gasped and gripped his sleeve. He ignored my pathetic attempts at stopping him and leaned forward until we were a whisper away.

      If he went any farther, I was going to knee him right in the gut, Fae lord or not.

      “Do you think the hound will come to save its owner?” he asked.

      If only.

      He studied me with those swirling eyes of him. “I think it will. It would not want to chance its reward.”

      My mouth fell open. “What reward?”

      His lips tilted upward, showing a bit of that fang thing Fae had going on. “Ah, you do not know.”

      Fine, I’d play. “Care to enlighten me?”

      His hand left my neck, tracing a path down to my sweatshirt. Save us, screamed every skin cell on the way, we hate it!

      “I could, but I have already helped you two times at no cost to you. I think this time I deserve something in return, hmm?”

      He was probing, trying to see if I would forget that he held us captive and wasted whatever it was he wanted from us into satisfying my curiosity instead of ensuring our freedom.

      Something touched my hip—the back of Aidan’s hand. A small press of reassurance. I must’ve stepped closer to him in my eagerness to get away from the Fae.

      Then it dawned on me that it wasn’t a gesture of reassurance and that he was poking me with something—the handle of Dream Devourer. He wanted me to take it, and I didn’t understand why. I had no clue how to use that thing. If I tried, I’d end flat on my face with a laughing Fae sitting on my back and fifty nightmares waiting for me. Did he mean for me to trade it? But that would be silly. How would he defend himself after I got him free?

      “So, you want the hound?” I asked.

      “I heard he ate a very interesting artifact.”

      Speaking of which, he must be sensing I still had another one on me. Unless the dagger was confusing his senses, masking the Keeper.

      “You will tell me about the hound if I bring him to me?”

      “Maddie.”

      Lord Velei ignored Aidan’s warning and nodded solemnly. “I will tell you as much as your hound proves to be useful.”

      Talk about bad deals. But, eh, it’d do. “Sounds good.”

      “Maddie.”

      Putting my fingers to my mouth, I let out a loud whistle. “Greenie! Come here, boy!”

      If he chose now to appear when he had ignored me all this time, I was going to flip a table.

      Luckily, he decided to stay on brand and completely ignore me. I gave Lord Velei an exaggerated pout. “It’s not working.”

      His eyes danced with mirth. “So I see. Perhaps the trade was not alluring enough?”

      And here was the other thing. Why had the dagger brought me here with so much insistence?

      “How did you know we’d come to this room?”

      The fang was back on display. “Ah, yes, the tracking spell.”

      Aidan cursed.

      My expression soured. “You were the one who opened the door?” Me walking through it must’ve triggered it, and I had been too excited at being free and confused by the heavy magic of Faerie to notice a spell activating.

      “Of course. Curiosity is a sin all Fae share, so I found myself wondering, what would the faelette and her sought-for friend do if set free?”

      “You thought Aidan would grab the artifact from wherever he had stashed it before escaping this place.”

      Aidan hadn’t, though. I had. And somehow, Lord Velei hadn’t realized. Perhaps it was part of the tracking spell’s tradeoff, that I wouldn’t notice it triggering, and in exchange, it would mask the point of being followed—finding the Keeper of Secrets.

      “We almost escaped,” I said. “Was it the spell that stopped me from, uh, leaving?” Probably not a good idea to put a spotlight on Aidan’s portal spells, even if Lord Velei knew about them.

      “Not quite, but it was a welcome development.”

      “And then you used it to summon me? Was that why I got that urgent need to come here?”

      “It is a useful spell,” he conceded.

      But it wasn’t, was it? A slow smile spread across my face. “And now you would like the artifact back?”

      “It is mine, is it not?”

      I tapped my chin and mulled the matter for a few seconds. “I don’t know. I think the Finders Keepers Rule applies here. You guys lost it after all.”

      Aidan shifted slightly. He was trying to work his way out of the holding spell. Possibly was also screaming bloody murder at me inside his head. Really, he should’ve had more faith in me by now.

      The Fae frowned into a mockery of a thoughtful face. “Hmm. Is that so? Perhaps there is something that might tempt you to return it? There are plenty of innocuous spells we could do to call on your hound.”

      I dismissed that with a wave of my hand and pulled up my sweatshirt and t-shirt, reaching for the bump of the Keeper. Magic burst through my veins as I called it forth and rammed it into the conch through my fingers. “That’s okay, it’s not like—STOP.”

      Lord Velei’s hand froze a hair away from the artifact. My voice magnified through the conch still echoed in my ears, mixed with the wild hammering of my heart. Damn, he was fast. I had barely managed to scream the order in time.

      He straightened, and I put some space between us. “Let Aidan free. Do not harm us.”

      Aidan immediately came to hover by my side, vibrating with anger and frustration. Yeah, I was so going to get a long lecture on using artifacts later.

      To my surprise, Lord Velei didn’t seem angry. Far from it. He regarded me with amusement and said, “Very interesting.”

      “A downfall of the spell?” I asked.

      “Afraid so. Are you aware of what the Keeper does?”

      “Of course. Do not call on anyone to harm us for you,” I added, in case.

      His eyebrows arched. “And you use it so freely?”

      “Yup. Do not use magic to stop or stall our movements.”

      The Fae laughed. By now, Aidan’s face was likely set so hard into stone it was going to take a cement drill to set him free.

      But that was the thing about being an average temp-job worker part-Fae with dreams of nothing but becoming an artifact hunter—I had no secrets that mattered. Not even my true full name, since my mother knew better than to tell it to me. The thought startled me enough to snap my attention to the conch. So that was why this was an over-the-top dangerous artifact. Ordering another Fae to reveal their true name might be beyond the conch’s magical reach—some things were too entrenched in one’s will—but it would have no trouble collecting it as its price.

      How many names were stored in it along with all the other deep secrets?

      Lord Velei tilted his head, studying me. “Ah, perhaps you understand now. Name your price, faelette. I feel in a good mood today.” He sounded downright gleeful.

      “You don’t want to lie about it?” I asked, surprised.

      A ghost of a smile. “What would be the point?”

      Dammit if I wasn’t starting to like the guy.

      “Lord Velei,” said Aidan. “If you claim ownership of the artifact, I’ll be forced to declare it at the Institute.”

      Lord Velei’s gaze moved to Aidan. “How inconvenient.”

      “Someone might learn of its existence and who owns it,” Aidan continued in his most polite voice, although I had a feeling he was once again explaining for my benefit. “Other houses or even members of the family might be eager to get their hands on it.”

      “And I am sure you would help this process along,” Lord Velei replied wryly.

      Aidan shrugged one shoulder like it wasn’t a big deal. “I’m bound by duty.”

      “Hmm, and yet I think you are bound by something else.” Like what? I wanted to ask. “You did come back, after all.”

      Oh. He meant me.

      Startled, I peeked at Aidan’s profile. He hadn’t tensed, his aura that of someone resigned to walking the plank. His gaze flickered to me, then he rolled his eyes at my silly grin.

      “She’s part of the Institute. She’s under my protection,” he said.

      My grin got wider.

      “It seems to me, you are the one under her protection,” Lord Velei said with a knowing look.

      “We’re a team,” I assured him before Aidan popped a vein. “We look out for each other.”

      The Fae for once ignored me. “Are you sure it is wise, to bring someone else into the Institute’s fold?”

      Aidan tensed. “Is there something I should know?”

      “Ah, I think you are well aware of the problem.” He was teasing Aidan with knowledge like he had teased me earlier about the hound. “But I am willing to expand on it.”

      “At a price.”

      “We are Fae, after all.”

      “I remember you thinking of my position at the Institute as an asset to the family, Lord Velei,” Aidan said dryly.

      “Your status with the human Council is. The Institute however… There are those who would rather see it gone. Or at least gone to more malleable hands.”

      It was my turn to tug at Aidan’s jacket. “Not worth it. You’ll figure it out some other way.”

      Lord Velei smiled benignly. “So, we are at a standstill.”

      “Not really.” I waited for Aidan’s small nod before speaking again. He had already guessed what I was about to say—perfect teamwork once again. “Leave this wing, alert no one of our presence. Forget we were ever here.” I doubted the last one would work, but hey, one had to try.

      Lord Velei walked outside and left us alone. Soon the soft thuds of his boots against the hallway’s carpet became too distant to hear.

      Aidan spun to face me. “Maddie!”

      I dropped the conch inside my t-shirt, making sure to tuck in the ends so it wouldn’t slip out. “What? That went great.”

      “I am going to kill you!”

      “Initiative, remember?” I winked. “It’s a good thing.” I trotted to the window.

      “What are you doing?” he asked, coming to stand by my side.

      “I want to call on Greenie again.” I had a suspicion that the tracking spell had been the one to fill my chest with dread but wasn’t responsible for the dagger’s tugging—it had simply sparked it. I opened the window and made to slip outside onto the branch when rustling noises stopped me.

      I looked up.

      My hound was frolicking among the leaves, rolling back and forth on the branches like it was pure heaven.

      “Greenie,” I exclaimed with relief. “You jerk!”
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      “Down, Greenie,” I commanded after I’d managed to get him down to our branch. The hound lowered obediently, and I threw a leg across, settling onto its back with a little jump. I beckoned to Aidan, who was standing there eyeing the hound with distrust. “C’mon. We don’t know how long the Keeper’s compulsion is going to last.”

      “I think I’d rather use my spell.”

      “I have a feeling he’s got the house locked up tight right now. Nothing I told him to do prevents him from tightening magical security.”

      He didn’t move. “I know.”

      The edges of my mouth drooped. “It hurts Greenie when you act like this.” As if on command, the hound let out a soft whine.

      “Sure,” Aidan said dryly. But he came to us and carefully sat astride the hound, putting some space between us.

      When the hound lifted with a bit of a spring, Aidan was thrown right against me.

      “Goddammit,” he muttered, having no other option but to put one arm around my waist while the other held on to Greenie’s moss by my thigh.

      “Like riding a bike,” I told him cheerfully, tightening my own hold on the moss and leaves. “Ready?”

      He settled into a more comfortable position, his chest right against my back. “Let’s go,” he said near my ear.

      “You heard him, Greenie. Let’s go home.” We moved up the branch, and Aidan had to get even closer. I turned my head slightly. “You’re going to love this.”

      He gave me an odd look. “I am?”

      His golden irises had barely any of the swirling effect Lord Velei’s had, and as mesmerizing as the effect was, I so missed his normal eyes. They were easier to read. Warmer.

      “Better look ahead,” he rasped, even though he hadn’t looked away.

      “What?” I murmured, distracted. And then I got a handful of leaves and dirt in the face.

      I sputtered. His chest rumbled with laughter all along my spine. Ha-ha. So funny. I elbowed him. In response, his arm tightened around my torso.

      “Careful or you’ll fall off,” he said. Yeah, he was still laughing.

      I pondered kicking him off and leaving him behind in the creepy, gray in-between we were crossing, but ultimately decided it’d spoil the whole point of having gone into Faerie for a Grand Rescue. Make no mistake, though, someday, I’d get my revenge.

      Then came the mud portal, and this time it wasn’t so bad, since I was prepared for it. I twisted to watch Aidan’s reaction to the ley lines and wasn’t disappointed. His eyes opened wide, his jaw slacked. It was such an unguarded expression, I knew I’d remember it for a long time. I didn’t think they came by often.

      I made to say Beautiful and weird, isn’t it? but nothing came out of my mouth. My lips and tongue formed the words, air pushed out of my lungs, yet nothing but the strange rushing noise filled my head. Instead of calling for his attention, I let him take his fill and focused on riding Greenie. If this was how people felt riding horseback, I was tempted to try. There was a kind of freedom in traveling through the ley lines this way.

      Too soon, Greenie took the jump into the wall, and the black goo surrounded us. Aidan pulled me even closer at the leap, his head tucked into my shoulder, his breath on my neck. Then we were past the goo and he was straightening away from me, checking our surroundings.

      The moment Greenie came to a halt, he jumped off, not even waiting for the hound to lower himself to the floor. He still wore a bit of a dazed expression, and I remembered what he had said about Fae having trouble with the concentration of magic in the ley lines.

      “Good memories, right?” I asked a little too flippantly, awkwardly sliding off the hound. Apparently, Greenie had decided that if one human could jump off, the other one could, too.

      I pressed the back of my fingers to my cheeks. Yep, two small furnaces going in there.

      “This is the office where we called Ren?” Aidan approached the door and looked outside.

      “Yeah.” The familiar gray of the walls outside settled my nerves. No more strange tree architecture or interior decorating, but simple good ol’ fluorescent lights and cold cement.

      We were definitely back to the human side of things. Good. From now on, my artifact hunting would be strictly confined to the surface. Speaking of which…

      “Shall we go back together to the Institute?” I asked, poking the hem of my sweatshirt.

      Aidan snorted, seeing right through my innocent tone. “Might as well.”

      “What time do you think it is?” We left the room, and I pointed in the direction of the freight elevator. Kane’s keycard was still where I had hidden it in one of the drawers before leaving for Faerie.

      “Is he going to follow us to the surface?” Aidan asked.

      I glanced over my shoulder at Greenie, who was happily trotting behind us.

      “I’m sorry, Greenie,” I told him. “You’ve been a good boy, but you can’t come home. We’ve been through this before. You don’t like the ugly streets upstairs, remember? Or the elevator in my building.”

      “Your what?”

      “It was just the one time, don’t worry.”

      Aidan groaned. “We are never going to survive you.”

      “We’ll be fiiine.” I shooed at Greenie and he finally got the message. With a short bark, he went back into the wall.

      “Did you bring your phone?” Aidan asked as the elevator brought us to the second floor.

      “Left it home.”

      “Great.”

      “I’m sure Kane will lend us his if he’s still in.”

      “Awesome.”

      “Sarcasm doesn’t suit you.”

      “And yet, it’s my greatest strength.”

      I laughed and earned a small smile as reward.

      The Wishing Well was well and fully closed. The big clock in the lobby told us it was just after ten-thirty in the night, and Aidan was able to make a call through one of the night security people.

      While we waited outside for Victor to come pick us up, I went over our conversation with the Fae lord.

      “What did Lord Velei mean about the Institute being in trouble?”

      Aidan took a few moments to mull his answer. “It’s a feeling I’ve been having for a while.”

      “You really think someone cursed it?”

      “Not exactly cursed, but things have been off the last couple of years. Off with our recruits, and off with the jobs we’ve been getting. Too much apparent ‘bad luck’ involved to be coincidental. It’s normal for an Institute like ours to have enemies. After all, we do seize dangerous artifacts when we become aware of their existence. There’s no shortage of people who would like to see us dismantled and gone so they can keep their treasures.”

      “But this feels different?”

      He nodded.

      “You think Lord Velei is involved?”

      “Not directly. Me being from his family works in his favor. If the Institute goes to someone unrelated to the family, it will be bothersome for him to find a way to control the new director.”

      “So why not just tell you what he knows?”

      He gave me a crooked smile. It made me want to scoot closer and bask in its glory. “Come now, Maddie. Where would be the fun in that? No. He’s waiting to see which way the die rolls, and whether the inconvenience of getting a new Institute director is worth any other angle he stands to gain.”

      Indignation rose on his behalf. The head of my blood family would never think so pragmatically about things like this. But then, the head of my family was Mom, and it was only the two of us. “I can ask Kane if he’s heard—”

      “No. Me and Victor will figure out whatever is going on. You’ve done enough.” The words were curt, but there was a warmth to them. He wasn’t saying them to be a prick—he was saying them as my boss, someone who expected a member of his team to trust his judgment.

      So I said nothing. I would press again later when he saw I was a true asset to the Institute. Trust was hard to come by for someone like Aidan, and I respected that.

      I would start asking questions tomorrow. Just not to him.

      “Where did you find the Keeper?” he asked.

      I pressed the bump formed by the shell; a dozen tiny points prickled my skin. “Inside the Fae phone.”

      He looked shocked. “The phone? What made you think of that?”

      “Well, the Fae do like to order people around, so what better place to put it than inside the phone? Like some kind of listening device bug. I got the idea from your conversation with Victor. ‘Do this, do that.’” I shrugged. “If I were someone bent on collecting secrets with that artifact, that’d be a great spot. I figure that when someone uses their magic to make the spell inside the phone work, they also unintentionally activate the artifact. What I don’t know is why nobody has realized they were compelled to do as ordered every time.”

      Aidan cursed.

      Alarm had me check our surroundings. “What is it?”

      “I’ve used that phone.”

      I relaxed. “Good thing I found it, then.” I nudged him with my elbow. “You’re welcome, by the way.”

      His scowl stayed on—he was probably counting all the secrets that could’ve been stored in the conch.

      “Maybe we should destroy it,” I said.

      He shook his head. “We don’t know how the magic storing the secrets would react. We must study it first, and that will take a while. For now, we’ll put it in the Institute’s vault.”

      I could only hope it wasn’t like the Wishing Well’s oppressive, Victorian seance-like vault-room.

      “As for the orders issue,” he continued, “my guess is that the spell changing the words into transmittable magic renders that effect of using the artifact null. Someone was very, very clever about this.”

      “How come nobody thought of looking there?”

      “Fae aren’t really big on technology. They might consider the phone as its own strange artifact. Artifacts hidden in other artifacts is unheard of. Their magic tends to nullify each other. It might also be that someone was aware of the Keeper’s hiding place—or put it there themselves—and was able to direct others away from it during the search.”

      “Lord Velei isn’t going to like that.”

      A smile of satisfaction crossed Aidan’s face. He wouldn’t be losing any sleep over it.

      “Won’t it suck if you have to go down there again?”

      If he had noticed I hadn’t included myself in the action for once, he didn’t show it. “I won’t be visiting for a while.”

      “Don’t jinx yourself.”

      He harrumphed. “Even if I have to, there are ways. Keeping me prisoner again won’t help him get the conch back. The Keeper is a valuable artifact, but it’s not the only dangerous or most useful one out there. He knows that as long as it’s in the Institute’s hands, nobody else has access to it, so that works in his favor.”

      “One day you’re going to get robbed,” I joked.

      “It’s been tried before.”

      My mouth formed an o. “It has?”

      “What do you think?”

      Victor chose that moment to arrive. Aidan packed me into the back seat and sat shotgun.

      I guessed that meant I’d have to ask someone else about these attempts at breaking in. I wasn’t sure why it had surprised me—in hindsight, it was obvious someone would’ve attempted it already.

      “Boss,” Victor said. He grinned at me through the rear-view mirror. “Maddie.”

      “She’s in deep shit, Reed,” Aidan warned.

      I bumped the back of his seat. “I’m not an official member of the Institute yet. No papers, remember? That means I didn’t go against anyone’s orders.”

      Victor chuckled as we pulled away. “She has a point.”

      Aidan shook his head and began interrogating Victor about how the Institute had done in his absence. I relaxed and allowed the low-voiced conversation to lull me into a semi-sleep. It had been a long day, but I had survived, saved Aidan, and gotten two artifacts out of it. Or was it three? The dagger on its own might count as one.

      The Institute wasn’t far off from the Hub, so soon we were pulling into a small parking area at the back of the building. “Private Parking” signs were all over the place and painted on the asphalt.

      Aidan got out first, scanning the area before signaling for Victor and me to get out. They basically bundled me between them and took me through the back door and down the stairs. The building appeared empty, no sounds coming from upstairs or the hallway leading to the front entrance.

      The basement floor had been converted into a gym of sorts. Not the kind you saw on home renovation photos, but the kind your friend once attempted to build by themselves and gave up halfway through. Hanging lamps, cables, and stripped floors complimented some mats and a few pieces of equipment. A small bathroom opened on one side.

      “If you hope to have me finish your gym as a way of punishment,” I told them, eyeing the stationary bike and trying to delete from my brain the image of a sweaty Aidan working out in a tank top, “you should know that my stint at the arts and crafts store only involved re-stocking, facing, and register duty.”

      Aidan slowed his steps and frowned. “What’s wrong with the gym?”

      “Don’t listen to her,” Victor said, probably because he was in charge of setting up this place. “It’s lovely.”

      Aidan grunted. “It serves its purpose.” He led us to the opposite corner, where another door opened into a narrow set of stairs. This one reminded me of the entrance into the Bowels of Hell in that deep awareness wafted out of it. Unlike the Hub’s basement, though, this awareness filled me with excitement, not dread.

      We took the steps carefully and ended in a small room with a steel door. Victor closed the door to the steps, and I felt immediately trapped. There were no air vents, no escape other than the closed door. If we weren’t careful, the lights overhead would soon start to dim, and black tendrils would begin to spread under our feet, no matter the wards I sensed surrounding us.

      This was not that basement, I reminded myself sternly, wiping my mouth, willing my heart to slow down and my breathing to keep even. I concentrated on watching Aidan open the vault’s door and the frisson of awareness raising the hairs on my arms. The good kind of magic, not a portent of doom.

      There was a keypad by the door’s side and some sort of mechanical combination on the door itself. Aidan blocked the view, but it wouldn’t surprise me if a spell was involved on top of the electric and mechanical locks.

      Aidan opened the door, and the lights came on automatically. I stepped in after him and found myself in a room filled with locked metal-and-glass shelves, like some kind of museum. It sort of was, I realized when I walked up to the nearest one. The glass doors offered me a perfect view of cardboard boxes with sticker tags on them.

      The boxes and the glass dampened the artifacts’ strange pull, but not by much. Did Aidan and Victor feel it, too, or was I a bit more attuned to them like I was to wards? I wasn’t going to ask if they sensed these artifacts as strongly as I did—one had a right to keep some sense of uniqueness.

      Aside from the shelves, a large desk on one side faced four monitors on the wall. A workbench of some sort, with an open shelf full of papers and books on one side. Aidan ignored these and went to a smaller door. A safe inside a vault, like at the Wishing Well.

      This one appeared vintage, with a heavy handle and an elegant design of raised metal vines and flowers.

      “The Keeper,” Aidan said, holding out his hand.

      Victor let out a low whistle. “That Keeper? You found it?”

      I pouted but retrieved the conch from under my clothes and dropped it on Aidan’s palm. I hadn’t even had the time to figure out how to get a couple of secrets out of it. Total shame.

      “Thank you,” he said very politely. So politely the words were clearly a warning. My open-book face thing—definitely a problem.

      Aidan put the conch inside the safe, and I tried to take a peek around his body. The shelves were drenched in shadows, the inside eating whatever light came from the overhead lamps of the room.

      He held up his hand again. “And the dagger.”

      I unhooked the dagger from the belt loops and placed it on his hand.

      “Damn, Maddie,” Victor said appreciatively. “You’re a magnet for these things.”

      Aidan jerked his gaze to me, as if everything in the Universe made sudden sense. He was wrong, though. If I were a magnet, I’d have come across artifacts a lot sooner in life. He must’ve arrived at the same conclusion, because he only said, “If the hound returns the Eye, you will bring it here.”

      “Of course.”

      He didn’t look convinced but didn’t press the issue. We closed the vault and returned upstairs. It was a relief to get out of the closed space.

      To my surprise, Aidan didn’t stop at the first-floor landing and instead kept going to the second floor.

      When he saw my confusion, one corner of his mouth tugged up. “I suppose I better sign those papers while I’m around.”

      My smile was huge and immediate. He shook his head and walked toward his office at the end of the hallway.

      Victor patted me on the shoulder, a big grin on his face. “Congratulations, Maddie. You made it!”

      “She’ll be under your care,” Aidan said from inside his office. I rushed forward to watch him sign the papers. He had a lovely signature with harsh letters but swirly ends. Plainly the inner gooey core trying to break through Aidan’s harsh exterior. When he was done, he passed them to Victor.

      Victor’s eyebrows went up to his hair. “Full member, no probation period?”

      “What?” I exclaimed, excitement bubbling like someone had popped a champagne bottle inside my chest.

      Aidan met my gaze, serious as I had ever seen him. “She’s under our protection now.”

      Because of Lord Velei, I realized. As amused as he had appeared by my trick, I doubted he’d allow me to get away with it. But the Institute—Aidan—had enough power to give me some shielding. As long as I remained on the surface, I should be more or less safe.

      Solemnly, I gave him a nod of acknowledgment. He scrutinized my face and relaxed. Even I knew when things could turn seriously dangerous. Mostly.

      “We’ll talk more tomorrow,” he said. “Nine sharp.”

      And I would hold him to that.

      Victor drove me home and insisted on waiting until I had gone inside the building. I heard him drive away through the silence of the lobby and pondered returning outside to call on Greenie.

      I shouldn’t have worried. When I went to check our mailbox, I felt a familiar tendril of awareness and heard something rolling beneath the block of boxes. When I crouched to look, I found the dagger’s Eye coming to a stop by the wall.

      “Thank you, Greenie.” I reached for the artifact and thought I heard a small yip of approval.

      After taking a long shower and leaving a goodnight text to my mom, I ended up sitting on my bed, the Eye staring back at me from over the blanket.

      It blinked a few times, asking for permission.

      “Go ahead,” I told it.

      The air surrounding it shimmered, and suddenly the dagger appeared on the bed, attached to the Eye.

      I let out a squawk and almost fell off the bed.

      The Eye blinked again, then remained closed. I poked it, but it didn’t respond. Maybe it needed some rest—it had summoned the dagger through half the city, two vault walls, and who knew how many wards, not to mention we were a ways above ground. Just how powerful was this thing?

      And why would anyone attach such a useful artifact to such a useless dagger?

      Things to think about tomorrow, I decided, picking it up with care and placing it on my desk. From now on, I’d have all the time in the world to deal with things like this. A deep-seated feeling of satisfaction filled me as I lay down and snuggled my pillow.

      I had made it. I was officially a member of the Institute. I was a true and proper artifact hunter. A dream come true.

      Four weeks later, I wouldn’t remember what an artifact was.

      But that’s a story better left for next time.
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      It had been four weeks since I started working for the Magical Artifacts Retrieval and Research Institute, and not only did I remain unmaimed, but Aidan hadn’t even tried to get me fired. For someone who was a hundred percent convinced the Institute had been cursed, along with all who joined it, that was quite the restraint.

      Of course, I hadn’t actually been allowed near any dangerous artifact so far. Or out of the building, really, other than to go back home at the end of the day. While Victor had started teaching me some of the ropes, my main job, for now, was to guard the reception desk. I’m sure Aidan thought that’d be enough to either bore me out of the job or keep me safe, but A) good luck boring me out of my dream job, and B) good thing nobody had been around when I’d managed to drop one of the huge tomes from the library on my head. That had smarted the whole day.

      To be fair, perhaps Aidan was trying to protect me in case Lord Velei decided to take his revenge on the whole I escaped your house and took your very important artifact with me, although since someone else lost it and I found it, technically it wasn’t even yours to begin with, but you probably don’t see it that way incident. There had been no signs of him, and I was sure Aidan would know if he were about to go on a revenge rampage, but full Fae lived a long life, and he could afford to take his time.

      Four weeks, and I still looked at the ceiling whenever I entered a room, half-expecting to see the goo-bones mass of Sullivan or the teeth-filled goo of Lord Velei’s pet.

      I stared at the white ceiling of the library and shivered at the memory.

      To my joy, the Institute had a research library on the third floor, full of old books and handwritten manuscripts. Granted, it was small, and half of it was diaries from old directors of the Institute. And sure, Victor and Aidan kept the important volumes in their offices, but it was a lot more access to information than I had before, which was basically useless internet searches and my short stint working with Kane at the Wishing Well. Whenever I wasn’t with Victor or Marta Lopez—the woman I had met while searching for Aidan—or Gabriel Lee when they showed me how to fill out bureaucracy forms so I could do it for them, I was usually up here. Aidan put in a lot of effort to avoid me, and nobody else seemed to mind if I abandoned my post at the reception desk.

      It hadn’t taken me long to realize nobody ever visited or called the Institute.

      Why would you, since we might come confiscate whatever artifact you were calling about? Aidan had a particular thing about removing as many artifacts as possible from human hands.

      Which is why it was a good thing he hadn’t yet noticed the dagger I had lifted from Lord Velei’s study had vanished from his super-secure vault in the basement and was currently stuffed in my backpack like the world’s most useless Swiss Army knife.

      Blades that cut you when you used them on anything didn’t exactly top the list of helpful items to keep on you at all times. On top of that, the dagger came with a detachable Eye—an Eye that could call or teleport the dagger back to it at whim.

      Fae Eyes—dangerous stuff. I should know; my first meeting with Aidan had involved one. Said Eye was currently in its owner’s socket—and boy, did I hope it was its owner—a huge wolf-like Fae hound with skin made of moss and leaves and the temperament of a puppy.

      Who had turned his Eye into an artifact? I still hadn’t figured it out. Combing through the library looking for information about Eyes was a slow process since nobody had bothered to index the place. The Institute had a digital database as well—one I wasn’t yet privy to—but most of the information was still in the tomes. Judging by Marta’s speculative glances whenever she found me up here, I was pretty sure she had floated the idea to have me digitize these tomes. Aidan had probably shut the idea down, the grinch.

      Knowing my luck, the only books with information about Eyes were those in Aidan’s and Victor’s offices. I could come out and tell Aidan I was researching the hound’s Eye, and he might grant me access to his office, but it would remind him that when I first found the dagger from Lord Velei’s study, it had an Eye attached, and when I handed it over, it didn’t. As far as he was concerned, the Fae hound had eaten the Eye while I was trying to exchange it for Aidan’s freedom back in Faerie. But Aidan had a working brain, so he was likely already suspicious that the hound had returned it. Why remind him? No need to poke the beast, I said.

      Or maybe…maybe it was some sort of test. Testing whether I would come clean about it, giving me the opportunity to show my loyalty to the crown. Or Aidan, in this case.

      In truth, I wasn’t completely sure of why I kept the Eye-dagger in my backpack in my office instead of simply telling Aidan what had happened. I knew nobody would sense it among the other weak artifacts lying around the Institute, and the Institute itself was a much better place to keep it than risking my mom accidentally finding it at home. It had been weeks without me finding any information, so why not give up?

      A loud ringing noise interrupted my philosophical self-questioning. At first, I thought it was the fire alarm, but then I realized it was too distant and not annoying enough.

      Had they come up with some kind of bell to call on me? But no, I was alone at the Institute.

      Oh, damn. That was a phone ringing.

      I scrambled to my feet and ran down the stairs. The ringing got louder and stopped as I cleared the last few steps to the first floor. Panting, I made it behind the reception counter and stared at the phone, placed beneath the small shelf made by the counter’s top. It was one of those contraptions you see in movies—a big, black lump of plastic with rows of extra buttons I had no idea what they did because nobody remembered either.

      That should’ve been the first clue about the need for a reception desk, really.

      The phone started again, loud and shrill in the silent room. I jumped, my heart lodging in my throat then reached for the handset.

      “Ma…Magical Artifacts R&R Institute,” I said, trying to keep my voice friendly and even. “How can I help you?”

      A female voice with the edge of a robotic filtering answered, “Hello, I would like to report a dangerous artifact.” They really did wonders with phone apps nowadays. Whoever it was sounded almost natural. “Hello?”

      I tore a page from the memo pad and reached for a pen. “Yes, hi, thank you.” I searched my brain for the list of questions I was supposed to ask in this situation. “Uh, your name?”

      “I would prefer to remain anonymous.”

      Bet they did. I wrote Anon down. “Tell me about the artifact.” Or wait, was I supposed to ask where they were first? I pinned the handset with my shoulder, took out my phone, and opened the notes app. I had written these down somewhere.

      “It’s not mine,” the voice said. “I only want to report it.”

      Ah, dang, yeah, I was supposed to ask for location first. “That’s okay. Where are you?”

      “I would prefer not to say.”

      “That’s okay. What kind of artifact is it?”

      “I don’t know, but I’m sure it’s dangerous.” A slight noise followed, as if they were clearing their throat, then, in a faint, panicked voice, “Please, help.”

      Fake robot voice, I wrote on the memo. Prank?

      “Sure.” I added a little flower by the question mark with a smiley inside. “Tell me about it.”

      “It’s in a locker at the Ark. Number 305.”

      I blinked, my hand stilling above the paper. “How do you know all this?”

      “I heard someone trying to sell it. I’m sure it’s very dangerous. The combination is 4-4-5. Please investigate it.”

      I wrote down the numbers. “Who did you hear?”

      A beep answered. They had hung up.

      Hmm. I stared at the paper. Was this my first work hazing, a random prank, or someone actually serious?

      I dismissed the first option and decided to let the others deal with the second if that was what it was. Opening my texts, I scrolled down until my gaze fell over Aidan’s name. I had no trouble admitting that while I was content with my current situation and ready to wait until the opportunity arose to work my way up the Institute’s ranks to Artifact Hunter Extraordinaire, I missed going on an adventure. I missed watching Aidan lose his usual aloofness as we were thrown into chaos. I didn’t miss being nearly chomped on by Fae creatures or being in Fae jail or playing hide and seek with the most powerful Fae in the vicinity, but it had been so much fun. I missed the excitement, the sense of accomplishment. The teamwork.

      I pressed on his name and sent him a new message: Someone called warning about a dangerous artifact. Might be a prank call. What should I do?

      It hovered there, in the depressing emptiness that was our conversation history. He had truly taken the whole “if I ignore it, it will disappear” to heart. If it weren’t for the way he studied me when we occasionally crossed paths, you’d think we hadn’t even been introduced.

      It was frustrating, and not just because from time to time my neck tingled where his fingertips and breath had lingered on our trip back from Faerie, but because I knew deep in my soul that we were meant to hunt artifacts together and he was just being obstinate about it.

      As for the tingling thing, well, that I was choosing not to think too deeply about. I mean, the guy was crushable enough, but what was the point in going down that path when he was trying so hard to act like I didn’t exist?

      With this blatantly weak resolution in mind, I browsed my other texts, landing on the latest one from my mom—another link to “nice rooms for rent,” as she called them. For the last week, she had been sending me links like these in a not-so-subtle way of telling me that since I had achieved the long-term, stable job of my dreams, it was time for me to flee the nest and get my own social life.

      My lip curled into a pout. Looking at my texts was seriously bumming me out.

      When five minutes had passed with no answer from Aidan, I sighed in surrender and sent a similar message to Victor. When he didn’t respond either, I tried calling him—I had a feeling calling Aidan would earn me a curt “Call Reed,” and I wasn’t ready for my mood to fully bottom out quite yet.

      But I tried Aidan anyway, since Victor didn’t pick up, and neither did Marta. Automatic voice mail was the result. Maybe they were all in some sort of undercover mission in the black market. Maybe they had unanimously decided to take an early lunch break. Maybe they were simply ignoring the new girl. The one who, admittedly, did tend to ask too many questions.

      I eyed the memo paper with my notes. There was definitely something fishy about the call, but if the caller was acting in good faith and the artifact was dangerous… Anyone could retrieve it while I spun my wheels and waited, and what a missed opportunity that would be.

      There was only one thing to do.

      I would have to go and check it out myself.
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      The Ark used to be the Arkland Hotel near the old bus station, and when the station shut down, so did the overnight traveler business. They had converted the rooms into small apartments but had kept the big locker section on the first floor. It wasn’t the cleanest or fanciest place, but like your average neighborhood laundromat, it served its purpose well.

      If the magical community had a black market, like all communities worth their salt did, the Arkland was the light gray version of it. No cameras, no guards, nobody watching from the empty help desk at the end. Perfect for adventurous individuals to dabble into questionable—but still somewhat benign—deals without risking the dangers of the hardened underground sellers.

      The plan was simple: I would approach the locker and see if I experienced the faint tingling in my blood that came from being near artifacts. Being only one-sixteenth Fae might not be cool enough to use fancy things like impromptu portal spells, but it was good enough to recognize artifacts and activate them at will.

      So, sure, other part-Fae boasted so much undiluted Fae magic in their blood that their eyes turned golden if they stepped into Faerie, and were able to call the local Fae Lord “uncle.” But did they have a Fae hound pet who ate monsters for breakfast and a dagger that harmed you if you used it stuffed in their backpack? Didn’t think so.

      The lockers were arranged into rows, from medium-sized ones to some capable of storing more than one suitcase. I ignored the two kids trying to break one of the locks and made my way to the one marked 305.

      And what do you know, there really was an artifact inside. The faint sense of artifact magic seeped through the metal door, calling on my blood. Aidan had appeared surprised when learning I could sense wards, and not for the first time I wondered if this artifact sixth sense of mine was rarer than I’d assumed. Why would anyone coming by—or those two kids—not attempt to force this locker open? We were talking about an actual Fae artifact, not useless spells for show or weak potions that were barely more than strong tea. It was the kind of thing that showed in a real underground market or stores like the Wishing Well, not in a collection of lockers used by people trying to peddle pig’s blood as totally, 100% Fae blood, for real (perfect for potions).

      I checked right and left. I was alone in the row, and even the two kids had given up and left, the noises from the traffic outside the only sounds in the room.

      I could try Aidan and the others again, and they’d probably tell me to stay put until they got here, but who knew what would happen in that time? The anonymous caller had been right about the artifact being here; they might be right about it being dangerous and part of a sale. We were lucky the thing was still around. Hell, its new owner might be about to walk in and not be very pleased I was in the way.

      Anticipation filling me, I used the combination on the electronic pad just to get a low beep and a $10 flashing on the tiny screen. Seriously? Highway robbery.

      After paying and getting the thing open, I found a white plastic bag waiting for me inside. Not bothering to check the contents, I grabbed it and closed the locker. I didn’t breathe until I was outside, crossing the street while covertly checking my surroundings for anyone suspicious.

      No one sprang to attention, so either I was bad at this, or nobody was waiting to see who came to pick up the goods—understandably, since waiting and seeing should probably have been my job. But I was too anxious to get the artifact to the safety of the Institute to stick around and see who came to check on the locker.

      As I made my way back, artifact wrapped in the plastic bag hugged tight to my front, I felt the sharp angles of a box. Nerves became relief when nobody leaped at me to take the artifact away, and then it morphed into excitement as I bounded up the Institute’s entrance.

      “Anyone back?” I called as soon as the door closed behind me. Silence greeted me, although I didn’t take it at face value until I got to the second floor and didn’t hear the usual keyboard clacking or sounds of people bent on ignoring me.

      They had given me the empty office opposite of Marta’s, and other than my backpack lying in the corner, I hadn’t done much to spruce up the place. The shelves remained bare but for a tiny cactus my mother had given me as an office-warming present, and I had nothing to hang on the walls. At times I thought about returning to the Hub’s basement and stealing the cheery cat poster, but I hadn’t gotten around to it yet.

      The Bowels of Hell was a place best left alone except for emergencies.

      I had no powerful desktop computer like the others, but they had given me a nifty laptop that had access to basically nothing except the highly redacted Institute’s calendar and my new official email. It was great for background music, though.

      I pushed it to the corner of the desk and placed the plastic bag on the center. It shone like an irresistible white beacon, so I eventually stopped pacing and wondering how to proceed next and sat on my chair. Gingerly, as if I hadn’t just traipsed through the city with it right against my chest, I opened the plastic bag and peered inside. Yup, it was a box.

      It was made of different types of lacquered wood strips, and I was pretty sure it in itself wasn’t the artifact, but that the artifact was inside. Mostly because I’d felt something moving around while I’d carried it. That was why I decided to pull the box out and examine it closer.

      The thing was a beauty. The fact that I couldn’t find any obvious lid made me doubt my initial deduction that the box wasn’t the artifact, but then I realized this was one of those crafty puzzle boxes.

      My phone rang, and I answered absentmindedly. I prodded some of the wooden pieces on the edges of the box, trying to find the first one to slide out.

      “Maddie,” Victor said. “Answer your texts.”

      “What? Oh.” I had been too concentrated on the artifact to check my phone.

      “You’re still at the Institute, right?”

      For our sanities’ sake, it was best if I told him of my adventure in person instead of over the phone. “Sure am.”

      “Good. Don’t do anything about that call. I’ll be there in a few and check it out.”

      “Okay. I’ll be waiting.”

      “All right.” He didn’t sound convinced at all but apparently decided to let it go and ended the call at the same time I got one of the bits to slide out.

      I gasped in surprise and immediately searched for the next piece, forgetting Victor and everything else. I was possessed by some other entity that demanded I finish the puzzle or else. What do you have to lose? this strange new demon inside of me asked. Bringing the artifact to light would do no harm—artifacts were inert unless you pushed your magic through them, it reasoned. How can anyone leave a puzzle like this unsolved and not regret it? it bemoaned as it took control of my fingers despite my best efforts to remain still until Victor arrived.

      Yes, that’s my story, and I’m sticking to it.

      It took some time, but finally everything moved into place, and with a tiny click, the top slid back a fraction. I peered inside immediately to find a red velvety interior. I only had to slide the lid halfway to get a good look at the artifact inside.

      A seeker. Bigger and prettier than any I had seen before.

      Fae seekers were a relatively common type of artifact because of the simplicity of the magic involved and the uncomplicated tradeoff—the thing would either point you toward your heart’s desire or the blight on your life. Fae found it hilarious to gift these around.

      Kane had dealt with one during my stint at the Wishing Well, but I hadn’t been allowed close to the artifacts, not even the legal ones. Kane had described a few others he had seen, and there were some stories on the internet, including a couple of drawings marked as “jewelry.”

      All those had been simple, small, locket-like constructions of silver or gold with a pebble or tiny pearl trapped under the glass that would roll around whenever you activated it.

      This one, though. Even more breathtaking than the box. It had been shaped in the form of a butterfly small enough to fit in the palm of my hand. Half of its wings was visible, the other half lost to the shadows of the half-opened box. I instantly regretted all the jostling I had subjected it to. The wing was traced in silver and made of the tiniest mosaic of smooth crystals set like the world’s smallest stained glass piece. A short silver chain with a jewelry hook at the end designed to attach it to necklaces or bracelets peeked from under the wing.

      Eager to see the seeker in all its glory, I slid the lid the whole way open.

      And then another type of click cracked the air—a snap in the atmosphere, a small jolt that coursed through my veins and left all the hairs on my arms standing straight.

      A spell.

      I closed the lid with a snap and shot out of my chair as if distance from the thing would help anything. Not good. Not good at all. I sniffed the air like a truffle-seeking piggy, and then I sniffed my armpits, to make sure. No strong odors to warn me of the spell’s incoming repercussions. No sense of disorientation, no weakness in my limbs.

      Some spells and potions warned the recipient of what was about to happen right away—for example, a sleeping potion would smell horribly before your lights went out—but for others, it was a work in progress. You would notice the warning signs as the magic did its work on you. The one saving grace was that no matter which type, you always sensed the spell’s activation.

      And I was majorly spelled.

      Why hadn’t I thought of this, especially after watching Aidan fall for this exact trick back when we had been bound in the basement? Hadn’t I watched all those shows where bad things happened to those who opened unmarked boxes from anonymous senders?

      And to these questions, I had absolutely no answer I’d willingly admit to.

      The good news was that it was probably slowly-working magic, since there were no obvious signs of it, and I had a bit of time to figure out what sort of spell I had activated. And how to nullify it before anyone else figured out what had happened.

      Disregarding protocol and getting yourself spelled four weeks into your new job? Obvious grounds for dismissal.

      I hadn’t gotten this far to get taken out by some random spell.

      “Maddie,” Victor said from the hallway.
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      I jumped and snapped my attention to the entrance of my office. Victor hovered there, his eyes on my desk. “What’s that?” he asked, suddenly suspicious.

      “A present from my mom,” I blurted.

      His expression cleared, and I gave silent thanks to whoever had decided to put the box in the plastic bag. Not exactly the ideal carrying method for priceless artifacts.

      “Very pretty. Is that a puzzle box?”

      “Uh, yeah.”

      “You should put it up with your cactus. Where’s the note with the call details?”

      “Here.” I took the paper out of my back pocket and passed it to him, hoping he wouldn’t notice the slight trembling of my hand.

      He read my scrabbling and snorted at the smiling flower. “Bored, are we?”

      The grin came easier than I’d have thought, considering please leave, please leave was repeating in a loop inside my head. “A little.”

      “I’ll talk it over with Aidan. If it turns out to be real, maybe I can convince him to involve you when we sort it out and search the database.”

      My cheek twitched. “That would be awesome.” But, seriously, please leave.

      With a satisfied nod, he walked on. I instantly leaped to the door and peeked into the hallway. He had taken his phone out and was talking to someone.

      “Lee,” he said, getting into his office, “I need you to go to the Arkland and set up somewhere nearby, take photos of anyone who comes in and out. Especially locker 305.” A pause. “No, don’t go inside.” Another pause. “If someone accesses it, try to follow them… Yes, thank you.”

      I leaned back inside when he finished the call and heard his office door close. Probably going to call Aidan next. I ground my teeth. Bet Aidan picked up on the first ring when he called.

      But no time to brood…there were spells to be researched, counteract magic to be attained, and jobs to be saved. Having a ticking spell-clock on my person gave me speed as I took the seeker from the box and hooked it to one of my jean’s belt loops. Victor might’ve believed me about the box, but Aidan wouldn’t for a moment. I wanted to be in charge of when and how he figured out I had gone to the place on my own and retrieved the artifact.

      My future at the Institute might depend on it.

      Keeping my steps silent, I left my office, went up to the third floor, and into the library. The room occupied half the floor, had a couple of threadbare armchairs for reading and a vintage screen hiding the computer desk in the corner. I preferred to use the stool with the torn leather top that let some of the stuffing foam out. A lot more comfortable and it didn’t smell musty.

      I bee-lined toward the section dealing with spells, wards, and potions. Unfortunately, I hadn’t yet looked into it, since my focus had been artifacts, so I had absolutely no clue on how to go about finding a list of types of spells that might be attached to wood boxes and activated by an action such as opening a lid.

      A quick glance at a couple of tomes told me that I would possibly need to read every book from cover to cover since I had no real specifics about the spell.

      I eyed the corner with the computer again. Surely the Institute’s database contained searchable information about this kind of thing or had some sort of spreadsheet. A simple list of spell types that might give me a starting point. Spells were a lot less hush-hush than artifacts, after all.

      While my laptop had access to nothing, this computer did. It booted fast, reminding me that everyone in this building was a computer geek, and a pristine desktop met my eye, reminding me that they also had some control issues. From my previous explorations, most of the public files were copies of common, old books thrown through an OCR scanner. I opened one and searched for “spell.”

      Yeah, I was going to grow ancient searching like that.

      So I turned my efforts toward the database, hoping against hope that—

      Nope, still password-protected. Dammit.

      I scratched my arm absentmindedly while I figured out my next step, then took out my phone and wrote a note describing the room Ren had been using in Lord Velei’s house. I meant to keep my own database of Fae stuff, but for some reason, I had never written that part down. It might not seem as important as how many floors the house had, or the small map I had drawn from memory, but you never knew when details like these might come in handy. Content with the note, I returned my attention to the problem at hand.

      I had meant to press for access to the database for a while now, especially if they wanted me to start inputting data. Might as well do it now. It had been four weeks—plenty of time to get used to me being a permanent addition to the team.

      Victor’s door was open when I went back down, and he was busy behind his desk, so I knocked softly on the door to grab his attention.

      “Any news from Aidan?” I asked innocently.

      “He’s on his way back. We’ll meet in about twenty minutes.”

      “Can I come?”

      Victor grimaced. “Sorry, Maddie. Not this time.”

      Perfect. I forced a good measure of disappointment into my expression and blew out a breath. “I see. That sucks.”

      “You know how he is. It’s going to take him a bit more time.”

      I turned petulant, barely restraining myself from kicking an imaginary rock. That would’ve been a tad too much. “I know, but how am I supposed to learn if I’m not allowed to help with anything?”

      Victor ran a hand through his short-cropped hair. “We still have that meeting next month with the private collector. You’re going to love her collection.” Apparently, one of the Institute’s duties was to check on registered artifacts from time to time to make sure they were still in their owners’ collections and weren’t creating mayhem somewhere else.

      I mustered a sad smile. “Sure. I bet.”

      He sighed. “I know this is not the excitement you were hoping for, but you’ve known our work is mostly research and keeping an eye on things. Tell you what, next time we get a registration request, I promise you’ll be involved in the whole process.”

      Seriously, how had Aidan landed such a sweetheart for a second in command? He definitely didn’t deserve Victor. I mean, sure, registration requests came barely ever, so it was a borderline empty promise, but I could tell from Victor’s face that he truly meant to involve me in the business. Unlike Aidan, he didn’t believe in the supposed curse and was ready to accept me as a new employee with open arms.

      According to Aidan, someone had cursed the Institute, accounting for the string of bad luck suffered by my predecessors. I wasn’t sure about that, since curses weren’t a thing, and as far as he was concerned, I might be the curse itself given human form.

      “Can I at least get access to the database?” I asked dejectedly. “I would like to do more research on the Eye hound, and nobody’s given me the password yet.”

      “We already searched. Eyes are very rare, so we don’t have much information about them in there.”

      Considering I had stumbled upon two Eyes in two weeks, I had serious doubts about what people considered very rare. “Still, doesn’t hurt to try, right? I also want to know more about the binding spell from Sullivan’s trap.”

      Victor frowned. “Why? He’s not a problem anymore.”

      Sullivan, my ex-boss and an evil collector mastermind, had been the pain in Aidan’s butt for a couple of years until I had accidentally blown his cover. Then he had run afoul of Lord Velei and gotten himself turned into a pile of ceiling goo with bones poking out—and not in their natural order.

      “It pays to research these kinds of things,” I said.

      “You’re not trying to figure out where his collection is, are you?”

      “Of course not.”

      His eyes narrowed. “You’re lying.”

      “Am not!”

      “Maddie…”

      I winced at his tone and cursed myself. Now he definitely knew I was up to something. I could either lie and say I was indeed investigating Sullivan’s collection, or I could ’fess up and admit I was a ticking spell-bomb. One wasn’t going to get me the password, but the other might get me some help.

      The spell could be barely bothersome, or it could turn my life into a nightmare.

      So I let the fake outrage fall and allowed the worry gnawing at the back of my mind to show through. “I activated a spell.”

      Victor gaped at me.

      “I accidentally activated a spell,” I corrected myself.

      Recovering from his shock, he came around the desk. “What kind?”

      I bit my lip. “I don’t know.”

      His alarm grew. “How did you activate it?”

      “I opened a box.”

      Now he was back to shock. “Your mother gave you a spelled box?”

      “Not exactly…”

      He stared at me for a few seconds until his mind made all the connections. “You went to the Arkland?”

      My shoulders slumped under the weight of the disappointment and incredulity in his voice. I nodded.

      “Show me,” he said curtly.

      I led us to my office, where he used the plastic bag to pick up the box and examine it. “This was inside the locker?”

      I nodded again.

      “There was no artifact? Just the box?”

      I fidgeted with my long-sleeved T-shirt. “Not exactly…”

      “Maddie!”

      “Nobody was answering their phone! And what if it really was dangerous and it ended up in evil hands?”

      Victor placed the box back on the desk and rubbed his face. “Aidan is going to blow a fuse.”

      Everything in me bristled. “You can’t tell Aidan.” At his look of disbelief, I added, “He’ll fire me for sure. Please, Victor, can’t you help me? I don’t mind telling him about bringing the artifact to the Institute.” I would stand by that decision, and I didn’t care what names Aidan invented for me because of it. “But he’ll use the spell as an excuse to kick me out or refuse to involve me in any Institute business ever again.”

      He thought about it for a few long minutes, leaving me to stew in my nerves. Back when Aidan had promised me a job at the Institute as a way to break the binding spell between us, I had been so certain that even if it didn’t pan out, I would simply strike out on my own as an artifact hunter. But now I felt nothing but dread at the thought of no longer being allowed in here again. Thinking about a future without the Institute was like slamming against a wall of white noise. I could imagine nothing, see nothing, hear nothing.

      I knew I was being silly; I knew my life wouldn’t end, and I’d find some other way to pursue my fascination with Fae magic—hell, I could simply move and apply at another Fae-heavy city—and yet all I saw was that stupid wall of white noise. For a few heartbeats, it got so close and dense that I couldn’t breathe.

      And then Victor spoke the most wonderful words in the world. “Fine. We won’t mention the spell for now.” He rolled his eyes at my beam of happiness. “For. Now. But if the spell is dangerous, we will need to involve him.”

      I agreed eagerly. “Do we have a list of spells or something we can search?”

      “Not so fast.”

      “But the spell—”

      “Where is the artifact?”

      Oh, right. His eyes widened when I unhooked the seeker from my jeans and held it up. “It’s a seeker.”

      “Are you sure it’s not a keychain?” He came closer but didn’t take it from me, which I had expected. Noticing my confusion, he said, “No point risking another spell. You took it, you keep it.” He gave me a tooth-filled grin. “Can’t wait to see Aidan’s face when you show it to him.”

      My expression soured right away, and he laughed. Glad one of us was having fun. “Why would someone say a seeker was dangerous?”

      “It could be something else disguised as a seeker, or the point wasn’t the seeker but the spell on the box.”

      Why hadn’t I thought of that? “If the point was the box, why leave something so pretty inside?”

      “That’s why I’m leaning toward option A. We won’t know until we run some tests on it.” He pinned me with a hard stare. “Do not attempt to activate it.”

      Hmph. “I only activate artifacts when it’s an emergency and there is no other way,” I informed him primly, hooking the artifact to my jeans.

      He shook his head then ushered me out of the office and upstairs to the library. He took the seat at the desk, and I dragged the stool to sit by his side while he got busy on the computer.

      “What can you tell me about the call?” he asked.

      My mind blanked for a second. Of course, the call about the artifact. “You have my notes. No names.” And dammit, the distraction had cost me—I’d missed him typing in the password. I glanced at his face suspiciously but found no smugness there, no smirk. Victor was utterly concentrated on navigating the program.

      “What about the Arkland?” He did spare me a glance then. “I assume you took some precautions before approaching.”

      “Place was empty but for a couple of kids. Nobody suspicious around.”

      “That you noticed.”

      “It’s not like I was going to be followed back to some super-secret location.”

      He conceded the point with a snort. “We’ll go over it later with Aidan. Let’s deal with the spell first. Aidan said you can detect wards. Is it the same for dormant spells?”

      Turned out, Victor had a streak of passive-aggressive in him. “If I did, I wouldn’t have opened the box,” I said drolly.

      Turned out, he also had a shit-eating grin in him. “Any warning signs?”

      I scooted closer to get a better look at the screen. It was a simple search form. “No smells or dizziness or anything like that.” There was another memo pad on the desk. I reached for it and the nearby pen, but when I tried to write, it had no ink. I huffed in irritation.

      “Don’t worry,” Victor said, still amused. “If you survive this, we’ll make you an account.”

      I was instantly cheered. I took out my phone anyway to leave myself a note. Hub freight elevator + needs keycard.

      Like I said, I was making my own database, and you never knew which detail would come in handy.

      “Okay.” He paused for a few moments then began to type. “Spell. Wood. No early warning.”

      The list of hits was both depressingly and reassuringly long.

      “What are you doing?”

      I yelped at Marta’s voice and almost fell off the stool. These people were a menace to my heart. She stood behind us, peeking over Victor’s shoulder at the screen.

      Although Victor was supposed to be my direct supervisor, the people I interacted the most with at the Institute were Marta and Gabriel. Marta’s cool attitude from our first meeting hadn’t changed in the slightest, but I understood she wasn’t being mean, she was simply a super straightforward kind of person.

      “We’re looking for a spell,” Victor said, unaffected by Marta’s sudden appearance. “But we don’t have much to go on.”

      “No obvious signs?” she asked, peering at the screen.

      “None.”

      Her gaze dropped to me. “What did you do?”

      I lifted my nose in the air. “First of all, rude.”

      “She opened an unknown box,” Victor said.

      Marta nodded. “You went to the Arkland.”

      “Stop assuming!” I demanded. And then, in a tiny voice, I added, “Yes.”

      “It wasn’t a question.” She studied me like I was a rare bug, then turned to Victor. “Have you tried that one artifact?”

      Victor’s face lit up, and he snapped his finger at her. “Good idea.”

      I glanced between them. “What artifact?”
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      “What artifact?” I repeated as we filed down the stairs. Victor and Marta ignored the second and first floors, going straight to the basement.

      The basement of the Institute was like one of those real estate listings where the whole house screams, look at me, I’m so clean and finished, and amazing! but then you get to the end of the photo gallery and realize the owners ran out of budget when they got to the basement. The walls weren’t finished, cables hung around, and the floor was stripped. Half the space was filled with exercise equipment, and a lone bathroom opened on the side. I had yet to catch anyone exercising, but the equipment was dustless.

      On the far corner, another door led down into the artifact vault.

      Neither of them bothered to answer. We took the narrow stairs and got to the small room with the steel door, which Victor opened easily—once I had turned around.

      Beyond the door laid the main vault of the Institute, where the important stuff was stored. The really dangerous artifacts got thrown inside the super vault—a safe within the vault Aidan had used to store the Keeper I’d found in Lord Velei’s magic telephone. Fae and human technology—nothing good ever came out of that relationship.

      Of course, the whole sub-basement was warded to Hell and back.

      But wards, as Greenie and the Eye-dagger combo in my backpack upstairs had shown me, had turned out to be less useful than advertised. Still, they must be good enough against your average thief, since Aidan had confirmed others had attempted to rob the Institute in the past.

      Victor opened the shelf storing the non-dangerous artifacts and began searching among the labeled boxes while I meandered around the small room. A map covered most of the worktable, filled with color stickers and scribbles. Aidan trying to track Sullivan’s collection?

      Sullivan and his evil collector mastermind might not be an issue anymore, but the black market artifacts he had collected over the years were. “Finders keepers” was a widely shared motto in our world, and whoever got to Sullivan’s collection first stood to get extremely rich and extremely dangerous.

      Judging by the other notes covering the desk, Aidan was working hard on figuring out its location. I had offered to help—I had contacts in the part-Fae world, especially the Hub—but he had shut me down fast. Shocker, I know.

      “Aha,” Victor said, grabbing one of the boxes and setting it on top of Aidan’s notes. There were a few artifacts inside—a glass figurine of a dolphin, what might be a music box, and a thick bracelet with rows of crystal beads.

      He took the bracelet out and smiled wide. “Perfect.”

      I admired the way the beads shimmered under the overhead light. “What is it?”

      “It will allow us to identify the spell on you,” answered Marta from the door. She was keeping it open, as if making sure we didn’t get locked in the vault. Which, now that I thought about it, would royally suck. Did the door have a handle on this side, or was it like a horror movie meat freezer and we could get locked in forever?

      “That’s handy,” I murmured, giving the door an evil look. At least, this deep underground, there was a good chance I could call on Greenie to get us out of here if we got locked in. If he bothered to answer, that is. Fae pet ownership problems. “How does it work?”

      Victor took my arm and held it up so he could wrap the bracelet around my wrist. “Once you activate it, the beads will change color according to the type of spell or potion.”

      I looked at the box. “Is there a manual?”

      Marta abandoned her post to take a thin volume from another shelf. “Somewhere in here.”

      The door closed with a soft click.

      I was getting tired of soft clicks. They only ever brought me trouble.

      Luckily, the door had a handle. I took out my phone and opened the notes application. Rolled Dragons sushi place, I typed. Not Good.

      “Ready?” Victor asked, sounding way too eager.

      “You guys don’t get to use these artifacts much, huh?”

      Marta smiled like a hungry wolf about to pounce on some quality meat. “It’s been a while. We usually avoid getting spelled.”

      Ouch. Bet her Sunday roast game was excellent. I returned my attention to the bracelet around my wrist. There were five rows of opaque white beads held tight against each other with barely a hint of the silver wire connecting them. “What’s the tradeoff?”

      “It’s not important,” Victor said.

      “It’ll make the spell or potion work faster,” said Marta.

      I jumped away, almost colliding with the shelf at my back. “Wait, what?”

      Victor gave Marta an irritated glance before looking at me. “The sooner we know what type of spell it is and what it does, the sooner we can figure out how to stop it.”

      That would be a big nope. I covered the bracelet with my other hand, hiding it from view. “Let’s try calling Ren or something.”

      “Aren’t you the one who said Fae are ‘scary as hell’ and never wants to be in debt to one?” Victor said.

      “At least I would know what I’m getting into.”

      We held stares for a few seconds, then Victor held up his hands. “Fair. I should’ve told you the tradeoff. But are you ready to waste time and Aidan figuring this out when we could just use the bracelet and it doesn’t need to leave this room?”

      I glanced at Marta. She smiled again.

      But I knew she sort of liked me—or at least not outright hated me—so I would have to take my chances. I really, really didn’t want Aidan to find out about this mess. He already had a depressingly low opinion about my competence.

      Nodding slowly, I held out my wrist again and called on my magic. It woke, thrumming and eager to be freed into the world. It converged in my chest, warming me from the inside out, then coursed down my arm and into the bracelet, unlocking the artifact’s magic and creating an answering uptick in my heartbeats.

      As I watched the beads begin to slowly change hues, I fell into deep reflection. How had things evolved into this snowball of a mess that kept getting bigger? I had simply wanted to be a good Institute worker bee and retrieve a potentially dangerous artifact from the world of humans. I was supposed to be lauded for my initiative, not stuck in the vault, begging my coworkers to keep silent while the world’s trickiest mood ring changed colors around my wrist.

      The beads settled into a pattern of greens and blues, like the painting of a stormy sea. Victor narrowed his eyes. Marta buried her nose in the booklet.

      “Well?” I asked when neither said a word. “What does it mean?”

      “Lopez?” Victor asked.

      Marta cleared her throat and lowered the booklet. “Inconclusive.”

      “Hmm,” said Victor.

      “What?” said I.

      “There might be a slight problem with the translation.”

      “Hmmmm,” came from Victor.

      “What?” came from me.

      Marta flicked the pages back and forth. “There are several descriptions of patterns of blue.”

      I glanced down at my wrist. “But there’s also green.”

      “It seems the original instructions used the same word for blue and green.” She handed the tome to Victor, and I leaned forward to take a peek. There were a few diagrams and explanations in old handwriting as well as a lovely list of numerical hues of…blue.

      I slumped against the shelf. “What do we do now?”

      Unmoved by my tone of utter defeat, Victor returned the booklet to its place. “How are you feeling? Any obvious side effects?”

      “Are you having numbness or dizziness? Do you need to lie down?” From the wolfish edge in Marta’s voice, she was ready to snap a picture of me fainted on the floor and frame it on the staff kitchen wall with the caption, RIP Maddie Dover. Too Stupid To Live.

      “Nothing,” I said. Which was bad news since it still left us with no clue to follow. “You’re going to tell Aidan, aren’t you?” I rubbed my eyes. There was no other option now, really. Whatever the spell did would only get worse, thanks to the bracelet’s tradeoff.

      Victor took pity on me and his expression softened. “Maddie—”

      “Go to Red Creek,” Marta said.

      “Red Creek Books?” I asked. It was one of two bookstores in the Hub’s mini-mall. I grabbed one of the pens strewn across the desk and used it to drum my thighs. “They know about artifacts?”

      “The owner or Miller might be able to read the bracelet.”

      I scrunched my nose at the second name. Kane’s boss knew a lot about artifacts, but he was probably not the best person to ask.

      “Good idea. We’ll go to Red Creek,” Victor said, arriving at the same conclusion. “Lopez, you stay here.”

      “And Gabriel?” I asked as we left the vault. “You’re going to leave him at the Arkland in case someone comes to check I took the artifact?”

      He nodded. I followed him upstairs, then out the back door and into the small parking space behind the building, where his car lay waiting. As soon as my seatbelt was on, he started the car and backed into the street.

      “What are you doing?” he asked.

      “Leaving myself a note for later,” I answered, writing on my left forearm with the pen I had lifted from the vault’s desk. Aidan’s eyes bright golden in Faerie. Harder to write on skin than you’d think. Content my handwriting was still legible, I tugged my sleeve down to my wrist. Then immediately pulled it back up to my elbow to add, V keyc apple green.

      “Key-c? Keychain? What about it?” he asked.

      We had stopped at a red light, and he was trying to read my forearm.

      “Hey, no peeking!” I hid my notes and glowered at him.

      He grinned. “What’s wrong with my keychain that you have to make a note about it on your arm?”

      I looked at the keys dangling from the ignition. They were attached to a bright green keychain shaped into a bright green apple with a smiley in its center. Cute. I couldn’t help a grin. “Doesn’t go with your tough hunter image.”

      “Eh, that’s Aidan’s camp, not mine.”

      I laughed and absently doodled some sort of flower on my jeans, adding a matching smiling face in the middle. Pen ink washed from jeans, right? Had I ever tested this? It felt like something one tested in their school years. I scowled at the barely visible blue lines on my thigh then pushed up my sleeve again. Buy cargo pants.

      “You should use your phone for that,” Victor commented. “It’s gonna take forever to wash off.”

      “Well, at least it’s not magical ink.” I meant it as a joke, but it reminded me of the bracelet still covering my wrist. My mouth went dry. Who knew what the spell was currently doing to me? It could be nothing; it could be giving me a horrible disease.

      Considering the spell-box-trap had probably been meant for Aidan, Victor, or some buyer, my bets were on the latter.

      The atmosphere in the car darkened, and we spent the rest of the drive in a gloomy silence until the Hub appeared on the horizon, like some beacon of hope.
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      The Hub was no beacon of hope, of course. Between Sullivan, the black market deals rife through the Wishing Well and its fellow stores, and the Bowels of Hell, the Hub might as well rent itself as the place where hope went to die.

      A little melodramatic, perhaps, but with the bracelet screaming you should’ve known better! Ha-ha! every time I looked at my wrist, the description fit.

      I greeted some people with a nod, and Victor did the same to a few strangers as we crossed the lobby and took the main stairs to the second floor. The Hub truly was the home away from home. A home that had it in for you, perhaps, but home, nonetheless.

      The second floor had a mall-like design to it, with a wide corridor forming a long horseshoe filled with storefronts. Some had been closed off with metal shutters for years, which, coupled with the lack of high shopper traffic, gave the whole area a run-down mall atmosphere. This wasn’t a place where you window-shopped for fun—although you could, and I sure had during my lunch breaks—but a place you entered with a specific destination in mind.

      In our case, that was Red Creek Books. There was also Good Heart Books on the opposite side of the horseshoe, and you might wonder why a building like this needed two bookstores specialized in Fae magic and the like. The answer was that it didn’t. Red Creek was all about Historical non-fiction with a side of Fae research, and Good Heart was all about bestsellers.

      We entered the bookstore, a cheery place half books, half audio-visual medium with a few framed photographs of famous places on the walls and two Viking ax reproductions hanging at an angle above the counter.

      They might not have been reproductions.

      The woman sitting behind the counter popped out her earbuds at our entrance and put down her knitting. Her eyes sparkled like the glitter on her red eyeshadow when they took in Victor.

      “Victor Reed! It’s been too long.”

      Victor smiled back. “Hello, Dawn. Is Veronica around?” He waved toward me. “I need help with something.”

      I gave him the stinky eye before grinning at Dawn. “Hello, I’m something. But also, Maddie.”

      She laughed. “I’ve seen you around. Sorry, Veronica isn’t in.”

      “Where can we find her?” Victor asked. “It’s an Institute matter of some importance.”

      Dawn made a face. “She’s off for a couple of weeks. Gone on a hiking tour of some ruins.”

      And, as my luck had proven so far, probably out of cell signal so we couldn’t call her and send her a photo. Maybe for the best, or she might end up like the hikers in The Ruins as a way for the Universe to stop me from knowing what kind of spell it was. Or maybe that was part of the spell’s tradeoff—damned to forever travel the world of the living searching how to unravel the spell’s mystery.

      “But,” Dawn chirped with excitement, “maybe I can help? I’ve been her assistant for years. I have keys to the library.”

      “Institute business is private,” Victor warned sternly. “You can’t use the information you learn for anything else than helping us.”

      She rolled her eyes but refrained from snapping a duh. I had no such restraint and earned a glare from Victor.

      “Of course,” she said. “It won’t leave the store. Come into the back.”

      We followed her into the back of the store, which, much like the Wishing Well, was full of Fae-related items. I had expected some kind of witch’s library, boiling cauldron included, but it was a sparse room with a kitchenette on the side and an old dining table taking half the space. A few shelves graced the back of the room, contents locked behind glass doors.

      Dawn approached their coffee machine. “Tea? Coffee? We got some muffins and a few cookies, too.”

      “Nothing, thank you,” Victor answered, nodding for me to show her the problem.

      Also unwilling to lose any more time, I brought up my wrist and said, “Do you know what this means?”

      Dawn clapped her hands. “A Fae artifact!” She hurried to my side and took my arm gingerly, rotating it side to side careful not to touch the bracelet. “Ah, a spell guide. The Fae version of a silver pin.”

      “You can decipher the colors?” I asked and held my breath.

      She shook her head and pointed toward the table. “Not off the top of my head, but we have some books that might help.”

      I dropped on one of the chairs. “We already tried a translation. It was all about shades of blue.”

      “Let me check the books, see what they say.” She took out a set of tiny keys attached to a chain around her neck and moved to the shelves.

      “Maddie.” I looked up in time to catch a flying muffin. “Eat up,” Victor told me, taking the chair next to mine.

      “Thanks.” I dislodged a chunk of muffin and popped it into my mouth. The scribbles on my forearm claimed my attention. After a couple of seconds trying to decipher my handwriting, I blinked in surprise. No way were Aidan’s eyes golden in Faerie.

      Were they?

      I concentrated, raking through my memories of Aidan in Fae land. I remembered the feel of his hand against my neck, the warmth of his breath, his exasperation, his impressive nose, his dark hair, his… Huh.

      Victor nudged my arm. “Did you remember something?”

      Before I could answer, a heavy tome landed on top of the table, startling us.

      “Here!” Dawn declared in smug victory. She opened the ancient volume like it was a Good Heart’s bestseller and parted the pages with a glossy bookmark that warned Vampires were about to change the rules come June. Hmm. I’d have to look up that book later. I took out the pen and found a free space of arm real estate. Eye shape, Celtic knot, name.

      That made no sense.

      “Let me see the bracelet again, please.”

      I extended my arm. Dawn concentrated on the artifact and the book.

      “Can I?” she asked, turning my wrist until the clasp was on display.

      “Yeah,” I murmured, glancing at my other arm again. Why would I write that about knots?

      Dawn took the bracelet off my wrist and placed it at the bottom of the page she was reading just as Victor’s phone began ringing. After glancing at the screen, Victor gave me a warning look and moved to the back of the room. Ah, so Aidan was done with his business and wondering where all his chickens had gone.

      An itch built in the nape of my neck until I gave up and read the part about his golden eyes again.

      Lord Velei’s beautiful and scary-as-hell golden eyes came to mind. So did Aidan’s deep brown ones.

      I rubbed my chest, but it did nothing to abate the pressure building under my ribs or the dread slowly spreading through my veins. Aidan had brown eyes. I remembered them perfectly. Darkened with outrage when I had claimed ownership of the Fae hound’s Eye, gleaming with mischief as he teased me, and always, always full of the sparkle of vitality and intelligence that made him Aidan.

      Then Dawn gasped, and I knew my day was about to get worse.

      “I got it,” she whispered, mindful of Victor’s low murmur of conversation behind her. She returned the bracelet, and I slipped it into a pocket. Before she could continue, Victor ended the call and joined us.

      “Aidan?” I asked anxiously. The dread had congealed into a knot inside my chest, adding to the pressure there. Was it possible for chests to explode in real life? Pop open on their own to give their owners some mercy?

      “Something else came up. I’m in charge of the locker business for now.”

      You would think that those words would help lessen the pressure in my chest, and we would both be wrong.

      He glanced at the book. “Found anything?”

      “Yes, I was about to tell Maddie,” Dawn said. “It’s most likely a memory spell.”

      “It gives me an eidetic memory?” I asked hopefully.

      “Ah…not exactly.”

      Figures. But one had to try to cling on to hope.

      She gave me a sympathetic look. “You’ll have your memories hidden. In exchange, you’ll have the urge to commit them to some form before they occlude.”

      Well, that made sense, I thought morosely, the itch to write down something building up again. And hey, at least they were only hidden and not completely gone, I reminded myself. That was excellent news. Perhaps I would even forget opening the box’s trap lid. The idea cheered me up. “Any information on how to reverse it?”

      The silence stretched, and I looked up. They were both staring at the table, where I had evidently just drawn a doodle of a face and written “Aidan” underneath. Panic struck me. Had I forgotten Aidan? But no, I saw him clearly in my mind—the way he had looked near the elevators in the lobby, his wryness at Ren’s jokes, the roll of his eyes while I told him some theory or other. His smiles.

      Phew. I must’ve forgotten some expression of irritation or anger. I could live with that. “So?” I asked them, more cheerful than warranted by the circumstances. “Do we know how to break the spell?” I glanced down at the table. “Also, uh, I’ll clean this up, I swear.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” Dawn said. “A potion is your best option for breaking this type of spell.”

      I scrunched my nose. Those things were expensive. Hopefully, Victor had access to a list of sellers who owned the Institute a few big favors.

      “Any recommendations?” Victor asked.

      Or not.

      “Your best bet is Lockhart.”

      The name sounded familiar. “The tea store?”

      She nodded. “He has access to the strong stuff. You’re going to need a big potion to reverse this spell. It’s a powerful one. I’m sorry, Maddie.”

      I stood and shoved my hands into my pockets to stop them from writing on something else. “Thank you for all your help. How can we repay you?”

      Her smile was impish and immediate. “A favor from the Institute.”

      Victor made a tut-tutting noise. “You know our policy. Send us a bill for research incurred on a case.”

      “No, that’s okay,” I said. “I’ll take the favor.” The woman had saved my butt without asking for payment first. She deserved the future assist.

      “It’s a company policy, Maddie.”

      “Fine,” I said, sending Dawn a telling look that told her otherwise. There would be a personal favor owned. “And thank you again.”

      We left the store and made for Lockhart’s Teas & Infusions. Original, I know.

      Victor stopped me a few paces away from Red Creek Books.

      “Maddie,” he said firmly. “Whatever favor you think you owe Dawn, it can’t involve the Institute. I’m serious.”

      “I know,” I agreed. “It would put the Institute at risk if anyone was pressured to ignore an artifact discovery due to owing a favor.”

      “Well, what do you know? You’re learning.”

      I grinned and wiggled my eyebrows, way too pleased at the satisfaction in his tone. “I’m an information sponge personified.”

      His laughter was cut short when he saw the pen had somehow ended up back in my hand. I waved for us to keep walking while a phone number basically wrote itself on the back of my hand. Whose? No point in attempting to figure it out. It would all come back soon, anyway.

      Suuuure, said a tiny voice inside of me. Because that’s the kind of day you’re having. I refused to engage with the voice. With any luck, it would be the next thing to go down the memory sink.
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      Lockhart’s Teas & Infusions was one of those stores you were never sure whether it was open or closed. The display window was covered in grime, the few teapots and cups on display covered in dust, and nobody had changed the backing cardboard screen since the 70s. May 17th, 1973 to be exact. It was the date on the folded newspaper page someone had used to keep it stabilized.

      The door had faded golden lettering, like the Wishing Well’s, and more ancient newspaper was taped to the bottom half. There were no open/closed sign, alarm warning stickers, or accepted cards listing to be seen. The interior was dark and murky.

      We hovered in front of the door, equally unwilling to go inside.

      “Do you think Lockhart is a sorcerer?” I asked. You had to have powerful magic to make the type of potion I needed, and that meant Fae or a part-Fae human that came from a maternal line—what we called sorcerers. They were usually hermits, but a bit more amiable to dealing with humans. And who didn’t like money?

      Judging by the state of the store, if Lockhart of Lockhart’s Teas & Infusions was a sorcerer, they must suck at managing their fortunes.

      A small spark of excitement came alive inside of me. Sorcerers were very rare, and to know there might’ve been one here the whole time! Meeting them would be a great experience, even if the circumstances were less than ideal.

      The thought helped overcome my reticence, and I pushed the door open, entering the store.

      Talk about dreary places. A sense of abandonment hung heavy in the room. The light fixtures were only capable of weak, yellow illumination, leaving the corners to shadows. Dark wooden shelves lined the walls, their compartments filled with jars of all sizes, their glass surfaces grimy, the labels browned with age and peeling off. On display on a small table in the middle of the room were a couple of baskets filled with brown bags. An arrangement of tin cans rose by their side, proclaiming to be English Earl Grey. They were probably older than the newspaper.

      I sneezed. Victor made it to the glass-topped display counter and rang the old-fashioned desk bell. Leaving the center table to continue its doomed attempt at attracting impulse sales, I ambled toward the nearest shelf. The jars were filled with different types of herbs, and in one case, a family of bugs. I abandoned that side fast and walked to the opposite wall. The jars were bigger over here, with roots and bulbs and, oh, hey! Kidneys in formaldehyde.

      Giving up my perusal before I found someone’s brains or a collection of rotting eyes, I joined Victor at the counter. The glass top offered a view of different types of teapots and cups. One had a cracked edge, as if something had taken a bite out of it and spat the ceramic to the side—a locked display mystery.

      I tapped the glass. Big mistake. It did its best to keep my finger glued to it. “Maybe they’re out.”

      “No sign.”

      “I don’t think they get that many walk-in clients,” I said dryly. “Let’s check the back.”

      He nodded his agreement, and we moved to the heavy brocade curtain covering the entrance into the back room.

      “Hello?” I said, pushing the fabric aside. “Anyone here? Mr. Lockhart?”

      Another dimly lit room met us, filled with cabinets rather than shelves. A long worktable stood in the middle, filled with measuring gear, packing material, and a modern scale. A tower of packages loomed by the back door, and a man lay on the floor.

      Uh-oh. Complete déjà vu.

      Victor hurried to the man and crouched to check his pulse.

      “Careful,” I almost shouted. “Spells.” He paid me no attention, so I guessed he was already aware of the potential pitfalls of being overly helpful.

      I approached with some wariness. The man looked much younger than fit the place. Was that a maternal line part-Fae thing? Apparent eternal youth like the Fae themselves? “Is that Lockhart? Is he dead?”

      “Unconscious.”

      There was no blood or obvious wound. “Faint or potion?”

      He sniffed the air. “No smell.”

      I took out my phone. “Call for help?” But instead of pressing the dial icon, I brought up my notes. Secret Santa perfume, bottom drawer. I shook myself and tried to bring up the call numbers again. Maddie yeetedyet9842.

      Wonderful.

      “Let’s check out the room first,” Victor said, straightening.

      I eyed the unconscious man. “You sure?”

      “I don’t think it’s any coincidence that an anonymous tip directs us to an artifact set up to spell us, and the obvious person who—”

      We froze. Someone had opened the front door of the store.

      Hide? I mouthed, my eyes wide as saucers.

      The faint sounds of steps traveled through the doorway, followed by the bell’s ring. Victor jerked his chin toward the back door, and I gave him a thumbs up. I stepped carefully over the body and joined him in our slow, silent trip toward the exit. Was that a thing now in my life? Coming upon unconscious guys on the floor like I seemed to find Fae Eyes no matter where I went?

      “Reaaaally?” came a highly familiar, very droll voice from behind us.

      So. Busted.

      We winced and turned to face Aidan, who stood in the doorway, hands on hips and brows arched up to his hairline. His gaze went to the guy on the floor, and then he sent us a pointed are you two for real? look.

      My heart made a little flip of excitement. Bad heart. Bad. Heart. He’ll fire us, remember?

      I held up my hands. “It wasn’t us.”

      “Hello, boss,” said Victor with a nary a twinge of guilt or reluctance in his voice, as if this was a planned meeting. It wouldn’t have surprised me if he had added a “Fancy meeting you here.”

      Aidan walked up to the guy on the floor and studied him. Something unclenched inside of me. I had missed the confidence he exuded a lot more than I cared to admit, and for all my fear of him learning of the mess I had created, part of me found profound relief in seeing him here.

      “Unconscious,” Victor said, going to stand by his side. “Found him a few minutes ago.”

      Aidan sent me a suspicious look. “Why are you two here?”

      “Long story,” Victor said. I simply offered my best smile.

      Aidan snorted and addressed Victor again. “That tip I got was about Lockhart.” He regarded the room. “I don’t like this. It can’t be coincidence that— Maddie, what the hell are you doing?”

      I looked up from my arm to find his perplexed gaze fixed on me. “Uh.” I glanced down. I had gotten Magic out before he had stopped me, and now the rest of the thought—the memory—was gone. “Um.”

      “Long story,” Victor repeated, coming to my rescue.

      Suspicion sharpened Aidan’s eyes. He stepped over the man. “I don’t like this. Let’s get out of here.”

      I couldn’t agree more. The whole situation had a huge contents beware sign glued to it.

      The back door was unlocked, and I used the cuff of my long T-shirt to get it open. Although there were spells that could be used to guess at the past occupants of a room, no need to make anyone’s job easier. Victor and Aidan joined me in the hallway running the back of the stores, and Aidan motioned for us to follow him, which was ridiculous since out of the three of us, I was the one who had spent the longest prowling around the Hub.

      He seemed to realize this, too, because he stopped and allowed me to pass into the leading role with a small flourish of his hand and a wry twist to his mouth.

      I smiled smugly and took them to a quiet spot on the third floor by one of the service stairs. We huddled together, and my heart’s fluttering, little flips morphed into a deep sense of contentment. I thanked the Universe for not having stolen my memories of teamwork yet.

      “You went to the locker,” Aidan said without preamble once he had made sure nobody could overhear us.

      “Why does everyone assume that?” I protested out of habit more than anything. At Aidan’s long-suffering look, I lifted my chin and crossed my arms. “This could have nothing to do with the artifact in the locker. What’s more, it could be Victor who’s in trouble, not me.”

      “You’re going to ruin your shirt,” he said.

      I glanced at the scribble I had begun on my sleeve. Dammit. “Here.” I thrust the pen onto his chest. “You keep it.”

      He slipped the pen into a pocket of his leather jacket. It was the same one he had been using when I went to rescue him in Faerie. He wore it well. Grateful that I still retained this memory, I decided to come clean. “Fine, yes, I went to the locker. None of you were answering my texts or calls, and I thought I should check the place out, at the very least.”

      A flicker of guilt crossed his expression. I was right—he had been avoiding me intentionally. Jerk. Narrowing my eyes to let him know I was aware of his intentions, I continued, “When I got there, I sensed an artifact inside, so I decided to retrieve it and take it to the Institute for proper research before some else came to get it.”

      Unfazed, Aidan pointed at my arm. “That doesn’t explain this.”

      I cleared my throat and felt heat rise in my cheeks. “Yes, well, I wanted to take a look at the artifact, to make sure, but it was in a box.”

      Aidan closed his eyes and inhaled deeply, possibly well aware of what was about to follow. “A box?”

      “One of those puzzle boxes.”

      “I assume you solved the puzzle.”

      “It was of moderate difficulty.”

      “And you opened the box.”

      “How else could I evaluate the artifact?”

      “You didn’t think of waiting for one of us now that the artifact was at the Institute?”

      The nerve. “Are you going to stand here lecturing me when it was you who refused to answer my calls or texts?” Before I knew it, my phone was in my hands and the note application was open. Earl Grey.

      His hand covered the screen, and warmth shot through my fingers where our skins met. I hadn’t realized I was so chilled.

      “And then?” he asked.

      I bit my lip. Him finding out how careless I’d been had been a foregone conclusion. I had known it in the back of my mind since the spell had activated. But it was so hard to take that last step, to see the disappointment in his eyes. The silence stretched, as if part of me hoped Victor would take the hint and explain things for me. But he didn’t.

      “There was a spell on the box,” I admitted, staring at Aidan’s chest. “It activated when I opened the lid.”

      When he said nothing, I dared a glance. There was no disappointment to be found on his face, no worry. Instead, speculation filled his features as he scrutinized me.

      “It’s like danger finds you,” he said. Then, to Victor, “You came to Lockhart for a potion?”

      “Dawn Byrd from Red Creek suggested it. We used the bracelet to figure out what type of spell it is, and she identified it for us.”

      “It’s a memory occlusion spell,” I said.

      Aidan snorted. “No kidding. Get the urge of writing things down before they go away?”

      I gave him a—somewhat weak—cheeky grin. “Don’t worry, I haven’t forgotten you yet.” But what if I did? What if I forgot him, and Victor, and the Institute instead of whatever random things I had written down so far? The urgency of it all slammed into me anew.

      “Hmm.”

      I frowned at Aidan’s thoughtful look. Then outrage coursed through me when I realized what he was contemplating. “You’re thinking of allowing me to forget the Institute, aren’t you!”

      It was his time to grin. A fleeting thing—there and gone. “You’re probably too obstinate for it to work.” He addressed Victor next. “Johnson wasn’t around?”

      “Gone on vacation.”

      “You think Byrd can be trusted?”

      “Yes.”

      Aidan didn’t question Victor’s judgment, and I had a sudden longing for him to trust me the same way. It would probably help if I remembered to check for spells before opening suspicious boxes, I admitted ruefully.

      “We get an anonymous tip about an artifact that comes with a spell powerful enough to need Lockhart’s help,” Aidan said, “and on top of it, I get another anonymous tip about him.”

      I followed his line of thought. “We were meant to end up at Lockhart’s one way or another and find him unconscious.”

      “My guess is that there’s an enforcer from the Council stepping into his shop right at this moment meant to catch us hovering over his body.”

      “But he isn’t even dead,” I said, scratching my forearm. “When he wakes up, he’ll just tell people what happened and that it wasn’t our fault.”

      “Isn’t dead yet,” said Victor.

      Aidan’s strong hand suddenly wrapped around my wrist. I jolted in surprise and allowed him to turn my arm. A deep frown appeared on his forehead—he must’ve seen his name.

      I tugged my wrist free and pulled down my sleeve. “I don’t choose the memories,” I muttered.

      He said nothing, but the scowl remained put. Was he worried I would forget him?

      Hah. Probably worried I wasn’t forgetting more of him. “Does this have something to do with the Institute’s curse?”

      “He told you about that?” Victor asked.

      Aidan ignored us. “We need to get back to the Institute. If this was meant to put us on the spot, we need to prepare.”

      “But what about—” Well, me. But when I put it like that, it sounded so needy. “I don’t want to keep forgetting things.”

      “Is the memory loss permanent?”

      “Only hidden. For now.” But what if they disappeared once the spell came to an end?

      I must’ve blanched because Aidan squeezed my shoulder. “We’ll get something to pause the spell and figure out who to contact next. Lockhart isn’t the only potion-maker around.”

      I gripped his arm, seeking the reassurance of his solidity. “We can do that? Pause the spell?”

      “Yes. We’ll go there now, then to the Institute. Who’s at the Arkland?”

      Victor answered, “Lee.”

      “And Lopez?”

      “Womaning the fort.”

      “Keep them there for now. Let’s go.”

      We left our private nook and took the stairs up to the fifth floor. On the way, Aidan got busy texting on his phone. Getting someone trusted to check in on Lockhart, he explained, in case his caught red-handed theory was incorrect.

      But I saw the worry when he glanced my way, and I knew neither Lockhart’s welfare nor the Institute’s curse were his main concern.

      And then I wondered how likely it was that two people able to procure the potion I needed did business in the same area, and how long I had before I forgot Aidan and everyone around me for good.
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      Turned out, the gym on the fifth floor of the Hub had its own hidden brand of magic supplements. I should’ve guessed.

      Aidan spoke to the guy at the desk, who shook his head vehemently and assured Aidan that they were above reproach and nobody dealt with magic anything.

      Bet this happened to Aidan a lot.

      Apparently, I had been the last one in the Hub to learn that Aidan = Institute’s director.

      Victor entered the conversation, and together they managed to convince the gym employee to take us into the equipment storage area and bring his workmate. The small room was familiar—I had hidden here not that long ago while trying to avoid Aidan. Life had a way of going in funny circles.

      Aidan’s potion-maker was Teresa—not a sorceress herself, just excellent at obtaining and mixing potions. A family business, she told me proudly before quoting a price that nearly had me covering my ears and going lalala.

      Luckily for me, spell-stopping potions seemed to be a hot item since she had a couple in stock. It shouldn’t have surprised me, since I had experienced how easy it was to activate spells when you weren’t careful. While Teresa went to get us the potion, I asked why we hadn’t come here to break the binding spell Aidan had accidentally activated in the basement when we first met.

      If you were wondering if I asked about it to remind him that nobody was perfect where spells were concerned, you’d be absolutely right.

      Aidan arrived at the same conclusion because he gave me a nasty look before informing me that not all spells could be paused this way. Because the spell in this case affected my brain, a physical potion could pause its magic. Brain chemistry, etcetera, etcetera. In the case of the binding spell, since it had nothing to do with physical reactions, a potion would’ve done nothing of nada.

      Teresa returned with the potion. It came in one of those reusable sports energy drink bottles, which made sense since that was the whole point of running a magic supplements and potions business out of a gym.

      “I hope you like orange,” she told me, handing it over.

      I toasted Aidan and carefully tried a sip—sickly sweet and tasting nothing like real oranges—then drowned the whole thing. The three of them stared at me. I wasn’t sure if they were expecting me to grow an extra head or puke my guts out.

      My stomach cramped a little, but that was mostly due to hunger. “All good,” I said, handing back the bottle. “Don’t feel any different, though.”

      “You shouldn’t unless the spell was causing you pain,” Teresa said. “The memory loss should’ve stopped for now, but remember, the effects are only temporary. Once this potion wears off, the spell’s cost will return in full force with added interest unless you counteract or nullify the original spell itself.”

      Meaning I would lose all the memories I should’ve lost during this pause, all at the same time, and make the memory loss itself even faster. The tradeoff of stopping another tradeoff. You really couldn’t win with Fae magic.

      “Do you know anyone who can stop the spell?” I asked.

      “Lockhart.”

      “He’s unavailable,” said Aidan.

      Teresa gave me a look of pity. Wonderful. “He’s the best. The only one around. To fully counteract the spell, you’ll need a tailored potion. It’s too high level for me—I can’t make it by mixing other stuff. You’ll need a real sorc.”

      Figured that’d be the case. So much for Aidan’s “we’ll find something before you turn into a one-year-old with no memories whatsoever, don’t worry.”

      Aidan kept his expression blank. “We’ll see. Are you still feeling okay?”

      I gave him two thumbs up. “A-okay.”

      “Must be working,” Victor mused. “She hasn’t written a note yet.”

      “How long do you give her?” Aidan asked.

      “I’m still here, you know.”

      Aidan waved toward Teresa. “Go ahead.”

      “Thank you.” I smiled at the woman. “How long do you give me?”

      “A few hours. Maybe until night-time, depending on the original spell’s strength.”

      The smile froze on my cheeks. I had expected it to last a couple of days, at least.

      “Sorry,” she said, piling pity on top of pity on a mound of pity. “Good luck.”

      “Thanks.” It came out somewhat strained, but at least it came out.

      Aidan opened the door of the room. “Time to go.”

      As we took a set of less used stairs, he read my mind and said, “You’re not doomed.”

      Yeah, no, I was completely doomed.

      “We’ll figure something out,” Victor said, and I wanted to grab the pity in his voice and stomp on it like a five-year-old. “And hey, at least the potion is working.”

      “Great learning experience,” Aidan added in a perfectly neutral tone.

      I eyed him suspiciously. Was he making fun of me? “You know what? You’re totally right. It’s taken a month, but I finally get to learn how the Institute works.” I smiled sweetly. “Thank you, boss. I’m so glad someone’s finally teaching me stuff!”

      “Hey, now,” said Victor. “I’ve taught you stuff.”

      “Showing me the manual for the phone at the reception desk doesn’t count. Just think how different things would’ve gone if you had taught me protocols for dealing with artifacts.”

      Aidan laughed. An honest-to-God bark that filled the parking lot.

      “I resent that,” I told him, ducking into the back seat of Victor’s car.

      “Speaking of which,” he said, riding shotgun and snapping his seatbelt on. “Did you actually see what kind of artifact was in the box?”

      A bag of sugar went into my voice. “Want to see it? I got it here.”

      “What?” Aidan’s head whirled so fast toward me, it was a miracle he didn’t snap his own neck.

      I unhooked the seeker and dangled it right out of his reach. “Pretty, isn’t it?”

      Aidan turned to Victor. “Reed, why is she carrying the artifact around?”

      Victor held on to the steering wheel for all he was worth. “Don’t distract me while I’m driving.”

      “Don’t be mean to him,” I told Aidan, returning the artifact to my belt loop. “It’s only a seeker, and we didn’t want anyone coming upon it inside the box and triggering another spell.”

      Aidan looked like he wanted to climb between the seats and strangle me. “We’re setting down some rules when this is over.”

      I shrugged nonchalantly. “My handling of artifacts is exemplary.”

      “Exemplary on how to disregard caution and activate anything you put your hands on.”

      “Hey, I knew what I was doing every time.”

      “Oh, yeah? So what’s the Fae hound’s tradeoff?”

      “Wow, low blow. I had to save your butt, didn’t I?”

      “Do you two need a room?” Victor asked.

      “No,” we answered in unison.

      While we drove in silence, I pulled back my sleeve and read the notes there. It was hard to imagine these things had been in my head at one time. Still were, I reminded myself. Just…playing hide and seek with me. Surreptitiously, I checked Aidan’s profile. Golden eyes? Seriously? I wondered if they had swirling currents going around his pupils like Lord Velei’s.

      Aidan chose that moment to glance my way. I got busy tracing the flower barely visible on my thigh. Soon, I might not be able to remember what an artifact hunter was, but at least Aidan hadn’t fired me yet. Silver linings.
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      The instant we arrived at the Institute’s parking space and opened the back door, Marta rushed us like a freight train.

      “We have a visitor,” she warned us, blocking the way.

      We stared at her, unable to comprehend the notion of an unrelated outsider willingly coming to the Institute.

      “One of our contacts?” Aidan asked.

      “From the MEC.”

      Ah, yes, the Magical Ethics Commission—the boogieman of any official Council-related institution or worker. I was immediately intrigued. I guessed they gave the Institute a run for its money on the most-hated list.

      “Why didn’t you text me?”

      “She only got here about five minutes ago.”

      We exchanged looks.

      “How coincidental,” Victor murmured.

      Marta gave me a fast perusal, noticing I no longer wore the bracelet. “Find anything out?”

      “Turns out I’m losing my memories,” I said. “And the guy who can make me a potion is knocked out, and if I don’t get one by night-time, I’m doomed. But we got some woman at the Hub’s gym to make me another potion that will make everything a lot worse once it runs out.”

      She nodded once, as if my and Victor’s excursion had turned out exactly as expected. Her faith was heartwarming, really. “The woman’s name is Brooks, and she needs to speak with you.”

      I perked up. “Me?”

      “Greaves.”

      “Aw.”

      “Maddie, go upstairs with Reed and Lopez.”

      “You’re going to want me there.”

      Aidan’s brows attained perfect arch-hood. “Why?”

      “Because you’re grouchy and I’m the friendliest person in this place.”

      “She has a point,” Victor said.

      Marta didn’t deny the facts either.

      “Fine,” Aidan said. “But you don’t speak. Act like the newbie that you are.”

      I gave him a military salute. “Yessir.”

      That earned me an irritated glare before he addressed the others. “Reed, stick around in case. Lopez, try to find everything you can about memory loss spells and see if there’s anyone around aside from Lockhart dealing with powerful potions available.”

      Marta went upstairs while Aidan and I made our way to the reception area. Brooks was waiting for us in the small room right next to the reception desk. She looked to be in her mid-twenties, dressed in a floral skirt and a cream T-shirt. Her blue blazer laid folded over the sofa’s arm. A silver chain draped around her neck and dipped into the front of her T-shirt. She had pulled her dark hair away from her face with a couple of clasps, but tendrils escaped everywhere.

      “Hello,” she said when we entered. “You must be Greaves. I’m Aster. Aster Brooks.”

      She appeared somewhat nervous at our presence. I liked her right away.

      Aidan gave her a curt nod of acknowledgment. “I’m Aidan Greaves, and this is our new recruit, Dover.”

      I offered my friendliest smile. “Hi, I’m Maddie Dover.”

      “Please, sit,” Aidan told her.

      She followed Aidan’s look to the sofa behind her, seemingly startled by its existence. “Thank you,” she murmured, sitting on the edge. Aidan took the armchair, leaving me to stand awkwardly by his side since there were no other sitting places other than the low coffee table. Something told me Aidan would not appreciate it if I planted my butt on it.

      “Lopez tells me you are looking for me,” Aidan said in a cool business voice. “What can the Institute do for you?”

      For a few seconds, Aster looked like she was searching her brain for a script that followed Aidan’s question. Then, “Yes, ah, I work for the Magical Ethics Commission.”

      “I am aware,” Aidan said in a tone tailored to make anyone else squirm under his censoring tone and piercing glare.

      To her credit, Aster didn’t drop her gaze or hightail it out of the Institute. “I’ve been sent to investigate some reports made against the Institute.”

      “Oh?”

      Okay, now Aidan was crossing into jerk territory. “What kind of reports?” I asked in a friendly tone.

      Aidan’s shoulder twitched. Possibly with the need to put a hand around my mouth and drag me out of the room.

      “Complaints about the Institute have never warranted a visit from the MEC before,” he said.

      Interesting. It made sense, though. There were many an artifact owner mad at the Institute for sweeping in and taking their artifacts under the “too dangerous to be owned by humans” guise. The list must’ve been as long as a highway.

      Aidan spoke again, more cautiously this time. “We receive a lot of complaints, most of them bogus. There is a special system for dealing with them.” Yup, definitely a long list. “It’s never warranted a personal visit before.”

      Aster’s back straightened. “I’m here to ask about your safety protocols.”

      Damn. We were about to go down.

      “Safety protocols?” Aidan sounded like it was an alien concept.

      “There has been a strongly worded complaint against the Institute regarding unsafe practices.”

      Aidan’s shoulder twitched again—he was probably already blaming me for this debacle. I fought the urge to stick out my tongue at the back of his head. Maybe if he had answered my texts or call, we wouldn’t be here.

      On the other hand, was this actually about me? There was no way someone had learned about the spell and launched a complaint strong enough to bring one of the MEC agents in a single morning.

      Which meant this was either about something else—my adventure into Faerie? But I hadn’t been an Institute worker yet—or there was a conspiracy against the Institute unfolding today with the utmost care. The artifact at the Arkland—I fought the urge to look at my arm or phone and see if I had left myself some note about how we had figured out there was an artifact there—the spell on the box, Aidan’s tip, the sorcerer left unconscious on his floor…

      Yeah, someone had definitely put a lot of thought into trying to bring Aidan and the Institute down.

      “Who made the complaint?” Aidan asked.

      “I can’t say.” She looked at me. “There have been some unpleasant incidents regarding past Institute workers which have raised some concerns.”

      She was referring to the apparent string of awful luck following new recruits, or what Aidan called “the curse.”

      “There is always a risk when dealing with Fae magic,” Aidan said. “That’s why we have insurance.”

      We did? Mom was going to love that.

      “We’re extremely careful when dealing with artifacts,” he continued. “And not everyone is happy that we take their precious, dangerous toys away. There are a lot of people who would like to see the Institute gone. Bogus claims are a fact of life where the Institute is concerned.”

      “We still need to follow up when there’s a reason for concern,” Aster said. “I’ll need to talk with each of your employees in private.”

      “And if there’s nothing to discover?”

      “Then I’ll write that on my report, and the complaint will be listed as having no merit.”

      “And if you find merit?” I asked, partly because of curiosity, partly because I enjoyed watching Aidan twitch. I wouldn’t call it petty revenge for ignoring me for a month, but I wouldn’t stop anyone from calling it that.

      “My boss might take it to the Council and let them decide.”

      I wondered if there was some official manual describing what we ought to do every time we got an artifact. “How do you decide if we did anything unsafe?”

      Aster’s mouth drooped at the corners. “I have no idea.”

      “Then what’s the point?” Aidan asked so smoothly his voice ought to be chocolate soft-serve ice-cream. “We are very busy right now.”

      It was my turn to twitch at the reminder that I was a ticking spell-bomb.

      “I wasn’t part of the decision,” Aster admitted in a resigned tone. “I’m only here to talk to you and report back to my boss.”

      I felt for her—another poor newcomer like me floundering under her superiors’ whims. Maybe we should start some sort of group. I was about to ask for her phone number, so I could suggest the idea without Aidan knowing, when the front door opened.

      “Maddie,” Aidan said, and like the obedient puppy that I was, I trotted into the reception area and stood behind the counter.

      A man appeared on the threshold. Tall, lean, wearing a faded long-sleeved T-shirt and jeans. His black hair was tousled, not in a cool way, and the hint of purple bags under his hazel eyes announced sleep was not his forte.

      An average guy but for the way his presence had just sent my blood tingling.

      He blinked a few times then gave me a top-of-the-line smirk.

      “I’m Lockhart. I hear you’ve been looking for me.”
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      That explained the tingling in my blood. This man wore his power like a mantle. Which meant…

      “If you’re Lockhart, who’s the guy in your shop?”

      He leaned an elbow on the counter. He didn’t appear to be any older than Aidan, but his eyes had a cold, mocking edge to them that spoke of a long life’s experience. “My trusty assistant, I assume. He takes care of the store for me.”

      A hundred possibilities came to mind—that whoever had meant to “catch us in the act” had confused his assistant for him like we had, that he was here to ask for help, that he was involved in the conspiracy against the Institute and this was simply another part of the plan.

      But he was here, and I needed the potion, so did it really matter?

      “Who are you?” Aidan asked from the connecting entrance to the other room. He stepped forward and closed the door behind him.

      “Lockhart, at your service.”

      Aidan’s eyes narrowed. “Who was the man in your store?”

      “His assistant,” I said. Then, in a whisper, “Should I take him upstairs?” I gave the closed door a telling gaze.

      He shook his head. “Second door on the left.”

      That was the room we used for eating our lunch. I walked around the counter and led the way. Lockhart followed and made use of one of the chairs around the table dominating the center of the room, taking as much space as humanly possible and spreading one arm over the back of the chair by his side. It was hard to tell if it was disdain on his face, or if he was trying hard to play it cool.

      I sat opposite him and tried to be less obvious about gawking. A real sorcerer! Between him and the hounds and the Fae, I could almost bingo meeting otherworldly creatures.

      “Do you have anything to drink?” he asked, tapping the table with his finger and examining our surroundings.

      “Nope.” We did, but not in this room, and I wasn’t about to let him out of my sight. Ever. He was my new shiny. “How old are you?”

      He abandoned his slow study of the walls to focus on me. “That’s rude.”

      “I’m twenty-four,” I offered eagerly. “Although my mom says most times I’m mentally stuck at thirteen.”

      “It’s still rude. Who are you hiding me from?”

      “Ethics Commission.”

      His expression soured.

      “You didn’t know they had come around?”

      “If I’d known, I wouldn’t be here. Scourge of the land.” For a moment, I thought he was going to spit on the table. I snapped my hands back.

      “There’s been complaints about you too, huh?”

      “What do you think?”

      Shop selling potent elixirs and potions under the guise of tea and infusions? Yeah, his folder at the MEC was probably as thick as Aidan’s. The thought made me grin. The enemies of your enemy are your friends and all that.

      “What?” he asked suspiciously.

      My smile broadened. “Sorry. It’s just I’ve never met a sorcerer before.”

      That improved his mood right up. “We’re pretty rare,” he conceded, sitting straighter and puffing out his chest.

      “Is it true your spells are more powerful than a Fae’s?”

      He leaned forward, as if about to tell me a big secret. Obediently, I closed the gap over the table.

      “The Fae have more raw magic power,” he said in a low voice. “But I have better control over it. There are more than a few Fae who would love nothing more than to ensnare me in some trap so I can give them an edge over their lords.”

      “Is that why you have an assistant at the store?”

      He shrugged. “That, and it’s really boring.”

      “I bet. This one time I substituted for a maternity leave at a low traffic store, and it was like pulling teeth with no clients or anyone to talk to.”

      A slow smile spread across his face. “I might be in need of a new assistant if you’re up to it.”

      “Sorry, taken.”

      His gaze fell on the phone number written on my hand. “Hot date?”

      “I have no idea,” I answered cheerfully. He was a sorcerer, he was here, and everything was going to be okay. My excitement grew unchecked, and by the time Aidan opened the door a minute later, my smile was so magnificent it halted him in his tracks.

      He blinked once, as if to clear his vision, then frowned deeply, looking from me to Lockhart.

      “He hates the Ethics Commission,” I said, pointing at the sorcerer.

      Aidan came to sit by my side. “Is that so?”

      “Who doesn’t?” said Lockhart, shrugging again.

      I angled my chair so I could watch them both. “Is she gone?”

      “Talking to Reed.”

      “You have some good wards here,” Lockhart commented. “I’m moderately impressed.”

      “Can you make wards?” I asked.

      He snorted. “I can make anything.”

      “So you can make powerful potions?”

      “Indeed.”

      Aidan touched my thigh in a signal for me to stay quiet. “I assume the person we found unconscious in your store is your assistant.”

      “Yes. He’s still passed out, so I have no idea what happened.”

      “And you don’t suspect us?”

      “Why would you render my assistant useless then leave if you need my help?”

      Aidan tilted his head. “And how come you’ve learned that we’re in need of your services?”

      Lockhart pursed his lips. “A sorc has his secrets.”

      “No, please,” Aidan said with equal politeness, “do tell us.”

      “An interested party made me aware of your interest in meeting me. I can’t divulge my sources—bad for the business and all.”

      Aidan and I exchanged looks. It must’ve been Dawn or Teresa.

      Or whoever had set us up.

      “So, you need a potion to stop a memory spell,” Lockhart said. “Show me.”

      I reluctantly pushed my sleeve to the elbow and showed him my forearm.

      “Was forgetting how to write letters part of the spell?”

      Wow. “Writing on skin is harder than it looks!”

      Aidan’s voice took on a hard edge. “Can you make a potion that will nullify the spell?”

      Lockhart scratched his head. “Yes.”

      “What will it cost?”

      When he answered, Lockhart’s tone was as cutting as Aidan’s voice, his smile full of mockery. “Money, of course.”

      That was a bit of a relief, knowing the Institute’s rules about not paying with favors. On the other hand, Aidan was totally going to dock the price out of my paycheck. As far as lessons in how to not screw up an artifact find went, this was proving to be on the expensive side. But hey, memories are priceless, right?

      “How much?” Aidan asked.

      Lockhart named an amount that almost made me swallow my tongue. I didn’t dare look at Aidan. I hoped the Institute’s insurance covered these kinds of things, or I would still be paying back by the time I hit my nineties.

      “Done,” Aidan said.

      Nope, still not looking at him. If I saw any hint of disappointment or disgust, I was going to start bawling. Surely, I couldn’t be the first one at the Institute to fall into a spell trap. There must’ve been someone else before me. No way I was the only one. Even Aidan had fallen for it back in the Bowels of Hell.

      The memory uplifted my spirits enough to peek at him. He had his Institute director’s blank expression going on, his eyes hard like gems. Would they really turn golden if he went into Faerie?

      Lockhart gave me his full attention. “It’s a complicated potion. There’s a chance of it failing and making it worse—no potion is perfect, especially one of this caliber. There is a certain risk involved, and there might be aftereffects even if it works as intended. You could simply let the spell run to its end. It might not take as many memories as you fear.”

      Aidan faced me. “It’s up to you. Think about it carefully.”

      “But when the spell runs out, the memories will remain hidden unless we nullify it before that happens, right?” I asked. “Then it would take another spell or potion to get them back?”

      “That’s usually how spells like this work, yes.”

      If I were to judge by how the morning had gone so far, I should stick to the spell instead of trying to fix it and making it worse. But what was life without some risk?

      “I’ll do it,” I told him.

      Aidan leaned closer, trying to read my thoughts. “Are you sure?”

      I rubbed my forearm right where I had written his name. It might be reckless and not the smart thing to do, considering I had no idea how bad the spell could get if the potion misfired, but I wasn’t about to give up my memories just like that. “I’m sure.”

      Lockhart clapped his hands. “Excellent.”

      Hpmh. Not so fast. I speared him with the toughest glance in my armory. “Promise you will not intentionally make a potion that will cause me or my family or my pet or anyone at the Institute any harm.”

      His lips played with a smile. “I promise.”

      Promises were a kind of binding magic, even for part-Fae like us. It was how Aidan and I had managed to break the binding spell, and it would ensure Lockhart stuck to what the potion was meant to do.

      Seemingly content with the promise, Aidan relaxed against the chair and crossed his arms. “How fast can you get us the potion?”

      Lockhart mulled this for a few moments. “For this type of spell, I’ll have to make a specialized potion. I have most of the ingredients at hand, but one will require a trip to my garden.”

      That didn’t sound complicated. We could take Victor’s car and be there in no time.

      Aidan stiffened by my side. “What kind of garden.”

      Lockhart tapped the table with one finger. “A sorcerer’s garden.” Could almost hear the attached duh.

      “What does that mean?” I asked. “Like a magical greenhouse?”

      Aidan’s voice was dark when he answered, “To make potions that will work with pure Fae magic, you need plants grown on Faerie soil.”

      I gaped at Lockhart. “You have your own Faerie garden?”

      He lifted a shoulder like it was no big deal. Showoff.

      “Very well,” Aidan said. “I’ll go.”

      Lockhart pointed at me. “She has to be the one to reap the flower.”

      Ah, great, then he probably grew man-eating lilies in his garden. That explained Aidan’s scowl.

      Aidan stood and put a hand on my shoulder. “Then I’ll go with her.”

      “That’s fine as long as she’s the one who reaps it.”

      I punched my palm. “Spend the evening prancing around a Faerie garden with my memories on a timer? Sure, why not? Sounds like fun. Let me get my backpack.”

      Lockhart winked. “That’s the spirit.”

      Aidan sent me upstairs to grab my things and update Marta on Lockhart and our next destination. I also spent a few minutes writing Victor a long text explaining everything, since Aidan didn’t want Aster Brooks to be aware of the sorcerer or my little problem.

      On my way to the back door, I grabbed some resealable bags from the Institute’s tiny kitchen. TV and my mom’s books told me I might need these if I didn’t want my flowers to end up smashed and contaminated with whatever else resided in the sorcerer’s back yard.

      Soon enough, we had scrambled into Victor’s car—Aidan at the wheel, Lockhart by his side, and me, once again, confined to the back seat. I hugged my backpack, watching the scenery fly by. The tension in the car was so thick, I could cut it with the Eye-dagger inside the backpack. I couldn’t, of course. Who knew if the dagger’s magic would recognize air as something worth cutting on my person? So, why had I brought it? When confronted with Faerie, even if it was only a small piece of it, one could never have enough artifacts.

      The drive to Lockhart’s “one of my places” took about forty minutes. It was a compact two-story house in a less busy area of town with an unkempt yard. The inside didn’t fare any better. Apparently, the state of his store wasn’t the exception to the rule of his life.

      We went down into a tiny cellar, musty and full of spiderwebs—which, truly, should’ve been the biggest hint that we were about to enter the land of horror movies—and then a second cellar, accessed through a set of steps so steep, they were basically a wall with bumps. The walls were packed earth with roots peeking out everywhere, giving the small space a feeling of being buried alive. It was muggy and oppressive and I could taste the dirt in my mouth.

      Aidan kept close to me—it truly was a tiny space—and shifted uncomfortably, perhaps also wondering if the sorcerer had fooled us and was about to bury us alive. My palms grew sweaty. I rubbed them against my thighs, fighting the urge to either climb right back out of the hole or bury my head in Aidan’s chest and hope that closing my eyes would create more air where none existed.

      “Why are we in a murder hole?” I asked, trying not to touch the walls and dislodge bits of dirt.

      “You need a portal to get to the garden,” Lockhart said patiently.

      The idea startled me, and I must’ve blinked in surprise, because he shook his head as if I should’ve known better. He handed Aidan a small vial he had taken from one of the rooms upstairs. “This will show you the way to the flower. It’s called the Vigil’s Bell.”

      Strange name. “The potion?”

      “The flower.”

      “Oh.”

      Aidan covered my mouth with his hand. “Does she have to take it?”

      “It doesn’t matter who.”

      “Himph tfke ft.”

      Aidan’s hold tightened. “You’re not taking it. I’ll do it.”

      I thought about slobbering all over his palm but decided to take the high road.

      He still wiped his palm on my T-shirt before taking the vial from Lockhart. Yeah, I should’ve totally licked him. Bet he tasted salty and delicious. “Wait. What if it makes you sick? Then we’ll both be screwed.”

      “What if it nullifies the potion stopping the memory spell for now?” he answered.

      I addressed Lockhart. “Can it?”

      The sorc shrugged. “Without knowing exactly what was in the potion, it’s hard to tell. There are several types of mixtures that can stop a spell.”

      Aidan gave me an I told you so look before unscrewing the vial’s top. “How much?”

      “Three gulps.”

      “Wait, wait.” I tugged at Aidan’s sleeve. “What’s the tradeoff?”

      Lockhart arched his brows. “It won’t harm him, so does it matter?”

      “It doesn’t,” Aidan said. He lost no time in bringing the vial to his mouth and swallowing three times. He returned the potion with a grimace.

      A familiar, fleeting presence touched my awareness. Good, Greenie was here. The room felt much less like a tomb with him around.

      The sorcerer paused, as if he had sensed the Fae hound’s presence, too. He scowled at the walls before going to the one opposite the murder stairs and placing one hand on the dirt. “I’ll leave the portal open. It’ll alert me when you cross back.”

      Bits of earth crumbled down, and I saw with sudden clarity that the whole thing was about to collapse, but the warning got stuck in my throat when a huge circle made of entwined branches came into sharp relief, golden-white scribbles running along their surfaces until they connected on either side. The center of the circle became opaque, then cleared up to offer a view of shrubbery rows and thick green trees basking in sunlight.

      At least it wasn’t goo.

      But from my experience with Fae, things that appeared this cozy often came with a hidden row of teeth. “Anything we should be aware of?” I asked, peeking in. There was something odd about the light, something not quite right. Then it clicked.

      “Crap, that’s Faerie isn’t it?” I said, stepping back and bumping into Aidan. I lost no time in putting him between me and the portal.

      Aidan twisted around to give me an incredulous look. “Where did you think it would be?”

      I scowled. “I don’t know. I thought he just imported Faerie soil or something!”

      “It’s my own pocket of Faerie,” Lockhart said with a chuckle. “Nothing much comes inside.”

      How reassuring. But it wasn’t as if we had any options. At least Greenie was around, and Aidan had likely brought Dream Devourer along.

      “Good luck,” Lockhart said, waving toward the portal. “The Vigil’s Bell makes a tiny sound when you shake it, so try not to shake it too much. Cut the bits inside if you can before you cut the flower itself.” Figures even Fae flowers came with a tradeoff. “I’ll need about five of them.”

      And with that, Aidan stepped through the portal.

      Taking a deep breath, I followed.
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      The portal remained open—a strange mirror reflecting us but also giving a hint of Lockhart’s tiny cellar.

      Aidan studied our surroundings then focused on me. “How are you feeling?”

      I took stock of my body parts then checked my forearms to see if I had written anything new without realizing it. The scribbles on my skin hadn’t increased, but they were a dreary reminder of what I stood to lose. Way high above our heads, the colorful tops of the trees growing downward from the rock ceiling of the immense, never-ending cavern that was Faerie made for a beautiful leafy mosaic.

      Suddenly, Aidan was cupping my cheek, tilting my face up to his and demanding my full attention. “Maddie. Answer. How are you feeling?”

      For a few moments, I was too stunned to speak. “I’m fine.”

      He nodded sharply then continued his perusal of the sorcerer’s garden while I stood there, gaping at him like a fish. The warmth of his skin against my cheek lingered for a few more seconds before the strange chill from Faerie replaced it. It wasn’t exactly cold, but the feeling of magic slowly gnawed at my senses. Faerie liked to play havoc on my part-Fae blood.

      “This way,” he said, pointing toward one of the rows between the shrubbery. They extended a little way ahead until they met the thick tree line. Unlike the canopy overhead, this one was strictly confined to hues of green.

      “Wait.” I took off my backpack and rummaged inside. Along with the bags, I had stocked myself with a couple of Gabriel’s water bottles and Victor’s chocolate bars. Also Marta’s evening pulled-pork sandwich. It paid to be cautious.

      The payment would be excruciating once she found it gone, but like I said, living is taking risks.

      With a low cry of triumph, I located the Eye-dagger.

      “What’s that?” Aidan asked, coming closer. I braced myself for an explosion, and he did not disappoint. “Is that the dagger from Faerie?”

      I averted my gaze. “Yesss?”

      His mouth did that sour gaping fish thing. “How the hell did you get that out of the vault?”

      “It wasn’t me.”

      “Oh, really?”

      I shouldered the small backpack and met his golden eyes. I gasped, snapping my attention to my arm and back again. “Your eyes are golden!”

      He was taken aback. Concern and something I couldn’t name flickered in those eyes before he narrowed them into a glower. “Answer, Maddie.”

      There was something deeply unsettling about finding that golden stare instead of the brown one I was so used to. I lowered my gaze to his mouth, currently pressed into a tight line. “The Eye teleported the dagger back. All on its own. Without my permission.”

      “And how come you had the Eye?”

      “Greenie returned it.”

      “And you didn’t think to mention this? You agreed to return it to the Institute if you found it again!” I opened my mouth to tell him I kind of had but thought better of it. “You know what, never mind.” He rubbed his forehead. “We’ll figure this out later. What are you planning on…” His expression went from pained to speculative to pained again. “Good idea,” he ground out.

      “I knew you’d come around,” I told him with approval, once again immensely relieved that no hints of deep disapproval had made their appearance. Angry Aidan I could take. Disappointed Aidan might be too much to stand.

      I hid the Eye by the portal and threaded the dagger through the back loops of my jeans. If this worked as it had the last time I was in Faerie, the dagger would tug me toward the Eye instead of teleporting on its own. “Now we won’t have to use the seeker if we get lost.”

      A long-suffering sigh. “I suppose you brought that, too?”

      “Well, you didn't tell me to leave it behind.”

      He closed his eyes, probably wondering where in life he had gone down the wrong path straight into Hell. “Did you bring your hound, too?”

      “I sensed him in the sorc’s cellar, but I can’t sense him now.” I peered at the tree line, tapping into my magic and trying to call him. No response. “I think he can’t come in since Lockhart warded this place into his own pocket of Faerie.”

      “Yes, just like it couldn’t come in at Lord Velei’s until he felt like it,” Aidan said dryly.

      “Hey, he’s my hound, not my puppet.”

      Then Aidan was standing in front of me, barely any space between us. He dipped his head until our noses almost touched. “What am I going to do with you, hmm?”

      A new kind of tingling ran down my back. Nothing to do with the magic of Faerie and everything to do with the huskiness in his voice and the strange gleam in his gaze. My heartbeat grew erratic as I searched for some witty remark—or any word, really—but found nothing. He was warm and solid, and I wished time would stop for a bit.

      Alas, no such luck. Straightening, he turned toward the path he had chosen earlier. “Let’s get a move on,” he said in his usual gruff tone, as if nothing had just happened.

      Talk about hot and cold.

      “Aidan,” I said, falling into step by his side. Sand and pebbles covered the floor, the bushes confined to quaint brick-lined planters. A flowery perfume invaded my senses, although there were no flowers to be seen.

      “Yes?”

      “Thank you for not firing me.”

      He snorted. “Who knows what mayhem you’d cause to get your job back if I fired you.”

      I smiled to myself. He might sound flippant, but his actions said otherwise. He had chosen to come in here with me and take the potion. He cared.

      “I missed going on adventures with you,” I told him. “We make a great team.”

      “This is not an adventure. It’s a dangerous trip through Faerie to save you from yourself.”

      I peeked at the top of Faerie. “Do you think we’re close to Lord Velei’s house?”

      He followed the direction of my gaze. “No way to tell. If we’re concealed from the outside, chances are the outside might be concealed from us.”

      “But we can see the trees up there.”

      “Glamour.”

      “You mean we could be right under Lord Velei’s house and we wouldn’t know?”

      “Maybe not that far,” Aidan conceded, “but I doubt Lockhart chose to put his garden anywhere near people who can sense it. Watch that root.”

      The root had appeared out of nowhere, attempting to trip me. It belonged to one of the trees surrounding the garden. “Bad tree,” I told it.

      The tree didn’t respond, thankfully—bad enough it might’ve moved by itself—and Aidan stepped into the forest.

      I hesitated. “Are you sure the flower is not”—I waved vaguely at the bushes—“in there?”

      “Would we be so lucky,” Aidan grumbled. “No, it’s farther on.”

      “How well can you tell?”

      He rubbed his chest. “It’s like a thread tugging me forward. The closer we get, the stronger the pull.”

      So, we marched into the trees, which remained still, and found a narrow trail. The green tops blocked most of the light, and we walked in the deep, chilled shadows for a few minutes.

      Aidan’s voice filled the eerie quiet. “Why did you do it?”

      He was going to have to be a little more specific.

      As if reading my mind, he added, “Why take the artifact from the Arkland? Why not keep an eye and try contacting us again?”

      “And risk losing track of whoever came to get it? I’m good at finding artifacts, not following people.”

      “That, you are.”

      I smiled knowingly at his wry tone. “I’ve turned out to be quite the asset, haven’t I? I keep finding artifacts for you guys.”

      He barked a laugh. “It would be an asset if those artifacts actually ended up at the Institute.”

      I frowned. “It’s not that bad.”

      “Oh? Let’s see.” He lifted a hand well within my line of sight and began counting. “Fae Eye found at the Hub’s basement. Where is it? Somewhere loose in Faerie.” One finger down. “The Eye-dagger you found at Lord Velei’s? Currently on your person.” Another digit gone. “The seeker from this morning? Also on your person. How many more do you have right now I’m not aware of?”

      “What about the Keeper of Secrets?” I countered. “That one’s still in the vault.”

      “You’ve come in contact with five artifacts, and only one is still at the Institute. That we know of,” he added grimly.

      “Five?”

      “Did you return the bracelet?”

      Oops.

      “I thought so. Where is it?”

      I patted my jeans. “Left pocket.”

      He grabbed my hand and upped the pace. “You’re a menace.”

      The man’s long strides forced me into a trot. “You know, I could be working for the competition. At least I’m your menace.”

      He squeezed my hand and said with great feeling, “That you are.”

      Now I was starting to get worried. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m great,” he muttered as we came upon a huge gap in the forest.

      It was filled by an enormous pond surrounded by a bank of grass and pretty stones. The water was hidden by a mass of round leaves and the occasional bright spot of a purple flower.

      “The Bell’s Vigil?” I asked hopefully.

      Aidan shook his head and grabbed a fallen branch. He tested the depth of the pond and went right inside. The water only reached up to his booted ankles.

      Still… “Go around?”

      “Will take too long. I don’t want to risk your potion running out.” He eyed my sneakers. “I should carry you.”

      I blinked, brain gone blank. “Sorry, what?”

      He opened his arms. “Your feet will get drenched in seconds. I should carry you.”

      I checked the opposite shore. It was quite far. “You can’t carry me the whole way, Aidan. It’s a huge distance.”

      He scowled. “I can do it.”

      “No, you can’t.” I stepped into the pond, my feet soaking instantly, and stared at him. “What is wrong with you?”

      Actually, I was starting to have a good idea of what was wrong with him. I knew we should’ve insisted on knowing the potion’s tradeoff.

      Aidan’s displeasure was obvious as he began cutting across the pond, the leaves on the surface parting at his advance and allowing glimpses of startlingly clear water. I hurried after him and watched him barely probe the space in front of him with the branch before advancing.

      There were some sounds here, frogs and chirps. If it weren’t in Faerie, this would be a lovely spot to come for relaxation.

      “Say, Aidan.”

      He answered with that hmm? of his that could convey so many different things. The mood of the place must’ve caught up to him because while the pace was still fast, a loose smile toyed with the corners of his lips.

      “Why did you ignore my calls and texts?”

      And there went the smile. Oh, well, it had been nice while it lasted.

      “I didn’t ignore them. I was busy.”

      I snorted. “You’ve been avoiding me for a month.”

      “Reed is perfectly able to answer any question you may have.”

      “What if he can’t?”

      “Ask Lopez.”

      “What if I want to talk, not ask questions?”

      “Don’t you have friends?”

      “I thought we were partners.”

      He gave me an odd look, but his jaw remained clenched. “Partners?”

      I lifted my shoulders somewhat despondently. This conversation was turning out to be a bit of a bummer. “I thought we were a team.”

      “We’re all a team.”

      He was going to lose a tooth if he kept the jaw grinding up. “I get it that you’re busy and don’t have much time, but I didn’t realize being under Reed meant zero contact with you.” I tried to keep the hurt from my voice, but I heard the whining in my words.

      “Maddie…”

      “What?” I snapped. Great, now I sounded churlish. I took a deep breath. “Forget it. You can do whatever you want.”

      He didn’t say anything else, and I refused to look his way. We plodded forth, me wishing I could turn back time and return to the easy camaraderie between us before I had to go and ask about him ignoring my calls, and him wishing who knew what.

      We were about halfway across when something brushed against my ankle.

      “Do you think there’s fish in the pond?” I asked, examining the surface of green leaves. The contact came again. A shudder ran down my spine. “Snakes?”

      He glanced my way. “Is there any specific reason you’re asking?”

      “Something just curled around my ankle.”

      Aidan cursed and crouched, shoving the leaves away. Something was definitely coiled around my leg—whether it was a snake or some giant Fae leech-worm, I couldn’t tell.

      “Careful,” I whispered, freezing in place as Aidan grabbed the thing with steady hands and unwrapped it from my ankle.

      He threw it away from us then bent and tackled me.

      I yelped. He folded me over his shoulder, backpack and all, wrapped an arm around my thighs, and straightened. Blood rushed to my head as I found myself hanging down his back with a mouthful of my hair.

      “Aidan!” I cried, slapping his lower back.

      “It’s not safe for you,” he informed me, starting to walk. His shoulder dug painfully into my midriff, and I tried to find a more comfortable position through the up and down bumping of his every step. “I have boots. They’ll offer more protection.”

      Step, bump, bounce. Step, bump, bounce.

      I covered my mouth. “I’m going to puke.”

      He laughed and patted my thighs. “No, you’re not.”

      I gripped his jacket, pressing against his back to try to twist around. “Aidan, seriously, put me down.”

      “We’ll be across in no time. Enjoy the ride.”

      “This is not a ride, it’s a hellish trip through a dryer. At least put me across your shoulders. Who taught you this shady carry?”

      “Maybe next time you won’t be so fast to open unknown boxes, will you?”

      “I’m going to use my dagger to stab you in the ass.”

      “I’d like to see you try.”

      It was tempting, but it would be a pity to damage such a lovely backside. Besides, I’d also get a cut and bleed all over him, and then I’d be in real trouble.

      “Are we there yet?” I asked after a few more step, bump, bounce, try not to puke.

      A low chuckle reached my ears. “Almost.”

      Then something slammed against him, and we both went down.
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      Aidan tried to break my fall, but I still hit the water like a sack of potatoes. A sack with nerve endings. Sharp pain shot through my arms and hip, and for a few heartbeats, all I could do was lie there, gasping for air and seeing stars.

      “Maddie!”

      I blinked a few times. “I’m okay,” I managed, if somewhat tearfully.

      With a last big gulp of air, I rolled onto my elbow and scrambled to my feet. Aidan was already up, Dream Devourer’s handle in hand, scanning our surroundings. Half his jacket and jeans were dark with water, but he had survived the fall a lot better than I had.

      “What was that?” I whispered, coming closer. The fabric of my T-shirt stuck to the skin under my backpack, the long sleeves to my arms, and my sodden jeans clung uncomfortably to my legs.

      “I don’t know. I didn't see it coming.”

      I used my foot to nudge some of the leaves away. “Maybe the snake thing went to mommy.” I clamped a hand over my mouth. “Oh, my God.”

      Aidan glanced at me with alarm. “What?”

      “We’re in a creature movie and there is a giant anaconda surrounding us right now waiting to take us out one by one.”

      He snorted in disgust. “Really? You remember that but not the fact that my eyes turn gold in Faerie?”

      “Don’t blame me, blame the spell,” I said defensively, kicking more leaves away while watching out for nearby ripples on the leafy surface. The damn green things closed back in as soon as I removed my leg. Speaking of which… “Uh, Aidan?”

      “Yes?”

      I ignored the honeyed invitation in his tone and stared at the water, which now reached halfway up my calf. “The water is rising.”

      “What?” A curse followed.

      “How can the water rise?” I asked, sense of doom rising.

      “The bottom of the pond is lowering,” he ground out. He grabbed my hand and tugged. “Run.”

      I barely got my legs moving when I caught something in the edge of my vision.

      “Left,” I cried out.

      He let go of my hand and swung in that direction. Something was traveling beneath the surface, bumping it in a ripple and coming straight at us.

      Anaconda! I wanted to scream. The word got stuck in my throat as the ripple reached us and a mass of leaves launched at Aidan.

      “Back,” he barked, jumping aside.

      I leaped sideways, giving him more space. The…thing going at us was a huge knot of leaves and flowers and stems with no head or arms or teeth.

      Dream Devourer appeared in all its brilliant glory. Steady for a second, then dropping sharply against the leaf mass. I almost felt sorry for the green pond monster. Dream Devourer was sharp.

      And then I no longer felt sorry when Dream Devourer’s blade bounced right off after barely making a dent into it.

      Aidan’s expression tightened with frustration. Dream Devourer’s blade disappeared into its handle. Not because the pond monster had done anything to it, I realized, pulse pounding, but because Aidan was saving his strikes.

      When your sword gave you horrible nightmares every time it slashed something, air or otherwise, every move had to count.

      The pond mass dropped suddenly, vanishing under the surface. We turned in circles, closing the distance between us until we were back to back.

      “What was that?” I asked, breathing way too fast.

      “I have no idea. I’ve never seen anything like that.”

      “Is it like the goo things at Lord Velei’s? Does it have bones inside?”

      “Nine o’clock,” Aidan exclaimed.

      Whose nine? I screeched internally.

      I found out when he pushed me out of the way and took the brunt of the green mass’s attack. Cursing, I scrambled toward the back of the mass, tearing at the surface leaves and stems until I met something hard.

      The mass plunged under the surface again.

      “Stones,” I told Aidan. My hands shook, and my eyes were open too wide as I scanned our surroundings. “It’s using the stones from the bottom of the pond as a sort of armor.”

      “It’d appear so,” Aidan said grimly.

      Something latched around my right ankle. I cried out and tried to kick and pull, to no avail.

      Aidan was there the next second, kneeling in the water by my side. I felt his strong hand curl around my leg, right under my knee, while the other tugged at whatever was keeping me prisoner. A flash of light through the leaves—Dream Devourer.

      I pushed his shoulder urgently. “Aidan, behind!”

      He swung around, Dream Devourer’s blade gone, and leaped at the pond monster. The monster took hold of Aidan, as if attempting to hug him. Aidan snarled and dug his hands into the mass.

      They struggled, moving away from me. I shook my stuck leg frantically. The pond’s hold on me was too firm to dislodge. Heart in my throat, the fighting splashes filling my ears, I felt around in the water. The thing holding me felt like a tentacle or root. I dug my nails in, trying to claw my way to freedom.

      Aidan’s shout had me turn so fast I nearly fell. His smile was savage, his left arm deep inside the mass. For a moment, all I could think was, He’s going to lose the arm. It’s going to bite it off! Then the end of Dream Devourer burst through the other side of the mass, and the whole things broke up, leaves and stems and flowers crumbling around his arm, round stones rolling and dropping to the water with heavy plops.

      He had made his way through the stones and summoned Dream Devourer inside the monster.

      The pressure around my leg abated. I leaped away. “I’m free!”

      “Run,” Aidan said, pointing the way.

      I ran, splashing awkwardly as I attempted to speed through knee-high water.

      He waited until I passed him to begin moving, and soon the water was back to ankle-height and the shore was within reach and we were sprinting until we hit the end of the pond. Aidan went to the nearest tree and leaned against it, doubled over and trying to catch his breath.

      I gave up all pretense and simply took off the backpack and dropped to the ground, rolling onto my back and lying there, panting and looking at the far up canopy while the amazing scent of soil and grass filled my nostrils.

      “Is it dead?” I asked between gasps.

      “Doubt it,” was the response. “Retreated for now, I think.”

      I closed my eyes tightly. “We’re taking the long way around next time.” If we ever found the stupid flower.

      Alarmed, I pulled back my sleeve to check my forearm. I relaxed when I found my writing had survived the water fight. What the heck was an “apple green V keyc,” though?

      The rustle of leaves and calls of frogs returned. I allowed myself to drift alongside for a few moments, enjoying the pleasure of being alive and free and in one piece.

      “Aidan,” I said hesitantly. “How bad are the nightmares from Dream Devourer?”

      He didn’t answer. Maybe he didn’t want to make me feel bad. Maybe he didn’t want to think about it—I wouldn’t, either. I sank into silence again. The rustling grew louder, and my body went from relaxed to chilled. Did the light in Faerie help dry clothes like the sun?

      “I guess we should get going.” I sat up and turned to glance at Aidan.

      Aidan had become a cocoon of roots.

      “What the hell!” I exclaimed, hurrying to his side. He lay semi-prone against the tree, dozens of roots rolled so tightly around him only bits of his jacket and jeans peeked here and there. His face was covered by roots—as were his hands and feet. The barest muffling came through as he struggled against the roots, creating more of that rustling noise.

      “Oh, my God,” I cried, trying to pull the roots away. “I’m so sorry!” Panic hit me hard—I couldn’t get enough of a hold to tear them off. “I’m so sorry, Aidan.” My nails clawed at the roots, but they did no damage.

      I choked a sob. While I had been relaxing on the grass, Aidan had been fighting these roots, and I hadn’t even noticed. The damn things might as well have been inside my chest squeezing my heart and lungs as I moved up and down his body, trying to loosen them, to no avail.

      I needed to cut him out of this. If I could get to Dream Devourer…

      But his hands were unreachable, the roots iron-solid. So were his pockets, where I hoped he might still carry his Swiss Army knife. How long until the roots decided to squeeze him to death or he ran out of air?

      “Hold on, hold on,” I told him. My hands were shaking so badly, I forced myself to stop and take a few deep gulps of air. “I’m going to get you out of here.” Desperate times called for desperate measures. It was going to royally suck, but not as much as having Aidan maimed. I reached for the dagger.

      To find it gone.

      A new wave of panic hit me. I patted my whole lower back. No, no, no, no. I spun and raked my hands across the grass. Where was it?

      I searched the ground around me, the place where I’d lain breathless, and all the way to the pond’s edge. The dagger was nowhere to be found. Had a root snuck out on me and grabbed it, or…

      The pond extended ahead of me, the green leafy surface still and nonthreatening, the bright spots of flowers sewn around seemingly inviting.

      Crap.

      Another wave of rustling noise rose behind me. I dragged the backpack to Aidan and emptied it on the grass, searching the contents. Nothing that would help in the situation, not even a plastic spork.

      “Don’t worry,” I told Aidan. I stood and searched for a branch or something I could use as a weapon. “I’ll be right back!”

      I found a couple of sticks and returned to the pond’s edge. The longest one, I stabbed into the soil, pressing until it stood on its own—I needed a waymark in case I got turned around inside the pond. The second, a nicely thick one with a wicked sharp end from where it had ripped off the tree, I kept in my hand. I doubted it would do much good, but it sure made me feel braver.

      Unwilling to lose any more time, I ignored the shivering in my limbs and shoved aside all nightmare-inducing guesses of how this was about to go incredibly wrong for me. I stepped into the pond, trying to create as few ripples as possible, and thanked the heavens for finding the water was still ankle-high.

      Careful of splashing too much, I retraced our earlier run, checking over my shoulder every so often that I didn’t veer off course from Aidan’s position. Once I thought I had gone far enough, I began to walk in circles, pushing the leaves away. The search sped up once I went down to all fours, forgot about clearing the leaves, and simply felt around with my hands.

      Desperation grew as my circles widened. I had hoped the extra sense I had about artifacts would help me find the dagger once I got close, but what if the sense only worked with the Eye?

      What if the Eye had already recalled the dagger?

      What if Aidan was taking his last breath at that very moment?

      All because I had to go to the Arkland. Because I just had to try to prove myself. Because I had to see the artifact instead of waiting as I should’ve.

      I smashed the water in frustration. Fine. We’d do it the hard way.

      Decision made, I unhooked the seeker from my belt loop.
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      The butterfly-shaped artifact stole my breath anew. Such beautiful craftsmanship. And may it point the correct way, I wished, waking the magic in my veins and pouring it into the artifact.

      The round gemstone inside rolled sideways, coming to rest against the edge of one of the wings.

      Fifty-fifty chance—my heart’s desire or my doom.

      Mentally crossing my fingers, I advanced in that direction, feeling ahead of me. The bottom of the pond was made of smooth, round stones and pebbles that hurt my knees, but not as much as I was going to hurt whoever had spelled that box.

      Then I noticed I was headed straight back to Aidan.

      “Oh, c’mon!” I pressed the heels of my hands against my eyes, felt tears trying to brim over.

      No, I told myself sternly. Might be coincidence. I sent a new wave of magic into the artifact, concentrating hard on the dagger. The gem didn’t so much as quiver.

      Lips pressing into a grim line, I re-hooked the artifact and continued my search in the same direction. “Bad seeker,” I muttered, shoving leaves out of my way and dipping down to my elbows.

      The difference in water height finally registered. Startled, I glanced up to see the cover of leaves bump ominously a few paces away.

      “Bad seeker,” I cried, scrambling to my feet and fisting my hands. The stick was long gone, abandoned when desperation had forced me to search with both hands. “Fine,” I yelled at the approaching mass. “Show me what you got, jerk!”

      The pond monster rose from under the leaves and slammed into me. I grunted and held on, locking my legs against the bottom of the pond to stop it from bringing me down to the water. The level was too high—I would drown if it landed on top of me.

      It made no noises as it pressed against me, attempting to engulf me. It squeezed my sides, and something curled around my ankles. I had no Dream Devourer, but if I could get my hands inside, perhaps I could do some damage. Aidan had gotten in. I could, too.

      So I ripped and dug until I came upon the round stones protecting its innards. There was almost enough round surface to grasp, but they were packed too tightly to slide through with only my hand. As soon as I took a good hold of one of the stones, I wrenched with all my strength. The stone went flying through the air, and I shoved my hand back inside to find the hole had been filled. Another stone followed the first one, and another, and another, and then they were loose enough for me to push my hand through.

      I pressed farther in, seeking something to rip to shreds, but it was all a big pile of mulch. Just a big pile of good ol’ Fae goo. Gross and disgusting, and I would probably want to puke later when I really thought about it. I shoved my hand deeper, and, finally, my fingertips scratched something.

      It was solid to the touch, grabbable. Tearable. If this was what Aidan had speared with Dream Devourer, let’s see how well the pond monster would reconstruct itself if it didn’t have it anymore.

      I gripped it tight and pulled. It fought me, the stones digging into my arm, the mass tightening around my torso until I thought it might break all my ribs. Like the tree’s roots might be breaking Aidan’s ribs. Because I just had to open the stupid box. With a cry of rage, I pushed against the monster with my other hand and got my arm free.

      Small snapping sounds followed as I ripped the thing from the monster’s innards, and then the whole mass collapsed, leaves feathering down to the water, stems and stones landing with noisy splashes. The water receded—or the ground lifted—until it once again lapped softly against my ankles.

      In my hand, a red mass, transparent like solid jelly, but fast turning opaque and shrinking until it was one more round stone in the center of my palm. A red stone, unlike the normal gray ones of the bottom of the pond. I used my foot to dig into the pile of stems and leaves slowly being absorbed into the pond and caught sight of some of the armor stones. Also gray.

      Something else caught my attention. With a small cry of joy, I shoved the red stone into my pocket and knelt to clear away the leaves.

      My dagger lay among the disappearing remains of the pond monster.

      “Good seeker!” I exclaimed with a fist bump.

      Losing no time, I snatched it from the pond and ran back to Aidan.

      His cocoon hadn’t changed, I saw with relief. Kneeling by his side, I unsheathed the dagger and pondered where to cut first.

      With the price using the dagger commanded, each slice was worth a treasure. A treasure of flesh and blood. The last time I’d used it, a tiny nick on my finger had resulted in a larger cut. Now… I studied the roots, thinking quickly.

      My first instinct was to cut the roots around his face, but what good would that do? Unless he had grown razor-sharp fangs while cocooned, that would get him no closer to freedom. But if I got to Dream Devourer, then we’d be in good business—nightmares were a lot preferable to bleeding out. I tried to recall which hand he’d last used to wield it and thought it might’ve been the left one. Great, I didn’t even need to change sides.

      I patted the top of the roots. “I’m getting you out, Aidan. Stay still.”

      Going by the bits of clothing stuck between the roots and the approximate length and bumps of the cocoon, I calculated the whereabouts of his hand.

      Okay, this was going to suck. I eyed the plastic bags warily. If I cut my fingers off, at least they could sew them back on. Right?

      Please no severed digits, no arteries, no internal important anything.

      I inhaled deeply, girded my loins, and began to saw away. I only had about a minute before the cut would be mirrored on me, so I had to make this quick.

      To my colossal relief, the roots fell off like butter under the dagger’s edge. One good cut, and I was able to make enough space to reach his hand.

      Unfortunately, it was empty.

      Good news, though, it clenched and unclenched—Aidan was alive.

      Cursing my bad luck, I started to work on the roots holding the rest of the arm, but once the first couple had been cut, the tree seemed to think it was a losing battle and loosened enough that Aidan was able to tear himself free without me having to use the dagger again.

      It could’ve been much worse, I consoled myself, helping rip off the last bits of roots.

      Then Aidan’s arms went around me, and I forgot all about bloody repercussions.

      “Aidan?” I whispered into his jacket.

      He growled and held me tighter, one hand running up and down my spine, as if making sure I was real, and coming perilously close to my—

      Aidan yelped and broke the contact. He stared at his arm, perplexed.

      “What is it?” I asked in alarm.

      He shrugged off his jacket. Three widening stains darkened his Henley. He touched around them and flinched in pain.

      My mouth fell open, my brain working out what had happened—the dagger had mirrored the cuts on him, not me. Why? What had changed?

      The Eye.

      Holy cow. Did the dagger only reflect on the user if the Eye was connected? Or did it simply reflect on a random person in the vicinity?

      I began to take off my T-shirt. “Cut my sleeves to wrap around those.”

      His hands covered mine and pulled the hem down. I met his gaze, feeling guilty and suddenly shy. Something dark and heated filled his stare—a hidden side of Aidan I’d never expected to experience. Not outside some wishful thinking.

      He cupped my cheek and leaned in.

      “Thank you.”

      I kind of melted in the spot.

      Then he put his jacket back on and began searching our surroundings.

      “What…?” I asked, still somewhat dazed.

      “I lost Dream Devourer when the roots took a grip on me.”

      “You mean it was outside the cocoon the whole time?”

      He nodded and let out a happy hum when he located Dream Devourer’s handle from among the grass by the tree.

      I wanted to cry. There had been no need to go searching for the dagger, use the artifact, and fight the monster because the damn Fae sword had been right here and not inside the cocoon like I’d assumed.

      “Come, Maddie,” he said, crouching to put the backpack’s contents back inside. “We’ve lost too much time.”

      I nodded numbly, sheathing the dagger and returning it to the back loops of my jeans. He shouldered the backpack on his good side and offered his other hand.

      I shook my head. I didn’t want to hurt him.

      His eyes narrowed a fraction, and then we were off, walking among the trees. I kept my gaze peeled on the ground because screw this nightmarish Faerie garden.

      “The dagger caused those wounds on my arm, didn’t it?”

      I sent him a fast glance. His face was unreadable. “Yes.”

      “Interesting.”

      His tone was as neutral as his face.

      “I didn’t know you lost Dream Devourer. I had to cut you out.”

      “I know. Thank you.”

      If he was so thankful, why did he sound so chilled and distant? “I fought the pond monster.”

      “You what?”

      I smiled, basking in the high pitch of his voice. Mean of me, perhaps, but I’d rather be on the hot part of his hot-cold routine.

      “Maddie, what did you do?” he asked, a touch of fatalism creeping into his voice.

      I shrugged nonchalantly. “I lost the dagger when we fought it the first time, so I had to go back to find it.”

      “Did you use the seeker?”

      “Erm.”

      He shook his head and looked heavenward for answers. Unfortunately for him, all that was above us was the roof of Faerie.

      “I tried without it first,” I assured him. “But it was no use.”

      “Did it work?”

      “A little. At first, I thought it didn’t because it kept pointing to you, but then the pond monster arrived, and it had the dagger inside.”

      “If it had the dagger and you didn’t have Dream Devourer, how did you fight it?”

      I grinned. “I shoved my hand inside like you did and ripped out his heart.” Damn, that sounded badass when spoken aloud.

      “You’re going to be the death of me.”

      I elbowed him. “Wanna see?”

      He stared at me, that odd glint back in his eyes. “You kept it?”

      “Yup.” I dug it out of my pocket and showed it to him. The stone had remained the same size and opaque red. “It was bigger when I took it out, and transparent like jelly, but then turned into this.”

      He took it and examined it carefully, never breaking his stride. I envied that about him, the way he could focus on something so intently while automatically doing something else. After he was done inspecting it, he tossed it back to me.

      “Aidan?”

      “Keep it. We’ll take a better look at the Institute.”

      “What if I forget that I have it?”

      His expression hardened, his brows dipping low. “I’ll remember.”

      “Left pocket,” I told him just in case.

      For answer, he increased the pace. “Why didn’t you call on Greenie to help you?”

      “Who?”

      He came to a sudden halt. “What?”

      I frowned in confusion. “Who’s Greenie?”

      Aidan tried hard to keep his expression set in stone, but the way he paled and the flicker of worry in his eyes sent all my internal alarms blaring.

      “Aw, dammit,” I said with sudden understanding. “The stopping potion ran out, didn’t it?”
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      Now that I was aware of it, I had the overwhelming itch to write things down. Aidan shot through the forest as if his life and not my memories depended on it. I ran after him, trying to remember if I had packed a pen in the backpack.

      The trees parted soon after, and we found ourselves facing another opening in the forest. A much smaller one this time, with circular flowerbeds contained by the same bricks as the rows of bushes by the portal.

      Aidan sighed in relief. “We’re here.”

      He lost no time in walking among the plants until he stopped by a group of red bushes, their tips curling down as if the weight of the flowers blossoming there was too much to bear.

      “These ones. I’m sure of it.” He produced his Swiss Army knife and held it out.

      I shook my head. “You do it.” I’d had enough dealings with blades for a month.

      He looked pained.

      I winced. “It’s something I forgot, isn’t it?”

      He took my hand and pressed the knife against my palm, curling my fingers around it. “Remove the inside bits first, or we might be in trouble.”

      “There are bags in the backpack,” I told him, studying the flower and wondering how to go about cutting the thing before it did whatever evil Fae thing it had blossomed to do. “Say, how come I remember the bags and the Eye-dagger, but I don’t remember these flowers or, uh, Greenie?”

      He watched closely while I did my best not to slice my fingers. “It seems to be random.”

      I set the smaller flower bits down on the soil and went for the stems. “Is there a pen in there?”

      Aidan shook his head and took out one of the bags, opening it so I could drop the flower inside. “Lockhart said at least five, so cut all six in the bunch, to make sure.” He shuddered. “I don’t want to come here again.”

      I murmured my agreement and cut the rest of the flowers. Aidan sealed the bag carefully and returned it to the backpack.

      “Are you sure no pen inside?” I asked, scratching my forearms.

      Aidan reached out and held my hand still, linking his fingers through mine and pulling me back the way we had come.

      “You could tell them to me instead of writing them down,” he said gruffly.

      I opened my mouth to do that, because it was a great idea, but the memories slipped through the moment I tried to put them into words.

      “Maddie?”

      The concern in his voice broke a piece of my heart. “I’m sorry, I can’t. It doesn’t seem to work that way.”

      He snorted. “Of course not.”

      “Damn Fae spells,” I said, trying to inject some humor.

      “Damn Fae,” he agreed, squeezing my hand and all but dragging me forward in his hurry to get to the portal.

      The trip back was uneventful. No pond monster rose from the watery depths as we made our way around the pond instead of through; no roots hindered our way or attempted to cocoon us. For all intents and purposes, it was as if the garden had grown uninterested and was happy to see us gone.

      I retrieved the Eye before we used the portal, marveling once again at the fact that I remembered the Eye-dagger but not Greenie. Who, according to Aidan’s explanations—after huffing that you can take the memories out of the girl but you can’t take the girl out of her never-ending well of curiosity—was an extremely dangerous Fae hound I had awakened from an Eye artifact, and which I should never, ever, ever call on again because nobody had any clue what the price for adopting it meant for me.

      But, I mean, I had called it Greenie. Not exactly a name that instilled terror and fear among the populace. How bad could he be?

      The sorc’s earthy cube of a second basement waited for us on the other side of the portal. Aidan only relaxed after I had made it through in one piece—something to do with the last time we had attempted a portal spell out of Faerie, probably. It was funny how you could remember things in the past, and be sure that’s all the story there was, never realizing your memories were turning into Swiss cheese.

      As far as I knew, I had ended up in Faerie, found Aidan in a cell, then used the Keeper of Secrets on Lord Velei so he would let us free. Who knew what was missing in between?

      Aidan nudged me toward the steep stairs and watched intently until I made it over before climbing up himself.

      “Come up,” came from above us.

      Yeah, I wouldn’t want to wait in this basement either.

      We went up to the first floor and found Lockhart sitting on his sofa, hands linked over his midriff, feet propped on the grimy coffee table.

      “How did it go?” he asked, arching his brows. “You took your sweet time.”

      Aidan threw the backpack at his face. “All there,” he said with a bit of a snarl. “Get going.”

      Lockhart oumphed, then grumbled, but did open the backpack and look inside. His expression lit up when he took out Marta’s wrapped sandwich, and when he stood, it remained in his hand while his other held the bag with the flowers.

      “Excellent,” he said, going to another entrance in the room.

      We followed and found ourselves in his kitchen. Unlike the rest of the house, this room was spotless. Old but clean marble tops, gleaming appliances, a breakfast table piled high with chemist equipment.

      “You’re like bad TV’s idea of drug dealers,” I said in wonder.

      “I know, right?” he answered with obvious pride.

      I inspected the tubes and burners and other glass equipment on the table. “Do you really use all this stuff?”

      “What? Not whimsical enough for you?”

      I shrugged. I had imagined sorcs being more of the bending-over-a-cauldron-in-a-dark-cave type.

      “Enough talking.” Aidan’s deep voice cut through the atmosphere like a hot knife.

      Lockhart pursed his lips, clearly unhappy with Aidan’s attitude but unwilling to allow it to destroy a perfectly profitable business arrangement. He left the bag of flowers and the sandwich on the table and approached me.

      Aidan tensed. “What are you doing?”

      Lockhart rolled his eyes. “Relax, I just need to examine her. It’s a tricky potion, I told you. It needs to match the spell, and that includes how it’s currently affecting her.”

      “Go ahead,” I told him, stepping closer.

      Aidan growled in warning, but we ignored him. Lockhart peered into my eyes then took my wrists and felt for my pulse.

      The barest of magic tickles ran along my arms to meet in the base of my throat and dip inside my chest, where it became one with my heartbeats, and my heartbeats became all I could sense and feel until there was nothing else in the world.

      And just as it all edged on too much to bear, Lockhart broke contact and reality came into sharp contrast through my resulting gasp.

      “Maddie?” Aidan asked.

      “I’m okay,” I told him. I spied a notepad and pen lying among the tubes and lunged for them.

      Keeper of Secrets has names.

      I had barely finished writing when Aidan reached around me and casually tore the page. He crumbled it into a wad and stored it in his pocket.

      The slight wince his movements created reminded me of something I hadn’t forgotten yet. Turning to Lockhart, I asked, “Do you have a first aid kit?”

      He was looking at me, all calculation and shrewdness. “The potion stopping the spell ran out.”

      “Yes,” I agreed. “But his arm needs care and—”

      “Don’t worry about me,” Aidan said curtly. To Lockhart, he said, “Do your potion before she loses any more memories.”

      My hand moved on its own, my attention wholly focused on the sorc. The slight rasping of pen moving against paper filled the air. Aidan’s glance flickered to the notepad as soon as I was done, and before I could read what I had written, he tore that page off, too. Then he took the pen from me. Jerk.

      “There’s a slight problem,” Lockhart said. He picked up Marta’s sandwich and began unwrapping it. “With the other potion wearing off, her memories are disappearing at a much faster rate. It’s affected the original spell’s magic.”

      “What does that mean?” Aidan asked sharply.

      I simply croaked a “What?”

      The sorc took a bite of the sandwich and moaned in pleasure. “Her memory loss is more advanced, so she needs a more potent version of the potion.”

      I swallowed hard. We were going to have to go back into that infernal garden, weren’t we? “We have to go in there again?”

      “What you need can’t be found in my garden,” Lockhart answered before taking another bite.

      Aidan glowered, his anger almost physical. “You want more money?”

      Lockhart sniffed in affront. “Nothing so banal. No, I need the blood of whoever made the spell.”

      Might as well have said he needed ice from Hell. “We don’t know who made the spell,” I said, valiantly keeping my growing panic out of my voice. No way we could figure that out and track them down before the spell came to its bitter end, especially now that it was on overdrive thanks to the other potion.

      Aidan’s hand landed on mine, and I realized with a start I had begun to scratch my forearm again, digging my nails so hard red welts lined my skin.

      Lockhart lowered the sandwich to the table. “There is another option.”

      “Spill it,” Aidan bit out.

      “I can use the blood from a Fae lord. The magic in a Fae with that much power should overtake that of the original spellcaster.”

      “And if the original caster was another Fae lord?” I asked.

      “Then it’s up to chance.” Lockhart studied me. “Do you think a Fae lord created the spell that caught you?”

      I couldn’t imagine someone so high up the Fae society ladder bothering with it. I shook my head. “No.”

      Aidan ground his teeth. “How much blood?”

      “A drop or a few specks will be enough.”

      “Very well. Stay here. We will return with the blood.”

      Lockhart’s smile was very wide and very toothy. “I can’t wait.”

      Aidan gave him the finger and dragged me toward the door.

      “One second,” Lockhart said.

      We stopped. He opened one of the cabinets and threw us a box of gauze. I caught it and winked my thanks.

      “Always handy when glass is involved,” he drawled, waving goodbye as Aidan resumed his dragging.

      Soon we were out of the house and approaching someone’s car. I worried about that until Aidan produced a matching set of keys and I figured it must be his car—another memory down the drain. He threw the backpack in the back seat and got inside, then opened the passenger door for me. I had barely sat and closed the door when he maneuvered out of the parking spot and we sped forward.

      “Your arm…”

      “Forget about it.” His attention was wholly focused ahead of us, his jaw clamped tightly, a slight tic in his cheek.

      “Where are we going?”

      “To ask for a meeting.”

      “With who—oh! Lord Velei?”

      “Do you know any other Fae lord at hand?”

      “He’ll never do it.”

      Aidan’s voice got rougher. “I’ll find a way to convince him.” He gave me a fast, searing glance. “What’s my name?”

      “Uh. Aidan.”

      “Where do you work?”

      “At the Institute.”

      “Name its members.”

      “Marta…” And then I drew a blank. Technically, I knew there were more members. There had to be more members. I remembered the offices. And yet…

      Aidan cursed foully. “Do you remember your mother?”

      My mom’s face immediately came into focus. “Yes,” I breathed with relief.

      Aidan lifted a hand from the steering wheel and fished for one of mine. I held on to it, drawing comfort from the warmth and familiarity of his touch.

      “It’s going to be okay,” he said.

      That was nice of him, but it really wasn’t going to. Why would Lord Velei give us his blood? I still remembered not parting on good terms. I remembered Aidan declaring I was under the Institute’s protection.

      I remembered thinking Lord Velei would not allow me to get away with it—whatever that “it” was.

      “Do you think Lord Velei had the box spelled?” I asked with sudden clarity.

      “I considered it, but I don’t think he did. He had no way of knowing you’d be the one to open the box. I think whoever has been making trouble for the Institute is responsible. Lord Velei might be feeling vengeful where you’re concerned, but he’s been around for a while. He knows how to bid his time.”

      “Great,” I muttered.

      “I did try to keep you away from the Institute,” Aidan said, a touch of humor in his voice.

      “Is that an ‘I told you so’?”

      “I would never fall to such lows.”

      I eyed him suspiciously. “Are you trying to make me feel better?”

      We had stopped at a red light, and he cradled my cheek with his hand, his eyes piercing and one corner of his mouth tugging up into a crooked smile. “I would never.”

      I pushed his hand away, my face aflame. “Oh, shut up.”

      He gave a low chuckle and returned his attention to the road.

      And damn if he hadn’t lifted my thoughts away from the deep, spiraling pit of doom in my gut.

      A weary sigh escaped me. “He might ask for a favor.”

      And the Institute never traded for favors.

      “We’ll see,” Aidan answered noncommittally.

      “Aww, you’d break the rules for me?”

      This time I got a fast, steady glance. “Haven’t I already?”

      I frowned, unsure of what he meant. When had he broken the rules for me? I squirmed in my seat, the dagger uncomfortable against my lower back. Was that something I had forgotten? Whoever had created the spell needed to get their act together and make the memories disappear in order, not in this chaotic here, there, whatever! mess.

      Pulling up my sleeve, I read the things written there and jolted in surprise.

      “Are your eyes really golden in Faerie?” I searched his brown eyes in awe. Would they appear all swirly like Lord Velei’s? And why on Earth did I remember Lord Velei’s eyes and not…not…

      Not this man’s.

      I averted my face immediately, a knot of raw panic lodged in my throat. C’mon, Maddie, I urged myself. You know this man. You remember him at the sorc’s kitchen, you remember getting him out of the roots cocoon, you remember his embrace and his scowls. The way he looked at you when he first entered that room in the Bowels of Hell. You know his name.

      I might’ve known it, but I no longer remembered it.
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      “You forgot about my eyes already?” the man said like the fight had suddenly gone out of him. As if pumping himself up, his next words came out stronger, determined. “Yes. I’m one-fourth Fae. The magic in my blood is strong enough to command some changes while I’m in Faerie.”

      “One-fourth? Damn,” I managed weakly.

      “Not many know this.” The man gave me a worried glance. He should be worried. The fact that all I had mustered was fake enthusiasm after pestering him for so long about it should be a dead giveaway that something was very wrong in Maddie-land.

      But hey, at least I remembered my name.

      I rubbed my face, trying to rally up the troops. When had I given up? Never. I was a glass-half-full kind of person. I might mess up, but I always tried to make the best out of it. So what if I had forgotten his name? I hadn’t forgotten him. I hadn’t forgotten the spark of happiness that lit my chest when he stood near me or the enjoyment I took from doing things along with him. And he wouldn’t forget me. We’d find a way out of this.

      Giving my cheeks a couple of soft slaps, I breathed in deeply, tried to clear my mind. “Okay, so what do you think Lord Velei will want in exchange for help—if he even wants to help?”

      “The Keeper,” the man said without inflection. “Or a favor.”

      “What’s a Keeper.”

      He let out a pained groan. “It’s a dangerous artifact.”

      “What does it do?”

      “It rips secrets from the user in exchange for making their order happen, bypassing the need for a true name.”

      A low whistle escaped my lips. “Nice.”

      “Lord Velei thinks so as well.”

      Something nudged my mind. “Wait, is that the reason we were in Faerie a month ago?”

      “More or less.”

      We fell into silence as he drove to a quiet neighborhood filled with apartment buildings.

      “Where are we?” I asked, peering through the window.

      “My place.”

      “Not going to the Institute?”

      He shook his head. Perhaps he kept all the portal spells at his home. Perhaps he didn’t want to have to deal with the MEC woman. I concentrated hard, but no name came to mind. Oh, well.

      We parked in the visitor spot inside the building’s garage, which I took to mean the car wasn’t his, and he led me up to his apartment. It was exactly as I had imagined it would be—white walls and hardwood floors, spotless, barely any furniture. A big TV in front of a comfy beige sofa, a glass coffee table, not a game console in sight.

      But what it lacked in furniture and electronics, it more than made it up with art.

      The man disappeared into another room while I stared in awe at the few things hanging on the walls. A glass sculpture of a branch curving into a perfect spiral, green and transparent with added buds in complimenting tints of salmon pink. A small print of the most perfect hue of midnight blue, filled with stars. A framed work of stained glass with the sun and the moon and trees and flowers almost out of a fairy tale. A few free-standing shelves with books and odd bits.

      “Maddie,” he called from the other room.

      I dragged myself away from this fascinating window into who the man was on the inside and followed him. He stood in what was obviously his home office, with a big desk, a computer, and a large shelf. The floor was covered by a hard plastic layer.

      And as I watched him bend over his desk and write on a piece of parchment, blood smeared across his hand and a matching smudge on his jeans, words burst out of me.

      “What’s your name?”

      He froze. I couldn’t see his face, and he refused to show it as he answered, “Aidan.”

      Aidan. The name felt right. Cheered by this knowledge, I clapped my hands. “Okay. Are we going to portal into Lord Velei’s house?”

      He turned toward me then, his expression inscrutable. “I’m the Magical Artifacts Institute’s director. I mean you no harm.”

      I grinned. “Don’t worry, I still remember that part.”

      “Good.” There was a world of feeling in that word. Before I could think of how to respond, he resumed writing on the paper and said, “We can’t appear unannounced. Not this time,” he amended. “We’ll ask for a meeting.”

      Once finished, he folded the paper and put it in his back pocket, grabbed a blade from the desk, and shooed me out of the room.

      “You can’t call from here?” I asked.

      “Too high up,” he responded.

      He took me out of his apartment and down to the basement of the building. He ignored the exit to the garage and instead pointed me toward another door. A hallway lined with numbered doors appeared beyond.

      “I own a cellar,” Aidan explained. Ah, Aidan. So good to have a name for the face.

      He stopped by one of the doors and unlocked it. Even without his actions, I would’ve known it was his by the wards permeating the door and the walls. The man was a stickler for security.

      The room was deep and narrow. A chair and a closed shelf had been placed by the entrance, a cabinet opposite of them. On the other side of the room, a series of circles made of braided swirl designs had been drawn on the floor, the biggest one nearly touching the walls. Six crystals laid in strategic spots, reminding me of the crystals shedding light inside Lord Velei’s house.

      “Are those—”

      “Faerie crystals? Yes.”

      I nudged him with my elbow. “Pilfered them right from under his nose, huh?”

      “I would never.” His slight smile belied the words. “Stay here.”

      I stayed put, watching avidly as he walked up to the circle and produced the folded paper. He used the blade to nick his finger and let a drop fall to the paper. I winced. This, I remembered.

      He crunched the paper into a ball, and his shoulders shook slightly, perhaps remembering how I had attempted a similar calling before. Then he threw the wad of paper into the middle of the circles and waited.

      No hand appeared out of nowhere, no Ren or other Fae popped in to grab the paper. It caught aflame all the same, though, and soon it was consumed and gone. No ashes remained, no burnt spot on the floor.

      “I guess that means it worked?”

      “Indeed,” Aidan said, intent on the spot.

      “How long until we know?”

      “Depends on how busy he is, or how much he wants to make us suffer.”

      Then we were in for a bit of a wait. I sat on the chair and stretched my legs. Unfortunately, no pen graced the table or the top of the cabinet. Why had I left my phone behind?

      “Hey, do you have your phone with you?”

      “No.”

      “Can we take care of your cuts now?”

      “No.”

      Maybe he had magical Fae antiseptic lying around. I scrunched my nose, unhappy with his refusal to tend to his wounds, and was poking the words on my forearm when I felt him come to stand right in front of me.

      I looked up. “Yes?”

      He leaned forward, grasping the back of the chair and caging me with his arms. “What’s my name?” he asked.

      “Aidan.”

      “Good.” But he didn’t move away. Instead, he leaned closer. “Again,” he whispered.

      My heartbeats picked up. I didn't know what to do with my hands. He was so close, and I had the errant idea that if I allowed myself to peer into his eyes, I’d be truly lost.

      And I couldn’t allow that, because I had the sinking feeling that he was only acting like this due to Lockhart’s potion.

      A flash of light and the distinct smell of burned ozone filled the air, breaking the sudden intimacy between us. Aidan returned to the circle, and this time, I followed close behind.

      A similar wad of paper rested where the other one had fallen. Aidan picked it up and unrolled it carefully.

      “What does it say?” I asked, trying to read over his arm.

      “He will meet us.”

      “When?”

      “Right now.”

      “Where?”

      “At a neutral location.” He went to the cabinet and dropped the paper in one of the drawers before opening another and taking out a vial of golden liquid.

      “What’s that?”

      Aidan smiled but didn’t answer.

      “Why are you smiling like that?” I asked, immediately suspicious.

      He unscrewed the top of the vial and allowed a few drops of the gold liquid to fall on one of the circles on the ground, then placed another drop on the back of his free hand and one more on the back of mine. The golden tear was cool against my skin, but I was too scared of touching it and breaking whatever magic it was supposed to do.

      By the time Aidan had put the vial back in the cabinet and was back by my side, not only had he still not answered, but he looked bloodthirsty, like he had been itching for a fight and he was about to get one.

      “Aidan?”

      He took my hand and winked. “I missed you, too.”

      The moment he said that, the circle on the floor flashed golden, as did the backs of our hands. The floor became a golden mirror, the tiniest of golden leaves floating upward in the air.

      “Jump,” Aidan ordered.

      We jumped.

      Magic rushed through us as we sank into the golden pool. Like breaking through some kind of elastic surface, it stretched and molded to our bodies, refusing to allow us through, until it suddenly shattered into a million pieces, and then I was stumbling onto a hard ground.

      Aidan caught me before I fell, his body tense and alert. We were in some sort of cave with no exit and no light except for the one emanating from the portal on one side. Like the one at the sorc’s, it reminded me of a blurry mirror, one that didn’t reflect us but allowed the strange ambient light of Faerie to seep through.

      “Are we in Faerie?” I whispered, admiring the lovely workmanship of the portal itself. It had been carved to represent trees and flowers and birds and even a few butterflies.

      “We are on neutral ground.”

      “That’s not an answer.”

      But it was the only one I was going to get since the portal’s surface chose that moment to flash brightly then dissolve.

      I yelped and stepped back, coming to stand by Aidan.

      Lord Velei stood on the other side, a familiar female Fae who reminded me of a pirate a few paces behind.

      Today, the Fae Lord had chosen to wear a deep green vest decorated with golden embroidery, the shirt underneath a warm cream color that complimented his tanned skin and straight, deep black hair. The usual blandness decorated his face, the effect broken by the twinkle in his bright golden gaze that bespoke of all the mischief he was willing to rain on our persons. And why not? As far as he knew, he had the upper hand—we needed him, not the other way around.

      Unfortunately for him, I still had an ace up my sleeve.

      I could only hope I wouldn’t forget about it within the next few minutes.
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      “Greaves,” Lord Velei said as greeting.

      Aidan gave him a short bow of his head. “Lord Velei.”

      Lord Velei’s attention turned to me. “And the faelette.”

      “Lord Velei,” I mumbled, nodding with respect. The cavern was strangely cold and my body strangely hot, and the combination was wreaking havoc on my nerves.

      “Your missive appeared to be of an urgent nature,” Lord Velei continued, addressing Aidan, “but it held no specifics.”

      Ah, yes, How To Attract A Fae’s Interest 101: Curiosity.

      The poor guys couldn’t help themselves; it was ingrained in their DNA.

      Aidan didn’t betray any triumph or glee at the success of his hook. He kept his expression neutral, his eyes guarded. I could almost hear the wheels in his brain turning, choosing and disregarding ways in which he might approach a deal with Lord Velei without surrendering any advantage.

      Since we had basically only one advantage, there really was no way around it.

      “I would like to offer a deal,” Aidan said.

      Lord Velei tilted his head and looked at me. Either he had heard about the spell’s debacle, or he had investigated me in the last four weeks and had come to the correct conclusion that I was involved in some sort of mess. “A deal, you say.”

      I remained silent, linking my hands behind my back.

      He smiled faintly. “Let us hear about this deal.”

      “We need a drop of your blood,” Aidan said like he was at the grocery store.

      The smile widened. “Interesting.”

      “What will it take?”

      “A lord’s blood is a powerful ingredient for many types of magic. I should first like to hear what you mean to use it for.”

      I wanted to point at him and shout, he totally knows!

      Perhaps he read it in my face, because the Fae simply returned my glower with a placid look as if saying, what are you gonna do about it, huh?

      “We need it for a potion,” Aidan said carefully.

      “For who?”

      “One of our own.”

      “It’s me,” I said. “We need it for me.”

      “Maddie!”

      I lifted my hands in a what? gesture. “He knows it’s for me.”

      “It is true I have heard many a tale about your faelette,” Lord Velei told Aidan. “It was not hard to guess.”

      “We don’t have time for games,” Aidan snapped.

      Lord Velei’s brows arched. So did Pirate Fae’s. Even I was surprised—Aidan was usually much better at controlling himself and appearing at the very least barely polite.

      “So much passion, Greaves,” Lord Velei said. “Are you sure you are not the one in need of a potion?”

      “What. Is. It. Going. To. Take?” Aidan ground out.

      I glanced from him to Lord Velei. Now I was starting to get alarmed. We didn’t want the Fae to up and close the portal in our noses.

      But Lord Velei didn’t appear the least insulted. “It will take the Keeper of Secrets.”

      “Done,” Aidan bit out.

      I tugged at his jacket. “Aidan, no. Haggle or something.”

      “There is no time,” he repeated, stepping closer to the portal. “It will take time to retrieve, but we need the blood now,” he told Lord Velei.

      The Fae mulled this. “Ah, so an extra fee will be needed, then?”

      “The Keeper should be more than enough.”

      “But I hear your vault contains so many wonderful artifacts. Why not make it a lovely pair?”

      This “deal” was getting out of control. I half-stepped behind Aidan and hid my hands while he and Lord Velei went back and forth over the merits of owning not one but two artifacts—whatever those things were.

      Popping the Eye off the dagger, I unsheathed the blade and held it against the center of my palm.

      “I thought you needed the blood with some urgency,” I heard Lord Velei say in a bored voice. “If I had known you meant for me to sell it for so little, I would have not offered.”

      Here goes nothing, I thought and sliced across my palm. Then, without thinking twice, I sliced again, since I wasn’t sure the first one would land on the correct person. My eyes watered at the sting of pain, and I cursed silently, hoping my twitching had gone unnoticed. I returned the Eye to the dagger, the dagger to its sheath, and the whole thing to the loops of my jeans. Fisting my hand tightly to hide any blood, I reappeared from behind Aidan and fought to focus on their conversation.

      “Of course,” Lord Velei was saying, “we will need to make an official vow. Ener can be our witness.”

      “That’s fine with me,” Aidan bit out. “Choose your wording.”

      Nope, that wasn’t going to work. I needed them to talk for a bit longer. “Is what wise?” I piped in. “Maybe she’ll lie later out of loyalty to her lord.”

      The three of them looked at me as if I had grown two extra heads.

      “What?” I said. “It’s not like Fae aren’t known to be tricky.”

      “Would you feel better if Ener promised first to stay true to our vows?” Lord Velei asked, all smooth silk.

      Ener, the Pirate Fae, was regarding me like she’d like to use me as her personal doormat. Some might be into that kind of thing, but it wasn’t quite up my alley, so I simply beamed back.

      “Maddie,” Aidan said tersely. “Stop it. We’re wasting—ouch!” He held his hand.

      Oops.

      Almost immediately, Lord Velei cried out and jumped back. Blood spattered on the gleaming hardwood in front of him, right by the portal. Before I could point at it, Aidan was on the move, lunging through the portal and dragging the cuff of his jacket over the blood.

      Lord Velei rushed forward, a bundle of light gathering in his hand, but I was already tossing something through the portal—the pond monster’s heart—and it was enough to confuse the Fae into making a grab for it and slow his progress.

      Aidan bounced back and touched the portal’s frame. It fogged up just as Ener reached it.

      True surprise took over Lord Velei’s blurring features, for the first time I could remember—which, given, wasn’t saying much—and I mouthed, payment.

      His smile of amusement was the last visible thing before he and the pirate Fae vanished from view and the ambient Faerie light returned.

      “Good thinking,” Aidan exclaimed in triumph. He slid a hand around my neck and turned me toward him.

      Then he kissed me fast and hard on the lips.

      I stood there, frozen, gaping, and speechless. He crouched on the floor and activated the other portal circle like nothing had just happened.

      “Hurry,” he urged, holding out his hand. I took it, barely registering the golden light emanating from the back of my hand. Once he had pulled me to his side, he said, “One, two, three, and jump.”

      I managed a nod, still staring at him, my mind a mass of white noise.

      He counted, and I managed to jump on time. In a couple of seconds, we were landing in his cellar. I thought vaguely I should ask him why we landed on the golden pool instead of jumping out of it, but my brain was still short-circuited.

      He lost no time in ushering me to the car and driving out of the building, back to Lockhart’s place.

      “Maddie, are you okay?” he asked on the way there, probably worried I had forgotten how to talk.

      By then, the shock of having his lips on mine had faded into anger. Not at Aidan but at Lockhart. I ground my teeth the rest of the way, and as soon as Lockhart opened the door and Aidan strode toward the kitchen, I took hold of the sorc.

      “Did you give Aidan a love potion?” I demanded in an angry whisper.

      Lockhart laughed, and I nearly kicked his knee in. Common sense prevailed, though—I needed him to make the potion, and then I’d kick his knees in.

      “No love potion,” he whispered back. “But to find the flower, his inhibitions had to be lowered. Don’t worry, it’s not permanent.”

      “You should’ve warned us.”

      He unhooked my hand from around his arm and walked backward toward the kitchen. “He didn’t want to know, remember?”

      I didn’t, so I narrowed my eyes, promising retribution if he was lying.

      Lockhart simply spun around and walked up to Aidan, who was waiting by the kitchen table.

      “You got the blood?”

      Aidan took off his jacket and proffered one of the cuffs. The bloodstains on his injured arm had expanded significantly, and more smears marred the front of his Henley from where he had cleaned his sliced palm.

      The heavy weight of depression settled on me. Maybe he was right in wanting to do nothing with me—all he did for me was fight monsters and take on Fae lords, and all I did for him was get him injured.

      “Maddie, don’t look so sad,” Aidan said gently. “We’re almost there.”

      “Sure.” I refused to meet his gaze and chose to focus on Lockhart instead, who had been busy during our absence—one of his glass beakers was half-filled with a purple liquid. I hoped that meant he had added berries to sweeten it up.

      Taking a scalpel from a drawer, Lockhart held the cuff above the beaker and scraped off some of the blood. The specks sank immediately, leaving a trail of darker purple in their wake. Too big of a trail for such tiny bits, but that was magic for you.

      Setting the scalpel aside, Lockhart took a glass stir bar and was about to mix the potion when he stopped.

      “What is it?” I asked, willing his hand to move and finish this day.

      “Weeeell…”

      “Lockhart,” Aidan said in warning tones.

      The sorcerer smiled at us. “You know what, I’ve changed my mind.”

      “What?” I exclaimed.

      “What?” Aidan said in a chilling dark voice.

      Lockhart tapped his chin. “I don’t think I want your money anymore.”

      This little sniveling jerk. I was going to kill him.

      “Going back on your word is not a good idea,” Aidan said silkily. “It might be counterproductive for your business if it were to get out.”

      I nodded, crossing my arms and glaring at Lockhart.

      He simply shrugged. “I think I’ll risk it.”

      A whisper of awareness caressed my skin, awakening goosebumps along my arms. The sorc eyed the window.

      “There might be more players at stake than you think, sorcerer,” Aidan said, leaning his hands against the table. “We are not without friends.”

      Lockhart returned his attention to us. “Your hound can’t break my wards, for I am more than Fae, and so is my magic.”

      Our hound? Did he mean this Greenie? I stole a glance at Aidan—his expression gave nothing away.

      Neither did his voice when he spoke next. “Perhaps this potion is too much for you. Is it beyond your ‘more than Fae’ magic?”

      Lockhart snorted. “Of course it will work. I created the original spell; I know how to nullify it.”

      This son of a bitch.

      Once again, I found myself gaping and speechless. Aidan’s hands tightened on the table, but otherwise he simply gave a nod of acknowledgment. Either he had expected it, or he had the best poker face. I supposed that, potion notwithstanding, he kind of had to have a good poker face since he dealt with Fae so much. He hadn’t risen to the position of director on his looks alone, nice as they were.

      Following his lead, I closed my mouth and glared at Lockhart.

      He pointed the stir rod at us. “Don’t think of calling on your hound. It can’t come through.”

      “Sure,” I said pleasantly. “As long as you stay here for the rest of your life.”

      Lockhart paled slightly at that. “This is just a business matter. I’m still willing to finish the potion for you.”

      “And what will it cost us?” I asked.

      “There is an item I want.”

      “An artifact?” Aidan said.

      “Not exactly. An instrument for making potions.”

      “It may help save time if you cut to the chase and tell us what you want,” Aidan told him.

      “Fine. It’s the Skull of Souls.”

      I recoiled. “The what?”

      “It’s a bowl made with pieces of ancient Fae lords’ skulls. It’s used to make powerful potions.”

      “Ew, you want to make potions in that?” I could count myself lucky mine was being made in a normal glass container.

      Lockhart’s spine went ramrod-straight. “It’s a very powerful item. Many would give fortunes to get potions made with it.”

      “That’s great,” Aidan said, “but we don’t have it.”

      Lockhart waved that aside. “I know that. But you will promise to search for it for me, if you want this potion.”

      Aidan shot me a glance then ran a hand through his hair. “Very well. I promise in payment for a successful potion that I will look into the Skull.”

      “Look into the Skull, no matter what.”

      “Wait,” I said. “No matter what?”

      “I don’t want my request put at the back of the list for years to come.”

      Aidan seemed to have expected this, his words fast when he answered, “I promise in payment for a successful potion that I will look into the Skull, no matter what.”

      “And retrieve it.”

      Dammit, Lockhart had caught that point.

      Aidan grimaced, just as unhappy. “Look into the Skull and do my best to retrieve it.”

      “Agreeable,” Lockhart said, putting the rod in the beaker. Another type of magic filled the air—one I had never felt before. The liquid inside the glass swirled, the purple hues changing from dark to light. The sorc held out a hand. “I need one of your memories.”

      “Mine?” I asked.

      “His,” he answered, jutting his chin toward Aidan.

      Aidan wasted no time in gripping Lockhart’s hand. His brows furrowed in concentration. The magic in the air rose a level higher, then subdued slowly along with the swirling of the potion.

      Once all traces of magic had disappeared from the atmosphere, Lockhart removed the rod and presented me with the beaker.

      “Drink it all.”

      I took the beaker and chugged its contents.
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      A memory of some of the sorc’s specimens kept in jars in his shop ran through my mind, and I did my best not to gag on the liquid. It had an overpowering bitter taste to it, and the texture wasn’t quite liquid like water, but with a slight density to it. All things considered, it could’ve been much worse.

      And then I remembered.

      I remembered Aidan’s golden eyes, I remembered Greenie, and I remembered what an artifact was. I remembered the password to my Instagram, and how much I disliked that one sushi place.

      Then I kept remembering. I remembered things from my temp jobs, from high school, and on and on. I remembered every embarrassing moment in my life, and I even remembered my first pediatrician’s face, which, honestly, was slightly bizarre.

      Some of the memories stayed, others faded, as old memories do, to return to the forefront when you least expect them or late at night while you stare at the ceiling.

      “Maddie?” Aidan asked.

      I licked my lips and gave him a huge smile. “It worked!”

      For a second, I thought he was going to crumble all the way to the floor with relief. He held on to his strength, though, and fixed Lockhart with a glare.

      “Who commissioned the spell?”

      Oh, right. I had forgotten about that part.

      The sorc took the empty beaker and rinsed it in the sink. “Client confidentiality.”

      “That’s for doctors and lawyers,” I pointed out, feeling on top of the world. I was filled with so much energy, I wanted to go out and run a couple of circles around the house.

      “It’s included with my services,” Lockhart said. “Who would trust my business if they thought I would go rattling their names to the Council or their enforcers?”

      “We’re the Institute,” Aidan said, voice hard.

      “Same thing. If I tell you who my client is, you’ll just go land them in trouble.”

      “May I remind you your client used the spell to harm a member of the Institute? You could be investigated for aiding a criminal.”

      “I didn’t ask what it would be made for, I was only hired to make it. The spell lay inactive and targeted no one specific, so how can you blame me for someone”—he looked straight at me—“triggering it? In the end, this sort of spell does no real physical harm.”

      I scrunched my nose at him. He stuck his tongue out.

      Aidan pushed away from the table and took his jacket and my backpack. “Is that all you will tell us? That someone commissioned it but not who or when?”

      Lockhart grabbed what was left of Marta’s sandwich. “Sorry, I have to think of my business.”

      “Fine. Maddie, let’s go.”

      We left him to Marta’s snack and saw ourselves out. Aidan had a familiar look of grim determination as we got into Victor’s car and he started the engine.

      “You know,” I said, “you never promised you’d give him the Skull thing. Only to search for it and retrieve it.”

      Aidan’s smile was fast and savage, and it reminded me of his sudden kiss. “I didn’t, did I? We’ll see how he likes getting caught at his own game.”

      I grinned. Aidan would do his best to get the Skull then trade it for the information he needed—if the sorc wanted it so badly. “Can I help search for it?”

      “You’ve done enough, don’t you think?”

      I blinked in surprise. His tone had been cold, and his features, smile now gone, were stoic and distant.

      “It’s my fault you had to promise,” I said slowly, watching him closely, “so I should help bring it to completion.”

      “You will lie low for a few weeks. Keep to your training with Victor and let me figure out about the Skull.”

      No smile, no apparent warmth. Aidan had retreated into a hard shell.

      His potion had run out.

      There would be no more errant touches, no unprompted grins or mischievous looks. No fast, hard kisses.

      And that last thought was what made me prod. “You don’t think I did good at the sorc’s garden? Or when I got Lord Velei’s blood?”

      His hands tightened on the steering wheel, and only the ample time I had spent staring at him allowed me to notice the slight reddening of his cheeks. “My memories while under the potion’s effects are unclear.”

      I averted my face so he wouldn’t see my smugness. So, he did remember the kiss and all the other bits and was planning on acting like it hadn’t happened. That explained his current coldness, even more extreme than his usual attitude.

      But now I knew better. Now I knew why he had ignored me for the last four weeks—an attempt to keep his feelings, his inner desires, in check. If he expected this coldness to work on me, he was in for a disappointment because I wanted to bask again in all that warmth that had peeked through in the garden. Especially since the sorc had confirmed the feelings hadn’t been planted there by the potion but had been there to begin with.

      So, I allowed him to think I was dropping the subject and regarded his actions under the potion’s effects as some form of aberration and fake feelings. I would allow him to relax for a few days, think I believed his lies, before finding a way to revisit the topic.

      “Whoever spelled the box didn’t care which of us they caught,” I said thoughtfully. “Just that it caught someone, forcing us to go to Lockhart’s store, where we would be found with the dead assistant.”

      “They called me with another tip to make sure I’d end up there at the correct time,” Aidan agreed in an easier tone, apparently relieved I wasn’t going to press the other issue. “Hmm. I wonder…”

      “You think they had someone watching and realized me and Victor were off on our own without telling anyone?”

      “It’s possible, but I don’t see how they could’ve guessed. The only people who knew about the spell triggering were you, Lopez, and Reed. You texted or called no one else, right?”

      “None. But they might’ve been waiting at the Hub.”

      “I got the call before you arrived there.”

      “You believe part of the spell let them know it had been triggered?”

      “It’s the only thing that fits.”

      “That means it was all planned to go this way—they were making sure someone related to the Institute was caught over Lockhart’s assistant—or who they thought was Lockhart. Even if the truth came out, it would be another stain on the Institute’s reputation, especially when we had to admit one of us had gotten spelled.” I sat up straight, pressing against the seatbelt. “The ethics complaint!”

      “Timed perfectly,” Aidan said with approval.

      “How would they know this would stick, though? You said there have been many complaints?”

      “That’s what I would like to know.”

      “We need to talk to the Commission’s woman. Aster Brooks.”

      “I’m not sure she’ll know much, even if she’s willing to talk. She looked like a new recruit.”

      “She seemed nice. I think she’ll help.”

      “You seem nice, and you do the opposite of help.”

      I snapped my gaze to him. Had that been a teasing tone in his voice? His jaw tightened as if he had suddenly remembered he was supposed to be in frost mode.

      I could’ve cackled, but I refrained. Let him dig his own grave one slip at a time.

      Yeah, no, I totally cackled.

      “What?” he asked, suspicious.

      “Nothing. How are we going to find out who orchestrated all this? I assume it will take a while to track the Skull, or the sorc would’ve gotten it himself by now.”

      “If we’re lucky, whoever it is will retreat for now since Lockhart’s assistant survived, nobody caught us at the shop, and your memories are back. It should give us some breathing room.”

      “But?”

      He glanced my way then, concerned and serious. “But I don’t believe in luck.”

      A new thought occurred to me. “Do you think whoever hired the sorc thought his assistant was him, like we did, and tried to off him so he wouldn’t be able to tell who had commissioned the spell?”

      “Yes.”

      I shivered. “Why accelerate things now?”

      “Whoever it is probably grew tired of waiting. We’re here.”

      We pulled into the Institute’s parking space, and I grabbed my backpack from the back seat. Night was starting to fall, and with all the stress and anxiety about my memories gone, there was nothing left but hunger and exhaustion.

      And then adrenaline again when we found a stranger standing right inside the back door.

      I’d barely let out a surprised “Huh?” when the stranger stepped in front of Aidan.

      “Aidan Greaves,” he said quite loudly, “you are under investigation for misuse of the Magical Artifacts Retrieval & Research Institute.”

      “What?” I squeaked.

      More people poured into the hallway. Victor and Marta, their expressions dark, Aster, looking like a deer in the headlights, and a couple more strangers—one older and dressed in a more expensive suit.

      Aidan watched them all with eagle eyes. “I see.”

      “You are to come with us immediately,” the first stranger continued. He made to take Aidan’s arm, but one glare stopped him.

      “And the Institute?” Aidan asked.

      The man in a suit answered, “It will be under interim supervision while you’re being questioned and the charges investigated in full.”

      Victor shook his head in anger. Marta was glowering at everyone, fury emanating out of her.

      I was too taken aback to react until Aidan faced me and told me in a clear, calm voice, “Maddie, grab your things from the basement. You’re done.”

      I stared at him in shock and didn’t move, so he lifted his chin and stared me down with eyes cold as ice. “Go. You’re done with the Institute.”

      “But…”

      “You heard me.”

      “Okay,” I whispered, hugging the backpack to my chest and going to the stairs. The men allowed me to go, too busy dealing with Victor, who had started to protest.

      Once in the basement, my heart began to pound furiously. What had Aidan meant with getting my things from the basement? He knew my office was on the second floor. What did he want me to do?

      The answer came so swiftly it almost knocked me over.

      The artifacts. He wanted me to grab the artifacts and smuggle them away from whoever was meant to take over the Institute.

      But how? Nobody had taught me how to open the vault.

      I went down there anyway, found the first door unlocked. The vault’s door was another matter. How did Aidan expect me to open this?

      I closed the distance to the locks, and just like that, my hands knew what to do. Which keys to press and in which order, where to press my fingertips and call on my magic, and what exactly to think while I did so.

      The memory for Lockhart’s potion.

      Aidan had given me his memory of how to open the vault.

      The trust implied floored me, warming me up levels above his teasing words or his errant caresses or even the memory of his kiss. No matter how much of an annoyance he might consider me—both professionally and personally—he had known I would have his back when it truly counted.

      Aidan had known this frontal attack on the Institute wouldn’t stop, especially once the sorc had admitted to his deal, and had prepared accordingly. In his own words, he didn’t believe in luck.

      And he didn’t want the artifacts to fall into the wrong hands while he wasn’t in control of the Institute.

      Wasting no more time, I opened the vault and went directly to the smaller one. I had the memories to deal with this one as well. Once open, I shoved every artifact inside into my backpack. The ones in the shelves outside I ignored—they weren’t as dangerous as the ones in the smaller vault, and I didn’t want anyone upstairs to grow suspicious too fast. Aidan would’ve made sure nobody knew what exactly lay inside the small vault, but cleaning out the artifacts in the other shelves would’ve made it too clear someone had come through before they could.

      I closed the vaults and returned upstairs, my body thrumming with anxiety and stress. What if they stopped me and looked inside the backpack? Would they sense the trove of artifacts? The tension was unbearable.

      But the group was still too busy arguing to pay me any attention. They were huddled around the back door, different voices rising, and nobody noticed me when I slipped away, shoulders hunched dejectedly, heart hammering so hard I couldn’t understand how they didn’t hear it, and walked down the hallway to the front entrance of the building.

      Once outside, I forced myself not to run for all that I was worth. Instead, I walked to the end of the block. Then I walked to the end of the next. Then I hid in a random coffee shop.

      I secured the backpack on my lap, and if people thought I was being weird, I didn’t care.

      I had to make plans, find a place to hide the artifacts. Whoever had orchestrated this whole thing would eventually learn artifacts were missing and would put two and two together. Hell, whoever had orchestrated this thing might’ve done it with specific artifacts in mind—artifacts that were currently stuffed in my backpack.

      On top of that, I had left my phone at the Institute. I hoped Marta or Victor noticed before anyone else found it. And by anyone else, I meant whoever was willing to kill Lockhart to take over the Institute.

      For the first time, I wondered if the memory spell would have simply gone on until everything that I was had been erased from my brain. Lockhart had boasted about his powers—who knew how powerful the spell had been? The thought chilled me to my core.

      But that was in the past, and I couldn’t waste time thinking about the what-ifs.

      Because I had to concentrate on how to get the Institute back into Aidan’s hands.
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      Thirty minutes after Aidan had fired me, I sat at a random café, a backpack full of artifacts in my lap, a plate of pie in front of me, and a what the heck do I do now screech running on repeat inside my brain.

      Not how I imagined my first month of employment would end, but it could’ve been worse. I could’ve been held along with Aidan and dragged to whatever horrid detainment center the Council used.

      Would they put Aidan in some horrible cell with a plank for a bed and a scuffed metal urinal as his only company? The Fae had. Why wouldn’t the humans, too? No, I told myself sternly, shoving another forkful of lime pie into my mouth. They were only investigating him. They would put him in some interrogation room and leave him to stew for a few hours like they did on TV.

      For now.

      After? Who knew.

      Usually, I loved lime pie. Today, it tasted like dirt as I forced myself to work it between my jaws and swallow it down. The waitress had recommended it, so I’d gone along, barely paying any attention to her words. My brain was still processing the last few hours; it had no space for extra thoughts.

      Someone had hired Lockhart the sorcerer to put a spell on a box with a supposedly dangerous artifact inside, knowing one of us would open the box. They hadn’t cared who opened it, as long as someone did and got spelled.

      Then that same person had attempted to off Lockhart in his shop, hoping an enforcer from the Council would catch us standing over his corpse. Except it hadn’t been Lockhart but his assistant, he hadn’t died, and nobody had caught us lurking by his body.

      And then, a complaint to the Magical Ethics Commission strong enough to warrant a visit from one of their people.

      I poked at the last bit of pie left on my plate, gloomily going through every conversation I’d had with Aidan. Due to a series of unfortunate accidents to other recruits at the Institute before me, as well as a strange shift in the jobs the Institute got assigned, Aidan had been convinced someone had been working against the Institute for a while now. He called it “the curse,” but curses weren’t a thing, and Aidan didn't believe in luck, bad or otherwise. Turned out, he was right.

      Someone had focused the Institute and had now turned the heat right up to eleven.

      I speared the last pie bit with my fork and held it at eye level.

      But why now? That was the question, wasn’t it? Up until now, they had run a slow campaign, meant to undermine Aidan as the Institute’s director. But all this effort? There had to be a reason they’d suddenly targeted the Institute so assiduously beyond simply wanting to remove Aidan—they could’ve simply killed him if that was the case.

      No, they needed something only Aidan had, and I was pretty sure that was the artifacts currently filling the backpack in my lap.

      I had taken them from the Institute under Aidan’s orders. Technically, that was probably stealing, since he had fired me before telling me to grab them and run, but like I always say, a willingness to explore new territory is a good trait in any employee.

      The problem was, which of the artifacts were they looking for? Or did they want all? I also had no idea who the person was, which was going to make things hard going forward. How did you force someone to give up their evil machinations and confess to their dastardly deeds without knowing who they were or what they really wanted?

      A problem for later, I told myself, eating the bit of pie. I left some money on the table and exited the café. Early night had settled in, the air chilly, and I shivered under my long-sleeved T-shirt as I shouldered the backpack and began walking. I kept my face averted, eyeing my surroundings surreptitiously and half expecting to hear the screech of tires before someone jumped out of a car to rush me.

      Logically, I knew that was silly. It hadn’t been that long since Aidan and I had arrived at the Institute and found the Council enforcers there. It would take time for them to take him wherever for interrogation, and even if they had the interim Institute director lined up, it would take even more time to realize the dangerous artifacts were gone. I didn’t think Aidan kept a list of them anywhere, and whoever wanted the artifacts wouldn’t push too hard or be too obvious. Why mess up the job when you were already there?

      So, nobody would know the artifacts were gone for a couple of days, at least, and then they wouldn’t connect me to them for a little longer.

      Still, the stress remained, the acrid aftertaste of adrenaline as I jumped at the tiniest sound. Car horns—they should be consigned to the deepest realm of Hell.

      I had gone into the café looking to calm my heart and come up with a plan and achieved one of those things. Kind of. The plan was thin, but it was a plan. My heart, well, I had sort of given up on that.

      After asking for directions in another random café, I directed my steps toward the nearest park. It was small and badly lit, the trees’ canopies turning everything into dark maws of shadows, and I knew if I stepped inside I was going to get stabbed. But I had faced worse things. I had faced Fae Lords, ex-humans turned into masses of goo with bones sticking out, and the Bowels of Hell. I would well damn survive three minutes inside this place.

      Also, Greenie’s eager nearby presence pressed on my senses, so that was a plus.

      I hid behind a thick tree and crouched, pressing my hand against the soil and tufts of grass. Greenie’s presence grew stronger, and soon his wet muzzle was pressing against my palm.

      “Good boy,” I whispered, pushing this huge head away so I wouldn’t get a lick. The moss and twigs and leaves that made his skin had become familiar under my touch.

      The first step in my plan—hide the artifacts.

      To that effect, I told Greenie to lower himself so I could climb on top of him. Greenie refused. I put my foot down. Greenie laughed then licked me.

      “I’m serious,” I told him sternly, wiping my cheek.

      He must’ve sensed I truly meant it because he let out a low yip and crouched so I could get on his back. The artifacts clanked against each other as he sprang up. I winced. Artifacts remained inactive unless you poured magic into them, so they weren’t going to go off on their own just because they got jostled around, but I felt guilty. These things were priceless, imbued with the trickiest Fae magic, worthy of the top spots in a museum and not the inside of my backpack between Victor’s protein bars and a water bottle.

      Alas, times were rough, and everyone had to chip in, I consoled myself. Surely the Fae would’ve constructed them somewhat sturdily if they wanted them to last.

      I told Greenie to go, and he leaped straight into the ground, creating his own goo-portal.

      Then, after hiding the artifacts, I went home.
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      A shower and some leftovers later, my amazing, spectacular, perfect plan came to an end.

      I sat cross-legged on my bed, dressed in a T-shirt and sweatpants in case the Council enforcers came barging through the door and I had to make a run for it. Since I lived on the fourth floor, making a run for it would mean jumping out the window, so I doubted the sweatpants were going to do me any favors, but they sure made me feel better.

      Being on the run in my pajamas wasn’t my ideal scenario. Judging by my luck that day—getting spelled, nearly losing all my memories, embroiling Aidan in a huge mess, and tricking the local Fae Lord—again—better to be safe than sorry.

      I toyed with the Eye-dagger, unsheathing and sheathing it in a steady rhythm while I considered my options. It seemed to me I had only two choices: disappear, or act like nothing had happened.

      If I dropped off the face of the Earth, people might get suspicious right away. I wasn’t sure if anyone would even check I was around, but if the Ethics Commission wanted confirmation on something and they reached out and I wasn’t there…they might start to get suspicious.

      On the other hand, if I stuck around and acted like everything was normal, it might take them longer to realize I’d been the one who took the artifacts. Why would I stay if I had stolen a bunch of artifacts and risk being found out? It would take them a few days to figure it out, unless they broke Aidan down enough to confess.

      My hands tightened on the Eye-dagger’s sheath, and a chill permeated my bones. The Eye blinked a few times, as if concerned, but I didn’t really see it. All I could see was Aidan, bound and gagged while someone unfolded a roll of torture instruments.

      But, no. They wouldn’t do that, I reminded myself. Not even the Fae had done that, and they’d thought Aidan knew the location of the Keeper of Secrets. This investigation had been launched through official Council channels; Aidan hadn’t been kidnapped in some dark alleyway to get the Institute’s secrets tortured out of him.

      Not yet, anyway.

      So much for trying to cheer myself up.

      Trying to focus on the matter at hand, I decided my best option was to stick around and try to figure out who had orchestrated this whole thing.

      “Easy, right?” I told the Eye-dagger. “Figure out who it is, what they want, and blackmail them into making things right for Aidan.”

      It gave me the world’s biggest slow blink of suuuure.

      “Don’t be like that, or I’ll leave you behind.”

      It blinked faster.

      Yeah, thought so. The way I looked at it, some might say I had made it this far by deluding myself, so why stop now?

      Once settled on my immediate plan of action, the urge to get started on my investigation right away was almost unbearable. But hammering on people’s front doors in the middle of the night was not normal and bound to raise suspicion.

      Normalcy, I reminded my overeager brain, was the goal. Sleekness and discretion. No jumping in headfirst, no letting my instincts get the better of me. Every move I made tomorrow would be carefully planned.

      With that motto in mind, I slid the Eye-dagger partially under my pillow and closed my eyes.

      Exhausted as I was, it still took me a few hours to find any sleep.
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      In the light of day, the Institute appeared as unimpressive as it always did. No cloud of doom hovered over it, no aura of desperation or air of injustice clung to its red brick facade. Just one more building basking in the cheery spring morning sunlight.

      So deeply unfair. At the very least, it should appear a little weepy, like my soul. Maybe have some water escaping out of a drain or something.

      You can do this, Maddie. I drew strength from the determined tone of my inner voice and shoved the sleeves of my T-shirt up to my elbows, ready for battle. Inhaling deeply, I took the steps of the Institute’s front entrance and jerked the door open.

      This was the first step of a detailed multi-step plan I had perfected while lying awake.

      Reconnaissance.

      I had to get the lay of the land, see how things looked like at the Institute. That would tell me how long I had before I had to run.

      I could’ve called or texted instead of coming in person, but there had been no time to retrieve my phone from my office the day before, and if I got my hands on a burner, I didn’t know anyone’s numbers from memory. Even if I used my mom’s phone to call the Institute’s main number, there were no guarantees I’d get anyone familiar, not to mention I didn’t want my mom linked to this mess in any way.

      A little late for that, given she had birthed me and all, but one could hope.

      No, better to do this sort of thing in person. Even if they had already noticed artifacts were missing, they had no reason to suspect me yet. And if things got hairy, I would try to make it down to the basement and hope Greenie felt like showing up.

      The main hallway beyond the Institute’s entrance lay silent and empty, as usual. Again, nothing in the atmosphere said the place had gone to hell less than a day ago. Truly, truly, unfair.

      I pondered going to the second floor right away but abandoned the idea, since I didn’t know who was working today. It might have been Victor and the others, or it might’ve been completely new people.

      A soft click-clacking coming from the reception area warned me that my post had already been filled.

      My feet stopped right before the room’s threshold, refusing to take me farther. A knot of nerves and dread formed in my chest. Why had I thought this was a good idea? Who waltzed into their workplace a day after they had been fired while their boss got detained by the higher-ups?

      I swallowed hard, reminding myself of the very long list of reasons this was the best choice of action.

      So what if you get caught? argued the part of me that liked to run into things straight-on. What were they going to do, throw me into jail? Been there, done that. Escaped.

      Wiping my palms on my jeans and rearranging my features into my best fake smile, I took that last step.

      Marta peered at me over the reception counter.

      My eyes widened at the sight. Marta stuck on reception duty? Oh, boy, things must’ve gone a lot worse than I thought.

      “It’s you,” she said in a neutral voice. The click-clacking ceased for a moment.

      “Hi!” I beamed, bouncing my way to the counter and propping my elbows on top. “Good morning.”

      She closed the lid of her laptop, her gaze never leaving me. “You’re here.”

      “I am, indeed.” I eyed the corners of the room, checking no new cameras had been installed overnight, and leaned in. “They stuck you with reception desk duty?”

      “What happened to my sandwich?”

      Was that code for what happened yesterday before everything went to hell, or was she actually curious? “A friend kept it in exchange for a favor.”

      “I see. Anyone I know?”

      “You might’ve seen him in passing,” I answered cautiously. “But he doesn’t usually come to the Institute.”

      “Keep your friends away. This is a place of business.”

      “That’s not going to be a problem, since I no longer work here.” For now. If there was one thing I was certain of, it was that Aidan would reinstate me the instant we fixed this mess. “Speaking of which, how are…things?” I encompassed the room with a vague wave of my hand.

      She arched her eyebrows, giving me an I’m stuck behind the reception desk, how do you think things are? look. “Things are perfectly fine.”

      “The new interim director working out, then?”

      “It might take time to get used to the change,” she answered dryly.

      An itch built between my shoulder blades. I squirmed uncomfortably. “So, the new guy is in for the long run?”

      Marta linked her hands over her laptop. “It appears things might continue this way for longer than expected.”

      “Aidan still with the Council, then?”

      “Director Greaves is unavailable at the moment, yes.”

      “And when do you think he’ll be back?”

      Irritation crossed her expression. Not at me, but at the situation. “Unknown at this time.”

      I tapped the counter. Nothing I hadn’t expected. “I bet there’s a lot for the new director to catch up to. Is Victor around?”

      “Reed is busy taking inventory of our assets.”

      That likely meant the vault. As far as I knew, Marta had no clue I had gotten away with the artifacts, although Aidan might’ve managed to tell her and Victor before being dragged away. “Alone?”

      “Lee is with him.”

      “Not you?”

      “You are observant.”

      “But you’ve worked here longer than Gabriel.”

      “The new director feels that despite my years working at the Institute, my skills need to be further developed before handling delicate magical artifacts,” she said in an icy tone.

      Yikes. “Old school, is he?”

      “He has a fondness for ancient lore, yes.”

      “And this assets inventory, is it limited to the items in the vault, or does it include places outside everyday use, the hard-to-reach ones?”

      Her gaze sharpened. “Only Director Greaves has access to certain parts of the Institute. Naturally, I expect those to take longer to inventory.”

      They hadn’t gotten into the inside vault yet, then. I nodded, relieved. “Marta.”

      “Dover.”

      “Why are we talking in code?”

      “Is there anything else you need?”

      I grinned. “I forgot my phone here yesterday.”

      She opened one of the drawers and set two things on top of the counter—my phone, and the little cactus my mom had given me as an office-warming present.

      My mom was still unaware of the temporary hitch in my employment.

      I took the phone and nudged the cactus toward Marta. “Keep the cactus until I’m back, will you?”

      Marta used one finger to push the cactus out of the way. “It’ll keep.”

      “Thanks. Catch up later?”

      “Don’t spam me.”

      In Marta Speak, and considering how our conversation had gone, that could mean anything from “beware, phones being monitored” to “text me twice and you’re getting blocked.” I decided to assume the former. As far as I was concerned, until Aidan was back in the Institute and the artifact collection back inside his vault, paranoia was my best friend.

      Once again, nobody stopped me when I exited the Institute. The morning was still bright, the air crisp, and I meandered my way back home, barely seeing where I was going while my brain busied itself with what I had learned.

      So, Aidan was still detained by the Council, and the new director had lost no time in seeing what artifacts he was dealing with. Was this new director the person behind the attack on the Institute? No, that would be too obvious. Aidan had friends in the Council; something so ham-fisted wouldn’t have flown.

      Luckily, since Aidan was the only one who knew how to open the dangerous artifacts’ vault, it left me with some leeway.

      I still believed they wouldn’t torture him for the information, so they would probably attempt what I was about to attempt on whoever was behind this—find a way to convince-slash-blackmail him into submission.

      The problem was, what if the artifact this “whoever” wanted was too dangerous to let loose in the wild? There had to be a reason Aidan kept it in his super vault.

      And this was where another step in my amazing middle-of-the-night plan came into play. Once I figured out who this person was, I would find their enemies and work with them. Voilà! No need to put any dangerous artifact in play.

      All bridges to be crossed later, though.

      For now, all I had to do was find this person.

      Lord Velei definitely knew who it was—he had happily dropped hints left and right during our encounter in Faerie. Unfortunately, this was a full-on no-go zone. He had a bone to pick with me, and he would most definitely want the Keeper back. There was no chance I would get away with trying to trick him a third time.

      Then there was Ren, Aidan’s distant Fae cousin. He might’ve heard something—in fact, I’d bet my life that he had—but I had no way of contacting him unless I wanted to brave Lord Velei’s house and wait for him in his family’s room. Something told me that wasn’t going to go well.

      The memory of my last attempt at summoning him flashed through my mind.

      Yay for having the memory, but a hard pass on repeating the ignominy of the attempt.

      That left me with only one other possible source of information—Lockhart.

      He had been the one hired to put the spell on the box—he had happily admitted to it—and he had no beef with Aidan or the Institute as far as I knew. He might be agreeable to some kind of deal. A horrible, dismal, bad deal, but a deal.

      I left my phone home, worried they might use it to track me. Nobody would think twice of a woman stuck home playing video games after getting sacked from her job.

      The seeker, I clipped to one of my jeans’ beltloops. The spell-sensing bracelet went into one of my pockets. The Eye-dagger… Shoot, I was going to need another backpack, wasn’t I?

      After rummaging in my mom’s closet, I found an old messenger bag. It’d do. I stuffed the dagger inside, ignoring its profound look of reproach, and added a few other essentials, just in case. Panties, cookies, a notebook, and a pen.

      Just holding the pen gave me the itch to begin writing random things—an unfortunate leftover from the memory spell. To appease the urge, I wrote my mom a note warning her I might be out of touch for a while due to work and pinned it to the fridge.

      You’d think that being involved in the part-Fae world and being fully aware of how dangerous it could be, my mom and I would’ve prepared some kind of exit strategy, or had some sort of go-bag at the very least, right? Nope. No such luck.

      I gave our apartment a last, lingering glance. I had the strange feeling I wasn’t going to be seeing it again for quite a while. That was silly, of course—whatever was going to happen would solve itself quickly. Either I worked out how to get Aidan freed fairly fast, or I’d get caught and die a horrible death while being tortured for the location of the artifacts.

      With this cheerful thought, I went off to see the sorcerer.
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      I used the main entrance of the Hub—no use in being sneaky. I was trying to project the image of normalcy, and what was more normal than Maddie Dover prancing around the Hub?

      The lobby was full, as usual on a weekday morning. I kept my face averted, went up to the mall-like second floor, and made my way along the horseshoe corridor with unhurried, sure steps. The perfect image of someone with nothing to worry about, and who was most definitely not plotting anything.

      If only I could stop strangling the strap of the messenger bag like my life depended on its demise.

      Lockhart’s Tea & Infusions stood as decaying as the last time I had been here. Which made sense, since that had been the day before. How was it possible so much had happened, so much had changed, in the span of twenty-four hours? Surely there must be some super-powerful spell at work.

      Aidan would say the spell was called “life,” but I wasn’t totally convinced.

      The ancient backing of the display window offered no chance at seeing if anyone was inside, so I cupped my hands against the door’s glass and found what might be a human shape sitting behind the counter.

      It had to be Lockhart. I doubted his assistant had returned to the store so soon after being taken to the hospital unconscious. Taking a deep breath—better out here than in the stuffy air inside—I pushed open the door and went into the store.

      “How can I help you? Feel free to browse,” came a bored voice from behind the counter. It was neither Lockhart nor his assistant, but a young man sitting on a stool, hunched over something and paying me no attention.

      “Tim?” I asked in surprise.

      He looked up and smiled. “Oh, hey, Maddie. What’s up?”

      Tim was another temp worker my old boss Joe kept on his roster. With the majority of the world unaware of the Fae’s existence, any business involved with anything Fae tended to have problems filling in temp workers who were in the “in.” Joe provided capable part-Fae temp workers at reasonable rates and utmost speed. It had been perfect for me while I’d waited for the Institute to accept one of my applications.

      I walked up to the counter. Tim went to put his phone on top of the grimy glass but thought better of it at the last second. Smart man.

      “Joe stuck you here?” I said, glancing around. The gloominess of the place hadn’t changed at all. The weak yellow glare of the overhead lights still left everything in shadows, and dusting was obviously not one of Tim’s official duties. I wondered if I should warn him about the family of bugs in one of the jars on the shelves—who knew what they would mutate into if they ate any more of Lockhart’s herbs?

      “It’s not too bad.” Tim waved his phone and tilted his head. “I got rechargers in there.”

      I followed the direction of his tilt and saw a backpack leaning against the wall. “Nice.”

      “What can I do for you?” He scrunched his nose. “Don’t buy any of the teas. They’re ancient.”

      I chuckled, leaning against the counter out of habit then regretting it immediately. “I need to talk to Lockhart.”

      “He’s in the hospital.”

      Hmm. It made sense that Lockhart was keeping up the charade. Better if whoever had tried to kill him still thought his assistant was him, in case they wanted to try again. Heartless, but better. “Then who asked for a temp worker?”

      “His manager, I think. I only got a phone number.”

      “Can you call him? Tell him I need to speak to him?”

      Tim grimaced. “I’m not supposed to call, only text him orders. Joe said Lockhart’s clients already know how it works.” He eyed me speculatively. “I didn't know you were a client.”

      “Am not. I just need to speak to him.”

      “Don’t worry. I had to sign about a dozen magical NDAs before I started work. If I tell anyone what you order, my tongue will fall off or something.”

      “Damn,” I said, impressed. “The pay must be amazing.”

      He waved his phone again, a sly expression on his face. “Let’s just say it’s going to help me make some headway into my favorite games.”

      “Seriously, I don’t need an order. But it’s important I get in contact with him. Please, text him?”

      “I don’t know…” He hesitated. “The pay is really good.”

      “You won’t get fired,” I assured him. “I met Lockhart’s, uh, manager yesterday. He’ll be waiting to hear from me.”

      Tim narrowed his eyes. “Then why don’t you call him?”

      “Lost my phone.”

      “I don’t know, Maddie. Joe said only orders.”

      It was in times like this that I wished the Institute had given me some kind of credentials I could slam on the counter like on TV. “It’s really important.” I leaned in. “Tell him it’s Maddie Dover from the Magical Artifacts Retrieval & Research Institute. You won’t get in trouble, I swear.”

      “You finally got that job?” he said with happy surprise. “That’s awesome, Maddie. Congrats.”

      I preened. “Yup.” Then added in a pleading tone, “Text Lockhart’s assistant, or manager, please?”

      Tim let out an exaggerated sigh. “Fine. But if I get fired, you owe me two hundred rolls.”

      Knowing what I knew about phone games, I really hoped Lockhart would be as interested in meeting me as I thought he might and not fire Tim.

      Tim got busy on his phone, and I ambled around rather than standing in place and cutting my bag strap’s circulation again. The jars on the shelves hadn’t changed, and neither had the contents. After two circles around the center table and a sighting of what I truly hoped was simply animal brains, I settled back to standing in front of the counter.

      “How is it working for the Institute?” Tim asked, tapping his thigh with his phone. “Has everyone blocked you already?”

      “Ha, ha, very funny.”

      He grinned. “Don’t worry, your secret is safe with me. Seriously, though, how is it?”

      Like a damned roller coaster, I wanted to say. “It’s good. Pretty fun at times. They also put me behind a counter.” And I bet Tim got as many walk-in clients in here as I had at the Institute.

      “That sucks. But, hey, at least now you got upgraded to delivery girl, am I right?”

      I laughed, patting my bag. “Sort of.”

      His phone pinged, and he swiped the screen. Frowning, he looked back at me.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Says to take a photo of you.”

      Apparently, paranoia was Lockhart’s best friend, too. I posed and gave Tim my most winning smile. “Go ahead.”

      Tim aimed his phone, and the shutter’s noise filled the room. We only had to wait a few seconds for the response.

      “He’s asking me if you’re alone,” he said.

      I wondered if I should point out that telling me kind of negated the point of the question. “Sure am.”

      Tim sent the answer. A few moments later, his frown cleared. “We’re in luck. Says he’ll come around in a few, and to wait in the back.”

      “Great. Thanks!”

      He pointed at the heavy brocade curtain. “It’s through there. Don’t touch anything, please. I’ve no idea what any of it is for.”

      “Sure,” I told him. “No problem.”

      The back room looked exactly the same, minus one unconscious guy on the floor. I found a stool and sat at the big table, regretting my decision to leave my phone at home. I could use some entertainment to take my mind off things. I poked at the packing material—brown paper and cardboard instead of bubble wrap. Too bad.

      I wondered how Aidan was doing right now. Was he bored out of his wits waiting for something to happen, or was he being questioned over and over in the hopes he’d break and admit to wrongdoing?

      Did he think of me fondly, or was he praying to all gods in existence that I wouldn’t mess this up and lose the artifacts? My track record wasn’t the best, I had to admit, but I did get things done eventually. He had to have some faith in me, otherwise he wouldn’t have given me the memory of how to open the vault.

      What’s more, I thought suddenly, snapping to attention, since he had given me those memories, had he lost them now? Was I the only one around who knew how to open the small vault?

      The weight of the responsibility made me shudder in horror.

      On the other hand, the vault was empty now, so maybe it wasn’t that big of a deal. When it came down to the worst-case scenario, not much difference between being tortured for the vault’s combination and being tortured for the artifacts’ location. I was sure they wouldn’t take as much care to extract the information out of me as they would with Aidan. I had no Fae Lord “uncle,” nor any weight with the Council. If they suspected I knew anything, I’d be in big trouble.

      Unwilling thoughts of the different ways they could use to obtain the information out of me occupied my thought processes for a little while, but at least I no longer regretted leaving my phone behind.

      Eons and several disastrous attempts at brown paper origami later, the lock on the back door clicked open. I shot off the stool and snuck my hand into the bag, fingers closing around the Eye-dagger’s handle.

      Belatedly, I realized I should’ve taken the Eye off first, but the door was already opening.

      Lockhart appeared on the threshold, wearing a similar outfit as the day before—a black long-sleeved T-shirt and jeans. He scanned the room with suspicious eyes before entering.

      “I’m alone,” I told him.

      He ignored me and went to the curtain separating us from the front of the store.

      “Hey,” he said. “I’m Lockhart’s manager. Go take a walk for fifteen minutes. I got this.”

      “Sure, boss,” I heard Tim say.

      Lockhart stood guard until the front door closed. There was no chime or bell connected to that door, yet the sound of it opening or closing was always crystal clear, even through the heavy curtain. Some sort of spell, I guessed. Lockhart was a powerful sorcerer, after all.

      In his own words, Fae had more raw power, but sorcerers like him—part-human descendants from a maternal Fae line—had a lot more control.

      Lockhart turned to study me and leaned a shoulder lazily against the wall. There was always a strange aura around him, halfway between trying to look cool and actually being cool.

      “A visit from the Institute so soon after our dealings yesterday,” he said. “Do you have news about my Skull already?”

      “Not quite,” I said slowly. I had to be careful about this—I needed something he had, and I had nothing he wanted. “But I’m sure Aidan is looking into it.” Or would be. At some point in the future. After he got the Institute back.

      Lockhart pursed his lips. “I’m here because you said you had an urgent matter to discuss. I don’t come all the way for just anyone, so this better be good.”

      “Or?” The word came out like some kind of wayward imp. Truly, I couldn’t help it.

      He smiled slowly. “Or I’ll have you speaking frogs for a year.”

      I harrumphed. “That’d probably cost you a frog every time you go to the bathroom.” The wonders of Fae magic and its tradeoffs.

      “You never know. It might simply cost me a second of sleep.” And judging by the dark circles under his eyes, that wouldn’t be too much of an expensive price.

      “Point taken,” I said, smoothing the front of the messenger bag. “I’m investigating your client. The one who hired you to put the spell on the box.”

      Lockhart left the wall and came closer, examining my face for signs of who knew what. “Any side effects from the potion?”

      “No,” I answered, slightly taken aback. “But I still have a bit of an urge to write things down.”

      His gaze fell to the paper origamis. “Not that much of an urge, it seems.” He sounded somewhat disappointed.

      “It’s not a compulsion like while under the spell,” I said dryly.

      He flashed me some teeth then held out a hand. “Let me check if the spell is completely gone.”

      I recalled the way he had held my wrists the day before, the way his magic had become one with my pulse until my blood had felt out of place in my body.

      I also recalled that he was a sorcerer, and I didn’t feel like getting another spell put on me.

      “I’m all right, thanks.”

      He actually pouted. “You sure? It’s free of charge.”

      “Maybe another time. But if you want to help free of charge, you could tell me about your client.” Even I was surprised at how smooth that had come out.

      “I told you yesterday. Client confidentiality.”

      “Is that an actual thing?” I asked, doubtful. “You had no trouble changing the terms of the deal for the potion. I’m sure you can find a way to change your terms for that, too.”

      He tut-tutted. “Goad all you want, it won’t work on me.”

      “Are you sure? It’s been known to work on bigger Fae than you.”

      He tucked his hands in the front pockets of his jeans. “You can try, but it would be a waste of time, don’t you think? Tell you what, Maddie Downer of the Magical Artifacts R & R, help me find the Skull of Souls, and I’ll give you the name of my client as a thank you bonus.”

      I stared at him. Downer, really? “Aidan already promised to retrieve that.”

      “And he’s not much use to me right now, is he?”

      “Wait, you know about that?”

      “That he’s been taken in by the Council? Duh.”

      News did travel fast in the part-Fae world. I wondered how many people had spent the night celebrating. “You realize it was all set up by whoever hired you, right?”

      “It’s a strong possibility.”

      “And you still won’t tell me who it is?”

      “I will. For the Skull.”

      “But Aidan is your best bet to find it, and he won’t if he’s in jail.”

      Lockhart shrugged. “They’ll let him out at some point. He has plenty of resources outside the Institute.”

      How bad would the repercussions be if I kicked him in the shin? Trying a more personal approach, I said, “Your client tried to murder your assistant thinking he was you. Don’t you want revenge?”

      “Eventually, sure.” He grinned a little bloodthirstily. “But for now, I want my Skull.”

      I took the bracelet out of my pocket and dangled it between us. “What about a gorgeous spell guide?”

      He barked a laugh. “Nope.”

      Dammit.

      “Find my Skull,” he said, almost as if he were laughing at me, “and we can talk again.”

      I shoved the bracelet back into my pocket and went to the back door. Right before leaving, I stopped and glanced at him over my shoulder. “Be careful with your wording, Lockhart, or I might take finding your skull at face value.”

      Yeah, that shut him up.
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      Lockhart’s door closed softly behind me, and I faced the empty corridor running along the back of the stores.

      Okay. How hard could finding a super-powerful Skull made out of dead Fae bones be?

      My brain’s immediate answer was a howl of hysterical laughter, so I decided to ignore it and went to one of my favorite hiding nooks by one of the service stairs, where I was sure to be left alone.

      Assuming the Skull was in Faerie—an excellent assumption, otherwise it would’ve surfaced at some point—I could simply go there via Greenie Express and risk using the seeker.

      But there were plenty of seekers around—they were one of the most basic types of artifacts—so wouldn’t the sorc have already tried something like that? He had a portal into Faerie, and he had more than enough power to defend himself were the seeker to lead him to his doom instead of his heart’s desire.

      Come to think of it, if a seeker worked that way, people would use them all the time to find whatever artifact they were currently obsessed with. So, why didn’t they?

      I slid down to sit on the cold floor and held the messenger bag on my lap, mulling this question.

      Aidan had told me a probable reason nobody had thought of looking into Lord Velei’s Fae phone for the Keeper was that Fae considered the magical phone an artifact, and artifacts nullified other artifacts. Perhaps it was the same for seekers—they wouldn’t work on other artifacts.

      But then, why had the seeker led me to the Eye-dagger back at the pond in Lockhart’s garden? Were Fae weapons not classified as artifacts as far as seekers were concerned? If that was the case, why not use seekers to find super amazing weapons?

      I replayed my encounter with the pond monster in my head, from the time I had gone into the water to try to find the Eye-dagger to finding it in the remains of the monster. Unless…

      Unless the seeker had been pointing me toward my doom—the pond monster—and it was pure coincidence it had happened to carry my dagger inside.

      Or, piped in a small voice in my head, unless it had pointed you toward your heart’s desire—Aidan.

      I touched my lips, remembering the feeling of his as they had pushed against mine, hard and fast and passionate. It had been over too fast, leaving me reeling and longing for more, my hands itching with the need to curl around his arms and anchor myself in his warm, solid presence.

      Yup, I was majorly crushing on Aidan for reasons unknown, and I was pretty sure he was crushing back.

      Which would do me no good as long as he was in the Council’s crosshairs.

      Refocusing on the matter at hand, I reviewed my options on how to find a Fae skull.

      I could ask Lord Velei about it, but then I might as well simply ask him who the person orchestrating this whole thing was. Going to the Institute again or asking Marta to search their database for it was out of the question—I didn’t want to tempt Fate. Plus, judging from Aidan’s reaction when Lockhart had asked for it, I doubted they had much information about it.

      Without the Fae or the Institute, I only had the Wishing Well left. I was reasonably sure they might know something about it, but asking Kane to look into it for me was courting trouble. I had forgiven him for selling me out to Sullivan, but there was no telling who he might alert if he started asking about it. Stealth was the word of the day. Normalcy and stealth. Okay, two words of the day. No biggie, they could share.

      It still got me nowhere closer to finding the Skull. I propped my chin on my fists dejectedly, my elbows leaning on my knees. My lack of options was depressing. I really should’ve worked on gaining more black-market contacts during all my years working at different spots in the part-Fae world, instead of thinking I could cultivate them later.

      An idea popped into my mind, re-energizing me with the speed of lightning. I had cultivated a new contact in the Hub just a day earlier—Dawn Byrd of Red Creek Books.

      I lost no time in scrambling to my feet and trotting down to the second-floor stores. A few people ambled around, talking and examining the display windows. Nobody paid me any attention as I went into Red Creek Books.

      To my surprise, they had a couple of people browsing their shelves. I’d have expected it from Good Heart books—the one with the bestsellers—not Red Creek, specializing mostly in warfare stuff.

      “Hey.” Dawn greeted me warmly. Her earbuds were off, but the knitting remained. She put this aside when I approached the counter.

      I slid a glance toward the other customers. “Can we talk?”

      “Sure.”

      “I mean, talk talk.”

      “Oh, in the back?”

      I nodded. She stood and beckoned. To the customers, she said, “Going into the back for a minute. Ring the bell when you’re ready to purchase anything, or if you have any questions.”

      I followed her into the back room. It was similar to Lockhart’s, but a lot quainter. Closed shelves lined some of the walls, and an inviting dining table and kitchenette took the rest of the space. Dawn pointed at their coffee machine, but I shook my head.

      “Aren’t you scared someone might steal the books?” I asked, curious.

      “We got tracking spells on the expensive stuff. Honestly, it’s not the sort of place people steal books from. Heart’s gotten a couple of problems with some of the office people, though.”

      “Really?” I asked, fascinated. “Not kids or old people?”

      She laughed. “I know, right? Still, I shouldn’t be gone too long.”

      Right. “I need some information.”

      “About the spell—hey! Whatever happened with your potion?” She inspected me as if she expected to find insect appendages protruding from my person. “Did you get it, or did the spell run out?”

      I scratched the back of my neck, almost scared to discover something growing there. “Got the nullifying potion. It all worked out at the end.”

      Her smile was broad again. “That’s great. Would’ve sucked if it had taken all your memories.”

      “No kidding.”

      “So, what kind of information do you need?”

      “Have you heard about the Skull of Souls?”

      Dawn’s face filled with excitement. “The Skull of Souls!”

      “You know about it?”

      “It’s supposed to be made of bits of ancient Fae skulls.”

      I scrunched my nose. “I gathered.”

      “Can you imagine?” she asked, eyes bright. “Someone went around digging up old, powerful Fae corpses and taking bits from their skulls to glue them together into some sort of bowl. So cool.”

      “Uh, yeah, sure.”

      Her expression turned pensive. “I wonder if whoever did it cleaned the skulls or if the thing still has bits of skin and hair attached to them.” She laughed. “It is called the Skull, after all. Maybe it’s got a handle made of braided hair.”

      First of all, yuck. Second of all, “Do Fae corpses decay like ours, or do they stay whole in all their glory no matter how long they’re dead?”

      She looked at me like I truly got her. “Excellent question. There haven’t been any Fae tombs discovered in over three hundred years—at least none people have talked about—so it’s hard to know what happens to them in death. The few tombs that have been described mention the dead Fae in question were laid to rest on top of a dais or platform, dressed in their best armor. The accounts describe their features to an extent, which suggests if there is any decay, it’s as slow as their natural aging. However, it might be because of where they’re laid to rest.”

      “The magic of Faerie keeping them young, even in death?”

      “Exactly.”

      The Fae didn’t talk about death—that was one tradeoff of living they took pains to avoid. They died, of course—murder, mauling by scary Fae creatures, or simply eventually—but it wasn’t something they discussed openly. Once Aidan was free, I’d have to ask him about this. Being so close to his Fae side, he might be able to tell me something.

      The general consensus was that important or powerful Fae were given small mausoleum tombs for their eternal rest, and the rest got tossed in some stream or ditch for Faerie to eat them back.

      The reason there wasn’t a Fae tomb raiding business was that Fae didn’t bury their dead with riches, and since their tombs were in Faerie, no part-Fae was truly willing to go poking around. As for the full Fae themselves, since they avoided the dead and all mentions of it, there were no accounts of tomb construction or maps or hints anywhere to be found.

      And, man, had we veered off my original intent in coming.

      “Anything else you can tell me about the Skull?” I asked.

      “Not off the top of my head—hah!” We high-fived. “But let me look at the books.”

      I thanked her earnestly and added, “Any information will work. I really appreciate it.”

      “It’s no problem.” She pointed at the nearest chair. “Might take a few.”

      I sat obediently. It was the same chair I had used the day before—my doodle of Aidan’s face was still on the table’s surface. I licked my thumb and tried to erase the ink.

      On the other side of the room, Dawn had opened one of the shelves and was taking a tome out. She held it open on one arm, flipping the pages with her free hand.

      “You have a lot of information about artifacts and Fae stuff in there?” I asked, rubbing the table harder. It was definitely going to take an actual cleaning solution.

      “It works for us,” Dawn answered in a distracted tone, running a finger down the contents of one page.

      “I would spend all my day reading them,” I told her, a little envy in my voice. I bet they indexed their tomes here, unlike in the Institute’s library. Ah, what I’d have given to be back in the Institute, bugging Aidan and Victor about letting me help search for the Skull. I abandoned my efforts to wipe Aidan’s face off the table. He looked kind of cute, in an a four-year-old could draw a better portrait way.

      “I wish,” Dawn answered. “Veronica doesn’t like it when the books leave the room. They took her too long to collect.”

      “Spelled too?”

      “Yep.”

      The business of selling military history books must be booming to afford all this spelling. Or maybe… I cleared my throat. “How much is this going to cost me?”

      Dawn threw me a kiss. “For you, free.”

      Until she found something actually worthy, I supposed. But hey, I’d take it. I grinned back, and she busied with another tome.

      “Do you guys have a side artifact business like the Wishing Well?” I asked casually. Might as well use this time to go digging for other types of information.

      “Just research,” she answered. “Good money, low risk.”

      “Makes sense,” I agreed. “You ever come across artifacts that steal dreams or memories or secrets in your books?”

      “Still thinking about your memory spell?”

      “Gotta be prepared, in case similar things are going around. What if the next time I get affected is by an artifact instead of spells? How would I go about getting my memories back from the thing?”

      Seriously, smoothness was my superpower today.

      Dawn made a thoughtful noise, returning her current book and going for another. “You work for the Institute. Wouldn’t they know about that stuff more than I do?”

      Her tone had turned curious, so I chose my words carefully. “I’m a newbie. They barely allow me to leave the reception area. The memory spell landing on me was a coincidence, but what if someone targets us with something worse next time? What if they take Aidan—Greaves’s memories and we gotta take them out of an artifact?”

      “Oh. There is information about memory-returning spells, but I’m not sure that would work with an artifact that stole memories, I’m sorry.” She shrugged apologetically. “Our resources lean more toward spells and related types of magical objects.”

      Unlike artifacts, whose magic acted like a transaction, similar to spells, magical objects were simply imbued with power. Like the Skull.

      “No worries,” I said. And since we were circling the topic… “What about Eyes? The Institute doesn’t have much on them. Why would anyone make an artifact out of a hound’s eye?” I asked, more to myself than her. I had pondered this a lot.

      “Why do Fae do anything?” she said. “I heard some creatures give them up willingly, though.”

      My jaw dropped. “Really? Why would they do that?”

      “Who knows. A sign of loyalty to their masters?”

      I sure hoped Greenie wouldn’t come around one day, pop out one of his eyes, and expect me to do anything with it.

      “But I think it’s more likely they were experimented on,” Dawn continued. “Fae creatures have as much magic as the Fae themselves. If you can turn a bunch of Fae bones into a powerful item, why not bits of Fae creatures?”

      I wished Greenie was around so I could hug him. “That’s depressing.”

      She shrugged again and closed the bookshelf. “It’s Fae. Depressing is the least messed up thing about them.” Coming to stand by the table, she produced her phone and began swiping around. “We don’t have anything worthwhile about the Skull—only guesses about its appearance or mentions about how powerful it’s supposed to be—but I know someone who might help.”

      Her swipes stopped, and she met my hopeful eyes. “They’re a researcher we work with a lot—knows about everything Fae under the earth. He’s worth his weight in gold.”

      Understanding filled me. She was offering one of her contacts in the black market. The kind of information that went beyond favors.

      “What’s this going to cost me?” A tendril of panic escaped the general mass of anxiety and doom I’d kept locked in my chest so far. I didn’t have the Institute resources, not really. Aidan would probably pay any debt incurred while I searched on his behalf, but what if she wanted a favor, or an artifact in the Institute’s possession? “Another personal favor?” I made sure the personal part came through very clearly. Sure, Dawn was being nice and helpful now, but who knew what the future might bring?

      “You already owe me one of those,” she said matter-of-factly and slightly cheered. I wondered if she had found something in her books and was using this other researcher as a way to earn some extra money. But so far, her demeanor had appeared open and truthful.

      And if I were to be honest, it wasn’t like I hadn’t held back things in the past to attempt to get my way.

      So, I wiped the suspicion from my tone and decided to be as open as she was. “Tell me.”

      “I want a book.”

      I blinked. “Okay.”

      “It’s a very rare book.”

      Was she going to ask me to rob someone? Ethics aside, I wasn’t sure my current skill set was up to par. Although with Greenie’s help, I bet I could do a pretty good smash and grab. Unless the book was on a second floor or above, where Greenie was unable to access, and never mind. “You want me to get it for you?”

      “It’s been lost for years, but I bet with the Institute’s help, you can find it.”

      I sighed with relief. “You don’t want me to steal it from someone.”

      “What?”

      “Nothing. Okay. No, wait. Is it something dangerous?” I didn’t want to be put in the position of trading a tome filled with ways to doom people in exchange for helping fix my current problems. Even if it meant Aidan’s freedom. Ugh, morals. How bothersome.

      “Nothing dangerous. It’s a collection of Fae stories, illustrated and all. Each story is about a spell and how it came to be, but there are no actual spells in it. None that can be copied, at least.”

      As far as things to find went, it sure was better than a bowl made with skulls. “And if I can’t find it?”

      “Promise you will try to the best of your abilities.”

      I stood and shook her hand. “I promise I will search for your book to the best of my abilities. I will not steal it for you, but I will tell you where to find it.”

      Her smile was a ray of sunshine. “Great.” She returned to her phone but then sent me an apologetic glance. “This guy…he won’t give the information for free.”

      Ah, there went my soul, attempting to escape my body. “Of course not.”

      “What’s your number? I’ll text you the address.”

      I reached for my phone, but it wasn’t there. “I don’t have my phone on me.”

      “I’ll print it out, then.”

      A few more swipes of her fingers, and a printer began to rumble in one of the cabinets. Dawn got the paper and handed it over.

      I read the address and returned the paper. “Can you also print me a map? Or directions?”

      She blinked at me like I was somewhat dense. “Put it in the GPS. Or have your driver do it.”

      “I have no car and no phone.”

      The next few minutes were spent figuring how to print a map and finding which station or bus stop would bring me the closest. Dawn wanted to call a car for me, but I needed to conserve my money, so public transport would have to do.

      “Good luck,” she told me before we left the room. “And get me a few photos if you do find the Skull. I’m going to start a scrapbook.”

      I gave her a thumbs up. “You got it.”

      And with the folded map in my messenger bag, I left her store, the Hub, and the part of town I knew best.
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      I had expected Dawn’s contact in the black market to be some curmudgeonly old man buried under tons of books in an ancient secondhand bookstore. I got two of those things right. He was curmudgeonly, and he did have secondhand things in his store. It was one of those places selling everything from vintage clothing to broken toys. Creepy, nightmare-inducing, broken toys, I amended internally, eyeing a collection of porcelain dolls missing bits of their faces.

      Unlike Lockhart’s shadowed, dusty interior, this man’s store was filled with light and clean surfaces. It only made the creepiness more bizarre. Was that a stuffed hyena head by the rack of seventies-style flowing shirts?

      “Yes?” came the owner’s voice. This must be Carr of Carr’s Curiosities, store owner and super researcher, according to Dawn’s information.

      The store didn’t have a counter. Carr was sitting on a leather chair in a corner, half-hidden by another rack of clothes, a book in his lap. He appeared to be in his fifties, lean and bony with salt-and-pepper hair cut short.

      “I’m looking for Mr. Carr.” Better make sure I had the correct guy.

      “That’s me.” His voice was curt and cold.

      “Dawn Byrd from Red Creek Books sent me.” I approached, giving the group of dolls and the hyena head a wide berth.

      He watched me with obvious suspicion. “Why?”

      “Because I need information?”

      “Is that a question?”

      I was instantly brought back in time to my middle school years. “Nooo?”

      “Make up your mind,” he barked, “or go away.”

      My eye twitched. “I do need information, Mr. Carr. Dawn told me you’re the best in the business.”

      “What is this, some bad movie script?”

      “Wha—what?”

      “I don’t need coddling, woman. If you need information, just say so. Any attempts at trying to grease my pride will get you nowhere, you understand?”

      “Yessir.”

      “Don’t be cheeky,” he snapped. He stood and threw his book into the nearest shelf. It landed on top of a haphazard pile of other books. Did he ever pick them back up or just leave them there until there was no more space? “Follow me.”

      We went the amazing length of three steps before he pointed at a strange metal pendant hanging on a column between the shelves.

      “Use that,” he said.

      The metal pendant depicted a scene of two women in tunics taking water from a stream. A series of tiny spikes graced the bottom of the scenery.

      “You want me to pinch myself with this?”

      “No, you daft woman. I want you to hold it.”

      “Is it spelled?”

      “Of course it’s spelled.”

      I held my hands behind my back. “I think I’ll pass.”

      “Then you can leave.”

      Sheesh, was he this nice to all his customers or just me? “What does the spell do?”

      “None of your business.”

      Irritation rose within me. “You know, I just got spelled yesterday, and I don’t feel like going through the same again today.”

      Carr’s gaze flicked between me and the pendant, then he gave a sigh of annoyance. “Ah, whatever. You’re obviously not a Fae or sorcerer in disguise.”

      I wasn’t sure whether to feel proud or insulted. He walked around me like I was the stuffed hyena head and approached a small side door.

      “Are you coming or what?” he said, unlocking it with a key from his keyring.

      As I followed him through the door, I wondered if he and Aidan knew each other, and if they ever met to polish their manners together.

      The door opened into a narrow hallway ending in a set of stairs. We didn’t go that far, though, only up to the first door on the left.

      “In here,” he said.

      The room beyond was as dark as the store was bright. Dark paneling, a massive, heavy, dark desk, dark shelves, and—you guessed it—dark cabinets. Even the shades covering the one window were dark brown.

      Carr closed the door and went around the desk to sit on a black leather chair.

      “What do you need?”

      I decided to stay standing—better for running if it came down to it. Also, there were no other chairs in the room.

      “I’m searching for information on a magical Fae item. Dawn said you could help me.”

      Another sound of irritation escaped his throat. “Woman, what is wrong with you? Come out and say what you want.”

      The corners of my mouth drooped. There was no using my smoothness with this guy. “I need information on the Skull of Souls.”

      He leaned his elbows on the desk, steepled his fingers right under his nose, and narrowed his eyes at me. “What kind of information?”

      “When it was last seen, or who might have it, preferably.”

      “My services do not come cheap.” His eyes narrowed further. “You don’t look like the sort of person who can afford me. Who are you working for?”

      “Nobody. But I think I can match your price.” Would he take the bracelet as payment? Maybe the seeker? I’d be loath to part with it—might come in handy down the road—but beggars and choosers and all that.

      “I don’t think so.”

      I lifted my chin, giving him an arrogant look. “I assure you I can.” If he had the same extra senses I did, he would know I was armed with artifacts and to be taken seriously. Was it really possible I was the only one who could sense artifacts? Proof was stacking into a big pile of yes so far.

      “Nobody has seen the Skull of Souls in a very long time,” he said. “Tracking that kind of information will be difficult.”

      “Isn’t that why people pay you?” I dared with an arch of a brow.

      His expression didn’t change. “Let’s see if you can put your wallet where your mouth is.”

      He reached for a drawer in his desk then froze. His gaze snapped back to me like I had just turned into a giant rat.

      “What?” I asked, confused.

      “Did he send you?” he snarled.

      The intensity of his sudden fury forced me back a step. “Dawn sent me.”

      “Are you working for him?”

      “I told you, I’m not working for anyone.”

      He straightened and slammed a hand on the desk. I jumped with a yelp.

      “You’re working for that conniving son of a bitch, aren’t you?” he nearly shouted.

      “Who?”

      “Lockhart!”

      Oh, crap.

      His eyes widened, his cheeks darkening. “You are.”

      “I’m not, I swear,” I told him.

      “Get out of here!”

      “But—”

      “Out!” He stomped around the desk and across the room to jerk the door open. “Now!”

      The anger and outrage emanating from him told me arguing would get me nowhere. Still, I tried one more time as he chased me through the hallway and into the store. “I swear I’m not working with Lockhart. I’m with the Magical Artifacts Institute.”

      He had already opened the front door for me.

      “And tell that little bastard,” he hissed as I slipped past him, “that he can go hang himself with his innards and rot in Hell before I move a finger to help him.”

      The door slammed against my butt, making me yelp again. Still in shock, I peered through the display window and saw Carr was talking on his phone. I couldn’t hear a thing, but he was still all fury in the way he prowled and gestured.

      He looked up and caught me staring. His face morphed from rage into triumphant smugness.

      He had told someone about me. About me and Lockhart. Someone who must have Lockhart high up on a hit list.

      Double crap.

      I hurried away from the shop, processing the whole mess. Carr and Lockhart had obvious bad blood between them—having met Lockhart, not hard to imagine—and now that Carr thought I was working for Lockhart, that put a target on me, too.

      Whoever he had just talked to…if me being linked to Lockhart got around, it’d be extremely bad news. It might not take long for whoever was behind the Institute takeover to learn that the guy in the hospital was Lockhart’s assistant and not the sorcerer, which meant they would look into any information that surfaced about him. Information I had just unintentionally provided on a silver platter.

      On top of that, I had told the guy that I was with the Institute.

      Given that all current Institute workers were accounted for except for the recently fired one, it wouldn’t take a lot of brainpower to realize it was me who was apparently working with Lockhart.

      Which meant that either they might search for me as a way to get to Lockhart, or, if they had already realized the artifacts were missing, they knew I was looking for the Skull and would extrapolate my next moves from that.

      Awesome.

      Time to change plans. Since I was back to square one, might as well go all the way to the raw materials and see what I was working with.

      I made my way to the room where I’d hidden my backpack, being extra careful that nobody was following me, and sat on the floor, spreading the artifacts in an arc in front of me. From the wall, poster rainbow cat looked approvingly at the proceedings.

      I opened one of Victor’s chocolate energy bars and took a good bite, munching slowly and inspecting the collection.

      There was the familiar conch-shaped Keeper of Secrets, a small Fabergé-style egg that probably contained all the horrors of the world inside, a huge, gaudy signet ring, a jade brooch, a gold hairpin, a pouch with what felt like a few marbles inside, and a wooden box.

      I heard Greenie pop out of the wall behind me and come sniff my hair.

      “What do you think?” I asked before taking another bite of the bar.

      Greenie poked my hip with his muzzle.

      Right. I took out the bracelet, unhooked the seeker, grabbed the Eye-dagger, and added them to the collection. Look at that, I could open my own museum at this rate.

      Greenie sniffed the Eye-dagger. The Eye-dagger narrowed its eyelids at him. Maybe they had known each other in a previous life.

      I ran a hand over Greenie’s soft moss skin. “Greenie, did an evil Fae experiment on you and stole your eye?”

      Greenie licked the Eye-dagger. The Eye-dagger’s pupil roamed to stare pointedly at me. It blinked several times to make its point.

      “Greenie, I don’t think the Eye-dagger likes you.”

      Greenie yipped and licked the dagger again. The blinking intensified.

      “Okay, boy,” I said, tugging at his neck. “I need to think.”

      Greenie panted loudly—his version of laughing—then lay behind me. He was enormous, and the scent of fresh grass and meadows enveloped me.

      Back to the artifacts. Something in this collection had to be of use. Otherwise, what good were they if they couldn’t help my current predicament?

      I traced the beautiful butterfly-shaped lines of the seeker. It wouldn’t find the Skull for me, but it might help me find a person. Perhaps Ren? I didn’t see how to make Ren be my heart’s desire, although since the seeker apparently could help me find Aidan, I’d file that for later in case it ever came down to having to break Aidan out of a jail.

      There were probably less risky ways to find where Aidan was, such as asking Marta, but one never knew.

      As for the other artifacts… I truly had no idea what they were. The egg and the box, I didn’t dare open, and the others I had never heard of. They weren’t common artifacts like the seeker, or peculiar enough like the Eyes. It was too bad the same sense that alerted me when artifacts were nearby didn’t also tell me what the heck they did.

      Sending photos to Dawn or Kane to see if they recognized any of them was out of the question.

      Then there was the Keeper. I picked it up and rolled it between my hands. So innocent looking, so valuable. Not only because it allowed the user to bypass the need for a true name to make someone obey an order, but because it took a deep secret every time it was used. If my suspicions were correct, it might actually contain more than a few true names from the Fae who had inadvertently used it through the years.

      Hmm. What if it had Lord Velei’s true name or some other deep, dark secret I could use to my advantage?

      “I don’t suppose you know how to get the secrets out of this thing, do you?” I asked Greenie, waving the Keeper in the air.

      Greenie didn’t even bother to open his eyes.

      Maybe simply concentrating would do it? As long as I didn’t send an order, it would steal no dark secret. Not that any of my secrets were dark or valuable.

      Awakening the magic in my blood, I pushed it into the artifact in my hands and concentrated hard on Lord Velei.

      Nothing happened.

      I tossed the Keeper in the air absentmindedly, pondering my options. Giving it up for information about the bad guy would take my ace away if I needed Lord Velei’s help later.

      My gaze fell on the Eye-dagger. Its pupil moved up and down as it tracked the Keeper’s voyages through the air.

      A slow smile began to spread across my face.

      When the Eye was connected to the dagger, when I cut something, the cut was mirrored on me; when it didn't have the Eye, the cuts were mirrored on someone else. Would the same principle apply to the Keeper, even though artifacts weren’t supposed to work on other artifacts? Time to find out.

      The Eye watched me curiously but detached without complaint. With the Eye on one hand and the Keeper on the other, I brought them together in front of me. There was no good way for the Eye to stick flush to the Keeper—the conch’s tiny spikes made that impossible—but hopefully, it’d be enough.

      Give an order, reveal a secret.

      I called on my magic again and pushed it through the artifact and the Eye at the same time.

      “Release.”

      My word, magnified by the Keeper, echoed in my ears. Greenie shifted, perhaps wondering what the heck he was supposed to be releasing, and, damn, I sure hoped he didn’t think it was pee—or worse.

      As soon as the errant thought came into my mind, it was annihilated by an avalanche of…knowledge. I reeled back, almost losing my grasp on the Eye and the Keeper. My vision darkened; my ears rang. My head felt so full I thought it might burst.

      And then it was all gone.

      Fading tendrils remained, teasing me with bits of information. I lunged for the notebook and pen, but by the time I was ready to begin writing, it was too late—it had all disappeared.

      I groaned into my hands. I should’ve seen something like this coming. Get the secrets out, but good luck keeping them—that was the artifact’s job, after all.

      Leaning against Greenie, I stared at the ceiling. Way to go, Maddie. Nice waste of countless valuable intelligence. Should get a parade, really.

      Well, at least now if I did end up trading the Keeper to Lord Velei, I wouldn’t be putting anyone in danger by him knowing their secrets.

      But hell if the disappointment didn’t sting. Disappointment in myself and anger at the world. I wasn’t usually one to waste energy hating life, but this hurt. All I had accomplished so far today was run in circles and increase the target on my back. Might as well go stand in front of the Council with a flag saying, Yo, I stole your artifacts. By the way, they’re in my backpack. Feel free to give them away to the bad guy who framed Aidan.

      Perhaps the problem was that my scope wasn’t big enough. I was thinking like Maddie, Artifact Hunter Wanna-Be, and not Maddie, Badass From The Heavens Raining Fury On Her Enemies.

      Maybe I wasn’t being proactive enough, for once.

      Maybe I needed to start taking instead of asking.
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      Greenie seemed unable to find Lockhart, so I asked him to find the next best thing. The hound had no trouble remembering where the house the sorc had taken us to was, possibly due to being frustrated at the wards surrounding it. Greenie could go through Fae wards, but Lockhart’s magic was different. With time, Greenie would probably learn how to cross those, too, but time wasn’t something I had.

      Greenie catapulted me into the human world through a mass of bushes. The ley line we had taken had been narrow and scary, with barely enough space for both of us, but the magic of it still sang in my veins. I counted myself lucky. I wasn’t sure how Greenie would take me to places that weren’t connected through a ley line, but I didn’t think I’d enjoy it.

      I spit some leaves and oriented myself. I was in someone’s back yard, but the street appeared quiet. I ambled around until I got my bearings, then directed my feet toward Lockhart’s house and the many wards protecting it.

      With an evil cackle, I called on my magic and stepped on his warded territory. If I was correct, somewhere Lockhart was getting a bunch of magical alarms going off in his head. Technology was hit or miss with magic, so if he had any cameras, they were hopefully going haywire between the wards activating and my magic.

      Lockhart’s yard was unkempt, the house possessing a perpetual air of abandonment. I suspected the wards and some spells kept people away. Both front and back doors were locked, so I magically stomped my way around the house a couple of times before coming to sit on the front steps. I hoped he didn’t take long.

      He didn’t. The screech of tires alerted me of his presence as an old car came to a stop in front of the house. Lockhart jumped out and slammed the door.

      “You,” he said threateningly, coming around the car and up the small dirt path. His dark expression changed into speculation. “Do you have news about the Skull? You could’ve called instead of messing with my wards, you know.”

      “No phone,” I answered simply. “Can we go inside?”

      Lockhart nodded sharply and opened the door. The air of neglect continued inside the house. It wasn’t overly dirty or in shambles; it was just the kind of place that wasn’t lived in. The one exception was the kitchen, which was clean and pristine, if old-fashioned.

      The sorc led us there then rested a hip against one of the counters.

      “Well? Spit it out.”

      If only I had been chewing gum or something—what a missed opportunity! I smiled broadly and retrieved the Eye-less dagger from its sheath threaded through the back loops of my jeans. I had left the messenger bag behind with the artifacts.

      “What?” he said, unimpressed. “You think you can take me?”

      The kitchen table stood between us, still laden with chemistry equipment. The beaker he had used to make my potion a day earlier still stood on the drying rack by the sink. He followed the direction of my gaze, and I used the distraction to slice one of the wooden table legs with the dagger. It cut the wood easily, but I didn’t go deep.

      “Tell me who hired you to do the memory spell,” I demanded in a serious tone.

      Lockhart rolled his eyes. “We’re back to that? I told you what you need to do to make that happen.” He looked pointedly at my hands. “That doesn’t look like the Skull. Unless it’s the bump in your pocket, which I doubt.”

      He was right; the bump in my pocket would be the Eye. Probably quite annoyed by now at being kept in such tight confines.

      Once again, I gave thanks it was restricted to displeased blinking and couldn’t grow a mouth to bite me.

      “Aidan already promised to find the Skull,” I said, savoring these minutes of peace before chaos erupted. I casually ran the dagger against the table leg again. “Why do you insist I do it, too? I’m a newbie at this—Aidan is the man you want on the job. And he can’t do the job if he’s being kept under investigation. And if he’s permanently removed from the Institute… That’s a lot of lost resources he could’ve used to track the Skull, don’t you think?”

      Lockhart hooked his thumbs in the front pockets of his jeans, giving me a knowing look. “Something tells me you are very resourceful when cornered. I’m sure you’ll make great inroads in figuring out where it is. Tell you what,” he added magnanimously, “find me any actionable intelligence on the Skull’s location, and I’ll tell you who hired me.”

      “Wow, what a deal,” I said dryly.

      He grinned. “I am not completely heartless.”

      I made a show of thinking this through, then shook my head. “Nah, I think it’s better if you tell me who it is, and then you may help me figure out how to take them down.”

      Lockhart barked a laugh. “Or what? You’re going to use that dagger to prick me into submission?”

      “Dang,” I said, beaming, “you are smart.”

      Then, as if I had timed it to perfection—which I kind of had—Lockhart yelped and looked at his forearm. He pushed the sleeve of his T-shirt up to his elbow, revealing a red, bloody line crossing his skin.

      “What the hell?” he demanded in shock. His gaze fell on me then on the dagger in my hand. Fury filled his expression. “Is that a Fae dagger?”

      “Duh.”

      “Give it here,” he demanded, springing toward me.

      I sidestepped, keeping the table between us. “Nuh-uh. Tell me who the client is.”

      “Look here you little—ouch!” He jumped and raised his T-shirt. Another red line had appeared on his side, this one bleeding a tad harder. His eyes filled with disbelief as he raised his gaze to meet mine.

      With a Machiavellian smile, I leaned the dagger’s pointy end on the table, and slowly—oh, so slowly—dragged the blade across its surface.

      We stared at each other for a few seconds, then all chaos broke loose.

      “Give me that!” he shouted, lunging at me across the table, sending glass instruments crashing to the floor.

      “Tell me who it is!” I yelled back, jumping away and running to the side when he went around the table again. For extra measure, I grazed the table with the dagger.

      “I’m not going to tell you anything until you give me that.” He changed course, but I was fast and narrowly avoided his grip. “What is wrong with you?” he demanded, panting.

      “What is wrong with you?” I retorted, bouncing on the balls of my feet, ready to leap out of his range. My pulse thundered in my neck, all adrenaline and exhilaration. “Just tell me who it is.”

      He shoved the table forward, trying to trap me against the counter, but the table was heavy and dragged slowly. I grabbed the kitchen towel, bunching it into a ball, and pressed the dagger against it.

      Lockhart stopped, paling.

      “Yup,” I confirmed. “I think bad things might happen if I stab this deep. I mean, you might grab me after, but the damage will already be done. Who knows where it’ll stab you?”

      He growled in frustration. “Why are you being like this?”

      My mouth fell open. “Seriously? You’re the one being greedy. You already got a promise about the Skull, and, hey, I’ll promise to search for it, too. So there, two promises. What else do you want, my firstborn?”

      He snorted. “Heaven spare us if you reproduce.”

      “Wow. Rude.”

      Straightening, he gave me an arrogant look. “You want to play hardball? Let’s.”

      The atmosphere around us changed. My blood came to attention, prickling in my veins. A sense of power drenched the air, a sense of waiting—Lockhart was awakening his magic.

      Now, I wasn’t well versed in what a sorcerer could or couldn’t do, since they were so rare, but I was fairly certain he couldn’t conjure magic ropes out of nowhere to tie me up with. Therefore, I concluded, he must’ve been trying to frighten me with a show of power.

      “That’s not going to work.” I repressed a shudder—his magic was sending mine haywire.

      “Oh, it isn’t, is it?” he said smoothly, taking a step forward.

      I lifted the dagger and the towel in warning. I should’ve brought the Keeper, dammit, but I hadn’t wanted to risk losing it if things didn’t go my way. “Stay over there.”

      “Or what? Maybe I can heal myself. Have you thought about that?”

      “Can’t heal yourself if the dagger stabs your brain, can you?”

      His expression soured. “If I die, how will you find the person who hired me?”

      “I don’t know. But do you really want to die?”

      The magic in the air kicked up another notch. Everything felt dense, like if I attempted to move, it would be like wading through transparent mulch. Lockhart’s intent eyes were fixed on me, gauging my reactions, waiting for the perfect moment to pounce.

      Then his attention snapped to the kitchen’s windows. The magic pressure disappeared, leaving me lightheaded.

      He swore foully and pointed at me with outrage. “What did you do?”

      I eyed him warily. “What?”

      “Someone just crossed my wards. Several someones.”

      “Uh…”

      His mouth opened in further indignation. “Someone followed you!”

      “No way,” I protested. “I couldn’t have been followed.”

      “A tracking spell!”

      “Why would anyone put a tracking spell on me to find you—oh.” I thought of Carr. But we hadn’t touched, and I hadn’t sensed the telltale snap of a spell being activated. “Nope, no way. I was careful.”

      “Who did you talk to? How did they know you’d come to me?” His voice reached top pitch when he spoke next. “You went to him, didn’t you? You went to that old asshole!”

      The loud crash of breaking glass made us wince. Something thudded in the next room, followed by a loud pop. Immediately, tendrils of smoke drifted into the kitchen.

      Lockhart swore again.

      “Is that gas?” I asked, shocked. A cough wracked me. Whatever it was, it acted fast.

      “Come,” he ordered curtly, suppressing his own cough.

      I covered my nose and mouth with the towel and followed him out of the kitchen. He used the neck of his T-shirt as a mask, coughing a few more times as we hurried through the house and down the steps into his basement. The air here was stale but free of fumes. I wiped my eyes and watched him go to the hole into his second basement.

      I hesitated for an instant before going into the murder hole but then hurried after him. He wouldn’t wait for me, and I didn’t want to take my chances with whoever was attacking the house. Heavy thuds echoed above us—they had entered the house.

      I used the steep, earthy steps, jumping off halfway down. Lockhart’s underground portal was activated, and he was already almost gone. I leaped after him.

      The portal’s magic was a caress across my body as I went through the glassy surface. Once on the other side, Lockhart gripped my arm to yank me the rest of the way and closed the portal.

      Soft raindrops hit my skin. I inhaled deeply, willing my heart to slow down, and took stock of our surroundings. The usual bright Faerie light was dimmed by gray clouds overhead, tinting the sorc’s garden in shades of gray and blue.

      I turned my face up to the rain, enjoying its freshness against my overheated skin.

      “I didn’t know it rained in Faerie,” I murmured.

      “What, you think I run a hose every day from my house?” came the dry reply. Lockhart had one hand on his portal, the other held loosely against the cut in his side. He wasn’t looking at me but was wholly focused on the clouded surface of the portal.

      Lifting the dagger protectively, I went to stand by the other side of the portal’s frame. “Can they come through?”

      Lockhart flashed his teeth. “Of course not.”

      That was a relief. “Who do you think it was?”

      “You tell me,” he said with a bit of a bite.

      “I wasn’t followed. No way. I came through the ley lines.”

      He blinked in surprise. “You what?”

      “Never mind. What do we do now?” I waved at the portal. “Can it open to another place?”

      “Of course it can open to another place,” he snapped. “They’re doing something to it, keeping the connection to my basement alive somehow. They can’t open the portal, but I can’t sever the link.”

      And from the unhappy expression on his face, I gathered that as long as the link was there, we couldn’t use this portal to go elsewhere.

      “Let’s use another portal, then,” I said.

      “There’s no other.”

      “Then let’s do a portal spell. You can do those on your own, right?”

      “Not easily. The wards get in the way.”

      I stared at him in disbelief. “You mean, this is the only way in or out of this place? Why would you have only one exit?”

      “Whatever,” he said, irritated. “This is all your fault.”

      “How is it my fault?”

      “Why did you even go to Carr?”

      I pointed at him with the dagger. “You wanted the Skull, so I went looking for the Skull.”

      “And you didn’t think I’d have already exhausted the obvious places?” he said, still aggravated.

      “Hey, don’t blame me for people hating you. What did you do to the guy, anyway? He got really mad when he realized I was there on your behalf.”

      “See,” he exclaimed. “That, right there. Why would you go and tell him you were working for me?”

      “He guessed it!” I sniffed. “I’m not that useless, you know.”

      We stared at each other for a few silent moments, then I sheathed the dagger and examined our surroundings again. “Okay, not a big deal. Drop the wards and use a spell. Or we can use Greenie.”

      “Greenie?”

      “A friend. Can you lower the wards from here, or do we have to walk to the edge?” I shuddered at the memory of the last time I had gone through this garden.

      “I have a better idea,” he said, relish in his tone. He was looking at the portal like a delicious meal was about to appear. “I’ll just open the portal and kill them as they come through.”

      “And if they don’t?” I asked cautiously.

      “I’ll go in and kill them over there,” he answered happily. “The gas must’ve dispersed by now.”

      “Is this a thing you do a lot? Mindless killing?”

      He shrugged one shoulder. “I don’t want to brag, but…”

      Ooookay. “What if they laid traps or spells and they’re waiting for you to cross back to trap you?”

      “Hmm.”

      “They must’ve come prepared to deal with you,” I cooed to the apparent mass murderer. “Let’s get out of here some other way and make a plan.”

      With a last look of longing, he released the portal. “Fine, but we’re in the middle of Faerie.”

      “Can’t you just make another portal with a few branches? Or lower your wards and do a portal spell.”

      “Portals take a lot of preparation and power,” he informed me stiffly. “And the moment I lower the wards, all of Faerie will know of this garden. We’ll either get attacked by creatures or by curious Fae.”

      “Really?” I studied him from head to toe and arched a brow. “Aren’t you supposed to be some super powerful sorcerer? Fae come to you for the best spells, etcetera, etcetera?”

      “God, I want to strangle you.”

      I cackled. “Don’t blame me for your shortcomings.”

      “Oh, shut up. Okay, I can do a small portal spell. It should be enough to put us right outside the wards.”

      “You can’t take us to the surface?”

      “It’d be too complicated, take too much magic, and I need my reserves.” He gave me a nasty look. “Since someone brought people to one of my safe houses, I have to be prepared.” I was about to reply when he continued, “And I assume you want us to survive whatever happens to find us outside. I don’t think your little dagger is going to be of much use against one of them. Tell me about this Greenie. How can he help us?”

      “He’s a Fae hound. He’ll be able to take us to the surface, but he can’t get past your wards.”

      He tapped his chin, thoughtful. I had expected a bit more of a reaction at me having a Fae hound mount, but he probably had seen plenty of bizarre happenings himself. “You can call on him? Are you sure he’ll come all the way here?”

      “He’s very good at finding me, yes.” When he felt like it. But, eh, details.

      “All right, watch the master perform.”

      I bounced in excitement, eager to see just that. My reaction must’ve satisfied him because he stood straighter and took on an arrogant air.

      “Normally, I would use one of my specially treated inks, but since I had no time to grab them, I’ll use my blood.”

      I recalled the golden liquid Aidan had used for his basement portal. “Does that attune the user to the portal?”

      “In a way. It acts as a conduit, similar to a potion.” He squeezed the wound on his forearm, and blood beaded along the cut. Muttering, he wiped it with his thumb and dragged the finger along the ground, drawing a circle.

      “You only need that little blood?”

      “What did you expect, a gallon of blood? Never mind, don’t answer that, I can see that you did.”

      I smiled innocently. Perhaps not a gallon, but I had expected it would take a bit more. Then again, magic made blood seem to gain a life of its own, judging by my previous experience of watching Aidan use his blood to call on the Fae.

      Lockhart finished the circle and told me to come closer. He smeared a bit of blood on the back of my hand—which, ew—and frowned in concentration.

      The dirt inside the circle began to vibrate. After a couple of seconds, it stopped and melted into a silvery pool reflecting the clouds overhead.

      Lockhart wiped his forehead and grabbed my wrist. “Go,” he ordered and stepped into the circle, dragging me along.
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      Going through the portal was the weirdest feeling. On the garden side, I had stepped down, but on the other side, I stepped out, like I was walking through a vertical door. The rest of my body followed suit, my stomach highly unhappy with the physical shenanigans. I swallowed some bile, deeply regretting that energy bar, and breathed through my nose.

      We had landed in a small, austere room. Light gray stone walls, bare stone floor, a wooden door. An empty closet, perhaps. The portal we had come through had been embedded in the wall opposite to the door.

      I watched in horror as it disintegrated in front of my eyes, the branches that had once encircled it crumbling into a pile of dirt and small twigs. Another perfectly good portal gone to waste.

      “What happened to it?” I whispered.

      Lockhart looked unconcerned. “It must’ve been a temporary portal. My spell was designed to hitchhike into the closest possible portal, if any available.”

      “But why did it break? Was it a one-time use?” That seemed awfully wasteful.

      “It must’ve been keyed. My spell brute-forced our entry but rendered the portal useless after.”

      “Where are we?” I asked. We must still be in Faerie—the number of wards surrounding us was almost overwhelming.

      “Somewhere we shouldn’t,” Lockhart answered, somewhat cheerfully. He took my hand and pressed on the smear of his blood. A whisper of his power coursed through me, leaving a million tiny pricks in its wake.

      “What was that?” I whispered. Had I come all the way here for him to put some horrible spell on me?

      “I’m dampening our presence,” he said, going to the room’s entrance. “This must be one of the Fae houses. We need to either get outside or find another portal.”

      I couldn’t agree more. Getting caught at this stage of the game would royally suck.

      I joined him at the door as he opened it a slit. No sounds came from the outside, which made sense—if this was one of those secret portals Ren had talked about, it would be situated in a low-traffic area.

      The hallway outside was narrow and as bare as the room. We took it silently, moving carefully but fast. A set of stairs at the end brought us to a fancier area of the house. The corridor widened; decorations graced the walls. Beautiful Faerie crystals in their elegant sconces gave a welcoming light, and a soft tinkling filled my ears, letting me know this was a safe place, a wonderful place. A place that would erase all my worries and would bring me eternal happiness.

      I shook off my stupor then elbowed Lockhart hard to wake him up. He bit out a curse, holding his side and glaring at me. Oops. Must’ve been his injured side.

      “Stupid Fae tricks,” he grumbled, moving along the hallway.

      Following him, it dawned on me that there was something familiar about the color of the walls and the style of decorations. The molding on the ceiling tugged at my memory, and the feel of the wards—of the house itself—reminded me of something.

      Were all Fae houses built in a similar style, or…

      Greenie popped out of a wall. Lockhart shrieked and jumped about a foot in the air.

      I opened my arms happily. “Greenie!”

      The hound head-butted me, tongue lolling in happiness.

      “Good boy,” I told him, scratching him behind his huge ears.

      “Jesus, woman. That’s your hound? It’s the size of a small horse!”

      Greenie bared his teeth at Lockhart. The sorc held up his hands and stepped back. “A very nice, good-looking horse.”

      “Okay, Greenie,” I told him, dragging his head to look at me. “Can you take us to the surface?” I pushed my magic into him, bringing up a particular room in my mind.

      Greenie gave an affirmative yip, wagged his tail, and darted down the corridor.

      “With us on top,” I called after him.

      “We are so screwed,” said Lockhart, something akin to despairing disbelief showing in his voice.

      “We’ll be okay,” I told him, starting after Greenie. “Hurry, or we’ll lose him.”

      But the deeper Greenie took us into the house, the more I realized it wouldn’t matter if we lost sight of him. And when we took a bend in the corridor and the hallway turned from cold stone into a mix of more stone, warm bricks, and polished branches, I knew it without a doubt.

      We were in Lord Velei’s house.

      And Lockhart’s dampening spell was no match for Lord Velei’s wing, because the instant we crossed inside, the hair on my arms and the back of my neck stood straight. Our steps slowed as we digested the sudden power surge.

      A door slammed open somewhere above us. Someone shouted.

      “They know we’re here,” I whispered.

      “No kidding,” Lockhart said, glancing behind us. “Are you sure your hound is leading us the correct way?”

      I was pretty sure my hound was leading me straight to the Green Room, which might or might not be his favorite room, rather than a useful room. “It’s okay. I know the way.”

      “You’ve been here?”

      I nodded, going down a familiar corridor, my steps sure over the carpeted floor. “Once.”

      Greenie had disappeared from view, but I knew where to go.

      A Fae turned a corner ahead of us, a small crystal blade in his hand. “Halt,” he ordered.

      We froze.

      “Where’s your hound?” Lockhart muttered. “Unleash it on him.”

      “Dude, he’s not going to eat a Fae for us,” I said. Although he had before, but only because it had been a soulless Fae. A whole different scenario.

      The Fae in front of us arched his eyebrows at my words. His gaze flickered to something over my shoulder, and I realized another Fae must be moving stealthily behind us.

      “What a nightmare of a day,” Lockhart complained.

      As if it were the most bothersome task ever, he sighed heavily and pressed a hand against one of the branches in the wall.

      Magic rippled out of him. The branch shook, and for a moment, I thought he was going to rip it off and use it as a weapon.

      I should’ve known better—Lockhart didn’t seem to be the kind of guy who bothered to learn fighting skills, not like Aidan.

      A new branch erupted from the tree trunk by the Fae’s side, its surface covered with golden swirls. It lashed at him, curling around his wrist in a vicious grip and pulling him right against the wall.

      Behind us, a shout of pain told me the other Fae had suffered a similar fate.

      “Go, go, go,” Lockhart urged, breaking into a run.

      The Fae lunged for us, but Lockhart batted his hand away, a flash of magic erupting where their skin met. The Fae shrieked in pain and doubled over, holding his hand against his stomach.

      “What was that?” I asked, breathless, sprinting along the next corridor. We needed to go back down again.

      “A little something special for people thinking they can manhandle me,” Lockhart said with a note of evil glee in his voice.

      Probably had some sort of spell on his skin. Smart.

      The corridor ended in a set of stairs, and we trotted down the steps. On the lower landing, Lockhart took a hold of my T-shirt and dragged me to the wall, putting a finger to his mouth.

      Shouts echoed from above. I was anxious to keep moving, but I forced myself to keep still. Somewhere around the corner ahead, the sound of soft footsteps reached us. Unhurried but steady. When they faded from hearing, Lockhart nodded, and we peeked at the corridor.

      It was empty. We slipped inside, and I took the sorc to the Green Room.

      At the last minute, I changed my mind and led us away. Lockhart narrowed his eyes at me, suspicious I had lied and had no clue of where I was going.

      Something about the whole situation reminded me too much of my escape with Aidan and how we had found Lord Velei waiting for us in the Green Room. Lockhart and I had made good time. Perhaps the Fae Lord hadn’t yet gotten an idea of who the intruders were. Did part-Fae like us have a magical signature he could sense through his link to all his wards and the house? I had never heard of something like that, so I doubted it. Still… Better safe than sorry.

      Once we were on the surface, we wouldn’t have to worry about him knowing who exactly had invaded his house.

      The room Aidan had used for teleporting his way in and out of Faerie hadn’t changed in the least. Bare, windowless, matching the branches-stone-brick theme of the rest of the wing.

      I pointed at the center of the room. “Aidan was able to use a portal spell there. Can you?”

      Lockhart crouched and touched the hardwood floors, a thoughtful frown creasing his brow. “Maybe.”

      As if guessing we weren’t going to the Green Room, Greenie popped out of one wall, nearly flattening us in the process. Nothing like a giant Fae hound to make a room feel small.

      “Greenie,” I muttered, trying to peek over its head and torso, “let the sorcerer work.”

      The sorcerer let out some deeply unflattering things about my hound. He got to his feet and glowered at us. “It’s possible, but it’s going to take a lot of effort connecting to another portal. I’m not even sure what portal to connect it to.”

      I had the feeling he knew perfectly well what portal to connect it to but didn’t want to risk bringing me to another of his safe houses. Deep suspicion still lingered in his eyes whenever he looked at me.

      That was okay. I wasn’t interested in his hidey holes. “Can you open a portal into the ley lines?”

      “I can, but…we can’t really traverse through them. It wasn’t made for part-Fae like us.”

      I patted Greenie. “No worries. I got that covered.”

      He appeared surprised, then thoughtful. He had probably tried going into the ley lines before—anyone with his amount of power and skill would’ve, if only out of curiosity. Aidan had mentioned the ley lines affected Fae strangely—something to do with the amount of raw magic coursing through them—so it wasn’t the way they chose to travel. It hadn’t affected me in any way, but it had made Aidan a bit dazed.

      I sensed Lockhart crouch, and I coughed.

      “Yes?” came the voice from the other side of Greenie.

      “Can you do it on the wall?”

      “Horizontal surfaces are easier.”

      Interesting. I had always wondered about that—physical portals being vertical, portal spells being on the floor. Maybe something to do with gravity or ease of movement?

      “It won’t sustain for long,” Lockhart warned as he moved around the room. “The wards here…this Fae Lord is too strong.”

      I grinned. “Even for you?”

      “Unprepared, yes,” he said seriously.

      I had my doubts he’d be a match for Lord Velei, prepared or not, but he did seem to mean his words. Something to store for later, in case Lord Velei did come to the surface looking for me.

      “Are we ready?” Lockhart asked impatiently. “I would like to get out of here before any more Fae try to catch us.”

      Right. “Greenie,” I told my hound, “lower down, please?”

      Greenie must’ve sensed the urgency in my voice because he did so immediately, instead of getting a laugh out of my attempts at getting onto its back.

      As soon as I got on top of the hound, Lockhart activated the spell. The hardwood floor within his circle melted into a silver surface, illuminating the room harshly. Lockhart jumped onto Greenie’s back, landing right against me and circling my waist with his hands. His touch felt impersonal, cold, so different from having Aidan back there—and I was glad for it.

      “Go,” Lockhart barked.

      I lowered to whisper our destination into Greenie’s ears, picturing it in my mind. “Go, Greenie. Take us there.”

      Greenie didn’t even yip in answer; he simply launched forward into the pool of golden liquid. It expanded like plastic, layering against us until it shattered and allowed us through. The strange feeling of being in the ley lines invaded me immediately, awakening something in my blood. Lockhart’s hands tightened on my waist. I kept myself low against Greenie, as if doing so would give the hound extra speed.

      The strange cobbled and watery walls of the ley lines rushed by. My ears filled with the familiar, incessant rushing noise of being inside the ley lines. Greenie kept up his sprint, leaping from tunnel to tunnel until, at last, he made a final swerve into the wall. Instead of a pool of silver, we dove right into the black, inky goo Fae hounds liked to use as their own portal system.

      We landed in a shadowed room illuminated softly by six Faerie crystals placed on the ground. I slid down Greenie’s side and fumbled my way to where I knew the light switch to be. The overhead light came on to show me Lockhart getting off Greenie and stumbling drunkenly into the wall. His eyes were wide and glazed over, not really seeing anything around him.

      Why Fae never use ley lines if possible Exhibit A.

      I turned my attention to the nearby cabinet and shelf—the reason I had brought us here.

      Not only did Aidan store useful magical things here in his basement, like portal spell ink, but he for sure was the kind of person to keep a go-bag for emergencies. Knowing Aidan, he had kept this room a total secret in a way that even if people knew where he lived, they wouldn’t know about this place.

      Behind me, Lockhart mumbled unintelligibly. Greenie barked. It came out thunderous in the close space.

      “Greenie,” I shushed absentmindedly. The shelf contained a few books, a set of headphones, a coil of rope, and other random bits. I turned to the cabinet. Two drawers on top, closed doors below. The doors rattled under my inefficient attempt at opening them. Locked. I studied the small keyhole with an expert eye. I had no hairpins on me, but maybe if I shoved the end of the Eye-dagger in there? Who locked a cabinet in their super-secret cellar, anyway?

      Greenie’s barks rose in volume. I could see him bouncing in a tight circle on the edge of my vision. Lockhart’s murmurs popped here and there between the barks. I pulled at the cabinet doors again, more forcefully. They were plywood. How hard would it be to—

      Something fell on my head, and I yelped. I sent an accusatory glare at Greenie and Lockhart, but the sorc was still in his own world, and while Greenie was no longer going in circles, he was still bouncing and barking my way. I felt around the top of my head, and my fingers brushed something solid. At least it wasn’t hound spit, I told myself as I brought it to view.

      Nope. It was a big tooth.

      I shrieked, dropping it and scrambling away. Greenie barked again, a happy sort of thunder in my ears. A low rumble came from above. I looked up in disbelief.

      Lord Velei’s goo-pet was stuck to the ceiling, its bizarre collection of different-sized teeth on full display. It bounced up and down in rhythm with Greenie’s barks.

      “What the heck!” I screamed, moving away on my hands and knees.

      The goo-pet followed above, its bizarre purring intensifying, becoming demanding. Did…did it want me to throw the tooth back at him like Lord Velei had? I leaned forward, poking the tooth with a grimace, finding it dry and free of goo. Greenie began jumping in close circles again. Lockhart was slumped against the wall, still on the best ride of his life.

      And then the door of the cellar opened.
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      So there we were—me on the floor, tooth in hand, Greenie barking and jumping like he was in a bouncing castle, the goo-pet rumbling from the ceiling, and Lockhart dazed out of his wits.

      Aidan took the scenery in with an impressive amount of aplomb. The man didn’t even blink.

      “Aidan,” I exclaimed, the biggest smile of relief stretching my lips up to my ears. I wanted to jump up and hug the life out of him. He looked so solid, and warm, and…whole. He had changed into a clean Henley and fresh jeans, his jacket folded over one arm.

      He did close his eyes then. Kept them shut for a few seconds, then shook himself, came the whole way into the room, and closed the door behind him.

      “Greenie,” I urged the hound, who was still barking in excitement. The hound quieted, going for the expectant lolling tongue thing instead.

      Aidan crouched by the cabinet, and I hurried to his side, still somewhat in awe at seeing him here, not a scratch on him. I had imagined so many awful things being done to him, so much torture—teeth gone, eyes gouged, tongue cut…

      “Aidan?” I whispered, suddenly uneasy. “You’re okay?”

      He rolled his eyes—brown, and bright, and wonderfully there. “Of course I’m okay.”

      Phew, important head bits accounted for. “How did you—”

      “Later,” he said, grabbing a small key from one of the drawers and opening the cabinet doors. Damn, why hadn’t I thought to search there?

      With economic movements, he grabbed a small duffel bag from the open cabinet—hah!—and shoved his jacket and a few glass vials inside. After zipping the bag, he shoved it into my arms.

      I hugged the bag close, watching him rummage some more and retrieve a thin chain with a ring dangling from it. He threw it over his head and stood in a smooth movement.

      I got to my feet and followed him to the etched floor circles at the other end of the room.

      “What’s wrong with him?” Aidan asked, blinking at Lockhart.

      “Ley lines.”

      “Ah.” He produced the small bottle with the transport ink.

      “Are we going somewhere?”

      Aidan let a few drops fall on the lines. Golden swirls ran the circle and met on the opposite side. “That’s the idea.”

      “We should probably take him.” I gestured toward Lockhart.

      “Probably,” Aidan agreed in the same emotionless tone he had used so far. Hard to tell if he was angry, exasperated, shocked, or our presence here had forced him beyond human emotion and into a plane where nothing would ever shock him again. He looked at Greenie. “Lower.”

      Greenie wagged his tail.

      “Greenie, lower, please,” I told him.

      Greenie lolled his tongue, all signs of his earlier easy acquiescence gone. Perhaps, connected as he was to me, he felt the same sense of overwhelming relief that if Aidan was here, nothing could go wrong, and thus he was allowed to play with us—okay, me—again.

      Dangerous, these feelings of complacency.

      “Greenie,” I told him sternly, “you can play later. Lower so we can drag Lockhart somewhere else. You can nibble him after if you want.”

      “Huh?” came from Lockhart. His eyes began to focus, his mouth no longer slackened.

      “Nothing,” Aidan said, going to his side and putting the sorc’s arm over his shoulders. With a grunt, he helped Lockhart stand.

      Greenie let out a little whine of disappointment but lowered obediently. I hopped on, sliding as close to his neck and forward legs as possible, securing the bag against my chest with one arm and holding on to Greenie with my other hand.

      “He’ll have to go between us,” Aidan warned.

      “No,” Lockhart protested weakly. “I’m okay. I can do this.”

      “Are we going into the ley lines?” I asked. Lockhart did seem to be recovering, but if we went back there, we’d lose him for sure.

      “No.”

      Aidan dropped Lockhart behind me. The sorc leaned heavily against my back, and once more, I was amazed at the difference between having this guy so close and having Aidan. Like ice and fire.

      “All right,” Aidan said. He touched the shimmering circle to activate the portal pool then took the last bit of available space at the rear of the hound. Greenie was a big animal, but we were pushing it.

      Greenie seemed to agree and huffed loudly as he straightened his legs and took a step forward. Aidan was pushed against Lockhart. Lockhart’s chin slammed into my head. I clenched my jaw. From now on, Greenie was a two-rider-only kind of hound.

      Then, as if the Universe had to prove me wrong, a solid, inky mass fell on my head and arm.

      My cursing was cut short by Greenie’s dip into the golden pool.

      We landed in a rocky cavern illuminated by soft Faerie light. Lockhart collapsed against me, and I almost lost hold of the bag. The goo-pet slid from my arm onto Greenie, but he didn’t seem to mind. How the heck had it hitched a ride from Lord Velei’s house without us noticing?

      I heard Aidan’s boots hit the ground of the cavern, then felt Lockhart dismount clumsily and with a few curses.

      The goo-pet dropped to the floor, slid to the nearest wall, then made its way to the ceiling. Wonderful.

      “Maddie?”

      I supposed it would’ve been too much to ask for Greenie to lower himself. Besides, he had been a good boy—who was I to steal his main source of entertainment?

      I passed the bag to Aidan and awkwardly slid-slash-fell down Greenie’s torso. The mirth in the hound’s green eyes when he craned his neck to watch conveyed his appreciation of the Maddie attempts dismounting show.

      With a small thud, Lockhart half-fell, half-lowered himself to sit on the ground.

      “I’m okay,” he said, lifting a hand as if Aidan or I had shown concern.

      Which we hadn’t.

      Aidan passed me the bag and sat by Lockhart. I guessed I was the group’s official bag-carrier—possibly Aidan’s attempt at keeping my hands busy so I didn’t mess around with anything else.

      I dropped opposite them, waiting expectantly. Aidan had brought us to the small cavern with the portal we had used to meet Lord Velei, and though the portal itself threw off the soft light of Faerie, I hoped whatever Aidan had done to stop Lord Velei from reopening it after we had stolen his blood was still in effect.

      But it had to be, otherwise Aidan wouldn’t be simply sitting on the floor, all serious and thoughtful as if a hundred different plans were rushing through his mind.

      For his part, Lockhart appeared a lot more alert. If he was wondering where we were, he didn’t show it—had he used this cavern before, too? Or was he refusing to show he was at a disadvantage?

      Greenie lay on the floor, his tail bumping rhythmically against my leg.

      “Can you do something?” Lockhart said in irritation.

      “About?” I asked.

      He pointed at the ceiling. “That.”

      The goo-pet hovered over our heads, doing its strange purring-rumbling noise.

      “What do you want me to do? You’re the sorc, you do something.”

      “He doesn’t want to harm a creature from Lord Velei’s house,” Aidan said smoothly.

      Lockhart glowered at him.

      Aidan looked at me. “It wants the tooth.”

      “Lockhart?”

      “Wow,” the sorc said, floored. “I do hate you.”

      I cackled then took the tooth out of my pocket and tossed it at the goo-pet, aiming a little away. The goo-pet lunged and caught it right before it bounced off the rock. A new, softer purring sound replaced the annoying rumble.

      “Your turn,” I told Aidan. “How did you escape?”

      “I think I’d rather hear your version first,” he said. “How did you end up in that room?”

      I noticed he didn’t call it “my basement,” not wanting to disclose the location in front of Lockhart in case I hadn’t mentioned it either. That bit of trust in my intelligence filled me with enough warmth to last a snowstorm. And for once, I was going to prove him right.

      “Someone went after Lockhart, and we had to run,” I said.

      “Because of you,” Lockhart said with venom in his voice.

      “I told you, no way someone followed me.”

      “There is no other way they would’ve known where I was.”

      “Maybe someone followed you from your shop, ever thought of that?”

      “I—”

      “Children, please,” Aidan interjected.

      Lockhart looked like he wanted to set the world on fire. In an impressive act of self-control, he reined his feelings in and said in a more or less even tone, “Your new recruit decided to ambush me at my home when we found ourselves under attack by unknown forces.”

      Aidan assessed me. It was hard to tell from his expression, but I thought I caught a glimpse of worry in those eyes of his. Brown eyes, so we were still more on the surface than Faerie.

      “We’re okay,” I said. “We escaped through his—”

      A tooth fell in my lap, startling me. The loud rumbling began anew. Lockhart opened his mouth.

      “I know, I know,” I said before he could speak. I tossed the tooth upward, barely taking aim. The happy noises returned. “As I was saying, we escaped through his Faerie garden.”

      “And?” Aidan glanced at the goo-pet.

      “It apparently hitched a ride while we were in Lord Velei’s house,” I answered.

      Aidan closed his eyes, still as a statue—perhaps running a systems check on his ears, perhaps pondering the disadvantages of throttling me in front of Lockhart. But when he opened his eyes, I caught a hint of…laughter?

      Maybe the Council had tortured Aidan. Or maybe I had finally broken him. Before I could ponder this further, he spoke again, no joviality to be found in his tone. “And you ended up in Lord Velei’s house because…?”

      I pointed accusingly at Lockhart. “His garden only has one portal, and whoever was after us locked us in. He spell-ported us into the nearest portal, which was in Lord Velei’s mansion.”

      “Any reason you thought ‘ambushing’ Lockhart in his house was a good idea?” Aidan asked casually.

      Lockhart sent me a look of triumph.

      “First of all, I didn’t”—I air quoted—“ambush him. I politely asked him about the person who hired him to put the spell on the box.”

      Lockhart snorted and showed Aidan his bloodied forearm. “Does this look like politely asking?”

      Aidan tilted his head, studying me closely. “The dagger?”

      I shrugged. “It seemed like a good idea at the time.”

      “I assume it didn’t work?”

      “Not—” Another tooth. Another toss in the air. I refused to admit how comfortable I was becoming to the whole tossing teeth thing. “Not quite.”

      Aidan turned his attention to Lockhart. “Why is that, I wonder?”

      The sorc’s features smoothed into nonchalance. “I will tell you when I get the Skull.”

      “Your client wants you dead. Don’t you think it would serve you better if we worked together?” Aidan asked.

      “That’s what I said,” I chimed in.

      Lockhart remained impassive. “And like I said, I can—”

      The reason for Lockhart’s reticence suddenly dropped into place. “Oh, my God,” I exclaimed.

      Aidan snapped his attention to me. “What?”

      I started laughing—I couldn’t help myself.

      “Maddie,” Aidan intoned in a severe warning. Lockhart looked so offended it made me laugh even harder.

      “He doesn’t know,” I wheezed.

      “What?”

      “He doesn’t know who hired him!”

      Aidan’s stern countenance cracked into a slow smile.

      Lockhart’s mouth tightened so hard I knew he was imagining new and creative ways in which to crush me to death. “It was all done through a handler,” he ground out. “And no, I haven’t been able to get hold of him since yesterday. And yes, I’ve tried hard.”

      The handler had likely read the writing on the wall and disappeared so fast after the supposed attack on Lockhart yesterday, we were never going to find him.

      “Can’t you do a spell to help?” I asked.

      Lockhart shook his head. “Nothing to spell. Everything was done online—payments, instructions, everything. I got the money into my account and dropped the box in a locker at the Ark.”

      Aidan and I exchanged glances. Whoever it was had truly planned it down to the last detail.

      “We could try tracking the bank transaction?” I suggested.

      “It will take us nowhere,” Aidan said. “If they took this much effort to remain anonymous, they wouldn’t have messed up something so simple as a bank account. Was this a new client?”

      “Yes.”

      “And you had no qualms on taking on the job?”

      Lockhart grimaced. “I trust my handler—trusted. He’s brought me good clients before, and everything checked out fine. The memory spell was complicated, but not dangerous. It wasn’t like I was dooming anyone to an eternity in Hell or anything.”

      “Yeah, well, it sucked pretty bad,” I retorted sharply.

      “And it had the added bonus of giving you an opportunity to bargain for something with whoever came asking for a potion,” Aidan added.

      Lockhart nodded sagely. “Exactly. An excellent deal, in all.”

      “Except that now you’re on the run and you have no clue who wants to kill you,” Aidan said dryly.

      “Eh, it happens.”

      “Really?” I asked, genuinely curious. “Is that why you have several safe houses?”

      “Gotta be careful, always.”

      I eyed Aidan. “Do you have several safe houses, too?”

      He held my gaze. “Of course.”

      My mom and I definitely needed to up our oh, crap emergency plans. Or like make one to begin with.

      “So, now you know what happened to us. What happened to you?” I asked of Aidan.

      “The Council allowed me to go.”

      “Just like that?”

      “Just like that. They are still conducting their investigation, and I am to wait for their decision.”

      I guessed there was more to the story, but he didn’t want to explain in front of Lockhart. “What do we do now?”

      They both glanced up, so I followed. A tooth hit me on the nose.

      I had always wanted a cat, but my mom was allergic. Careful what you wish for, I thought gloomily as I retrieved the tooth and threw it to the goo-pet with a little more force than necessary. It didn’t mind in the least.

      “We need to figure out who this person is,” Aidan said, stating the obvious. Coming from him, it was endearing rather than patronizing. He addressed Lockhart next. “Whoever it is has enough resources to send people after you, not to mention covering their tracks so expertly.”

      “But they’ve been going after the Institute for a while,” I said, “so we’re back to ‘why now?’” I mulled my own question. “Perhaps whoever it is has enough resources for one attack, and otherwise has to keep on the down low. Chipping here and there but nothing overt.”

      “Something forced their hand?” Lockhart supplied.

      “When did you get the order for the box?” Aidan asked.

      “A week ago.”

      “That thing I took from Faerie?” I asked Aidan, thinking of the Keeper.

      “Unlikely. He wouldn’t have let the information spread. And this all has been building up for a while, long before you entered the picture.”

      “We still think they’re going for the other stuff I took?”

      Aidan’s tone sharpened. “So, you did take it.”

      “Yup. I don’t have it with me, though.”

      Aidan smiled slightly. “I would hope not.”

      “Would you two like some secret ink for your coded communications?” Lockhart drawled. “I sell one for cheap at the store.”

      We paid him no attention.

      “If what forced their hand was an item in that collection, maybe they searched for it in the black market,” I ventured. “We could figure out who has looked for what in the past couple of years and go from there.”

      Aidan tapped his knee. “It’s a strong possibility.” He then addressed Lockhart. “Do you have any contacts that can shed any light on artifact seekers?”

      Lockhart looked dubious and completely unsurprised at the grand reveal of our hidden topic. Maybe we did need some of that invisible ink. “I have some, but I mostly deal with spells and magic items, not artifacts.”

      “It’s a different side of the same market,” Aidan clarified for me.

      “I know who we can ask,” I said proudly, remembering what Kane had told me a while back. “We can go to the Wishing Well. They keep a wish list of their clients’ special orders—artifacts they’re specifically looking for. If this person is doing all of this because of one or two artifacts, they’d have made sure to add themselves to all these lists, in case the artifacts resurfaced before the Institute got hold of them. If we look at the people who want an artifact similar to the ones at the Institute, we’ll be able to narrow our list a lot.”

      I was so proud of my deductive process I could burst.

      Aidan’s smile widened, as if he read my mind. “Be that as it may be, there is no way Miller will hand over his client list. We don’t have a good working relationship. I can’t ask.”

      “Of course not,” I said, knowingly. “But he can.”

      We looked at Lockhart. He appeared taken aback at first, then sharp with understanding.

      “We will share all information?” he asked.

      “About the person’s identity? Yes.”

      Lockhart grinned. “Then yes. Yes, I can ask.”
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      Aidan refused to show his face in the public areas of the Hub, in case someone recognized him—which told me worlds about why he had used the cellar’s portal to get out of his apartment building—and he didn’t trust Lockhart to go alone, willing as the sorc was.

      That meant we had to pile on top of Greenie and travel to the Bowels of Hell.

      It was official, my hound was now a three-person mount. Three-person and a bit. The goo-pet dropped on top of us and settled around Greenie’s neck. The thing was probably having the time of its life.

      This time, however, the sorc was prepared for the ley lines and used his magic to dampen the overwhelming effect they had on him. He was still stuck between me and Aidan on the trip, though—Aidan’s paranoia far surpassed my own.

      We landed in my home away from home. In a way, this abandoned office room in the Bowels of Hell was my safe house. The thought cheered me up, and I wanted to round on Aidan and tell him, “See? I’m all grown up with my secret places, too!”

      Instead, I got off Greenie and patted him encouragingly. Aidan and Lockhart shook their lingering dizziness from the ley lines travel, and I ushered them out of the room as fast as possible. Before we left, Aidan picked a phone and a potion from his duffel bag.

      Spare burner phone—another thing to add to my future go-bag.

      “We’re in the basement?” Lockhart asked, then seemed to immediately regret the question.

      I took pity on him and swallowed a duh. “Yup.”

      “You know your way out?” Aidan asked warily, no doubt remembering our latest adventures in here. Had it really been only a bit over a month ago? It felt like our first fateful encounter had happened a lifetime ago, Aidan was such a fixture in my life now.

      “Yup.” I brought them to the freight elevator and produced Kane’s keycard. The one I had never returned—at first because I had been too busy with the new job, and later because it was a useful item, and Kane had never called about it.

      Luckily, it still worked—I wasn’t sure I could actually find any of the stairs leading out of the place—and we piled inside. The trip to the second floor took seconds, and since the freight elevator opened into the service hallways, we encountered no one on our way to the back of the Wishing Well.

      Aidan’s phone said it was early evening, and again, I felt that strange disconnect from time. The day had lasted for a year…and it had been only yesterday that I had been spelled and nearly lost my memories.

      I stuck my foot out, and Lockhart almost face-planted on the floor.

      “Seriously?” he demanded, outraged.

      My mouth curved into a benign arch.

      He glowered and kept walking, putting Aidan between us. Hah.

      Aidan and I waited by the stairs nearest to the Wishing Well while Lockhart went on to knock at the store’s back door. We couldn’t see or hear from our position, and I hoped the sorc wasn’t about to backstab us. It had been a while since anyone had backstabbed me; I hoped I wasn’t due for another one.

      “You think he’ll tell us what he learns from Miller?” I asked.

      “It’s in his best interests,” Aidan answered. “Now that we know he has no idea who hired him, using us to figure out who it is works to his advantage.”

      The plan was for the sorc to appear interested in a rare artifact—he probably was in several similar lists looking for news of the Skull—and see where Miller kept his lists, so we could go in later and take a look.

      It was a simple plan that required no magic, which was good because Miller made all his part-Fae clients take a potion that rendered their magic null for a period of time before doing any serious business. It was an expensive potion, but then, so was getting robbed.

      Aidan leaned against the wall by my side, our arms touching.

      I peeked at his face. “How are your wounds?”

      “Healing. I got them treated at the Council’s building.”

      “Why did they let you go so easily?”

      “Tracking spell.”

      My eyes widened. “How—”

      “Later.”

      “Okay.”

      He appeared surprised that I wasn’t going to press the issue, but I was too happy knowing he didn’t mean to ditch me right away to allow my curiosity to take lead. For now, anyway. Later, when we were truly alone…oh, man.

      Lockhart reappeared a few short minutes later.

      “Come,” he said before we could speak.

      We followed him into the Wishing Well and through the back room with its shelves of antiques to the entrance of the store’s real Fae stuff room.

      “He sent his assistant off for half an hour, so we got a bit of time,” Lockhart informed us, a little breathless with excitement.

      The room was small—not unlike the Institute’s own vault—with dark blue velvety wallpaper, a mix of modern burnished metal and heavy mahogany furniture, and a few artifacts on display. An old volume lay open in its own display case.

      Miller sat on a chair, slumped over the desk’s surface.

      “Uhh,” I whispered. “Is he dead?”

      Lockhart waved his hand dismissively. “Unconscious. Death spells are for emergencies.”

      “He didn’t make you drink the potion?” I asked, shocked.

      The sorc snorted. “I make that potion. You think I’d do it so it affects me?”

      Should’ve seen that coming. “Where’s the list?”

      “Come, now,” Lockhart said as if I were a child. “He wasn’t going to actually show it to me just like that.”

      He had a point, but I wasn’t going to give it to him. Petty of me, perhaps, but in the grand scale of things, unimportant. So, I stuck out my tongue and began looking around the room. Aidan had already started his search, uninterested in what had happened to Miller. Probably not a lot of love lost there.

      I approached the safe in the wall. Like the Institute, the Wishing Well’s vault also had its own safe. “Bet it’s in here.”

      “It’s not,” said Aidan, sure of himself.

      “Why not?”

      “Opening the safe whenever he needs access would be a pain. He’ll have it somewhere secure but that he can access easily.”

      It made sense. “Somewhere like his phone?”

      Aidan and Lockhart paused in their perusal, then looked at each other as if incredulous I’d thought of that before they had. Maddie - 1, jaded part-Fae team - 0.

      Aidan straightened Miller with a definite lack of care—really, really no love lost there—and Lockhart began patting the man’s chest.

      “Jeans pockets?” I suggested.

      Lockhart moved his perusal to the man’s hips and let out a small exclamation of triumph. He retrieved Miller’s phone, and Aidan allowed the man to fall back onto the table. He did so with a loud thud. Ouch.

      “Let’s see,” Lockhart murmured. Aidan peered over his shoulder. I ran around the desk to take my own peek.

      It was the lock screen.

      “You think he has the password written down somewhere?” I asked hopefully.

      Aidan took the phone from Lockhart, shaking his head. “No password. He must use his fingerprint. It’s faster.”

      I wasn’t sure we were going to get that lucky, but Aidan proved me wrong. Within a few seconds, we had unlocked the phone and were staring at a mix of apps and games. I tugged at Aidan’s forearm, silently asking him to lower the phone so I didn’t have to strain my neck. He obliged and swiped through the screens.

      “There,” I said, sneaking a hand in and tapping on a spreadsheet application.

      “No way,” Lockhart said.

      Aidan scrolled down the list of files, and yes way.

      “Nice,” he murmured, tapping on a file aptly named “Client Requests.” He turned the phone sideways so most of the columns fit into view.

      Client number, item name, item type, dates, and notes.

      “Does he have another sheet with the client numbers and names?” I asked.

      Aidan browsed the file list again. There weren’t that many. “Doesn’t seem like it.” He returned to the request list and, using his own phone, began to take photos.

      Sending himself a shareable link would’ve probably been too suspicious.

      Once he was done, we went back to studying the list.

      “The client number thing is going to be a problem,” I thought aloud.

      “We can extrapolate once we know what they’ve been looking for. For example…” He changed the item names column to appear in alphabetical order and scrolled to the Es. After a few more swipes of his finger, he focused on a whole section about Eyes. Seven people currently looking for Eyes, and one got a checkmark a month and a half ago.

      “Sullivan?” I asked. Too coincidental to be anyone else. Either Kane had marked him off, or Miller had brokered the original deal that had ended with me finding Greenie’s Eye in a filing cabinet.

      Aidan nodded and reorganized the spreadsheet by client number. That brought us to the quite impressive list of artifacts Sullivan had been asking about, and the equally impressive amount that he had apparently already gotten, or thought better of, that were grayed out.

      “Wait a moment,” I said sharply.

      “Hmm?”

      I poked one of the transactions. “That was a day after I rescued you.”

      Lockhart coughed a lol.

      Aidan ignored him, intent on the screen.

      I tugged on his arm again. “It might not be Sullivan. Or someone has been using his account, passing as him to remain anonymous. They must not have realized Sullivan had already gotten gooed by Lord Velei. Do you think Sullivan had a partner and shared his list? Otherwise, it would’ve been too obvious if someone had randomly used his name to buy artifacts. Maybe Sullivan disappearing is what triggered this whole thing.”

      “Maybe,” Aidan said. He took more photos of this section of the spreadsheet.

      Disappointment floored me. “But that means we can’t use the list to figure out who it is if they’re using Sullivan’s account.”

      “It might be completely unrelated, but it’s a start,” Aidan said. He tossed the phone to Lockhart. “Take whatever you need.”

      Lockhart lost no time in busying himself with Miller’s phone and using his own to take more photos of the screen.

      “What do we do now?” I asked.

      “You and I are going to a safe location for now and study these lists,” Aidan said. “I’ll put some feelers out and check in on my contacts tomorrow.”

      I pointed at Lockhart, who was wrestling with Miller’s unconscious form to return the phone to its pocket.

      “I’ll stay here and make sure Miller remembers nothing,” he said. “Then I’ll go check my own sources.”

      Aidan gave him his burner phone number, and then we were off. While Lockhart had the advantage of nobody knowing how he looked in person, Aidan and I had to make use of the freight elevator. Amazing how few other people used the thing, really.

      On the way down, Aidan said, “Are the artifacts safe?”

      “Safest place I could think of,” I told him, feeling my excitement rise again now that we were finally alone. I allowed the back of my fingers to come into contact with the fabric of his jeans. Would he mind if I turned and straight-up hugged him?

      As if thinking the same, his hand found mine and squeezed.

      There were so many things I wanted to ask. It might’ve been less than a day since I had seen him last, but it had felt like forever.

      “We need to retrieve them,” he said.

      “Not a problem.”

      The elevator ride ended, and we moved through the basement back to my unofficial base of operations. I almost saluted the rainbow cat on the wall once we stepped inside.

      Greenie peeked in from the wall, then woofed in happiness and stepped the whole way in—goo-pet still draped around its neck and shoulders. I wondered if they had been playing a game of catch the tooth over at the ley lines while the hoomans risked their lives in pursuit of the big bad Institute directorship stealer.

      Aidan went to the hound, showing an impressive amount of composure at the current state of our situation, considering he had only met Greenie briefly twice before, and patted the creature’s side like it was a horse. I even heard a “good boy.” Expectantly, he looked at me. “Where to?”

      “Well, it’s your safe house.”

      His stern expression cracked into a small smile. “The artifacts, Maddie.”

      “Oh! Right.” I retrieved my backpack from the shelf. “Here.”

      He gaped like a fish. “Here?”

      “What?” I ask defensively. “The whole place is a maze. It’s not like anyone’s going to find this room randomly.”

      “Maddie…”

      “Besides, Greenie would eat them if they did.”

      He inhaled deeply. “Fair points.”

      I shouldered the backpack, grinning. The artifacts clinked against each other, loud in the room.

      “If there are any artifacts left to hide,” Aidan murmured with an air of great suffering.

      “They’re sturdy. They’ll be okay.” I joined him by Greenie’s side. “Greenie, down, please.”

      Greenie, apparently, was still in a playful mood.

      “No time for this,” Aidan said. His hands closed around my waist, and he lifted me onto Greenie’s back. The man did use the gym in the Institute’s basement, after all.

      I scrambled into a more comfortable position astride the hound, avoiding the goo-pet, then got a duffel bag to the face.

      “Hold that,” Aidan said, a hint of laughter in his voice. In an elegant movement, he got atop Greenie and settled close to me, the backpack between us.

      “Get us to the portal cavern,” he added, though I wasn’t sure if he was talking to me or the hound.

      Since Greenie only wagged his tail, I repeated the order in a more polite tone. I decided to find him some treats after this was over to reward his loyalty.

      Greenie yipped and leaped into the wall. By now, I was well used to the mass of goo we had to pass through to get into the ley lines.

      Hah, no, I’m kidding. It would never not be a weird, gross experience feeling the thick sludge slide across my skin.

      I would never get used to traveling through the ley lines, either, I thought in awe at our surroundings once more, hearing the eternal rush in my ears. Did Aidan know about their origins, or had the lines always been here, changing and evolving with the rest of the planet from the very beginning? Perhaps one day, when I didn’t owe Lord Velei for repeatedly tricking him out of his Keeper, we could sit somewhere together and I’d ask him.

      After a couple of minutes of traveling through the lines, Greenie took a goo-exit and landed us in the familiar cavern.

      “Is this yours, or do you time-share?” I craned my neck to watch Aidan dismount Greenie. He blinked a few times, gathering his wits. It was a little annoying that my Fae blood count was so low, the ley lines didn’t affect me at all. Useful, but annoying.

      Aidan shook his head a couple of times then gestured for me to get off Greenie.

      I did so, sliding gracefully down the hound’s mossy side. I was getting good at this. Soon, I’d be entering competitions.

      Aidan touched the portal. “The hound can’t follow us this time,” he warned.

      “I’m sorry, Greenie,” I told him, scratching him behind his ears and trying to ignore the goo-pet when it slid up my arm toward the backpack. Nope. Still yucky. I fought a shiver and lost, then refocused on the hound. At least the goo thing wasn’t attempting to get under my T-shirt. “You go back to wherever you go for now, okay?”

      Greenie whined and butted me with his muzzle. I stumbled but held my ground.

      The portal cleared, throwing the cavern into near-complete darkness.

      Aidan offered his hand. “Come.”

      I took it, and together we went through the portal.
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      Magic caressed my skin like soft plumes—so much better than using the portal spells—and I felt no impediment as I stepped into the other side.

      Faerie crystals came to life as soon as Aidan was fully across. The portal closed behind us, turning opaque like the back of a mirror instead of the usual ambient light shimmering. Some sort of safety measure? I wanted to touch it, to see if it was as solid as it looked, but thought better of it and inspected our surroundings instead.

      We were in a rustic room—log walls, wooden furniture. A stone fireplace stood on one side, scarcely used by the looks of it, and a big bed commandeered the opposite wall. The kind that had four posters but no canopy. Another door led out of the room, and a couple of windows let absolutely no light in.

      I approached them. The outside of the cabin was a collection of dark shadows against darkness. I could make out a canopy of trees, but no stars dotted the sky. If I weren’t born and raised in the city, the starless night view would’ve probably freaked me out. It was Faerie, all right.

      “Where are we?” I asked, still trying—and failing—to discern more shapes in our surroundings. “Other than the middle of a Faerie forest,” I added ruefully.

      “My family owns the place.”

      I heard the noise of his duffel bag landing on the rug. My gaze lingered on the outside for a few more seconds before I turned to face him.

      “Your family owns a chunk of Faerie,” I pointed out.

      Aidan appeared a lot more relaxed now that we had made it in one piece, his golden eyes warm in the cozy room. Wherever “here” was must be well hidden. “My branch of the family.”

      “Like the room in Lord Velei’s mansion?”

      “Yes.”

      “You’re not scared Lord Velei will come?”

      “There are powerful wards hiding and protecting this place. It’s been kept outside the main family’s knowledge, so there is no reason for him to suspect its existence. Not to suspect its exact location,” he clarified. “I’m sure he realizes there are hidden spots in his lands.”

      I glanced back at the windows. “What about creatures?”

      “The wards repel them.”

      “And the Council’s tracking spell?”

      He touched the thin chain around his neck and took the ring from under his Henley. “This nullifies it.”

      It was a plain silver ring, no gemstones or decoration but for a squiggly line running the outside. “You sure it doesn’t turn you invisible?”

      His laugh warmed my insides. “Up to a point, it does. But not to worry, it wasn’t made to be worn.” He let the ring drop against his chest and reached for the straps of my backpack. “Let’s get comfortable. You hungry?”

      My stomach grumbled in response. “Yeah.”

      “There should be some food around.” He dropped the backpack by the hearth and opened one of the doors. Beyond loomed a pantry. I assumed the other led to either a bathroom or the exit. Or an exit into an outhouse bathroom. I shivered. The idea of having to traipse in the darkness outside to use the facilities wasn’t a welcome one.

      I sat on the plush rug in the middle of the room since there were no tables—only a chest of drawers by the bed and a couple of shelves—and watched him rummage through the pantry. Somewhere above us, the dark mass of the goo-pet teased my vision.

      “The ring is an artifact? What’s the cost?”

      “It nullifies spells attached to me, but I can’t do any, either.”

      “But you used the portal—wait a second,” I exclaimed in outrage. “Why didn’t you give it to me to nullify the memory spell until we found a cure?”

      He came out of the pantry, a few bundles and a jug of water in his arms, and kicked the door closed. As if he had all the time in the world, he put everything down before leisurely lowering himself to sit cross-legged across from me.

      “Aidan!”

      A smile teased his lips. “It wouldn’t have worked with Lockhart’s spell.”

      “How do you know?”

      “It’s designed to counteract tracking and similar spells—spells that don’t directly affect one physically but act as an added layer, or a collar of sorts.”

      “Oh.” Another thought came to mind. “But if it doesn’t allow you to cast spells, how did you use the portal or the portal spell?”

      “They’re a different type of magic—the spell remains active in the frame, I only have to modify it. With the portal spell in my basement, the Faerie crystals keep it going, and the ink does most of the job of activating it. I simply need to awaken its magic and give it context.”

      “That’s convenient,” I murmured, watching greedily as he unwrapped a piece of cheese. He used his ever-present Swiss Army knife to cut a chunk and offer it to me.

      “It’s not so much convenient as the portal never being switched off, if you will.”

      I munched on my cheese. It had a soft flavor with a bit of a kick at the end. Yum. “Is that why the portal in the cave is always emitting light? You leave it running intentionally?” Unlike Lockhart’s portal, which he’d had to open every time he’d used it.

      “Yep.”

      “How does that work? Where does it get the magic to keep running?”

      “The wood it’s made of is suffused with—” He arched a brow. “Do you really want to know?”

      Only one thing powerful and gross enough to keep something like that going.

      “It’s blood, isn’t it?” I shuddered.

      He chuckled and ate his own piece of cheese—much bigger than mine. I took the knife and cut myself another chunk, fixing the unfairness of the situation.

      We finished the cheese and made some inroads into a selection of dry bread in companionable silence. Aidan still carried a lot of the aloof air he usually draped around himself like a cloak, but somewhere along the way—Lockhart’s inhibition spell, perhaps—he had allowed it to drop slightly, to allow himself to be at ease around me.

      Considering his usual hot and cold routine, this was a pleasantly warm and welcome addition.

      “Now that the sorc isn’t around,” I said, “what happened at the Council?”

      “They read me a list of the complaints. I explained the situation, and that was it.”

      “You told them you were being framed and they believed you?”

      Aidan barked a laugh. “Hell, no. I didn’t tell them that part.”

      “But they let you go so easily…”

      “What did you think, that they were going to throw me into a dungeon and torture me with rats?”

      I squirmed uneasily. “Kind of?”

      He snorted. “I have friends in the Council. They couldn’t stop the charges and the investigation going through, but I didn’t get to be director for nothing. There is a certain status that goes with it.”

      “Not to mention Lord Velei,” I murmured, thoughtful. They probably didn’t want to mess too much with someone directly connected to the local Fae Lord.

      “Not to mention Lord Velei,” Aidan repeated wryly.

      “What happens now?”

      “As far as they know, I’m still at my apartment, waiting patiently for them to finish the investigation.”

      It was my time to snort. “They should know better.”

      “They probably do, but as I said, it’s not like they can chain me to a chair. The tracking spell is the best they can do.”

      “Do you think they’ll return the Institute?”

      He mulled that for a few moments. “Hard to tell at this point. While I have allies in the Council, there are other powers at play. It wouldn’t surprise me if a few of the Council chairs are being pressured to put a more friendly person in the director’s chair.”

      His words filled me with a sense of gloom. I didn’t think I wanted to work for the Institute if Aidan wasn’t the director. What a change from the first day I’d met him!

      “In any case,” he continued, “whoever has orchestrated this will have more than enough time to search the Institute and get whatever they’re after whether I return as director or not.”

      “Marta said the interim director was already doing an inventory of the vault,” I told him morosely, my spirits still enjoying a pity party in the bottom of my gut.

      “You went to the Institute?”

      “Just to check how things were. I didn’t take the artifacts with me,” I assured him. “Plus, I left my phone in my office, and it’d have looked suspicious if I didn’t go back for it.”

      He appeared appeased.

      “Which artifact do you think they’re after? Must be one you got before the curse on the Institute began, if that’s what triggered this whole thing.”

      “There aren’t that many. And a few have been nullified since.”

      “Nullified?”

      “Their magic removed.”

      “You can do that?” I asked, surprised.

      “Yes. But it’s a delicate operation—the magic within can react in strange ways.”

      “The more powerful the artifact, the harder to nullify?”

      “Yes.”

      I glanced at my backpack. “So that’s why you keep those in the extra vault.”

      Aidan scratched his chin, golden gaze fixed on me. “Some artifacts are too dangerous to risk messing with.”

      “Any you got before this whole thing started?”

      “Some. Let me see.”

      I passed him the backpack, and he retrieved the artifacts within, placing them carefully on the rug.

      The ring hung forward, glinting under the Faerie crystal light.

      “Aidan, wait. What if it’s your ring that they want?”

      He touched the piece of silver absentmindedly, his focus on the artifacts. “Things like these aren’t rare. They only work on spells.”

      “You sure?”

      “Artifacts don’t work on other artifacts, remember? The ring is not worth going through all this trouble.”

      “How come Eyes work on artifacts?”

      He did look at me then, the ghost of a smile on his lips. “Eyes are different. They’re made with organic tissue that has living magic. You’re thinking of the dagger?”

      I nodded, because I sure as hell wasn’t going to confess I had used its Eye on the Keeper. Speaking of which… I added the seeker and Eye-dagger to the collection on the rug.

      “It might be that the dagger doesn’t count as an artifact,” Aidan said. “Or it might be that, again, the way they are made makes them compatible with normal artifacts.”

      “You think they might be after an Eye? Do you have any more?”

      He gave me a dirty look. “Your hound’s was the first one I’ve come across.”

      And Greenie’s Eye had never made it to the Institute. I grinned back.

      He rolled his eyes and concentrated on the artifacts.

      “Which one do you think they’re after?” I asked. “Oh, give me your phone.”

      He tossed it over without looking up. He was lucky I had amazing coordination. Also that he had aimed for my lap.

      I turned it on and tut-tutted at his lack of password. He didn’t react—for all intents and purposes he was deep into which of these artifacts is about to cost me my job pondering land.

      The phone’s camera was good, the photos of Miller’s spreadsheets crisp and easily readable. I concentrated on the ones we thought might be Sullivan. “You sure you guys haven’t gotten another Eye? He seems to have a thing about them.”

      “Nope.”

      “Are any of these a seeker or a finder of any kind?”

      “Nope.”

      “Will you tell me what they do?”

      “Nope.”

      “Scared I’ll use them?”

      “Yep.”

      I grew tired of looking at his phone and stretched on my back.

      “We should get some rest,” Aidan murmured. Soft clinks filled the air as he returned the artifact collection to the backpack and set it aside. Then he loomed over me, offering a hand.

      I took it, and he pulled me to my feet. He let go and sat on the bed, starting to take his boots off.

      That’s when it dawned on me that I was living in a trope.

      There was only one bed.
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      I made use of the facilities, which were behind the second door and not in an outhouse, and which also made me realize the cabin had no exits aside from the portal.

      Back in the main room, I approached the bed cautiously. Aidan had dimmed the lights somehow, and everything was drenched in deep shadows. I could just about make out his silhouette as he lay over the covers on the side nearest to the windows.

      I slipped around to the other side, toed off my sneakers, and climbed onto the bed.

      The mattress was firm but comfortable. I rolled onto my back and adjusted my pillow. As I got used to the lack of light, I began to distinguish the beams crossing the ceiling. I hoped the goo-pet didn’t choose this moment to begin playing toss the tooth.

      But part of me hoped it did, if only to break the strange tension keeping my body taut and my nerves on edge.

      The silence deepened, heavy and dense and suffocating.

      “You think you’ll learn anything from your sources tomorrow?” I asked, unable to take it any longer.

      “Mmhmm.”

      He sounded half asleep already. How unfair.

      “We could set a trap, take your ring off,” I said.

      “How would that help?” His voice was sharper now.

      I rolled to my side and studied his profile. The strong nose that had claimed my attention so thoroughly the first time we’d met, the way his throat dipped into his collarbone, the solid mass of his chest, and the small mountain crests of his fingers linked over his abdomen.

      “We could see who came looking.”

      He turned his head to study me. His eyes should’ve been hidden in the shadows, but a hint of gold showed through. Aidan the owl. I smiled at the image.

      “What?” he said.

      “What, what?”

      “You’re smiling.”

      “You can see?” I asked, taken aback.

      “Enough.”

      I shifted closer, unable to tear my gaze away from the hint of golden threads in his irises. “Well, what do you think about setting a trap?”

      He remained silent for a few heartbeats then faced the ceiling. “I think I’ll get enforcers after me instead of whoever is behind all this. Besides, it could be two people working together. Someone who wants me gone from the Institute, and someone who wants one of the artifacts.”

      That would explain why it had been a slow campaign until yesterday. “Do you think Lockhart is involved? He had no trouble getting into the Wishing Well’s private room.”

      Aidan let one of his arms drop by his side. It felt strange, lying like this—so close and yet so far. I extended a hand, touching the warm fabric of his sleeve, making sure he was as close as he seemed to be.

      He didn’t pull back but didn’t look my way, either. “Lockhart probably bought the seeker from the Wishing Well. The one he used for the spell.”

      I worked that out in my mind. “An attempt to find the Skull?” And since it hadn’t worked, he could afford to give it away. “The payment must’ve been impressive.”

      “He must’ve figured the chance of catching a big fish with the spell was worth not reselling the artifact.” He made a sound of derision. “And he was right.”

      “Caught us hook, line, and sinker, huh?” I said in amusement.

      A beast howled in the distance. I resisted the urge to get under the sheets—I would be brave like he was, sleeping dressed on top of the bed and not going for cover.

      Silence descended again. A little less oppressive, a little cozier, but just as unendurable. The solidity of his form tugged at my chest. Would he mind if I closed the gap between us and burrowed into his side? Of course he would, I admonished myself. Just because he had kissed me while under the effects of a potion didn’t mean he would welcome any further closeness.

      “My mom wants me to get my own place.”

      “Oh?”

      “Keeps sending me these ads for cheap apartments.”

      “Will you?”

      “Seems like a waste to pay for my own place when I can help pay rent for the current one. How much do you pay for yours?”

      “I own it.”

      “Dang, a director’s salary is that good?” I poked his side. He barely flinched. “Or does Uncle Velei help on the side?”

      He shook his head. “I did some jobs before joining the Council and the Institute. I got lucky with a couple of good finds.”

      “Aidan Greaves,” I teased, “part of the black market before turning traitor.”

      He huffed. “It was all strictly legal. No dangerous artifacts involved.”

      Yeah, right. The silence stretched again. My hand settled next to his arm, my pinky barely touching him.

      “Why did you ignore me this past month?” I asked in a soft whisper—I wasn’t sure if I wanted him to hear me or not.

      He looked at me again, the planes of his face smooth in the shadows, those golden threads pulling me into their snare.

      “You know why,” he said simply.

      “I have no clue,” I told him truthfully.

      “You’re a smart woman, you can figure it out.”

      He didn’t look away, so I gathered my courage. “Something to do with the kiss?”

      He tensed immediately. “I don’t want to talk about that.”

      “Why not? I liked it.” I moved closer. “But…”

      A sharp inhale. “But?”

      “I would like to make sure while you’re not under a potion’s effect.”

      He faced the ceiling but didn’t pull away. “I can’t.”

      His voice had a hard finality to it, so I let the matter rest. Can’t was very different from won’t, and I could definitely work with that, I told myself.

      But then, why did I feel so chaffed?

      There were no more words spoken, and that was how I fell asleep—studying his profile, one hand under my pillow, the other hooked on his arm.

      It was not how I woke up.
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      Something hit my butt. I woke with a start and felt around, blinking at the bright room. My fingers closed around a familiar shape.

      “Did you just throw my sneaker at me?” I croaked.

      “Time to get up, sleeping pain in my ass,” Aidan answered with some relish. He stood by the foot of the bed, arms on his hips, a twinkle of daring in his eyes.

      I thought about— Nah, I totally threw the sneaker at him. He slapped it aside and went to cut some more bread while I rubbed my eyes and made my way into the restroom. It had a tap-less basin already full of clear water. I splashed some on my face and dried myself with the bottom of my T-shirt. There was no mirror or comb, so I used my fingers and hoped my hair didn’t look too bad.

      Aidan, of course, looked magnificent, not a speck of dirt on his person, no horrible creases on his Henley, no bed head. His breath probably smelled of paradise. The only hint of having spent a night away from home was the darker shadows on his jaw.

      “What’s the plan?” I yawned and stretched my arms.

      He blinked for a couple of seconds then refocused on the bread, offering me a chunk. He had spread some thick reddish-brown jam on top. Figs? I loved figs!

      I took the slice and sat on the bed.

      “I’ll go back to the surface in a bit, see if anyone has any news for me,” he answered while I ate.

      Hmm, delicious. “Canmf I thee your phown?”

      He passed me the phone and sat by my side, eating his own piece of bread.

      I swallowed the last bit and went back to Miller’s spreadsheets. This time, instead of focusing on Sullivan’s alleged account, I browsed through the rest of the list, paying special attention to the items on the wish-list column. New morning, fresh eyes—a new link might pop up. Unfortunately, Aidan had taken photos of the sheet ordered by client number, so the items’ side was a bit of a mess.

      One caught my eye.

      “Aidan, what’s a Heart’s Will?”

      “Ah,” Aidan said with great feeling. “Everyone probably has that one on their list.”

      He was correct. The thing repeated over and over through the spreadsheet.

      “But what is it?”

      “It’s an artifact of myth. Nobody knows if it’s real or not, although there are several trusted accounts of its existence and a few descriptions. It supposedly can turn a part-human into a full Fae.”

      I whistled. “I wonder that the tradeoff of that is.”

      “According to legend, your soul.”

      “And people still look for it?”

      “There are always those who seek the impossible.”

      “Who would make an artifact like that? What’s the point if nobody can use it?”

      “It was made by—again, according to lore—a powerful Fae hundreds of years ago. We’re not sure of her name, but she appears in several accounts as The Powerful One, Our Lady, Most Revered One, She Of The Gifted Hands, and so on.”

      Sometimes the Fae took the name thing to a whole new level.

      “She was an artist where artifacts were concerned,” Aidan continued. “Not many of her creations remain—officially, at least,” he added dryly, “but she was renowned for making powerful items and having the top of Fae society at her beck and call. Story goes that she fell in love with a part-Fae, decided her lover would make a wonderful full Fae, and you can guess the rest. A lot of historians think it’s over-dramatized. The amount of power and skill that would take to make such an artifact…even if the mentions about her skill are right, it would be beyond anything ever known.”

      What a badass. Talk about goals. “How romantic. Except for the whole soulless part, I suppose. Gain a Fae body, lose your soul?”

      “Something like that.”

      I grabbed his arm, suddenly alert. “Aidan, what about Sullivan’s soulless Fae? The one in the basement?” Having grown tired of Aidan’s existence, and when cornered in the Bowels of Hell by us, Sullivan had unleashed a soulless Fae—an ancient Fae who had sacrificed so much of their person into magic that they had lost their soul and everything that made them their own self, becoming a mindless monster who tore up everything in their path.

      Greenie had eaten it and left us a half-chewed arm as a souvenir.

      Good times.

      Aidan’s trademark noncommittal sound brought me back to the present. “Hmm.”

      “You kept part of the Fae.” There had been a crystal in the remains of the soulless Fae—part of the item Sullivan had used to call on it. “What if it’s related to this Fae-maker thingy, and after Sullivan lost it, he told his partner? Maybe that’s what they’re after, why they went all-in against you, and it’s not about the Institute’s artifacts at all. Like you said, two different motives—two people working together. And now that the partner must know Sullivan has disappeared, they don’t care about a slow campaign, they want their soulless Fae piece back.”

      “Damn,” Aidan said in an awed voice.

      “Where’s the soulless Fae bit?” I urged. “That crystal it left behind?”

      “I kept it in the box.”

      I lunged for the backpack and rummaged its insides until I found the plain wooden box. “This box?”

      Aidan shook his head. “That one, but it’s no longer there. I took it out for research. That box has a dampening spell—I use it for items that reek of dangerous magic.”

      I left the backpack on the floor and went back to his phone. “Look,” I said, “the Fae-maker thing is on Sullivan’s list, too. We can take this to the Ethics woman and explain things.”

      “It’s on everyone’s list, and I no longer have access to the stone. It proves nothing. We still aren’t sure if that’s what they want or if it’s the only thing they want. They could still be aiming for one of the artifacts.”

      I stomped my foot in frustration. So many maybes and possibilities. I had a gut feeling about the soulless Fae, though—too much coincidence, with Sullivan owning one, then losing it, and the framing of Aidan coming so close behind.

      “We’ll figure it out,” Aidan said matter-of-factly. “Stay here while I go check on my contacts.”

      Where was I going to go? The cabin had no doors, and we were smack in the middle of a Faerie forest full of bloodthirsty creatures.

      He smirked at my sour face and retrieved his phone from my hands. “I won’t be long.”

      Yeah, he better not.

      The portal came to life under his touch, and then he was gone, leaving me all alone. I ambled to the backpack and retrieved my Eye-dagger and the seeker.

      “Good try,” I murmured, wondering what on Earth I was going to do for the next hour or however long it took for Aidan to return.

      Flopping on the bed, my mind went through all the information I had just learned, trying to find links and connections.

      Until a smooth voice filled the room.

      “Faelette.”
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      I shot out of the bed, spinning around. The room was empty.

      Something fell on my head. I disentangled the—way too big to be human—tooth from my hair and tossed it back. The pantry was also empty. And so was the restroom.

      “Faelette,” came Lord Velei’s voice again, amusement filling it.

      It dawned on me that the voice was coming from above. And what was above me? The damn goo-pet.

      I pointed at it. “You’ve been spying on us this whole time!”

      The goo-pet purred in satisfaction and dropped another tooth. Aggravated, I threw it into a corner of the ceiling and sat on the bed. Why hadn’t we thought of this?

      A new realization dulled the sting. “Ah, I see. You can’t figure out where we are, can you? Even with your goo-pet, you can spy and talk but not find us.” Or he’d be here in person by now. Him or his guards.

      “Indeed,” he said, irritation and disappointment mixed in his tone. It was bizarre—for all its mismatched teeth, the goo-pet had no mouth, being a mass of solid goo. Hearing the voice come from it, as if it were some kind of biological speaker, was the strangest thing. “It is too well hidden, even for me.”

      “What would life be without some hurdles to keep it interesting?” I received a tooth and sent it right back.

      “You are wise beyond your years,” Lord Velei agreed with the merest hint of good-natured mirth. I liked that about the Fae Lord—he might enjoy going in circles around his point, and I might feel like an insect on display when he looked at me, but I never felt spoken down to.

      It was the same with Aidan. He might think I lacked a brain most of the time, but he always took me seriously.

      “To what do I owe the, uhm, visit?” Was it a visit when the pet had simply tagged along?

      “I have a deal for you, faelette.”

      “Of course you do.” Another tooth, another toss. I was getting quite good at this. “Tell me.”

      “It is a simple exchange, and I am sure you already know my terms.” Of course I did. “The collection of artifacts in the bag, and I will give Aidan his Institute back.”

      “Do you even have the power to fix things up there? I thought you didn’t go to the surface. They’ve run things over there for a long while on their own.”

      “Ah, but that does not mean they do not ask for favors here and there.”

      No wonder the Institute had a money-only policy when dealing with the part-Fae world—favors were a Fae’s favorite currency. And if you didn’t pay back when asked to? Then you ended up like Sullivan, a mass of goo and bones drifting on the ceiling of some Fae Lord’s manor.

      “It is a good deal, faelette,” Lord Velei said.

      “That might be so, but they’re not my artifacts.” And we both knew Aidan wouldn’t agree to such a deal unless it was absolutely necessary. And then, probably still not.

      Besides, the collection included the Keeper, and if Lord Velei tried to retrieve its secrets and realized it was currently empty and suspected me of having learned them, I’d have to spend my life in this cabin or chance getting silenced in a more permanent fashion.

      I toyed with the latest tooth offering. If I wasn’t mistaken, I had yet to receive the same tooth twice. A loud rumbling warned me I was waiting too long to return it.

      “Thinking it over?” Lord Velei cooed. “Perhaps I can add something personal to sweeten the agreement.”

      “Personal, how?”

      “There are still many things you do not know, are there not? The hound, for example. Have you found what it has taken from you in exchange for becoming yours?”

      The question startled me, and I fought to keep my expression blank. I had assumed the tradeoff would come in the future, not that it had already happened, since nothing had changed in my life.

      “I could tell you the myths and legends that come along with that particular hound,” he added, letting me know I was crap at keeping my expression blank. “I truly do think it is something you would like to know—and something you cannot find in your part-Fae books.”

      “Tempting, but you’ll have to do better than that.” I tried to make my tone uncaring, but I guessed that went as well as my blank expression.

      “You are a tough negotiator. It is no wonder Greaves has decided to keep you under his wing. And the interest is mutual, is it not? He has gained such a brave defender! But a defender can only do so much with a basic knowledge of the powers at play. And Aidan Greaves… He claims a peculiar position in the Fae world. A peculiar history.”

      Was he trying to tempt me with information about Aidan’s life and how his family branch was related to Lord Velei? Damn, the Fae had read me too well. Curiosity—a Fae’s greatest downfall, and one I had used in the past to my advantage, now coming to bite me in the butt.

      “And not only his history,” Lord Velei continued in a honeyed voice, “but how it intersects with yours.”

      “What?” I blurted, startled.

      “Your own origins, faelette. How much have you heard about your Fae ancestors? They were from the area, you know…or might still be. A drop of blood—which you owe me—and the knowledge will be yours.”

      Wow, he sure knew how to deliver his punches. I’d never had too much of an interest in whoever had sired my line—being one-sixteenth Fae made things too nebulous in the past to really care—but the way he had voiced the suggestion raised all my hackles and made me suddenly curious. Because there had to be a reason he was choosing his words that way. Did I have a Fae cousin somewhere around like Aidan had Ren?

      “You’re good,” I said, catching a falling tooth. “Tempting,” I added, throwing the tooth right into Aidan’s open duffel bag. The goo-pet immediately dropped from the ceiling right inside. I rushed forward and closed the zipper. The bag shook, and I dusted off my hands, satisfied. “But they’re still not my artifacts to give away.”

      “Faelette…” came the muffled voice from inside the bag.

      Some time later, the portal shimmered awake, and Aidan came through. He found me lying on the floor, using the duffel bag as a pillow. Lord Velei had gone silent after I had trapped his pet. Here was another thing I liked about him—he knew when not to press. Fae and biding their time, another iconic duo.

      I jumped to my feet and held out a hand. “Your phone, please.”

      Aidan arched his brows but complied. Opening the notes application, I wrote Lord Velei is in there and pointed at the bag.

      He looked confused at first, then his gaze traveled to the ceiling. His expression soured. “Figures. Grab the backpack.”

      I did so and took his outstretched hand. After opening the portal again, he pulled me along into the small cavern.

      Once the portal had dimmed to its usual pool of soft Faerie light, Aidan faced me, his thoughts inscrutable. “He was spying on us through the pet the whole time?”

      “Yup.”

      “What did he say?” His voice was carefully even, but I could hear the suspicion in it.

      “Offered me a deal. The artifacts for your reinstatement as head of the Institute.”

      “Of course he did. And?”

      “And nothing. I told him they weren’t my artifacts to bargain with.”

      Now he looked full-on suspicious. “Hmm.”

      “It’s true.”

      “I’m shocked. No, I’m actually impressed that you didn’t meet him on your own and try to fix things.” By the sound of his voice, he was telling the truth.

      I gave him a winning smile. “My reputation precedes me, doesn’t it? Pretty sure that’s what he was counting on, too.” My tone became urgent. “Did you learn anything?”

      “The Council knows I’m gone. I got in touch with my contacts, but nobody has learned anything yet. They’re still looking into why the Ethics Commission decided to go forward this time. It does appear Harmon is somehow involved, though.” At my look of confusion, he added, “The man who put the interim director in charge of the Institute. He’s old guard and carries a lot of influence in the Council.”

      My blood chilled. “Does that mean you’re out-out?”

      “My disappearance won’t earn me any favors, but it’s being kept quiet for now. I should have enough allies in the Council to get me back as the director eventually, no matter what Harmon wants, but for now…”

      “For now, the Institute is fair game. What about Victor and the others? Did you talk to them?”

      Aidan shook his head. “I don’t want to contact Victor. They’ll be expecting it. The less I involve the Institute, the better.”

      I melted a little. He didn’t want to get them into trouble. “I’m sure they’ll be trying to help on their own.”

      He smiled ruefully. “I’m sure. Hopefully, not too overtly.”

      “Don’t worry, if you all get fired, you can always start your own artifact hunting business. Instead of taking everyone’s dangerous artifacts for research and safekeeping, you can hire yourselves out to people who want their enemies’ artifacts gone.”

      He gave me an odd look. “Maddie, you’re part of our group, too.”

      I blinked. “What?”

      “I’ll get you reinstalled, no matter what happens to me.”

      I didn’t want to tell him that I wasn’t sure I wanted to work for the Institute without him. “If you think you have good odds at being director again, then I believe you. Did anyone figure out if someone is looking for specific items? Maybe you should talk to Victor, after all, and ask him about the soulless Fae bit.”

      “Nothing yet.”

      “And Lockhart?”

      “Nothing either.”

      I wriggled my brows. “You know what that means?”

      “I have absolutely no idea.”

      “It’s time to set a trap!”

      “We’re back to that?”

      But I could tell he wasn’t as uninterested in the idea as he had been last night. “Call your Council contact. Aster, too. Have them hide and see who comes to catch us.”

      “And how do you propose we set this trap? If I take the ring off, the Council enforcers will find me, not whoever—or whoevers—orchestrated this. If I contact Harmon directly, he’ll send the enforcers or be aware it’s a trap. I suppose I could have someone drop some hints through back channels, but again, timing the meeting that way might be hard. Something like ‘Greaves will be at this spot at this time’ might not reach the intended audience when we want—the timing has to be exact. Enough time that they’re aware something’s going down, but not give them so long that they can make a good plan on how to act on it.”

      “Yeah, we don’t need any of that.”

      Aidan eyed me suspiciously. Tsk. Such lack of faith. “We don’t?”

      I disengaged the Eye from the dagger and brought it up. “We have this.” Next, I unhooked the seeker from my belt loop. “And this.”

      “Huh.”

      “I’m not sure of the exact process, but the Eye seems to make the artifact it connects to work backward. It makes the dagger go from hurting others near the handler to hurting the handler.”

      “So you think it might change the seeker from pointing to our desires or doom to calling on whoever wants to find us? Not the artifacts, since the seeker won’t work on them, but us as the direct line to them.”

      “It’s worth a try, don’t you think?”

      “Damn.” Again, he sounded impressed. Again, it infused me with pride and warmth. “That might actually work.”
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      Once convinced of the plan, Aidan lost no time in implementing it. He took me to an abandoned building in a run-down area filled with warehouses and old offices—an apparently oft-used zone for black market deals, and conveniently close to a “secret” portal Fae no longer used, but somehow remained put after all these years.

      I had doubts about the secrecy of said portal.

      At some point, the building had been a mix of warehouse and offices, and Aidan stood in the middle of a wide and tall space while the rest of us were in the smaller rooms by the sides.

      His contact in the Council itself—a man named Mathews—was hiding around one wall along with Aster from the Ethics Commission. Two witnesses were better than one, I had argued. Aidan had eventually given in, asking Mathews to bring her with him. From the cold looks he kept giving her, Mathews fully agreed with Aidan on the need to involve someone from the MEC.

      An extra phone had been hidden among some rubble, set to record, and Aidan had put me in charge of his own phone. In case.

      The backpack with the artifacts, we had left back in Faerie. Also in case.

      With everything set, Aidan touched the Eye to the seeker and used his power. The gemstone inside the seeker moved to its center and did not budge. I took that to mean whatever the Eye did to the seeker when used together had worked.

      Aidan tossed the Eye and seeker to me and told me to scamper, so I moved to my position, out of sight and near a small window I could use to escape if things went “in case.”

      Those two words were really getting on my nerves.

      As minutes passed with not a soul coming into the building, I began to get angsty. I wished I had hidden with one of the other two so I could at least pester someone with whispered questions and “are we there yets,” or use their phones for playing games—if they weren’t doing it themselves. I doubted Aidan would appreciate it if I downloaded anything to his phone.

      How long would we wait before determining the Eye-seeker combo hadn’t worked and giving up? If the combined magic worked anything like Lord Velei’s spell when he had compelled me into his presence in Faerie, whoever was most interested in finding Aidan would be itching to come here. Hopefully, they had as little self-control as I did.

      At last, and as I prepared to speak up, there was the noise from a car stopping outside. I held my breath instinctively and moved to get a better look, taking care to make no sound.

      A tall man in a suit and a shorter woman in jeans and a tailored shirt came inside the building.

      “Harmon,” said Aidan without inflection. The councilman responsible for the ethics complaint going through.

      “Greaves,” said the man. One good thing about the building—amazing acoustics. “You have broken your agreement with the Council, broke your tracking spell, and left your home. Enforcer Cruz here will take you into custody.”

      Harmon’s voice was as cool and lacking in emotion as Aidan’s. Was there a 101 course somewhere out there everyone but me knew about? How to act and sound like a feeling-less robot at will, monthly payments accepted.

      “What did they offer you to push forward that ridiculous complaint?” Aidan asked.

      “I’m not the one under investigation. The claims came from a reputable source, and it’s in the Council’s best interest that we see it through. You would expect the same if the complaint involved any other branch.”

      Aidan tilted his head. “And if we were to look at your own artifact collection, we wouldn’t see an increase in unregistered items?”

      “All my artifacts are registered, as you well know,” Harmon answered primly. “Which takes me to another point. You failed to tell us that you’re the only one with access to part of the Institute’s artifact collection. I will need the combination of the safe when we leave here.”

      Gotcha. I grinned, leaning forward a little more.

      “I wonder,” Aidan said, overly thoughtful, “will you share this information or make your own trip into the Institute’s vault, get a first look, first choice, finders keepers kind of councilman deal?”

      “If you’re insinuating I’d steal from the Institute, please refrain from making a fool of yourself.”

      “If an artifact or two were to disappear, it would be your word against mine, wouldn’t it? Easy to accuse me of shoddy paperwork or outright lying.”

      “Interfering with our access to the whole of the Institute would not be in your favor, if you expect to continue being its director. In fact, your unwillingness to cooperate so far indicates a lack of loyalty to the Council. We cannot have a person who ignores the rules in charge of a key branch like the Institute—there’s too much at stake.”

      For whom? I snorted.

      The enforcer turned her head sharply in my direction. I hid behind the wall. Crap.

      When no shouts of alarm or approaching footsteps followed, I dared another peek. Aidan and Harmon didn’t appear to have noticed anything was amiss. The enforcer was scrutinizing the other side of the warehouse, where Mathews and Aster had hidden.

      “You’re good at talking polite nonsense,” Aidan said. “Perhaps this will help sharpen your language—give me the name of whoever put you up to this, and you get first choice at the artifacts.”

      “I’ve always admired your direct approach.”

      “What do you say? You get your artifact, no questions asked, I get my name. You abandon this sham of an investigation, and all parties are happy.”

      Goosebumps broke over my arms, the hairs on my nape standing on end. Uh-oh.

      “Not all parties,” said Lord Velei, walking in from the back of the warehouse. A few paces behind followed my favorite Pirate Fae, Ener, his apparent second in command. “I believe part of this artifact cache belongs to me. Is that not true, faelette?”

      He glanced in my direction, forcing Harmon and the enforcer to follow suit. What a jerk.

      I stepped out of my hiding place. Aidan crossed his arms, his face carved into stone. But what else was I supposed to do?

      “Who’s this?” Harmon demanded.

      “I thought you didn’t go outside Faerie,” I told Lord Velei, slightly hurt.

      He shrugged elegantly. “It happens here and there.”

      “Who are you?” the enforcer asked Lord Velei, unfolding a baton with a snap.

      “My, my. I should make more trips up here, if my person is so easily forgotten.”

      Ener stepped forward, hand going to her sheathed sword. “Put your weapon away, enforcer, unless you want to lose your arm.”

      Cruz tapped her leg with her baton. “Try me.”

      “No need for bloodshed,” Lord Velei said before addressing Harmon. “I think you know who I am, do you not?”

      “Lord Velei,” was Harmon’s stiff response. “What are you doing here?”

      The enforcer jerked slightly at the name, but to her credit, she didn’t put her baton away.

      The Fae Lord fixed his attention on me again, a faint smile on his lips. “I am not completely sure, but I had this sudden, urgent desire to make my way to this old building.”

      I winced.

      “And I am not the only one, I understand. I believe there are others already here?” Lord Velei continued, his gaze moving to the opposite side.

      Mathews stepped into view. “Lord Velei,” he said.

      “The hell are you—” Harmon stopped himself with a cough and a clearing of his throat. “Mathews, I didn’t expect you here.”

      “I believe that is the point?” Lord Velei suggested.

      I was tempted to stab something with the dagger and hope it poked one of his eyes out. Lord Velei wanted the Keeper, and he wouldn’t allow any sort of deal to go through unless he was part of it.

      Harmon rounded on Aidan. “You set me up!”

      Even Lord Velei rolled his eyes at that one. “I see your Council still employs the brightest of your peers,” he murmured in a way that carried clearly into everyone’s ears.

      “Lord Velei,” Harmon said tersely, hands fisted at his side, “this is a Council matter, and it doesn’t require your presence. We are in charge here on the surface, as you well know, and we shall take it from here.”

      Ener snorted. Lord Velei’s placid smile widened. “I do not mind going back to revisit our agreements, councilman. Why, I believe there are other branches of the Council present, are there not?”

      How did he know, I wondered in shock as Aster gave up her hiding place and came around a wall.

      “Who are you?” Harmon asked, outraged. His enforcer had taken a few steps back and looked about to jump ship. I didn’t blame her—she was here to apprehend Aidan, not dive into whatever hole Harmon might dig for himself.

      “Magical Ethics Commission,” Aster answered in a strangled voice. Her eyes were plates fixed on Lord Velei. He did cut a great figure in his billowing shirt, fitted vest, loose pants, and knee-high boots. His black, straight hair fell in silky strands all the way to his waist, and his golden pupils were awe-inspiring. All he needed was a sword to complete the dangerous-cool ensemble.

      Harmon faced Aidan again. “You’ll go to any lengths to keep your dirty hands on the Institute’s artifacts, won’t you?” he said with a sneer. “Framing me so you don’t have to give up the vault’s information. Are we going to find that there’s nothing there? That you sold everything off?”

      Very nice. I wanted to clap at the deft return, except that he was batting for the other team.

      “There are many witnesses who can attest Greaves does not deal with the artifacts confiscated by the Institute,” said a new voice—Victor’s. “Lord Velei,” he added with a small bow in his direction.

      Damn seeker going above and beyond its duties.

      “Who else did you call, man?” Harmon demanded.

      “Seriously,” muttered the enforcer, eyeing everyone warily.

      “Greaves?” Mathews asked in a serious tone.

      We were losing his support. What had started as a fishing expedition had ended up with a zoo. Was Lockhart going to make an appearance next?

      “Yes, Greaves, explain yourself,” Harmon pressed in a pompous tone. The itch to use the dagger rose again.

      The need to impart pain and punishment must’ve shown on my face, because I caught Lord Velei pursing his lips and shaking his head at me. Whatever. I scrunched my nose at him and returned my attention to the part-Fae.

      Aidan was saved from having to answer Harmon by the arrival of two more part-Fae dressed similar to Cruz. More enforcers. Wonderful.

      I took a slight step backward. We were one argument away from all chaos breaking loose, and if push came to shove, I’d create some distraction to give Aidan enough time to escape.

      “Greaves,” one of the newcomers said, “you have broken the agreement with—”

      He didn’t get to finish. A sudden rumble shook the building; a loud howl pierced the air. I covered my ears, scanning our surroundings. Everyone dropped into defensive stances, surprise quickly replaced by deep wariness.

      All but Lord Velei.

      Bright light gathered in his left hand, turning the planes of his face into sharp-edged shadows and highlighting his devilish, utterly savage smile. A crystal blade emerged from his fist—long, elegant, slightly curved. Wicked.

      What did he know that the others didn’t?

      The sunlight pouring into the building dimmed, the air grew heavy, the shadows elongated.

      On the far wall of the warehouse, a pool of black, oily goo formed. It grew and grew and grew until the whole surface was covered by it. And it didn’t stop there—it moved onto the other walls, onto the ceiling, onto the floor, black tendrils spreading like vines of death.

      Cold sweat gathered on my lower back. I had seen this before. In the Bowels of Hell when Sullivan’s Fae hound had chased us. But this…this was no hound. My blood chilled as a bump formed in the middle of the goo, a gigantic lump that stretched forward and sideways. Whatever this creature was, it was huge.

      Shouts filled the warehouse, but I was too stunned by the creature coming through to register them.

      “Maddie, go!” Aidan’s voice. It didn’t fully register either.

      The goo broke, sliding around a solid surface, revealing an enormous skull—narrow and long and black like obsidian with equally black holes for eye sockets. A darkness broken only by the golden pinpricks of the creature’s pupils. It moved forward, revealing a pair of curved horns and a row of protruding bone running down its neck. A giant claw scratched against the floor—one of three on each forward paw.

      Lord Velei rushed forward and took a tremendous leap onto the lowered skull, sinking his crystal sword right on its center. The creature howled, showing the rows of pointy white teeth filling its jaws.

      Lord Velei kept his balance, aided by his sword still embedded into the creature’s skull. Ener joined her lord, unsheathing her rapier and avoiding its claws to plunge it deep into the creature’s leg muscles.

      The creature howled again and bucked forward, finally dislodging Lord Velei. The Fae Lord jumped to the floor, rolling away from a swipe, sword still in hand, savage enjoyment radiating from him. Ener struck on the other side then retreated.

      “You,” Mathews ordered, “go outside and make sure nobody comes near. You two, help with the creature.”

      The creature was now almost fully out of the goo, a sharp-toothed goat-like head followed by the sleek sinew and bone of some kind of muscled cat with a row of bones running from its neck toward its lizard tail. More bones protruded from its elbows, from the tops of its paws, from the sides of its hips. Its blood-curdling howl filled the warehouse again, rattling the surviving windows along with my bones.

      And then, another kind of screech filled the air, one that came from a hundred different mouths and not one. What I thought was a bony crest on its back trembled and took sudden flight.

      Shouts of warning mingled with bird cries as the flying monsters began to dive-bomb us. One came for me, and I slapped it away. It was some bizarre combination of bat and dove. It snapped its beak at me from the floor and tried to peck at my legs.

      Giving no cares, I punted it right into the wall. It slammed with a croak and melted into oily goo. I shuddered and turned to watch the fight.

      A bright flash announced Dream Devourer’s appearance. Aidan was right by one of the creature’s legs, slicing muscle with the blade. Oily blood spattered his chest. In a smooth motion, he spun and brought the sword right against the creature’s flank.

      Magic tingled the air. Ener avoided a bite of the creature’s long jaws and pressed her hand against the bone. The creature screeched and reared back; the smell of scorched flesh filled my nose. One of the thing’s paws smacked into the Fae and sent her flying.

      An enforcer used the distraction to jump in and sink a steel dagger into the creature’s elbow, perhaps seeking to snap a tendon.

      The birds dove on the enforcer, but Cruz was there, smacking the things with her baton. Another flash. Dream Devourer was back, being re-summoned somewhere under the creature’s belly. I stepped forward, trying to see through the creature’s legs, my heart suddenly louder than the howls and cries—creature and human. If Aidan got caught by one of its claws…

      The creature spun, seeking Aidan with its jaws, its claws leaving deep gouges in the concrete floor. Aidan lunged sideways and rolled out of the way. The enforcers leaped back, avoiding its reptilian tail.

      And this…this giant monster wasn’t even inside Faerie. How hard would it be to fight if it had full access to its magic? Greenie’s vitality burst forward whenever we were in Faerie, his presence intensifying. I shivered at the thought of this creature becoming more down there.

      Lord Velei shouted something at Ener, who had rejoined the fight despite the red gash on her side. Aidan turned toward the three enforcers, who had apparently decided that taking care of the birds so they wouldn’t bother the Fae was the best approach, and barked an order. My mind was still too crammed with awe and terror, the air too full of screeches and howls, to understand what was being said.

      Aidan’s gaze rested on me for a second. His expression hardened, the line of his mouth tightening before he mouthed go.

      I shook my head before my brain fully processed the word, but he had already turned toward the creature. Something deep in me rebelled against the thought of turning and forcing my legs to carry me away from the fight. The idea was incomprehensible, nauseating. Leave?

      No.
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      One of the enforcers threw his dagger at the creature’s eyes. The blade bounced off, clattering to the floor, but earned a twist of the head and an open mouth full of teeth. Lord Velei and Ener used the opportunity to attack his exposed flank.

      A bird dropped on me, its claws sinking into my shoulder. I swatted it away, unable to tear my gaze off the fight. When a hand closed around my arm, I swatted at it too.

      “Maddie,” Victor shouted.

      I jolted, turning to stare at him with wild eyes. He had a scratch on his cheek and another across the back of the hand around my arm.

      “We have to go,” he urged, pulling me toward the exit of the warehouse.

      “I can’t.” I shook myself free. “I need to help.”

      “Help how? C’mon, let’s get out of here.”

      “You go,” I said, stepping away. My gaze roamed the space. Help, I had said. And help, I should. But how? There were no weapons but for the occasional mound of rubble—anything not bolted down had been cannibalized long ago.

      “Dammit, Maddie. Aidan will—” Another Fae bird took aim at him. He rounded and stabbed it with a short dagger. The winged creature fell to the floor, squeaking weakly before turning into goo and melting into the ground.

      “I’m okay,” I assured him then pointed to the opposite wall. “Help them.”

      Victor followed my gesture. Mathews and Aster were fending off a group of birds intent on pecking them to death. Victor cursed, clearly torn between staying with me and helping them.

      I gave him a small push. “Go.”

      He cursed but joined the duo in their fight against the murderous birds. On the other side of the warehouse, the fight against the giant Fae creature continued—a dance of leaps to deal a slice of damage, and jumps out of the way of the monster’s retaliatory strikes. The enforcers were dirtied, a couple well blooded. Lord Velei still wore an unholy grin of glee, his sword dripping black blood, his shirt and vest no longer pristine. Aidan was sliding under the creature, Dream Devourer cutting a path along its belly.

      The slicing, the stabbing—it was tiring them and not bringing the monster down. Perhaps its moves had grown rougher, its howls weaker…but it appeared as if it could go at it for hours. And maybe Lord Velei and Ener could keep up, but the rest wouldn’t. I didn’t want to think about how many nightmares Aidan was accruing in this fight.

      I wracked my brain, searching for ways to help. The dagger would do nothing, even if I wanted to risk hurting one of the others. Perhaps Greenie could help somehow? It tore at my heart to call him, even if he might share Lord Velei’s joy in a good fight against a powerful enemy. But this fight…soon someone would grow too tired to evade in time and would end up in the creature’s jaws.

      And then, as if agreeing with my assessment, Lord Velei unsummoned his sword and used one of the forward legs to climb up the creature’s side all the way to the top of its head. Another burst of concentrated light, and a thick line—a spear—plunged right into the monster’s head, straight through, and deep into the ground below.

      The remaining birds cried in pain and dropped to the floor. The creature’s front legs buckled, and it leaned sideways. Lord Velei took a clean leap right before the creature crashed onto the ground, a look of profound satisfaction on his face.

      That spear—it had been raw, pure Fae magic. The kind that took immense power to use on the surface. And he didn’t appear remotely winded by it.

      It chilled me to the bone.

      I had always assumed the Fae preferred their underground dwellings not only because of the pollution and iron on the surface but because that was where their magic was the most potent. But this display… I really hoped he was simply putting on a show and his magic had been depleted by that attack.

      Hands encircled my waist from behind. “Little donut,” whispered a voice in my ear. “It’s time to leave.”

      I turned, but Ren was already dragging me to my original hiding place. And unlike Victor, he didn’t set me free through my swatting or struggling.

      “You’ve been here the whole time?” I demanded, peeved.

      “Shhh,” he said, putting a finger to his mouth. His attention was fixed on the corpse’s carcass as it slowly crumbled into vines and leaves and dirt.

      “Why didn’t you help?” I whispered harshly.

      He smiled. “And risk hurting my ego? Not all of us were made to battle, my lovely. Now, make yourself scarce while I cover your tracks for a few minutes, yes?”

      I scowled. “I’m not leaving Aidan.”

      “You can’t help him now.”

      “But—” I bit my tongue. Ren was right. With the creature returned to Faerie and Harmon gone, the three enforcers had rounded on Aidan.

      He was holding his hands up, talking quietly but earnestly. The enforcers exchanged glances. One of them took hold of Aidan’s arm—not strongly, or with the need to dominate, but a perfunctory grip—and nudged him forward. They were taking him back in, and while I wanted Aidan to free himself and kick their butts, I knew he wouldn’t do it. He had already broken his agreement about staying at his home—to go against the enforcers now would only harm his case.

      Some steps away, Lord Velei and Ener watched the proceedings, the Fae Lord’s expression back to its usual placid countenance, neither impeding nor reminding them I was still around.

      I was sure Harmon wouldn’t forget, though.

      Dammit, Ren was right.

      I gave him a last glance; he was still wholly focused on the group in the warehouse.

      The small window in my original hiding room was accessible through a built-in shelf, the glass long gone. I slipped outside, my legs protesting at the steeper drop on the other side, and scanned my surroundings.

      Nobody around—if anyone was waiting, they must be doing so at the front of the building—so I ran across the street and around the next warehouse, each step bringing an increased sense of déjà vu. Not two days ago, I had also run from enforcers taking Aidan in. I had run, powerless to help, and unable to do anything.

      And I was doing it again.

      By the time I reached a patch of greens by a set of train tracks, the vise around my heart and lungs was so tight, my skin so chilled in the encroaching evening, I didn’t think I would survive one more minute. I was going to burst, I thought, squeezing my eyes tightly and calling on Greenie. Pop like a grape and be nothing but a layer of pulp on the ground.

      Greenie’s eager tongue did nothing to abate the unendurable constriction of my insides. I somehow made it onto his back, whispered some nonsense—because where was I going to go? Not my home, not the Institute, not Lord Velei’s, not the Hub, and not Lockhart’s safe house—and allowed the feeling of going under the surface, the rush of the ley lines, to take away the storm of my thoughts for a few blessed minutes.

      When we came out, I felt a fresh breeze against my cheeks, heard the rustling of leaves. Near-total darkness enveloped us, and the magic in my veins stood to attention—we were in Faerie, all right. I scrambled off Greenie, allowing gravity to do most of the work.

      My legs had stopped working at some point. They buckled now, landing my butt on the soft underbrush of the forest.

      What was I going to do? I buried my face in my hands. I was so screwed.

      For someone who took pride in seeing the best of any situation, my thoughts had turned depressingly bleak. I was back to square one, and while I did have Aidan’s phone with me, who was I going to call? Not the Institute. Not Lockhart—with Aidan caught again, why would he bother dealing with me? Especially if he still thought his arch-nemesis had found him because of me.

      I grabbed a handful of dirt and threw it at the nearest tree. It didn’t make me feel any better.

      Greenie’s head bumped softly against my shoulder.

      “You might as well go and leave me,” I whispered. “I’m a well of bad ideas and a magnet for danger.”

      Then fury sparked out of nowhere. It surged through my veins, evaporating the dread and anxiety and hopelessness. I scrambled to my feet and stared at Greenie’s bright green eyes.

      “You know what, Greenie? Screw this!” Something took flight in the distance, but I was beyond caring who heard me. “I’m going to find the asshole responsible for all this, and you can eat them for me.” I kept the rage burning within me and reached for the seeker. Fifty-fifty chance of finding my heart’s desire, right? Well, there was only one thing right now I desired above all. And if it led me to my doom, then so be it.

      No more sneaking around. If my inescapable fate was to go down, as recent events had proved, I’d do it fighting. Even Greenie yipped in agreement.

      Except the seeker was no longer there.

      I patted my waist in alarm. No artifact dangled from my beltloops. But how? The clasp of the chain wouldn’t undo by itself—it had survived several adventures, so why would it break now?

      Ren.

      It had to have been Ren. When he’d grabbed me around the waist and dragged me toward the exit window.

      “Fricking jerk!” I kicked the underbrush. I was going to strangle him. Or better, stab a melon in front of him a thousand times and watch him turn into a pincushion. Unluckily for him, he hadn’t lifted the dagger. Too obvious, I supposed, or too big a prize—he wouldn’t want to end up owing me a favor.

      I kicked the ground again. Entirely unsatisfying. But the lack of seeker reminded me that I did still have a backpack full of artifacts.

      In a room I didn’t know how to portal into—even if I figured out how to make a portal work.

      But… I eyed the hound. His green eyes glowed softly in the overwhelming darkness.

      “Greenie. Remember my backpack? Can you take me to it?”

      Greenie stepped around me, sniffling the back of my T-shirt, then made a curt noise of agreement and lowered himself.

      I hopped on, holding on to his neck with all my strength as he leaped forward, barely squeezing into a pitch-black hole between the trunks. My eyes had gotten accustomed to the darkness, but everything turned into a blur once Greenie got moving. The trip was jarring, the uneven jumps and sharp turns to avoid obstacles rolling my stomach. I tried to concentrate on Greenie’s mossy form under me, the play of his powerful muscles and the certainty of his steps. He didn’t stop to sniff a single time, didn’t change his mind or appear lost.

      When he finally stopped, it took me a few moments to catch my breath. Every bone felt rattled out of their sockets. High-speed run through a dense forest at night—would not recommend.

      Peering into the darkness surrounding us, I saw no hints of the cabin. Although if the Faerie lights inside were off, it would be hard to find.

      “Where is it, Greenie?” I whispered.

      Greenie pawed the ground and barked, looking straight ahead. I couldn’t see much other than thick tree trunks. Was the cabin right behind those?

      “You sure?”

      Another bark. A slightly offended one.

      Greenie dropped his bottom, forcing me off his back. I supposed this was as far as he could take me. Oh. I felt silly as I took in my surroundings with all my senses. The wards surrounding the cabin must be stopping him from going farther.

      I patted his head. “I’m sorry, Greenie. Will you wait here?”

      A happier yip and a swish of his tail was the response. With rubbery legs, I made my way through the trees, feeling around in the darkness and stumbling on raised roots. I kept going straight ahead until I came upon a small clearing with the cabin smack in the middle. Although Faerie had no moon or stars, there was enough ambient light to see its shape—it looked as rustic on the outside as it had on the inside.

      I sighed with relief and trotted forward, following along the wall. The instant I came near, the Faerie crystals inside came alive, spearing the darkness and producing a welcome source of light.

      As I thought, the cabin had no doors. I searched the illuminated bit of the forest until I found a rock. Wincing, I slammed it into the glass of one of the windows.

      It bounced off like the glass was made of plastic. I tried again, putting a bit more strength into it. Same result. I tried the other window.

      Nothing of nope.

      Seriously, what was this glass made of? I smashed the window again. Not a scratch. I couldn’t sense any ward imbued in the glass—it was just the toughest layer of melted sand to ever grace a hole in a wall.

      And on its other side, laughing at me, was the bed, the rug, the fireplace. My vision blurred when my gaze fell on the backpack, abandoned by the closed portal. I sniffled, wiping my eyes, blinking to stop any more tears. It did no good.

      “Dammit, Maddie,” I told myself sternly. “No time for this.”

      But really, what did I think I was going to do with the artifacts, anyway? Show up at Harmon’s office and give him the same deal Aidan had—artifacts for a name? I didn’t have a Fae Lord backing me. I had no advantages. They’d bag me and put me in some cellar and torture me until I gave up the location of the artifacts. They’d probably use one of Lockhart’s spells, just to put a cherry on top.

      The artifacts might not even matter in the end. If it turned out Harmon only wanted control over the Institute and wasn’t interested in the artifacts for himself, nothing I could offer would change his mind.

      I wiped my eyes again.

      If only Greenie could find this person like he had found Aidan or this cabin or—

      Wait a minute.
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      Greenie. Who always found me, no matter where I was. I had assumed that had something to do with me activating his Eye and awakening him, or returning it to him, or whatever it was that had happened in the basement of the Hub. This whole time, I’d thought that whenever I used my magic to call on him, it was because of this connection that he knew how to find me.

      But what if it wasn’t?

      I began pacing, rolling the stone between my hands. What if finding something was part of who he was and had nothing to do with our connection? What if that was the reason someone had turned his Eye into an artifact?

      Sullivan had been willing to kill us for it. He had set a hound on whoever dared interfere in his deal for the Eye. And while he had been present when I had set Greenie free on his soulless Fae, he might’ve assumed that after the fight, the hound would go back to its Eye self. With Aidan there, it’d have been confiscated by the Institute.

      What if Greenie’s Eye was the artifact they were trying to get from the Institute? Normal artifacts didn’t work on other artifacts. But Eyes did. Unlike a normal seeker, it could find specific stuff. It could find a specific artifact.

      I covered my mouth in shock at the enormity of the realization.

      Then my brain began working again. If Greenie’s Eye was what they were looking for, none of the artifacts in the vault actually mattered.

      I tossed the stone aside and took out Aidan’s phone. No reception, but all I needed were the photos of the Wishing Well’s wish list. There it was, in Sullivan’s list—the Fae-making artifact along with a note of Sullivan’s strong interest in Eyes. True, the artifact was on everyone’s list, but if Sullivan and his partner had learned Eyes affected artifacts, they might’ve already found an Eye that acted like the Eye-dagger, except that instead of reversing tradeoffs, it might nullify them altogether.

      If an artifact-finder like Greenie was all they needed, it would explain the sudden attack. With their aim within reach, why not throw everything but the kitchen sink?

      I couldn’t use Greenie to barter, of course. I didn’t know how to put him back into Eye form, and I wouldn’t subject him to that.

      A slow smile began to curve my lips; eagerness spread from within me—lacking the bite of fear and desperation but damn thirsty for revenge.

      No, I couldn’t barter with the Eye, but I could with something else.

      Sullivan had lost both the Eye and the soulless Fae gemstone, and Aidan had kept that gemstone in the power-dampening box.

      I found a bigger rock, one with sharper edges. It, or perhaps my renewed thirst for revenge coupled with a push from my magic, managed what my other attempts hadn’t—the window shattered.

      After clearing the leftover shards with the sheath of the Eye-dagger, I managed to slip inside the cabin. It looked exactly as we had left it.

      “Don’t worry,” I told the bed Aidan and I had shared. “You’ll be free in no time.”

      The bed did not answer, but a rustling from the ceiling did. Aidan’s bag hung between the beams. Apparently, Lord Velei’s goo-pet had been unable to free itself.

      “Yeah,” I said. “I’ll free you later, too, buddy.”

      I emptied the backpack on the bed and put the box and the Keeper back inside. While I was pretty certain of my new plan, I didn’t want to chance the other artifacts. If there was one thing I’d learned in life, it was that plans didn’t often work as one first envisioned. Luckily for me, though, they did work out. Eventually.

      Hopefully, I’d keep the streak going.

      I tore a chunk of bread off the loaf in the pantry and ate it slowly, visualizing my next steps.

      Aidan’s bag on the ceiling made more rustling noises. I wasn’t about to let it free, and I should probably lock it in the pantry so it wouldn’t escape through the window, but…

      Hmm.

      Twenty minutes later, I climbed out the window and ate another piece of bread on my way to Greenie. Even though I took the wrong turn inside the darkness of the forest and ended up outside the wards thinking perhaps this wasn’t such a good idea, after all, he appeared within seconds.

      I brought out the box and opened it for him “Okay, Greenie. Smell that magic? Can you take me to the artifact that makes things smell the same?”

      Greenie sniffed the box, which resulted in a sneeze. Foul magic, indeed. His eyes searched mine, as if making sure I really wanted to do this.

      “Yup,” I answered, returning the box to the backpack and shouldering it. “It’s my new plan—go big or go disappear so nobody ends up torturing me.”

      Greenie wagged his tail and lowered obediently, obviously deciding that if the dumb hooman wanted to go deal with dangerous artifacts, then at least he’d get to have a good time watching the resulting mess.

      Soon we were on our way, Greenie speeding through the dark forest and me regretting those chunks of bread. It seemed the type of natural portals Greenie used were far apart on Faerie’s bottom. Perhaps the ley lines didn’t reach this far down as often as they touched the trees growing from the ceiling.

      Eventually, he found one he liked, and into a mass of goo and muck we went. The ley line was tiny, so narrow I flattened myself against Greenie’s torso, afraid to lose my head to one of the glowy Faerie crystals protruding among the pebbles.

      Our trip through the ley lines lasted longer than usual. By the time Greenie veered into the wall to take us out, its overwhelming magic was starting to affect me. A slight daze clung to my brain, and I had to force myself to focus on our surroundings.

      Greenie had brought me to the thin layer of Faerie lying between Faerie proper and the surface. Gray trees full of gray leaves rose to join the low, rocky ceiling, their branches digging in like roots, while more gray bushes grew among the trunks. Unlike the forests in Faerie, this one was a lot more open, the trees thicker. It gave the impression of being inside a deary block of Swiss cheese.

      I had only been here once before in my search for Aidan. And like that time, Greenie began sniffing around, advancing carefully among the trees. No insect calls or song of birds filled the air, no rustling of leaves under a breeze or scurrying of small animals—we were the only living things in this world.

      Peaceful, but creepy.

      Greenie warned me with a soft bark then shot forward, sprinting through the forest until we reached a thickening of the trees. They grew around a rock formation rising from the bottom but not quite connecting to the ceiling. Some of the trees draped over the rock, hugging it close with their branches. Their trunks had acquired a browning tint to them, green leaves peeking here and there.

      Some kind of Fae house, perhaps?

      I slid off Greenie and approached warily. Glancing back at the hound, I asked, “Is it safe?”

      He sat, wagged his tail, and lolled his tongue. And because I was feeling more like myself instead of a pit of doom and despair, I decided to take that as an of course rather than an I can’t wait to watch you deal with the horrors within.

      The formation was wide and deep. It reminded me of those old burial mounds, but instead of being covered with grass, it was made of solid rock. On the back between two trees, I found a narrow opening, barely shoulder-width. The trees were bigger and more majestic than the rest, their leached colors almost ornamental.

      I studied the dark opening. The ambient Faerie light didn't penetrate inside, but unlike my stumbling through the forest earlier, this time I remembered Aidan’s phone.

      Its flashlight illuminated a rocky corridor—more of a fissure than Fae-made—littered with fallen leaves, gray and brown and green. They broke sharply under my sneakers as I made my way inside, hoping this was no giant human-eating trap.

      The light from Aidan’s phone dimmed considerably a few steps in, but it was still enough to see my immediate surroundings. The tunnel’s walls were natural, unpolished rock, and the leaves disappeared to reveal a smooth stone floor.

      I sensed no wards—if only I had the same knack for sensing dormant spells—but a familiar awareness tugged at my insides. I had spent so long around artifacts now, that I had gotten too familiar with that particular feeling to notice it anymore. But it rose now, loud and clear. Artifacts ahead.

      I wondered if sensing artifacts was a byproduct of activating Greenie. I had always been able to sense wards, but sensing artifacts this strongly was definitely new. I had never felt this awareness while working at the Wishing Well, that was for sure.

      My steps slowed. A dark maw opened at the end of the corridor, completely pitch dark, and the phone’s flashlight weakened to be nearly nonexistent. Fae and electronics—a doomed affair. Which reminded me that not only the phone we had set up to record Aidan and Harmon’s conversation had caught nothing, thanks to Lord Velei’s appearance, the recording would’ve gone to crap, anyway.

      Tentatively, I moved out of the corridor, keeping a hand on the wall. Faerie crystals became alight, inundating my surroundings with an ethereal, soft light. I found myself in a big, square room with a low, domed ceiling supported by the branches of four thick corner columns, carved into the shape of beautiful trees. Or perhaps they weren’t carved so much as trees turned into stone, they were so realistic.

      Gray-green vines spread along the walls, curving over niches on the left and right sides, and extended like a protective mantle over wooden chests placed underneath. I followed their encroaching travel along the walls up to the main feature of the room.

      On a series of steps rested a solid slab of polished stone, a figure lying on top.

      I pocketed Aidan’s phone and approached slowly, curious. The figure was feminine in appearance, lying on her back, hands clasped over her torso. Long, wavy tresses framed her face and bare arms. She wore a soft sleeveless tunic and a breastplate made of the same type of opaque crystal as Fae blades. She wore no boots, her feet dainty and elegant peeking from under the tunic.

      The statue was incredibly lifelike. I had seen some amazing examples of stonework, but this… This could be an actual Fae simply lying down for a nap. Such amazing detail, down to her eyelashes and—

      I retreated all the way to the wall.

      Holy crap.

      This was no statue. It was an actual Fae.
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      She lay on the stone, still and unaware of my presence.

      No kidding—she’s dead. Cautiously, I approached again. Her skin was ashen, the fabric of her tunic a gray color that perfectly matched the slab of stone. It was hard to believe it wasn’t stone itself. Almost against my will, I watched my hand move forward, fingers stretched…

      All right, it was real fabric.

      I snatched my hand back and stared at the Fae in half awe, half apprehension she would suddenly sit up and attack me like a zombie.

      She was Fae-beautiful, her features serene, her lips parted in her eternal sleep. How long had she been dead? I recalled my conversation with Dawn. I’d have to make sure to tell her that the descriptions were right and Fae did not appear to decompose in death.

      Which meant whoever had made Lockhart’s Skull of Souls had literally skinned Fae corpses.

      Yeah, Aidan would have to search for that one on his own.

      Forcing my gaze away, I focused on the walls. There were artifacts in here, and since the Fae didn’t look like a soulless Fae, I hoped Greenie had brought me here because one of these artifacts had something to do with making a soulless Fae.

      I knelt by the ornate chest under one of the niches in the wall and used the Eye-dagger’s scabbard to push the vines away and pry the lid open—I wasn’t getting spelled this time.

      The lid balanced against the wall, and I peered inside. A dozen small compartments came into view, like one of those old alchemy trunks containing different poisons and vials, except in this case they separated items wrapped in faded linen.

      If my instinct wasn’t wrong, they were all artifacts.

      I poked them with the sheath first, trying to pry the linen aside, and when that didn’t work, I covered my hands with my sleeves and took them out one by one, placing them carefully on the floor.

      There were ten of them.

      How had nobody found and ransacked this place yet? Was it some kind of don’t-mess-with-a-Fae’s-tomb level of respect, or were they hard to find if you didn’t have a Greenie to lead you to them?

      Once the artifacts were out, I noticed the chest was deeper than this first layer of compartments. With some careful rattling, I managed to lift the top layer of wood to discover a second level of compartments underneath.

      These were bigger, separating the space into four sections. Each one held a different-sized Eye cradled in a velvety pillow.

      “Hot damn,” I whispered. Four carved, colorless pupils moved to stare at me. One blinked with a white, leathery layer of it-better-not-be-skin, much like the Eye-dagger.

      I dropped the upper layer back into place. Okay, I would deal with that later.

      Returning my attention to the artifacts, I did my best to unwrap them without touching them too much. No snaps cracked the air, no signs that any spell trap had been triggered. I let out a breath of relief and studied the items.

      I’d like to say I had an amazing a-ha! realization, but, just like with the vault’s artifacts, I had absolutely no clue of what any of them could do, never mind which of them had anything to do with making Fae in exchange for souls.

      My gaze drifted to the dead Fae. Was she the badass Fae Aidan had told me about? The master at creating artifacts? Fae weren’t supposed to be entombed with riches, and yet here we were. At the very least she must’ve been a Fae Lord.

      Another chest stood under the opposite wall’s niche. It was smaller than this one, and when I opened it, I learned it contained another handful of artifacts and one more Eye.

      “Eyes are rare, little donut,” I said, mimicking Ren’s voice. I snorted. “Yeah, right.”

      Apparently, they were rare because they were all in this Fae’s tomb, who was most definitely the great artifact creator of legends.

      I stood by her side again. “Did you get into making Eyes trying to figure out how to make the Fae-maker work? Or was that someone else and you were simply a collector?” I asked softly. There was no accompanying slab for her lover, so either she hadn’t managed to finish her work before they died of old age, or they were in some other tomb because some couples needed alone time even in death.

      Or maybe she wasn’t that Fae at all and had simply decided to entomb herself with her artifact collection out of spite so nobody else could use it.

      I glanced from one line of artifacts to the other.

      “Greenie?” I asked, calling on my magic. “Wanna come help a dumb hooman?”

      A hesitant whine drifted from the entrance of the tomb. I went to the tunnel, unwilling to leave the room completely and get somehow locked out, and extended my hand invitingly. In the light on the other side of the corridor stood Greenie, paws crushing the ground leaves in restless motions. “C’mon, boy, come help Maddie.”

      Greenie took a tentative step forward. When nothing horrible happened, he squeezed his huge form into the narrow tunnel and plowed forward.

      Perhaps Fae in their death gave their surroundings a bad vibe to other Fae creatures.

      Once inside the room, Greenie glanced at the dais then gave me a worried look.

      I scratched behind his ears. “It’s okay, Greenie. She’s dead. She can’t hurt us.” I hope. I gestured toward the artifacts outside the chests. “Now, be a good boy and tell me which smells like the soulless Fae stone.” I punctuated the words with a small burst of magic and a mental image of the remains of Sullivan’s soulless Fae.

      Greenie moved slowly toward the bigger chest. He sniffed each artifact, then poked one with his muzzle.

      “You’re the best,” I told him excitedly, hugging his neck.

      He huffed in contentment but lost no time in getting the hell out of the tomb, almost dragging me along.

      Yup, definitely some very bad Fae vibes going on in this place. Yay for being only one-sixteenth Fae with the magic sensitivity of a rock.

      I made short work of returning everything to its corresponding place—or approximate whereabouts—and concentrated on the artifact Greenie had singled out. It was slightly bigger than my palm and didn’t look anything like a heart, more like one half of a yin-yang symbol or a tadpole. The maker hadn’t used a commonly available item but had constructed a whole new thing.

      The thickest part of the round implement was made out of glass containing a pile of tiny loose crystals, red and pink and barely bigger than sand grains. A filigree of designs covered the surface of the glass, made by a solid vine-like wire, although I couldn’t tell what they were—if stylized drawings or a language. The curving end had a small leather cover, and I wondered if that was because its end was sharp. Sharp enough to dig into someone’s chest right into their heart and give it its name—to turn someone into a Fae, you probably had to mess with their blood.

      My gaze flicked from the size of the thing to my chest. I shuddered. It would take one determined participant to ram that thing right into their hearts. Knowing Fae, they’d probably have to be awake, too.

      I wrapped the artifact with the linen, put it inside my backpack, said my goodbyes to Her Lady of Many Eyes and Artifacts, and returned to the outside. The forest seemed strangely wide and empty in comparison with the room inside.

      “Time to set up a meeting,” I told Greenie.
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      Back in the Hub, I used Aidan’s phone to make a fast Internet search. Within seconds, I was dialing the Wishing Well. Greenie, having decided he had reached his human interaction limit, had disappeared into the wall down in the basement.

      “The Wishing Well,” came Kane’s voice.

      “Hi, Kane, it’s me,” I said cheerfully.

      “Maddie?”

      “The one and only. I need a favor—”

      He hung up.

      Dang. Cold. I dialed again.

      The moment the line opened, I said, “You can keep the whole finder’s fee.”

      A pause. “Does it have something to do with the Institute? Because I heard you guys are in deep shit.”

      “What have you heard?”

      “That your boss got busted selling seized artifacts through the tea store.”

      Damn, Harmon had lost no time getting onto that rumor treadmill. “C’mon, Kane, you know better than that.”

      “Okay, that sounded like BS,” Kane agreed. “But we did hear Greaves got detained.”

      “It’s temporary. Someone complained to the MEC, so now they’re doing an investigation.”

      “Tough.”

      “Very. So, about that favor…”

      “I don’t know, Maddie. Every time I help you, something bad happens.”

      “Gotta keep rolling the dice to get that twenty luck.”

      “Your dice only goes up to two.”

      I refrained from pointing out the impossibility of that. “This is low risk, high reward for you.”

      He snorted. “Taken from the scammer’s notebook.” He said nothing else, so I allowed him a few seconds of mulling the idea. “Are you sure this is not going to come back to bite me in the ass?”

      “I only need you to send a message to one of your clients. How dangerous can that be?”

      “Which client?”

      “Sullivan.”

      “After he shafted us?” he asked in outrage.

      “Charge him first this time.”

      “Good point. Fine. But I think he’s on vacation or something, so he might not see it for a while.”

      “Oh, I think he’ll make an appearance for this. Text me on this number so I can give you the information—I don’t have my phone on me, so don’t use that one.”

      “You better not be messing with me, Maddie.”

      “I’d never,” I said. “Remember, charge him first.”

      “Oh, I will,” Kane said with promise in his voice.

      “But Kane,” I added sternly, “do not approach anyone else with this offer. I mean it.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Don’t worry, I can keep things private.”

      I had my doubts but chose to trust him, mostly because I didn’t have any other choice. The call ended, and soon thereafter the phone vibrated with Kane’s text. Aidan was definitely going to need a new secret phone after this.

      I gave Kane the name of the Fae-maker and settled in to wait.

      It took about three seconds for Kane to text, Are you for real?

      Sure am, I texted. Remember, only Sullivan.

      Dude, we can get so much for this if we go to auction. I know how to set it up anonymously.

      I glowered at the phone so hard, I was surprised it didn’t automatically evaporate. Kane, I swear to God I’ll wipe all your game accounts.

      Fine. Just Sullivan. Can we auction if he doesn’t answer in a few days?

      Sure. If this was a lesser-made phone, my fingers would’ve probably left dents on the screen.

      I gave whoever was sharing Sullivan’s account about thirty minutes to answer Kane.

      They did it in twenty.

      Sullivan wants proof.

      Already prepared for this, I forwarded him a description of the artifact. As long as the artifact was inactive, I could’ve taken photos of it, but I wasn’t willing to leave images of the thing out in the world. An artifact this important—the fewer people who knew about it, the better.

      I’d hoped Sullivan’s partner would know a bit about it during their search, read some descriptions somewhere. To make my claim tastier, I also told Kane to tell “Sullivan” that I was a member of the Institute.

      I got lucky, because no further proof was required of me. With the Heart’s Will not actually looking like a heart, I guessed it’d be easy to spot the obvious fakes. I told Kane where and when to set up the meeting, and what I wanted for payment—Aidan clear of all suspicion and back as director. Once that was done, all I had to do was prepare.

      And wait.

      My choice of meeting place was five rooms down from my favorite basement office. Two reasons drove me to make this choice: immediate access to Greenie, and it was the first door in the vicinity not locked.

      Going any farther into the maze of the Bowels of Hell would only bring trouble to all involved.

      The room was spacious and empty, not a piece of furniture in it, so I dragged the chair from the other office to sit and wait.

      Besides, chairs made for good defense if Sullivan’s partner decided to unleash some Eldritch Fae horror on me.

      I threaded the backpack’s straps on the chair’s back and set out to wait.

      At the agreed time, someone knocked and turned the knob. I tensed, stood, watched the door open slowly.

      And what do you know, it was my other ex-boss.

      Proctor of Proctor & Sullivan Accounting Services.

      For a moment, I was so dumbfounded at the obviousness of it all I could only gape as the woman entered the room and closed the door behind her.
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      “Dover, I imagine?” she asked politely. Her voice was strong, unhurried, and devoid of any wariness or fear.

      The combination had a Beware, Baddie is too calm not to have ten aces shoved up her sleeve warning all over it, but I was still too astounded by the revelation of her identity for my brain to fully function. I nodded.

      She was wearing a nice office outfit composed of a blouse and skirt. Her elegant pumps clacked against the floor as she walked to the center of the room and took out a piece of parchment.

      Still silent, I watched her crouch and press it against the floor. Golden lettering flashed on the surface of the parchment and then spread across the floor like a golden spiderweb, all the way to the walls.

      I jumped into an empty space between the lines, finally shaken out of my shock. “What’s that?”

      The golden lines faded. Proctor straightened and carefully folded the parchment before returning it to her pocket. “A spell to make sure we’re alone, and nobody’s listening.”

      Smart. “What’s the tradeoff?”

      Proctor smiled faintly. “One I’m willing to sacrifice.”

      Ah, well, I’d ask Lockhart later. “And did it work?”

      “I am content with the results.” Her gaze fell on the backpack. “Now, I hope you brought the Heart and aren’t going to pull an ‘it’s somewhere else’ kind of thing. Those are so annoying.”

      “Have had much practice, huh?” I asked dryly.

      She lifted a shoulder. “Black market dealers are a suspicious group.”

      We stood a few paces away, studying each other. When I didn’t move toward the backpack, she added, “You understand I’ll need to see it before we go any further, right?”

      “Man,” I said thoughtfully, “must’ve pissed you off when Sullivan lost the Eye to the Institute. Lost the Eye and wasted the soulless Fae.”

      Proctor pursed her lips. “He was a complete buffoon.”

      Daaamn. “But useful, right? Did you share the artifacts, or did he keep them all in his collection and let you visit?”

      She looked at me in a way that said since she wasn’t a complete buffoon, she wouldn’t fall for my needling attempts. Which, fair. They weren’t very good, anyway.

      “I’m only interested in certain pieces,” she said. “Sullivan can spend his money as he sees fit. Or should I say, as he saw fit? He’s dead, isn’t he?”

      It was my time to give her a c’mon now look. “You must’ve guessed already.”

      “Ah…” Wistfulness filled the word, as if she was sorry she had missed the chance to off him herself.

      “That’s okay,” I said encouragingly. “It’s not like you’ll need him anymore after this, right? I mean, you got what you wanted.”

      She acknowledged this truth with a curt nod. “True. After today, affairs of the part-Fae will no longer matter.”

      “How do I know you can restore Greaves as the Institute’s director?”

      “I have kept records of certain conversations I will forward to the Council. It will clear Greaves of all wrongdoing.”

      It sounded so simple, and she said it with so much certainty, that I almost wanted to believe she intended me to survive this artifact exchange. “Was it you or was it Sullivan who started that whole ‘bad luck’ campaign on the Institute?”

      She huffed. “Sullivan. I’ve never seen someone hate the Institute so much. He was going to weaken Greaves’s position, then strike when the time was right.”

      “So, you just took over his plan when we took the Eye?” A note of respect entered my voice. “Devilish. He did the groundwork, you took the glory. Harmon doesn’t even know he’s dealing with you instead of Sullivan, does he?”

      “Of course not.”

      “What did Sullivan offer him to help?”

      “Harmon has hated Greaves since the start. He believes we—you, soon,” she interjected with relish, “should hold on to as many artifacts as possible, in case the Fae get bored and decide to strike down humanity.”

      “The Fae have no interest in that,” I said, surprised at that line of thought.

      “And you’ve met how many?” she asked dismissively. “Harmon is not wrong, you know. Those artifacts should be kept in good hands, not taken away and destroyed.”

      “Somehow, I don’t think rich people’s private collections are ‘good hands,’” I retorted dryly.

      “Rich people are the most interested in keeping the status quo.”

      “True,” I conceded. “And Harmon went along with the plan with no payment?”

      “There’s always a payment,” Proctor said. “Of morals, in this case, I suppose. Although Sullivan did donate some artifacts to his cause.” She smiled slyly. “Unregistered, of course.”

      “Of course.”

      “It’s all in the documents. Don’t worry, by the time his fellow councilmen finish reading the first page, he’ll be skipping town, believe me.”

      She spoke so assuredly it was hard not to. “What are you going to do with Sullivan’s collection?”

      “It’s not my problem. Now, where’s the artifact?”

      “Those documents…”

      She produced her phone and shook it slightly. “In here. Email ready to be sent.”

      “May I?” I asked.

      Proctor unlocked her phone, swiped a couple of times, and showed me the screen. It was an email with a bunch of attachments and links to other files.

      At my nod, she put the phone away. “The artifact?”

      I toed the floor. “Weeell…”

      “What?” she snapped.

      I gave her my best smile. “It’s somewhere else.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “I don’t believe you.”

      “I’m new to these kinds of deals, but it didn’t seem smart to bring it along.”

      The overhead light began to dim. “You will not leave this room until you tell me where it is.”

      “Hey,” I said, holding up my hands. The lights dimmed further, and a familiar shiver ran down my back. “I’m not trying to scam you. I just need to make sure you do your part of the deal.”

      “Well,” she said thoughtfully, completely unaffected by the darkness creeping into the room, “I can’t guarantee anything if I can’t see the artifact to determine its authenticity, can I?”

      When the black vines began to spread from under the door, I had to force myself not to take a step back. It wasn’t like the last time, I reminded myself, wiping my sweaty palms on my jeans. I wasn’t powerless.

      Proctor walked casually to the door and threw it open. The hallway outside was fully dark, and by the time Proctor had returned to stand in front of me, two red eyes and the rest of a Fae hound were slowly encroaching into the room.

      I swallowed hard, unable to look away. It was the same hound that had attacked us the day we had found Greenie’s Eye. Unlike Greenie, its skin was made of inky blackness, smooth and so thin every muscle underneath was on display. My heart hitched and began pounding furiously with the need to run away. Run away like we had that day, lost in the maze of this basement with no exit in sight.

      And then the hound looked at something behind me and let out a low growl.

      The lights overhead regained some of their brilliance. A familiar awareness coursed through me, soothing the itch to move in my muscles, calming my heartbeat, clearing the fog of horror and impotence.

      I took a deep breath. Greenie’s huge form came to stand by my side, growling at the hound.

      Proctor crossed her arms, studying Greenie with a cool expression. She must’ve had nerves of steel.

      My appreciation grew. Maybe I’d read the situation wrong. Maybe she meant to complete the transaction and didn’t care if I told everyone she had been the one to pull the strings. She’d be a full Fae; she’d have other things to worry about aside from the Council and the Institute. Maybe she didn’t mean to make me disappear after she got her artifact.

      But probably not.

      “It appears like we’re at a standstill,” she said.

      “Eh, I don’t think so.”

      “Oh?”

      I stepped aside and waved at the chair. “You were right. I lied. It’s in the backpack.”

      “Thank you.” She didn’t move. A furrow formed in her brow. Her face tensed, her jaws tightened. “What?” She made another attempt at movement, but I had seen this specific spell before, and she wasn’t going anywhere. Her confusion suddenly cleared. “Ah, I see. I underestimated you.”

      “Not only her, perhaps,” said Lord Velei.

      The far wall of the room disappeared, revealing him and Mathews.

      For the first time, Proctor looked visibly shaken. “Glamour? How? The spell…”

      “Lord Velei is a Fae Lord,” I said. “Chances of his magic being more powerful than whatever spell you used were pretty high.”

      “One tries,” said Lord Velei placidly.

      Mathews stepped up to Proctor and took her phone. “Miss Proctor,” he said, “if you’ll be so kind as to send your hound away.”

      “I thought Fae Lords did not meddle in part-Fae business,” Proctor said.

      Lord Velei glanced at me, a predatory smile tugging at his mouth. “The incentives were worth the bother.”

      “She offered you the artifact?” Proctor asked, sounding somewhat impressed.

      Was it bad of me to feel a little proud of that fact? “My deals with Lord Velei are private.”

      Proctor studied us, completely ignoring Mathews. “But I don’t think she’s given it to you yet, has she?” Slyness entered her calm composure. “Your loss, my gain.”

      Her hound lurched forward, smacking right into her back. Instead of throwing her off balance or mauling her, the hound melted into her, its limbs snaking around her front. Its muscles began to separate, elongate, vining across her blouse and solidifying into some sort of breastplate.

      Magic tinted the air.

      I stepped back, as did Mathews. I expected Lord Velei to summon his sword, but he simply stood in place. Was he going to allow her to become some ultimate hound-woman form and possibly pummel us into the ground?

      Lord Velei returned my stare with a slight apologetic one of his own. “It appears as if my spell has been mirrored back.”

      My gaze snapped to Proctor. One of her hands had risen, showing off a ring—an artifact. It probably meant she’d be paralyzed for a long time later. But for now, the hound’s bones had joined its muscles, forming an extra armor of sorts around her arms, giving her claws.

      Greenie could take her on, I was sure. But Mathews and I were liabilities unless he had some sword hidden somewhere, and he didn’t seem to be the type. He was pale but composed, probably sweating buckets under his tailored jacket.

      Better to nip this in the bud.

      Taking the Keeper out of my pocket, I brought it to my lips. “Return to Faerie.” My words echoed in the room, heavy with magic.

      The hound’s muscles loosened their hold on Proctor and fell wetly to the floor, taking its bones and claws along.

      Proctor gasped in shock as her hound melted into a puddle of goo and disappeared from view. Mathews lost no time in leaping forward, a pair of zip ties in his hands. He tied her wrists together, took off her ring, and patted her for anything else.

      “Proctor, you’re under investigation for bribing Council members and making unprovoked attacks on part-humans.”

      “And attempted murder,” I piped in, remembering Lockhart.

      Proctor’s mouth open and closed, no sounds coming out. Mathews dragged her out of the room and, I assumed, toward whatever enforcers were waiting for him.

      I rushed to the door. “Will it be enough?” I could’ve used the Keeper from the start to force the information out of her, but Mathews was an obvious stickler for the rules, and I hadn’t wanted there to be any doubts about her confessions by mixing magic into it.

      “It will,” he answered before prodding Proctor to keep moving.

      Inside the room, Lord Velei and Greenie were sizing each other up, the Fae Lord with clear curiosity in his eyes, the hound with clear mistrust. If a Fae Lord—maybe even Her Lady of Many Artifacts and Eyes—had been responsible for turning his eye into an artifact, I couldn’t blame him.

      I wished I could jump on him and get away. Unfortunately, there was still a deal I had to honor.
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      “You are aware, of course,” Lord Velei said, still studying Greenie, “that this hound is quite old and powerful.”

      “Aren’t they all,” I murmured, going to the chair and grabbing my backpack. It reminded me I would have to retrieve the goo-pet from Aidan’s bag and return it to its master. It was part of the deal Lord Velei and I had struck via said goo-pet back at the cabin.

      Mathews, I had contacted via the old-fashioned way of a phone call. Luckily, Aidan’s phone had his number due to our previous meeting. The councilman had been wary at first—nobody wanted a repeat of the warehouse debacle—but the Hub was a safe enough place, and Lord Velei’s appearance and promise that no harm would come to him had settled most of his doubts.

      The plan had been put into motion, and Proctor had fallen into it beautifully. I had known simply learning the name of whoever was behind everything wouldn’t be enough to help Aidan. A confession or proof of some sort was needed—Harmon would not go down easily. Lord Velei had been agreeable to my plan. Very agreeable.

      And now it was time to pay.

      I rummaged inside the backpack and brought out the Heart’s Will. This was probably a bad idea, but short of returning it to the tomb—and I wasn’t sure Greenie would take me back—I didn’t know what else to do. The lure of becoming a full Fae was too enticing to have the artifact lying around, and the last couple of days had shown that the contents of the Institute’s vault weren’t impervious to landing in the wrong hands.

      The Fae-maker wasn’t something that could be thrown into a hole and buried. Word of it was out, and I had an idea Lord Velei would know how to keep it safe.

      Also, I had made him promise not to use it in a harmful way.

      The Fae Lord accepted the Heart almost reverently, his eyes showing a touch of wonder.

      “Legendary artifact on your side, too?” I asked.

      “Indeed, faelette. Very much, indeed.” He put it inside a pouch and tied it to his belt.

      Next, I handed him the Keeper. This one, he took with obvious satisfaction. The Fae-making artifact was cool, but not as useful as the secret-keeping conch.

      “It has no secrets, you know,” I told him.

      His eyebrows arched. “Ah, is this why you had me promise all those things about not harming or ordering harm on you?” He rolled the Keeper in his hand. “You retrieved the secrets. How?”

      “I used an Eye to reverse the effect. But don’t worry, it didn’t work as intended. I don’t remember a single one.”

      He looked skeptical at first, then amused. “Why, I think you are telling the truth.”

      “Of course I am. I’m an open book.”

      “What a pity.”

      I winked. “I know, right?”

      “But it does have one secret already, does it not?” he said, giving me a knowing look. “It is an excellent start.”

      Aw, dammit, he had thought of that.

      He chuckled at my expression. “Not to worry, faelette. Your secrets will always be safe with me.”

      Riiight. “I can’t make you promise that now that you’ve got it, but I hope you mean it.”

      “I do mean it,” he said, dropping the usually mild tone of his voice for a serious note. “I did not get to where I am by prodding things best left alone.”

      He’d definitely guessed what secret the Keeper had likely taken. What was about the Lady of Her Many Eyes and her artifacts that had everyone so creeped out? Something to investigate in the days to come.

      Because I was about to have a lot of free time on my hands to ponder things like this.

      The thought rose, acrid like bile. I had refused to dwell on it while I set all the pieces of the plan in place, had refused to allow any hint of it to enter my mind.

      But the mystery of the Institute attacker was now fixed and dealt with. Aidan would soon return as director. Nothing had gone horribly wrong, and I hadn’t had to make any Faustian deal.

      Except for this one.

      As usual, Lord Velei read my train of thought perfectly.

      “It is necessary, faelette,” he said with some regret. “You are too well connected to Faerie now. Your luck in coming across artifacts, your link to this Fae hound…”

      “I am more useful to you as a free agent than as a member of the Institute,” I finished for him. I couldn’t hide the bitterness in my tone.

      I didn’t care to do so.

      “Do not look so upset, my dear. What is it humans like to say? Everything happens for a reason.”

      “Their reasons don’t usually include Fae Lords unwilling to part with their new toys,” I said crossly.

      Amusement shone in his eyes. “Not a toy—a promising tool.” He ran a hand across Greenie’s mossy torso. Greenie gave a low growl of warning, but Lord Velei ignored it. “Very promising, indeed,” he murmured.

      Yeah, he was totally aware of Greenie’s knack for finding things.

      “Now go back, give my nephew the welcome he deserves at the Institute. Ah,” he exclaimed, producing something from inside his vest and tossing it my way.

      I caught it, narrowly—it was some sort of brooch. Not an artifact, just a piece of jewelry. Confused, I looked back at him. “I don’t understand.”

      “I would not want you to waste your time looking for undesirable jobs out of a need for survival.”

      “You want me to pawn this for rent?”

      “Use it as you see fit. I understand Fae jewelry is precious on the surface, even devoid of magic.”

      “I see,” I told him. “You want me to make contacts in the black market I can use later for your benefit.”

      The barest of smiles graced his lips. “Your life lies ahead of you, faelette. What you do with it is up to you.”

      And with this sage advice, he walked to the nearest wall and pressed a hand against it. A ring of golden threads appeared, expanding until it contained the shimmering surface of a portal.

      A moment later, he and the portal were gone.
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      Night had fallen by the time I made it to the Institute. I had Greenie drop me at the same park I’d used the other night and made the rest of the way on foot.

      What a difference a few weeks made. The exuberant artifact hunter-to-be who couldn’t wait to begin her new job had been replaced by a walking sad knot of bittersweetness. As I opened the front door of the Institute and went down the corridor, I found myself memorizing every imperfection on the wall paint, every questionable spot on the ceiling. I savored the feel of my sneakers sinking into the thin carpet and the scentless air. Damn, I truly thought I had found a home in here.

      I squeezed my eyes closed, putting that errant thought into a box to be dissected later. Now was no time for sadness—plenty of time after to curl into a ball on my bed and cry my heart out. Besides, it wasn’t like I wouldn’t see anyone from the Institute ever again. Lord Velei had thrown me a curve, not an unconquerable hurdle.

      My spirits rose slightly. Aidan was in the clear, Marta would be free of the reception desk without the need for murder, and even Kane had gotten his fee—he had texted me with a screenshot.

      “Anyone home?” I asked.

      A rustling came from the back of the hallway. Victor appeared a second later.

      “Maddie?”

      I extended my arms. “It is I, indeed!”

      He beckoned. “Come, come. We’re in the kitchen.”

      I trotted up to him. Marta had dragged a chair from the staff room and was sitting in a corner while Gabriel leaned against one side of the countertops.

      “Hi, guys. Did you hear from Aidan?”

      Victor stood by Gabriel. “He called a few minutes ago. He’s on his way. Cleared of all charges, he said.”

      “Awesome.” I located a free space on the counter and hopped to sit on it.

      “Did you have something to do with it, or did you just run around like a panicked chicken with our artifacts?” Marta asked with her usual matter-of-factness.

      “I don’t want to brag, but…”

      Marta extended a hand toward Victor. “Told you. Pay up.”

      Victor shook his head in disbelief. “You really had some of the artifacts? How did you know how to open the doors?”

      “Ask Aidan,” I said modestly. “So, that interim guy is gone?”

      “Went out at five on the dot. We were in the middle of a meeting when Mathews called with the good news.”

      I grinned. “Planning on how to depose the new guy, weren’t you?”

      “His style did not bode well for the future of the Institute,” Marta deadpanned.

      “Don’t worry.” I winked at her. “I’m back to take on the reception mantle…” My words trailed off. For a few moments, I had forgotten that I wasn’t going to work for the Institute again.

      “We’re all glad you’re back,” Victor said earnestly. Gabriel tipped his canned drink. Marta murmured something about her evening sandwich.

      I grimaced. “Not quite.”

      “What do you mean?” Victor asked. “Aidan will reinstate you as soon as he’s back. We didn’t process your papers.”

      “Part of the deal for helping Aidan was that I can’t work at the Institute anymore.”

      Victor’s mouth opened in shock. Gabriel gave me a pity-filled stare. Marta simply blinked twice.

      “But, Maddie,” Gabriel said, “after all those applications?”

      I shrugged like it wasn’t a big deal. Because it isn’t, I had to remind myself. It was only a curve, a slight change of paths. “Don’t worry about me. I have plans.” Plans such as curling into a ball and crying all night.

      Victor steered the conversation away from that, his eyes compassionate—out of everyone here, he knew me the best—and we talked about nothing until the front door opened again.

      “Anyone around?” came the strong, solid voice of Aidan.

      Victor and Gabriel rushed into the hallway, greeting their boss. Marta unfolded herself from the chair, and I slid awkwardly off the counter.

      “Is Dover here?” Aidan asked.

      “In there.”

      Aidan appeared on the threshold, his expression guarded, his shoulders tense. His gaze raked me from head to toe.

      I winked and gave him a thumbs up. “All in one piece.”

      He harrumphed but closed the distance between us and drew me into his arms. He squeezed me tight. I wound my arms around his waist and hugged him back.

      The next second, I was free. He took his warmth with him and leaned against the counter, eyes cold, face unreadable.

      We were back to Director Greaves.

      That was what I’d wanted, right?

      The other three returned to their previous positions. I decided to remain standing. When Aidan spoke, he did it looking straight at me.

      “Mathews has acquired enough proof to clear me of all charges. Harmon was working with Sullivan and Proctor to get rid of me and eventually the Institute as it is now.”

      Victor gave a low whistle. “It had nothing to do with the artifacts in the vault?”

      Aidan gave me a look of warning. “Not on his end, no. Although I’m sure some of our more dangerous items would’ve been relocated. Harmon is a proponent of keeping artifacts in part-Fae’s hands.”

      Victor shook his head. “For a price, I’m sure.”

      I didn’t mind the promise of torture I saw in Aidan’s eyes if I were to spill all the details—I was too busy basking in the fact that he was here, unharmed and safe, even if in his cool and collected director persona.

      “Is anything going to change going forward?” Marta asked in her practical tone.

      “No.” Aidan’s voice brooked no compromise. “We will continue as we have. Things should go smoother without a curse,” he added wryly.

      Marta spared me a fast glance. “Does that mean we’re going to get new recruits?”

      Aidan jutted his chin at me. “Let us survive this one first.”

      An awkward silence fell on the room. Horror gripped me in a vise—I had forgotten Aidan didn’t know.

      Aidan searched our expressions. “What? Did you guys actually start the dismissal paperwork? We’ll just cancel it.”

      I swallowed the gigantic lump in my throat. It got stuck in my vocal cords and only allowed me a weak, “I can’t work at the Institute.”

      “What?” he asked, stunned.

      “It was part of an agreement.” I waved vaguely at his person.

      Instead of the pity I was expecting, his expression gained a speculative edge. “Time period or forever?”

      Since I was pretty sure Lord Velei wasn’t about to change his mind or keel over dead, there was only one answer. “Forever.”

      “Hmm,” he said, still studying me closely. Was that the start of a smile on his lips? What the heck?

      I had known he didn’t want me as a recruit but had always assumed it was because of the supposed curse. Outrage and despondency churned in my gut—he seriously didn’t want me working here. After all I had done for him!

      I would show him, I decided, scowling right back at him. I would become the biggest independent artifact hunter out there. Of course, if I did find dangerous artifacts, I’d end up having to give them to the Institute—I was eager, not amoral—if Lord Velei didn’t lick them for dibs first. He would—ooh.

      A new idea surged forward, filling me with as much excitement as when I had stood outside the building on that first day.

      “You know…” I gave him a sly look. “Perhaps the Institute is in need of an independent consultant? I’ve been known to have a knack for finding artifacts.” My agreement with Lord Velei stopped me from being a member of the Institute, not from having them as a client.

      Aidan tapped his chin, as if mulling my question, but mirth danced in his eyes, and the hurt at his lack of disappointment at me not being part of the Institute faded away. Perhaps it was better this way. We could investigate things together that would otherwise fall into the others’ hands due to seniority. We could still be a team without the formal distance between director and recruit.

      Oh. Ooooh. Was that what he meant when he’d said he “couldn’t?”

      He pursed his lips, containing his smile, and resumed his stoic countenance. With a small shrug, he said, “I think we can draw up contracts for something like that.”

      My grin nearly cracked my face.

      Maddie Dover, still Artifact Hunter Extraordinaire.
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      The following evening, I found myself in Faerie, Aidan on one side, Greenie on the other. We stood on the open, grassy field I had seen from Lord Velei’s mansion, right by the forest’s end.

      I’d gone to bed excited but uncertain of what my new position would bring, and had woken up knowing exactly what to do. Aidan had agreed to come with me after I’d signed my consultant papers, his tone curt as usual, his texted answer to where to meet for the trip a single “ok.” But that was part of the charm—breaking the shell and watching the internal chaos erupt.

      His attitude through the phone might’ve been director-approved, but the man by my side was a lot more relaxed than usual. Wary and watchful for being in Faerie, but relaxed.

      “Are you sure?” he asked.

      I studied the ex-dagger Eye in my hand. It peered soulfully back at me. “I’m sure. It’s useful, but it deserves freedom.”

      Kneeling on the grass, I placed the Eye on the ground and called forth the magic in my veins. It surged with its usual jubilation at being able to do something, and I poured it into the Eye. I thought back to what had gone through my mind when I had activated Greenie’s Eye. I hadn’t known what it would do, so there had been no purpose in my will other than to awaken it. I tried to recreate the feeling.

      A thrumming enveloped us. Greenie gave a sharp bark.

      The ground around the Eye darkened until it was the familiar inky goo that foretold the entrance of a Fae creature. It spread, then bumped upward, raising against my hand.

      Fascinated, I watched the inky goo envelop my hand, press back. The Eye was torn from my grip, and the goo parted to reveal a feline head. Violet pupils stared at me, blinking slowly.

      The creature’s skin was sleek, like Sullivan’s hound, but unlike that ball of darkness, this one was a matte white with lines of soft orange running the edges of its muscles. Grass and dirt had accumulated between its ears, so I wiped those softly. Its skin was so different from Greenie’s moss…

      Greenie barked again. The new creature turned its head his way and hissed. It was smaller than my hound but still a mass of compact muscle.

      “Go do Fae things,” I told it, marveling again at the smooth texture of its skin and the strange combination of its coloring.

      The creature took a step forward, nuzzled my neck, then leaped away. A blink of the eye, and it had disappeared into the forest.

      Greenie gave another sharp bark in its direction, as if saying yeah, you better run. Grinning, I got up and wiped the dirt and grass off my jeans. The green stains were probably going to wash as well as the smiley flower that still adorned the fabric.

      “It’s okay, Greenie,” I said, coming to scratch behind his ears. “You’re still my favorite hound.”

      Greenie yipped and wagged his tail.

      “You know…” I started thoughtfully, scanning our surroundings. Faerie, looking so calm and peaceful now, full of light and with a breeze caressing our skins.

      “Yes?” Aidan asked, coming to stand by me.

      “Maybe that’ll be my thing now,” I told him brightly. “Looking for Eyes and setting them free.” Starting with the one Proctor must’ve had in her possession, and following with those in the Fae’s tomb—if I ever found the way back.

      “God help us.”

      I laughed at the suffering in his voice. “Don’t worry, I’ll help finding Sullivan’s collection first. I promised.” I wondered what Lord Velei would think of that.

      As if reading my mind, Aidan said, “I’m surprised the deal with Lord Velei went so well, considering he had the upper hand.”

      Greenie lowered at my command, and we settled on top of him. I reveled in Aidan’s warmth, the way his front cradled my back—he had learned from our previous rides and no longer attempted to put any space between us.

      “I think he always wanted you back as director. If I hadn’t come along with my deal, he’d have found some other way to do it. This way, he got what he wanted on top of the Keeper and the Heart.”

      Aidan’s hands tightened on my waist. “And you.”

      “And me, in a way,” I agreed. It wouldn’t be long before the Fae Lord came around asking me to do something for him, and I hoped that would never put me on a collision course with Aidan’s interests. Not yet, anyway. It was naive not to expect it to happen at some point. But that was a problem for future Maddie, and present Maddie had enough on her plate.

      I patted Greenie affectionately. “Greenie makes me valuable. I’m sure Lord Velei knows what he can do.” I had already told Aidan my conjectures about Greenie’s power and how I believed his Eye was what Proctor had wanted so badly at the start.

      Greenie began trotting through the forest, bringing us back to the portal into the ley lines. He was taking his time today, his pace sedate. Whether that was because the pressure was gone or because he considered Aidan a more precious baggage than me, I wasn’t sure.

      “I think I’m going to look at some of those apartments my mom keeps sending me,” I decided aloud.

      “Good for you,” Aidan breathed into my ear.

      Yes, we were definitely meant for teamwork.

      It was the last thing we said until we were back to my office in the Hub. My little corner of basement paradise. High on my to-do list was figuring out who owned it, and how to call dibs if nobody did. I figured Lord Velei could pay for that—an office at the Institute and another at the Hub sounded like the perfect balance.

      Aidan had taken a potion to lessen the ley lines travel effect on his person, so he had no trouble hopping off and lending me a hand. I slid awkwardly to the floor before turning. Instead of stepping back, Aidan remained where he was, fingers pressing into my hips, not a whisper separating our fronts.

      “Do you think we should tell Lockhart he’s safe now?” I asked a little breathlessly. Aidan was so close, his eyes a rich brown again, like wells luring me into their depths.

      “No. Let him panic for a bit longer. It’ll do him good. Maddie?”

      “Yes?” I managed over the fluttering in my chest.

      “I liked our kiss, but…”

      “But…?”

      “I’d like to make sure while I’m not under a potion’s effect.”

      “Oh, yeah?” I croaked.

      He leaned in, one eyebrow arched mischievously. “Is that a yes?”

      A second croak was building in my throat when I decided to give up on words. Closing the distance between us, I pressed my lips to his.

      He stilled for a second, and then his hands left my hips and ran across my back, bringing me even closer. Mine ended on his shoulders, warm and solid under my touch.

      And his lips… Oh, his lips. They had the perfect texture—a little rough, perfect for the most sinful friction. We parted for a mingled breath, then he took the initiative, and we drank from each other as if we were two souls starved for each other’s nectar.

      When we broke apart next, my breathing was heavy, my cheeks flushed. He looked adorably disheveled and slightly stunned, as if the experience had gone well beyond his expectations. Inner Maddie preened at that.

      “Well?” I whispered.

      He schooled his features. “Hmm.”

      “Hmm?” I demanded. “Wow.”

      He grinned then, a true smile that told me the fluttering in my chest wasn’t going to go away any time soon, if at all. “Wow, indeed. I think it bears investigating further.”

      I humphed, mollified, and he took my hand.

      “But for now, what about some dinner? You can tell me all about your plans, and I can try not despairing over the mess they’ll land us in.”

      My gaze went a little dreamy as I thought of that. I did have to find that book for Dawn, on top of Sullivan’s collection and the Eyes. And since I was feeling magnanimous, might as well help out with the Skull.

      “Oh, no,” he said with mock despair. “I’m doomed, am I not?”

      “Don’t worry,” I told him with a wink. “Doom is the flip side of greatness. Hey, wanna go to the burger place upstairs?”

      “The one where you stole Greenie’s Eye from me? Yep, that sounds about right.”

      “Finders keepers,” I reminded him. “I found it first.”

      He gave me another fleeting smile before tugging me toward the door of the office. “Good I found you first, then.”

      “Told ya, greatness!”
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      Sitting behind my desk in my basement office in the Bowels of Hell, I observed my audience. On the wall, the flying rainbow cat poster witnessed the proceedings.

      “We are gathered here for a very important mission,” I said gravely, fixing each of them with a hard glare. “Your help is required.”

      Greenie wagged his tail and lolled his tongue.

      Ren lounged lazily on his cheap chair and gave me a slow smile. “Of course, little donut.”

      Marta spoke as if words tasted like a stale tuna sandwich. “If I must.”

      “UNTIE ME RIGHT NOW,” Lockhart yelled at the top of his lungs, struggling against the ropes tying him to the last chair.

      

      One day earlier

      

      Marta lifted a cup. “Ten dollars for the cake, Maddie.”

      I eyed the cup suspiciously. Two bills already filled the interior. “What cake?”

      “Director Greaves’s birthday cake.”

      My gaze snapped up. “Aidan’s birthday cake?”

      “Yes.”

      The news floored me. “It’s his birthday? When?”

      “Soon.”

      Soon! How did I not know it was coming? Aidan and I hadn’t known each other for that long, but considering two weeks ago we had been kissing like teenagers in the Bowels of Hell, you’d think he would’ve mentioned this kind of thing. On the other hand, Aidan wasn’t exactly the festive type. He also wasn’t the type to enjoy public attention or random surprises.

      “You know he’s going to hate that, right?” I said.

      Marta said nothing. She simply smiled and shook the cup. I understood, then. This was payback. Payback for Aidan getting himself temporarily arrested and leaving her with an interim boss who thought women belonged to the reception desk.

      I was impressed. “That’s devious.”

      Marta’s smile widened, giving her the appearance of a sly cat. The cup shook again.

      “Yeah, yeah,” I muttered, digging into my pockets. I dumped some coins into the cup.

      “That’s not ten dollars.”

      “It’s all I have.” Although I maintained an office at the Institute’s building, I was a freelance consultant and wasn’t on their payroll. Lord Velei had given me a piece of Fae jewelry to help with this, but selling expensive stuff was more complicated than you’d think, so I was still coasting on my small savings.

      “I have a card reader in my office.”

      I gaped. “Why?”

      “Clients have to pay.” She spun on her heel and walked out of the kitchen. “Bring the rest tomorrow.”

      I followed her up to the second floor.

      “So, when’s the big day?” I asked offhandedly.

      “I’m not telling you.”

      “I don’t have much going on. I can go to the cake shop and order the thing—they’ll need to know when to deliver.”

      “I ordered it online.”

      Dammit. The woman was too good. “Which shop?” Surely, if I emailed them asking for confirmation on the date, they’d tell me, right?

      In response, Marta closed the door of her office in my face.

      “Fine,” I told her loudly. “Be like that. See if I stop Gabriel from stealing your lunch next time.”

      I was bluffing, of course. You did not touch Marta’s food. Ever. Everyone who worked at the Institute knew that. Heck, even the whole Hub and half of Faerie probably knew that.

      I ambled back to my own office, opposite from hers, and sat on the desk chair. My laptop and a single small cactus courtesy of my mom were all the decorations in the room. That, and the wooden puzzle box that had caused me so much trouble a couple of weeks back.

      Aidan had placed it on the empty bookshelf as a reminder to always be careful when Fae artifacts were involved, but I chose to consider it a reminder of the fun times we’d had while racing against the clock to avoid my memories getting wiped. It had been the first time Aidan had kissed me—a hard, fast press of lips I’ll never forget. So what if at the time he had been a little spelled himself? It still counted.

      The thought of Aidan’s kisses awoke a flurry of butterflies in my stomach. On our first encounter, I had thought him strict and with all the humor of a rock, but his actions since had more than changed my mind. He was solid and dependable. He had protected me at a great cost to himself. He was tall and sexy in that brooding way that made you itch to figure out what lay beneath. And he did have a sense of humor—wicked and hidden like an alligator waiting to jump out of the water and eat you whole. Okay, not the best analogy, but one could only do so much while concerned with a more pressing matter.

      What kind of present did you get for someone like Aidan?

      I twirled side to side, glad they hadn’t shackled me with a squeaky chair. Aidan was part-Fae, like me. But unlike me, he belonged to a branch directly connected to Lord Velei and boasted such things as “Fae cousins.” Since I was only one-sixteenth Fae, if I had any cousins, we were as related as a bird to a lizard.

      That gave me pause. Could I get him a lizard? No, that was silly. If Aidan ever got a pet, it’d be a cat. Or a goldfish. The idea of Aidan feeding his little goldfish made me grin. He’d look so adorable, all intent on the task at hand.

      Besides, you didn’t gift something as personal as a pet unless you knew the person very well, and while Aidan and I had gotten closer, we weren’t at that stage. Yet. But we would, I told the small cactus on the corner of the desk. We totally would.

      In my head, the cactus answered with, “What about a plant?” One of those really-hard-to-kill ones. The idea had possibilities, but it seemed so bland. Plants were something you gave as house-warming gifts, or, like Mom had, as congrats on finally landing the job of your dreams, here, have a cactus gifts.

      Scratching that off my mental list, I proceeded to spend the rest of the day mulling over this conundrum. The present had to fit the man, the state of our relationship, and awe him enough to want to sweep me into his arms and lock us up for a few days in his secret Faerie cabin while declaring his undying love.

      No, I wasn’t putting a lot of hope into this single present. Once I decided on what to get him, it was probably going to cost me an arm and a leg, so it damn better perform its best.

      Aidan was busy all day, which was for the best—I wouldn’t be tempted to be sly and try to ask about what he wanted in a roundabout way. Given my history, not only would he see right through my attempts, but I’d end up telling him what I wanted for my birthday and the next three Christmases.

      Morning came with no further insight. The best I had been able to come with was a new Swiss Army knife, but it wasn’t like his current one was malfunctioning. What about a set of towels? I pondered as I got ready for the day. Before I decided to strike out on my own as a Fae Artifact Treasure Hunter—sorry, consultant—my jobs had been mostly temporary fill-ins for different businesses related to the secret part-Fae side of society. Being in charge of my own schedule felt weird, so until a new artifact hunting job crossed my path, I had decided to simply go to my office at the Institute as if I still worked there.

      I had already told my old buddy Kane about my change in profession, and he had promised to send clients my way. For a commission, of course.

      I was also hoping tales of my uncanny predisposition to stumble upon artifacts would spread through the Fae world. While the Fae were tricky to deal with, they also had little sense of what constituted fair pay in the human world. That is to say, they didn’t care they were paying too much as long as they got what they wanted.

      My kind of clientele.

      Checking my phone for any messages I might’ve missed while asleep—and definitely not using up accumulated energy on my games—I smiled at Aidan’s curt good morning. Maybe I should get him a phone case. Something pretty but masculine. With this idea in mind, I sat on my bed and began browsing stores. I bookmarked a few options but soon came to the conclusion that while it would be a useful, perfectly fine gift, I needed to put more effort. A phone case was the kind of thing you gave a friend, not a prospective forever-and-ever boyfriend.

      And yet, my gut said I was on the correct track. I remembered Aidan’s apartment. I had only been there the one time, but the few art pieces on his wall had left a strong impression—a stunning work of stained glass, a glass sculpture, a lovely print, and other smaller pieces on floating shelves. Aidan was a man of few words and less furniture, but he must love art. Perhaps that was due to his strong Fae blood. After all, what did Fae love best?

      Themselves.

      And second best? Beautiful things.

      What would be a more perfect gift for a part-Fae than a beautiful piece of art?

      It would show I understood that hidden part of him—what made him tick. It would show I was worth being with because I saw below the surface. I might as well print that out and use it as wrapping paper.

      But any random piece of art wouldn’t do. It’d have to fit his beautiful decorations. Which meant I’d have a higher chance of finding it in Faerie. And who knew all about Faerie and actually had a soft spot for yours truly?

      Ren.
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      In normal circumstances, going off into Faerie to find any Fae would be a horrible idea. The Fae were tricky and would have no compunction in keeping you if the fancy struck them. I mean, what were you gonna do if they threw you into jail, cry foul and sulk? Been there—didn’t work. I, however, had a big advantage since I was fully prepared to cheat, and my cheat was called Greenie.

      My loyal Fae-hound greeted me by the few bushes outside my apartment building. He was massive—as tall as me—with skin made of moss and twigs and leaves. By their nature, Fae were tied to the earth, and that also included Fae creatures. Most Fae needed the use of portals to access the surface, but Greenie was able to make his own and jump back and forth as he pleased, ignoring all kinds of wards. He also had an uncanny way to find whatever I asked him to. I had a feeling that was an aspect of his natural magic, and because of our unique link, it had become part of mine, too.

      I regretted jumping back and forth into Fae hadn’t become one, too, but that was life for you.

      “Good boy,” I said, scratching behind his mossy ears. He barked and attempted to lick my face. He succeeded. Looking immensely proud of himself, he dropped on his back legs and stared at me expectantly.

      I wiped Fae-hound drool off my cheek and decided to take the high road. Reminding him not to lick me would only make him lick harder. “Okay, Greenie. It’s time to go on an adventure!”

      Greenie lolled his tongue.

      Taking it as a sign of approval, I hurried to his flank, ready to jump on his back while it was lowered. Sensing my plan, Greenie lost no time in straightening.

      “Oh, c’mon,” I whined. “Must we?”

      Greenie twisted his neck to watch me, anticipation clear in his bright green eyes.

      “Fine,” I muttered.

      Thus began Greenie’s favorite pastime—watching the useless hooman attempt to get on his back. Fortunately for me, I’d gotten better at it, so it only took me a couple of attempts before I managed to get one leg over and sit straight. And I even faced the correct way!

      Lowering my head closer to his ears, I said, “Remember Ren? Tall, handsome Fae with an obvious sense of humor?” Had Greenie been around the times I’d met with Ren? He hadn’t, but Ren had been there when I had found Greenie’s Eye. “He played with your Eye the day I found you, and he stole my seeker. Can you find him for me?”

      But why use the hound? you might think. Are there no easier ways? Like giving him a call or something?

      I’d tried summoning Ren once. It had not gone to plan.

      Greenie let out a happy huff and jumped into action—right into the bushes and a pool of dark goo. The gross, sticky substance gave way to the ley-lines—the magic highways running right beneath the surface. For a part-Fae like me, with barely any Fae blood left, the tunnels forming the ley-lines were nothing short of majestic and breathtaking. For full Fae or part-Fae with a lot more Fae in them, the ley-lines acted like a drug, the reaction with the magic in their veins too strong a cocktail, leaving them dazed and unprotected—hence their preference for portals.

      Greenie didn’t give a damn. He sprinted happily down the tunnel covered by pebbles and crystals and a thin sheet of water that both rushed and appeared utterly still. The ley-line was narrow, so I flattened myself against Greenie’s back, smelling his delicious scent of grass and moss and everything spring. After a few minutes of travel, Greenie jumped right into the wall, taking me into the strange, gray layer between Faerie and the surface.

      We didn’t spend long here as Greenie dove into a handful of bushes and right into the great upside-down trees that made the top of Faerie. I hated that part—instead of gross goo, the portal went right through muck.

      This high up, there were too many branches and leaves to see the bottom of the humongous, never-ending cavern that was Faerie, but I knew right below us extended clear, green fields surrounded by thick forests.

      I pushed aside the perennial mixture of green and orange-hued leaves as Greenie made his way down a twisting branch, and parts of Lord Velei’s hanging mansion came into view. Supported by the giant branches, the Fae Lord’s house was something else. Built in an L shape, it contained both Lord Velei’s private residence and a huge area for his extended family and other loyal houses.

      It was also warded to high heaven. However, the security on the public side of the L was less stringent than in the Lord’s wing, the reason being the Fae did love to come and go in secrecy. Being the owner of the house, no entrance ever really did go unnoticed by Lord Velei, but hopefully, with Greenie present, it’d be muted enough that it’d take him a little while to send one of his minions to investigate.

      Unlike the private side, the public one was built in the elegant lines and stonework you’d expect of a European palace. Gray, impersonal, and cold—much like how you’d expect a Fae to be. Greenie stopped by a small balcony, and I slid off his back onto the stone floor.

      “You’ll have to come with me,” I whispered, approaching the glass doors. The iridescent glass was framed in silvery metal. I missed the warmth of the wooden designs and red brick more prevalent on Lord Velei’s side. “I’ve no idea how to find him inside.”

      Greenie seemed game, so I opened the doors and let him go first. The corridor on the other side was wide, with polished marble floors, graceful ensconced crystals, and lovely art on the walls. A sweet melody drifted through the air, teasing my ears and promising wonders.

      A hard nudge on my side almost pushed me into the wall. With a start, I realized I had taken several steps inside the hallway without realizing. Damn Fae music tricks.

      Slapping my cheeks lightly, I nodded at Greenie. “I’m good now. Let’s hunt.”

      Greenie trotted forward. I followed, keeping an eye out for possible Fae. As if reading my mind, Greenie took me into the less elegant back hallways—the ones I supposed servants used, although I had yet to see one. The strange melody all but disappeared, taking with it the slight daze fogging my brain. More alert now, I made Greenie go slower whenever we heard murmurs of conversation. After a few corners and a couple of close calls, he took me back into the main hallway, stopped by a door, and yipped.

      Not bothering to knock, I opened it for Greenie, then strode right through and closed it behind me. Sadly, the thing didn’t seem to have a lock.

      “What’s this!” exclaimed a delighted voice.

      I turned to find Ren lounging lazily on his sofa, dressed in Faerie’s usual seventeenth-century casual attire of loose shirt, close-fitted embroidered vest, and cotton pants. His long black hair was gathered at the back of his neck with a colorful green ribbon.

      He stood in a fluid motion and opened his arms. “Little donut!”

      I pointed at him. “Greenie. Attack.”

      Greenie barked happily and trotted forward.

      “Now, now,” Ren said, laughter dancing in his eyes. “No need for violence, my lovely.”

      Hmph. “Greenie, sit.”

      Greenie plopped his butt down on the fancy rug. I hoped he hadn’t washed himself in a while.

      Ren eyed him with obvious curiosity. “So, this is your infamous hound.”

      “You’ve heard of him?”

      He laughed. “Heard? He’s a legend around these parts!”

      That took me aback. “A legend?”

      “The tales of his exploits at the expense of the guards have become legendary.”

      Aww. “Good job, Greenie.” I gave him an extra scritch.

      “So, my lovely confectionery, what brings you to my room today?” He made a show of looking over my shoulder. “I see my cousin is not accompanying you on this occasion.”

      “Just me and the hound today,” I agreed. When asking a Fae for help, one had to go about it in a roundabout way, otherwise they’d take advantage of your need to gain something in return. I studied the room and its beautiful furniture. Wait. Was that…? “Is that my drawing?” I asked, aghast.

      His lips twitched. “Of course. Such a wonderful painting requires a place of honor.”

      To call it a painting was stretching the truth so much, it was surprising Ren had been able to utter the words, considering Fae couldn’t lie. The piece of thick paper showed my failed attempt at summoning Ren—a couple of circles, a likeness of him a four-year-old would not have been proud of, and a dark splotch of my blood. He had put it in an ornate frame and given it a place of honor on the wall.

      I shook my head. “You’re weird.”

      “Why shouldn’t I treat a human gift like the treasure it is?”

      Probably because it had been a way to trick him into helping me and not a real gift. Trust a Fae to turn it around. “You bring your friends here to laugh at it, don’t you?”

      “It has become the topic of many conversations. What is it you humans like to say? Ah, yes! A man’s trash is another man’s treasure.”

      “Wow. Low blow. I thought you liked me.”

      Ren sat back down and indicated the other side of the sofa. “I do. Now, take a seat and tell me why you’re here. Scones?”

      No need to ask me twice—I hadn’t had breakfast. They were as delicious as the last time I had been here. And not to worry, I had made sure eating Fae food wouldn’t get me stuck in Faerie. “Speaking of art,” I began after eating half a scone, “where do you get all that stuff? Or the paintings in the hallways?”

      Look at me, smooth as polished stone. I took another bite and looked at him innocently.

      He watched my chewing with some fascination. “Here and there.”

      “Is it all human? Or do Fae make art as well?”

      “Do you think we get our clothes from the surface? Or our music?”

      Touché. I waved vaguely at one of the paintings not done by yours truly. “Is that Fae art? From another friend?” I studied the painting in question a little closer. It was an idyllic picnic scene that could’ve belonged in any old European manor. “Does Fae art work like—” I closed my mouth abruptly and tore my gaze away. In my eagerness to follow through with my plan, I had forgotten a key aspect of Fae culture. “Does looking at it come at a price? Like the music in the hallway?”

      Ren’s eyes gleamed with mischief. “Enjoying any piece of art always comes at a price.”

      I tugged at the neck of my long-sleeved T-shirt, feeling suddenly a bit too hot. What had I lost by staring at that painting? A piece of my soul? Would the scene come back to haunt me in my nightmares? “What kind of price?”

      He let the silence stretch, his smile broadening. Damn Fae and their games. I swallowed the growing knot in my throat. “Well?”

      Finally, he condescended to put me out of my misery. “Every piece of art, no matter how skilled, evokes a reaction. To experience art is to experience emotion. That’s all the payment needed.”

      Oh, thank God. I relaxed and reached for another scone. “And how does one acquire Fae art? Or is it something only friends can make for you?”

      “Like any other commodity, it’s sold while rarely gifted.”

      Figured. Trust the Fae to try to get in as many deals as possible, no matter the circumstance.

      “Now, my lovely,” Ren said with a slight censuring tone, “tell me why you’re so interested in Fae art.”

      I grinned. “Saw right through me, did you?”

      “Your soul is clear as the purest water.”

      I had to laugh at that. “Okay, you win that one. I want to buy a piece of Fae art for Aidan’s birthday.”

      Ren’s expression grew pensive. “Interesting.”

      “Do you know if there is any artist he prefers?” I asked eagerly. They were cousins, after all, even if distant ones. Or, well, I believed distant—it had never become completely clear how distant or close they were, and Aidan refused to talk about his exact position in Lord Velei’s family branch.

      “I can’t say we’ve ever talked about art.”

      I wrinkled my nose. That would’ve been too easy.

      “But there are places we can visit,” he added. “Is there anything in particular you’re looking for?”

      “It’s one of those ‘I’ll know it when I see it’ things.”

      He nodded. “Of course. Gifted art must fit the recipient.” He stood and offered me a hand. “Let us find a lovely present befitting my cousin. A paperweight, perhaps? A keychain for good luck? Cooking tools?”

      I ignored his hand—and the amusement in his voice—and made my way to Greenie. “Cooking tools might work.” I winked. “We can try them for breakfast.”

      “A wonderful idea!” He walked up to the door and gave me a stern look that didn’t dim his amusement in the least. “Be silent and follow me close. We wouldn’t want to alert the other Fae.”

      As if Lord Velei didn’t already know where we were. “Sure thing. Where are we going?”

      “To the market.”
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      “The market” was nothing like I expected it to be. I had assumed it’d be the main thoroughfare of a Fae town, all quaint and stereotypical European medievalesque. While most Fae lived at their Lord’s mansion or in private residences, some did apparently live in small towns.

      This was not that.

      No cute little houses or, well, houses at all. If there was a town near Lord Velei’s mansion, the market wasn’t in it.

      Ren took me to one of the hidden temporary portals peppered through the public wing, and when we appeared on the other side, I found myself on a dirt trail snaking around huge trees. Huge and intimidating. The forest surrounding Lord Velei’s place or even Aidan’s secret cabin had looked normal; this looked like something you’d see in some national park.

      “Shall we?” Ren asked placidly.

      “Sure, why not?” Although the trail was wide enough for three people, I decided to stick close to Ren. I didn’t want to get tree-eaten.

      “The Eye-hound should probably stay here.”

      “His name is Greenie.” I turned to the hound in question and pointed at the bushes and undergrowth among the trees. “Hide.”

      Greenie rolled his tongue out.

      “There might be food,” I added.

      Greenie licked my finger then trotted happily into the trees. As I wiped my hand on my jeans, I wondered what Greenie ate. I had never stopped to think about it—he had never appeared hungry while he was with me. What were the chances he simply liked to eat flowers and berries instead of hunting cute little Fae rabbits?

      Another presence tugged at my insides. In the next instant, another Fae creature slunk from the shadows opposite Greenie’s exit point. I opened my arms wide.

      “Eye-dagger,” I exclaimed happily. I hadn’t gotten around to naming this one yet, but I really should.

      The big, sleek, white-and-orange form of Eye-dagger approached cautiously, and, ignoring my open arms, sniffed delicately at my belly. It hadn’t changed a bit since I had set it free, and I was glad to see it not be an Eye stuck at the end of a Fae dagger.

      A low growl emanated from among the trees. Eye-dagger wrinkled its cute feline nose and returned the way it had appeared.

      “Have fun,” I called after it. Then, turning toward the source of the growl, I said, “Really, Greenie? You know you’re the apple of my Eye.”

      A contented yip followed my words, and then more rustling noises as Greenie moved away.

      “Interesting,” Ren said.

      Right, he didn’t know about the Eye-dagger creature. I shrugged. “It happens.”

      “Got any more pets following?”

      “Just the two.” Although, if I had my way, I’d one day return to the Fae tomb Greenie had taken me to while trying to save Aidan and free all the Eyes I had found there. I had tried to have Greenie take me there again, but so far, he had refused. Maybe he was scared I’d get too many Eye pets and forget about him. I should read a book about how to improve your pet’s self-esteem. Searching Ren’s face, I added, “You’re not going to tell anyone, are you?”

      Ren snorted. “Who do you take me for, little donut?”

      Answering with a question—Fae 101. “At least wait a little before you go around spreading rumors, will you?”

      “A little in Fae terms or human terms?”

      “Fine. What do you want in exchange?”

      He nodded with satisfaction. “You might get to survive in the Fae world, after all.”

      I nudged his arm. “Hey, I’ve done fine so far.” I had sneaked into a Fae Lord’s mansion, stolen a couple of his artifacts—even gotten a bit of his blood—survived monstrous creatures’ attacks, and even secured my dream job. Gloating wasn’t in my nature, but my résumé as Fae-debacles survivor was looking pretty good.

      “In a manner of speaking.” He arched a brow and looked at me pointedly. “But will you survive this adventure?”

      I returned his look with a sly one of my own. “That’ll depend on my companion, won’t it? Are you dependable, or did I put my trust on the wrong Fae?”

      He hissed in pain. “Going right for the ego.”

      “It hurts, doesn’t it?”

      “An almost unsurvivable strike. And here we are. I hope you find what you’re looking for.”

      With a start, I realized the path was about to join another one. This one wasn’t much wider and didn’t appear any busier, but the murmurs of voices and the clangs and thuds of everyday life drifted into my ears.

      “You’re not going to warn me or offer words of caution?” I asked.

      “You’re an adult. Besides,” he added with a grin, “I believe in people figuring out things by themselves.”

      Yep, definitely Fae.

      We stepped onto the new trail, and suddenly the stores came into view. Some kind of hiding ward, I guessed. A couple of Fae strolled by, their glances landing on us for a few moments, then moving along. They didn’t smile or acknowledge us, so I was happy to say nothing in return. They were dressed in a similar fashion to Ren and the other Fae I had seen at Lord Velei’s—elegant, with the style of old, but with a modern air about them that didn’t make me feel out of place.

      Once the first shock of the market’s revelation was over, I let my eyes devour our surroundings. The shops were nothing like I had expected. Instead of lovely brick and mortar cottages, I found Fae sitting on raised tree roots, their wares on display over more roots. A few had brought tables, a few had bothered with rugs. And among these, there were constructions that reminded me of greenhouses—small rooms made of glass walls enclosed by twirling pillars of wood instead of iron frames. So beautiful, I wished I could buy those instead of some knickknack, but I doubted we could make them work on Aidan’s balcony.

      The glass figurines of one of the sellers caught my attention. Approvingly, I noticed she was wearing jeans. I barely restrained myself from requesting a high-five over it—I’d probably look like an idiot, and one must always begin a haggle from a position of power.

      “These are wonderful,” I murmured, studying the delicate miniatures on display on the raised roots. They represented all kinds of animals and Fae creatures. One in particular called out to me—a sleek hound similar to Greenie but lacking the sticking twigs and leaves. Even its light green coloring reminded me of him.

      But no, I was here to find a present for Aidan, not something for myself. Smiling apologetically, I stepped back and kept walking. I wondered if all these works of art truly did come completely free of magic. To admire from a distance might be payment enough, but if they somehow became active, would there be retribution? If Aidan decided to play with a figurine, would he wake up with a gnawed arm?

      Yes, whatever I found here would need to be examined before I let it loose in Aidan’s care.

      Good thing I worked for an institute that specialized in exactly that.

      A slight breeze rustled my hair, and with it came the tiniest, most enticing tinkling I had ever heard. There was nothing overtly unnatural about it, unlike the music in Lord Velei’s halls, but it lured me, nonetheless.

      A Fae sat on an armchair, looking somewhat incongruous in the forest-y vibe of the market, and worked on a piece of wood. Above him, a cover of sorts had been erected, made of a dozen or more interconnecting branches. From these hung a wide variety of chimes, from simple, transparent Japanese Furin bells to ornate, heavy constructions that would take a hurricane to move. The sunshine filtering through the colored glass elements showered the surrounding surfaces in a colorful shifting pattern.

      As if by its own volition, my gaze immediately zoomed onto one of the smaller designs. A thin branch had been curved and polished into a perfect circle, its lovely shade of light brown gleaming invitingly. Inside, strips of green material curved every which way, creating outlines for leaves and flowers filled with colored glass. From the circle hung five strings holding thin, slightly opaque crystals in hues of soft greens and pinks. Aidan’s stunning glass artwork of a branch and flowers that hung on his wall came to mind. Others might’ve scoffed at the flowers as too feminine for someone like Aidan, but it was perfect. It was who he was—a strong, wooden circle holding the vivacity of nature inside.

      “That one,” I said, needing to swallow the lump in my throat first. “How much?”

      I thought I saw Ren’s slight shake of his head by my side and tried to rein in my enthusiasm.

      The vendor lifted his gaze to stare at the chime in question. “That one, hmm?”

      “Yes.” I considered showing some interest in some of the other chimes, but it was probably too late. The Fae didn’t miss a thing.

      “You have good taste,” the seller commented.

      I straightened, preening at the compliment.

      “It is one of the best chimes in my collection,” he continued.

      Oh, damn, that was code for “expensive,” wasn’t it?

      “For such a special piece, a special price must be paid.”

      Figured. “For such a consummate artist, having their work on display is already half the price, isn’t it?” I asked smoothly.

      He looked at me like he couldn’t believe I had just used paid in exposure as an excuse to half the payment.

      Okay, not my best argument to date. I cleared my throat. “There is something to be said for allowing the masses access to such beauty. Is it the masses’ fault they can’t afford your products?”

      “You’re just the one,” he answered dryly.

      I wiped the overdone awed expression from my face and fixed him with what I hoped was a jaded stare. “Fine. What does it cost?”

      He rubbed his chin and made a slow study of my person. “For you? A hair from his lordship.”

      “Hah?”

      He nodded to himself, as if certain he had arrived at the correct conclusion. “Yes. A hair from Lord Velei will do.”

      “A hair?” Horror suffused me as I studied the thin strings holding the crystals. “Is that what you use to…” Eww.

      The Fae laughed. “Of course not. I keep them for my collection.”

      Double Eww. I waved toward Ren. “Can’t you take one of his?”

      Ren barked a no.

      The Fae gave Ren a dismissive glance. “For this chime, the Lord’s will have to do.”

      “But why him?”

      “I have heard stories about you.”

      “About me?” I should be wary, not excited. But, hey, it wasn’t every day you became famous among the Fae. One had to stop and enjoy the small victories.

      “The part-Fae who runs all around Faerie, refusing to get caught. It is said Lord Velei favors you.”

      “If by favoring you mean he hasn’t tried to kill me yet, sure.”

      By his complacent smile, I assumed that where the Fae were concerned, those were one and the same.

      “I might be in his good graces for now,” I said, “but I’m not in his close circle.” No way he was going to give me a hair out of the goodness of his heart.

      “It is also said you don’t ask for permission before rummaging through his possessions. What is a single hair to him or to you?”

      Great, I was famous for being a thief. I shook my head. “You ask for too much.”

      Theoretically, I could outright ask Lord Velei for a hair, but the first thing he’d ask in return would be a favor.

      You did not want to owe the Fae any favors. Especially in my case, since I worked in close proximity with the Institute, known to hold priceless artifacts any Fae would love to possess.

      The Fae returned his attention to the piece of wood in his hands. “If you change your mind, you know where to find me.”

      Refusing to let my disappointment show, I turned on my heel and went back the way we had come.

      “You don’t want to see more?” Ren asked in a gentle voice.

      “Nope. I’m done.” Even with all the other treasures on sale, I knew deep in my heart that none would be as perfect as that chime. Not for Aidan’s present.

      Call me perfectionist, but in this, it was either go big or go home.

      So I went home.
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      And by home, I meant my office at the Institute. A deep, brooding mood had taken over me, and not even the artifact coiled on my desk could cheer me up. Fae artifacts came in all shapes and forms, although they usually consisted of small items you could hold with one hand. This one, however, was a length of rope. I had never heard of an artifact like this, but the glint of something metallic threaded through the cording and the slight whisper of power hinted at it being something above average.

      Either that, or Marta was having a good laugh at my expense with a spelled item.

      My gaze drifted away from the rope to land on my open laptop. Another page filled with phone cases stared back at me. With a heavy sigh, I clicked on the “next” arrow. None were right. None on this page or the ten before. None in this store or the other two I had already checked. The second tab on the browser was opened on a selection of keychain flashlights. A search for monogrammed Swiss Army knives had told me I’d be better off with Fae market prices. Ugh. I usually had a much better imagination than this.

      “I see Lopez has shackled you with the rope,” a deep, achingly familiar voice said from the open door into my office.

      I immediately perked up. Here was the perfect antidote to my bad mood—the birthday man himself. Tall, broad-shouldered, with short black hair and a sexy stubble that made me want to run my fingers up and down his jaw.

      Aidan walked into the room. Nudging the rope to the side, he placed a paper bag on my desk and began to take out the contents.

      “Hi,” I said, a little breathless. I closed the laptop and moved it to the empty shelf by the desk.

      His mouth tugged up at the corners. “Hi, yourself.”

      He finished taking out all the cartons and tossed me a fork. I caught it in the nick of time as a delicious scent filled my nostrils.

      “Oooh,” I cooed. “Food!”

      “I thought you might enjoy a lunch break.”

      My eyes flew to my phone. “It’s that late?” Dang, it was. My visit to the Fae market had not only stolen my time but also my appetite. And they said magic didn’t exist!

      “What have you brought me?” I watched avidly as he sat on the other chair in the room and pried the lid off a larger container. “Wait! Is that lasagna from Bella’s?”

      His smile widened, revealing a flash of white teeth. Aidan’s wicked smiles were a weapon unto themselves, as far as I was concerned. My insides turned into immediate goo, and the warmth of happiness spread through my body. Like the gentleman he was—too much at times, if you ask me—he passed me the container.

      I nearly salivated at the contents. Taking a loud sniff, I released a happy sigh. “You know this is my favorite, right? You aren’t getting any.”

      “Oh, I know.”

      Something in his voice lured my gaze away from the deliciousness in the container. His lovely brown eyes were warm and inviting and knowing. My cheeks heated. I averted my face and focused on digging into the lasagna. “How did you know?”

      “I know things.”

      He sounded mighty pleased with himself. And why not? He had mighty pleased me.

      Leaving the fork sticking out of the lasagna, I abandoned my seat and went around the desk.

      “Maddie?”

      He turned in his chair as I stood in front of him. Perfect. With what I hoped was nonchalant elegance, I planted my butt on his lap and sat sideways to wind my arms around his neck.

      “Thank you,” I whispered, and pressed my lips to his.

      His hands landed on my waist, and he squeezed gently. He returned the kiss for a few seconds before putting some space between us.

      “Not during office hours,” he murmured, a little breathless himself. Aidan was a definite stickler for the rules, and one of them was no fraternizing while on the job.

      It was my turn to grin wickedly. “Yes, sir.” I gave him a fast peck before abandoning his lap and returning to my seat. “In my defense,” I said, attacking the lasagna with gusto, “lunch breaks don’t count.”

      He pointed his fork at me, all stern and severe, though he couldn’t hide the heat in his eyes. “I’m the boss. I decide.”

      “Psh.” I made short work of a mouthful of lasagna. “You’re not the boss of me, remember? Can’t tell me what to do,” I added in a sing-song voice.

      “As if you’d listen, anyway,” he muttered, digging into his own dish of pasta.

      “Hey, now. I listen plenty of times.”

      Aidan rolled his eyes, as if the proof of my immunity to orders was plain for anyone to see.

      He might have a point. I did try my best, though. And trying was almost as good as succeeding, wasn’t it?

      We ate in companionable silence for a few minutes, which I spent wishing I was sitting on his lap and feeding him bits of my lasagna so he’d taste extra delicious when I claimed my dessert. Arriving at the depressing conclusion that it was probably never going to happen until we had a proper date at his place, I turned my thoughts elsewhere.

      “What’s with the rope?” I asked. “What does it do? Marta wouldn’t say.”

      He looked at the thick coils thoughtfully. “What do you think?”

      “I think she’s messing with me, knows what it does, and is hoping I’ll use it.”

      His lips twitched.

      “Hah,” I exclaimed. “I knew it!”

      “If you want to have a career in the artifact hunting business,” Aidan said, “you need to figure out a way to guess what they might do. You can’t rely on what a client tells you—they’ll always downplay their use.”

      “Don’t you guys have spells to determine that?”

      “We do, but, as you like to point out, you’re not part of the Institute proper. Any contracts you get on your own, you’ll have to figure out by yourself. Or,” he flashed me a predatory smile, “have us test it for you.”

      Yeah, right. “If I have you test it and you don’t like it, you’ll keep it.”

      As the only organization dealing with Fae artifacts on the surface, the Institute had the right to confiscate any artifact deemed too dangerous to remain among humankind, part-Fae or not. This basically meant nobody ever willingly came to register their artifacts—as the part-Fae laws required—unless they were fairly certain it was innocuous.

      Aidan had a particularly strict view of the rules. The day he had been sacked—if only temporarily—had been like Christmas among collectors everywhere.

      “You know I don’t plan on dealing with anything dangerous,” I told him.

      “All the more reason you learn how to research artifacts and get a feel of their potency. Like I said, clients will lie. It’s up to you to figure out the truth.”

      I looked pointedly at my laptop. “If only there was a database of artifacts available to me.” They hadn’t given me the password while I had been a proper Institute worker, and they sure as hell hadn’t after I had become a consultant.

      “The books upstairs aren’t locked.”

      “Unfair. The best ones are in your office and Victor’s, and you do keep them locked.”

      He nodded in understanding. “It is hard being an artifact hunter.”

      “I’m not quitting.”

      He sent another of those dazzling, mischievous smiles my way. “I know. That’s why you’re shackled with the Silver Vine.”

      I eyed the artifact morosely. At least now I had a name to go with it. One had to start somewhere, right?

      With a happy hum of approval, Aidan finished his food and returned the empty container to the bag. Mine joined his.

      “Are you free tonight?” I asked.

      He hesitated a moment, then shook his head. “I have a meeting with the Council this evening. No idea how long it’ll take.”

      My mouth drooped in disappointment. How was I supposed to figure out what to give him, never mind get to breakfast-together status, if I couldn’t spend time with him?

      “This weekend should be better, though.”

      The curving of my mouth reversed like an emoji that couldn’t make up its mind. “Really?”

      “Really. I’ll call you later?”

      “Yes!”

      Taking the bag with him, he left my office, but a slight wishfulness lingered. He was a busy man, and we had only just gotten together, I chastised myself. There was no reason to be disappointed at the lack of dates. Besides, he had surprised me with my favorite food—he was trying his best.

      Yes, he had taken the time to find out what my favorite takeout place was, and which item on the menu I’d die for.

      And I was browsing generic phone cases for his birthday present.

      Screw that. He deserved the best.

      And I was going to get it for him.
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      This time, Greenie spent a little longer in the gray in-between before jumping into Faerie proper. I had kept my eyes closed to avoid getting any of the muck and leaves of the crossing into them, so that’s why it took me a tad too long to realize we were in a new location.

      I slid off his back, and we stepped into an opening in the forest. Three shallow pools edged with smooth boulders spread across the grassy expanse. Ren sat naked in one of them, bare chest and clinging tendrils of wet, dark hair on display.

      Yelping, I covered my eyes. “Greenie! Why?”

      Greenie barked once, then I felt him abandon my side. Splashes followed.

      “Little donut! Back so soon?”

      I kept my eyes averted. “I need your advice.”

      “Of course! Care to join me? The water is hot and very calming.”

      “I would rather stab myself in the eye, thanks.”

      “Ah, well. We all have our kinks.”

      God, how I wished I had my Fae dagger with me. “Can you put something on?”

      “But it’d get wet,” he said.

      Good point. Opening my fingers, I spied a group of boulders close to the pool. Resolutely, I went to them and sat down, giving Ren my back. “Are we alone?”

      “Indeed. Now, what brings you here? Something to do with that chime at the market?”

      “Dang, you’re sharp.”

      “It’s a gift.”

      I smothered a laugh. “I’ve decided to get that chime for Aidan.”

      “I thought you might.”

      “I’m that obvious, huh?”

      “The Terror of Lord Velei’s mansion wouldn’t settle for less.”

      Hmm. I liked the sound of that. “Do you have any advice on how to get one of his hairs?”

      “Absolutely none.”

      “Your gifts only go so far, huh?”

      “Where would be the fun otherwise?”

      I mentally ran through some of the ideas I had concocted on my way here. “Do you guys shed?” Searching Lord Velei’s bathroom for drain hair wasn’t on my bucket list, but for Aidan, I’d brave the gross, icky factor.

      “We’re not dogs.”

      Greenie barked.

      “Hey, now. Humans shed hair all the time.”

      “Humans are barely above pets by Fae standards,” he said in a reasonable tone.

      I let that go because I was feeling magnanimous. Also, because he was right. “What about a barber or hairdresser?” Lord Velei’s hair, like Ren’s, fell down to his waist, but their ends had looked way too neat not to be trimmed.

      “We rarely cut our hair. It doesn’t fray, and we can stop it from growing once it reaches our desired length.”

      What were the chances Ren or I could convince Lord Velei to get a close cut? Probably about as high as the chances of Ren convincing me to join him in the pool—when the universe exploded, maybe, and then still nope.

      “Be reasonable,” Ren said. “If it were so easy to get Lord Velei’s hair, it wouldn’t be worth such lovely craftsmanship as your chime.”

      That reminded me of something else that had been nagging me. “Can a Fae use that hair for evil purposes?” As much as I wanted that chime, I didn’t want to help start some kind of Fae civil war.

      “There are spells that can be used with a hair, but it doesn’t carry as much power as blood.”

      “You really need to get into the habit of using a simple yes or no.”

      A low chuckle reached my ears. “No, a simple hair won’t be enough to harm someone like Lord Velei. His natural magic will counteract any spell that uses his hair as a component.”

      “So they can’t use it for something like a location spell?”

      “You know how Fae magic works. It would be a bad risk to take.”

      Meaning, if someone tried to use it that way, chances were the spell’s tradeoff would alert Lord Velei that someone was looking for him—and possibly who. I nodded to myself, feeling much better about the whole thing.

      “I hate to say this,” Ren began, obviously going to say it anyway, “but even if you do manage to obtain one of his lordship’s hairs, the chime… Well…”

      “It’ll be enchanted?” I said dryly.

      “I’m afraid it’s a high possibility.”

      “Whatever happened to emotion being the only tradeoff for art?”

      “The lure to imbue some magic to enhance the effect of music is too alluring.”

      The luring melody in Lord Velei’s hallways came to mind. If the chime carried any magic, it might be something as simple as making the listener lose track of time whenever it jingled. But as with all Fae things—it paid to be cautious.

      “No worries,” I told him.

      “Oh?”

      “I have an excellent plan.”

      After all, what was the point of working at the Institute if I couldn’t use the facilities?
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        * * *

      

      The trip back to the Institute was uneventful. As usual, no visitors graced the building with their presence, so the reception counter remained unmanned. That had been my post when I had first started working for the Institute, and I glanced at it fondly on my way to the stairs in the back. It had only been a couple of months, and yet it felt like I had spent my whole adult working life in that position.

      The second floor appeared empty. Aidan’s and Victor’s offices were closed, which meant they were out doing instituty things.

      Good.

      Rubbing my hands in glee, I approached Marta’s office and knocked on the open door.

      She peered at me over the top of her monitor, then dropped her gaze back down and kept typing.

      Taking that as a good sign, I said, “Hi, Marta.”

      “No.”

      “What are you working on today?”

      “No.”

      “I could use some help.”

      Her fingers stilled. Marta had come to enjoy my misadventures. “Oh?”

      I walked into the room and propped my butt on the edge of her desk. Her eyes narrowed, but she said nothing.

      “I need to have an artifact nullified.”

      She leaned back against her chair—a much more expensive, nicer one than mine, by the way, and by the gleam in her eyes, she knew I had noticed the difference. “Is it registered?”

      “It will be.”

      “Where is it?”

      “I don’t have it yet, but I want to be prepared.”

      “I see.” She tapped her fingers on the desk.

      “Say, Marta. How come you’re always here while the others are usually out? Don’t they ever send you to find artifacts?”

      “The Institute’s official contacts don’t find me appealing. Apparently.”

      “Do you talk to them like you talk to me?”

      “Do you talk to everyone like you talk to me?”

      “Well, yes.”

      “Have they sent you to talk to anyone yet?”

      I frowned. “Uhm, no.” Was there something wrong with the way I interacted with people? None of my previous bosses had ever said anything—and I had worked with clients all the time. “They don’t need to like you to give you information about artifacts.”

      Marta shrugged. “Running around aimlessly chasing leads is not my style.”

      It most definitely wasn’t.

      “So,” I prodded, “how do you nullify artifacts? I know you have that box that dampens their power.” Aidan had used it to keep the soulless Fae piece secure.

      She stood, rounded the desk, and went toward the door. I followed eagerly. We went down to the basement and then the subbasement, where the Institute’s vault was located. She opened it easily and entered the small room. I hesitated in the doorway. Closed subterranean spaces weren’t my thing, even if being underground meant Greenie had a good chance of appearing through the walls, warded or not.

      Marta arched an eyebrow.

      Mustering my bravery, I stepped inside and allowed the door to close. A shudder ran through me at the slight clank of metal hitting metal. To distract myself, I studied the metal shelves and the wide desk by the far wall. It was still covered with a bunch of notes pertaining to the Collector. Sullivan might be a pile of goo in Faerie, and his partner might be in custody, but that still left Aidan trying to figure out where he had kept his collection of artifacts.

      And once he found it, would Aidan’s life lose a bit of meaning? I mulled this over for a few moments, then decided it wouldn’t. Aidan was driven to eliminate all dangerous artifacts, not just the ones in Sullivan’s possession. Plenty of fish left in the sea. He’d be okay.

      Happy with this conclusion, I returned my attention to Marta. She was eyeing the smaller super vault in the wall speculatively, the one containing the most dangerous artifacts.

      “Can you still open that?” she asked.

      “Doubt it.” Aidan had probably changed the combination soon after the events of his sacking and reinstatement. He knew I wouldn’t steal from the Institute, but he also had firsthand experience with my track record of finding random artifacts that turned into catastrophes. No need to tempt the beast.

      Marta stared at the super vault for a few more seconds, then turned to one of the shelves. They were filled with books and cardboard boxes holding useful artifacts they might need to complete jobs.

      “Good,” she muttered after looking into one of the boxes.

      For Marta, that was as good as shouting with delight. I moved closer and watched her take out a wooden box and place it on the table. I inhaled sharply—it was the same box that had been holding the soulless Fae piece. I had no idea it could nullify on top of dampening an artifact’s power.

      “It’s not in use?” I asked in wonder. Now that my whole future didn’t depend on its contents, I could appreciate the craftsmanship of the thing, even if it was only a simple wooden box. As they say, achieving beautiful simplicity is as hard as creating complexity.

      “We have more than one,” Marta said.

      I let the unsaid duh roll off me like a pro and reached for the box.

      Marta moved it out of the way, the jerk.

      “Institute property,” she said gleefully.

      “Bah,” I muttered. “How does it work?”

      “There is a spell on the inside surfaces. Activating it will eventually leech the power out of the artifact.”

      “Nice.” Then I realized the chime would never fit into that. “It’s too small. Do you have anything bigger?”

      She blinked at me. Couldn’t blame her—the box was big enough to fit most artifacts. “What have you done?”

      “Nothing,” I said, a little hurt by her suspicious tone. “I’m getting a piece of Fae art, and I want to make sure any magical tradeoff is gone before I put it on my wall.”

      “You put art on your walls?” she asked, clearly doubtful.

      “Okay, maybe not my wall,” I retorted.

      Her expression relaxed, and a calculating look came into her eyes. “Ah.”

      “No,” I warned her sternly. “You’re not going to use my gift to Aidan as payback. The cake is enough. And you’re going to put candles on it, too, aren’t you?”

      “Meh.” Her gaze returned to the box. “You’re sure it won’t fit?”

      I remembered the size of the chime—while it wasn’t big, it was still bigger than the box. “Pretty sure. What else can we do? What do you guys do when you get bigger things?”

      “Spells.”

      That made sense. Like she had explained, the box itself worked due to a spell. I looked at the other boxes. “Where are they?”

      “Nowhere. We order them on demand when needed.”

      Not a problem.
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      Marta and I stood by the freight elevator in the Hub’s basement. By some miracle, Kane’s keycard still worked. The Hub really needed to tighten its security protocols.

      Marta tapped a foot on the gray cement floor, as if saying, now what?

      I lifted a hand, commanding silence, then centered myself. The master needed a moment to concentrate.

      Exhaling, I took out my phone and searched my contacts. Finding the correct one, I pressed the call button.

      Lockhart picked up after a few rings. “What?”

      “It’s Maddie Dover.”

      “I know who you are—I can read the screen of my phone. What do you want?”

      “That’s rude.”

      “I’m busy.”

      “Fine, be like that, and I won’t tell you what I’ve discovered about the Skull of Souls.”

      Marta arched her brows, impressed. As she should be.

      “You’ve found the Skull?” Lockhart asked, suddenly sharp.

      I harrumphed.

      There was a pause, then, “What have you discovered?”

      “Hmm-hmm.”

      “Please.” It sounded like his teeth were about to break.

      “Can you meet me?” I asked.

      “Why? Say it over the phone.”

      “I’m not sure I should.”

      “My phone’s secured.”

      “Mine isn’t.”

      “God, you’re annoying. All right. Meet me at the shop.”

      I toed the floor. “I’m down in my office of the Hub.”

      “You have an office?”

      “Yup. Take the freight elevator to the basement.”

      His tone became suspicious. “Just come up to the shop.”

      “It’s better down here. If someone sees me go into your shop, they might start rumors.”

      A long-suffering sigh made it through the line. “I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

      I returned the phone to my back pocket.

      “Is he coming?” Marta asked.

      I took the Silver Vine from her hands and snapped it taut.

      Ehehehe.
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        * * *

      

      The rainbow cat gifted us with his majestic presence on the wall. My office was a bit dusty, with a few empty shelves, a rickety desk, and mismatched chairs I’d stolen from nearby rooms, but it was all mine. Or would be once I figured out who to rent it from.

      “We are gathered here for a very important mission,” I said gravely, fixing each of them with a hard glare. “Your help is required.”

      Greenie wagged his tail and lolled his tongue.

      Ren lounged lazily on his cheap chair and gave me a slow smile. “Of course, little donut.”

      Marta spoke as if words tasted like a stale tuna sandwich. “If I must.”

      “UNTIE ME RIGHT NOW,” Lockhart yelled at the top of his lungs, struggling against the ropes tying him to the last chair.

      I tut-tutted. “Stop struggling so much. I have no idea what the Rope does.”

      “Shut up!” The air filled with magic as Lockhart tried, once again, to set himself free, to no avail. Whatever the Rope did, it worked wonderfully against his magic.

      “But if I shut up,” I said, “then we’ll never get this meeting over and you won’t get free.” At least, I hoped I could set him free. If I had to go on a side quest to find out how to untie the Rope, it was really going to suck.

      “Get on with it, then,” he snapped.

      I grinned. “Awesome. Now, we’re gathered here to get a present for Director Greaves.”

      “Oh, for the love of God,” Lockhart muttered.

      “Love is involved, yes,” I told him sternly. “Love is the most powerful thing in the world.”

      Lockhart made retching noises.

      “Does he need a bucket?” Marta asked wryly.

      “Don’t mind him. He’s just a bit emo.”

      “Screw you.”

      “Interesting,” Ren said, studying Lockhart from head to toe. “I’ve never met a sorcerer before.”

      Lockhart pinned him with a cocky stare. “And you’ll never meet a sorcerer like me.”

      “Yes,” I said. “The chances of meeting a sorcerer tied to things decrease as we get further away from the Middle Ages.”

      That earned me a fulminating glare.

      “Anyway,” I continued, “I need some ideas on how to obtain a hair of Lord Velei.”

      “You want to give Greaves a hair of Lord Velei?” Lockhart asked. “Why?”

      “It’s for a Fae merchant, not Aidan. I need it to trade for a chime.”

      Lockhart made a face. “A chime.”

      “Aidan likes beautiful things,” I said defensively.

      “You know it’s going to be—”

      “Enchanted? Yes, I know.”

      Understanding lit his eyes. He gave me a triumphant smile. “No.”

      I dismissed his disagreement with a wave of my hand. “We’ll get to that later. Now, any ideas on how to get Lord Velei’s hair?”

      “Scissors?” Marta suggested.

      “I thought of that, but I don’t think I can get close enough to him with a deadly weapon in my hands without him stopping me. Unless…” I gave Lockhart a considering look.

      “No,” he repeated with malevolent glee.

      Rude. He could at least have waited to hear what I had to say.

      “Can you make some kind of spell to send him to sleep?” I asked anyway.

      Ren cleared his throat. We turned to look at him.

      “I don’t think you want to attempt spells on his lordship. He might not take to being put to sleep lightly.”

      “Good point,” I conceded. “What, then?” I focused on Marta. “Does the Institute have any artifact that might help?”

      “You work for the Institute?” Lockhart asked, looking at her.

      “Are you really a sorcerer?” Marta replied, turning up her nose as if she very much doubted it.

      Lockhart narrowed his eyes. Magic rose in the air once more.

      I threw my pen at him. It hit him square in the cheek and bounced down to the floor.

      “Ouch. What did you do that for?” he demanded.

      Greenie jumped into action and went to grab the pen and return it to me. Such a good boy.

      “Concentrate,” I said. “Lord Velei’s hair. Honestly, I thought someone as crafty as the lot of you would be of more help.”

      Lockhart’s sneer was as big as Faerie. “My help comes at a price.”

      I allowed my mouth to curve downward. “After all the things I’ve done for you?”

      “You’ve done nothing for me,” he exclaimed. “Where’s my Skull?”

      “I’m still gathering my notes.”

      “You lied!”

      “A slight misdirection.”

      “You literally said you’d discovered something about the Skull.”

      “Nu-huh. I said I’d tell you what I’ve discovered about the Skull. Which is, in fact, nothing new.”

      A slow clap interrupted whatever obscenity Lockhart was about to launch at my face.

      “Very nice,” Ren said. “I’m so proud of you, little donut.”

      I threw the pen at him. He evaded it with a laugh. Greenie made sure it was returned with only the slightest remains of drool.

      “I might be just one-sixteenth Fae,” I told Lockhart, “but I’m not incompetent, you know. Did our adventures together teach you nothing?”

      “You could’ve fooled me,” he grumbled.

      “She did,” Marta said.

      Ren leaned forward with some interest. “What’s your name, lovely?”

      Marta did that upturned nose thing again. “I’m not telling you, Fae.”

      I was impressed. Most people would’ve been nervous at sitting between a full Fae and one of the most powerful part-Fae on the continent.

      “It’s Marta Lopez,” Lockhart said.

      “Dude,” I exclaimed. “Not cool.” One did not go around spreading people’s names when Fae were present. “How do you even know?”

      Lockhart shrugged like it was no big deal. “There’s only one woman currently working at the Institute.”

      “Also,” I said, looking at Marta, “he’s the one who ate your lunch sub.”

      Marta turned her head slowly toward Lockhart. Lockhart scraped his chair to the side.

      I slapped the desk lightly. “Concentrate, people.”

      “Even if you get his hair and trade it in,” Lockhart said sweetly, “how will you nullify the chime’s magic?”

      “What’s it going to take for you to do it?” I asked.

      “An ice ball from Hell,” he drawled.

      In this context, would Faerie count as Hell? It was underground and full of tricky demons. Did it snow in Faerie? I’d have to ask Ren later. “What about you promise to help me if I set you free?”

      “You’ll have to set me free eventually.”

      I tilted my head. “Do I?”

      “It’s not like you can leave me down here forever.”

      “Can’t I?” I asked innocently.

      He snorted. “You’re not that heartless. These two?” Lockhart nodded toward Marta and Ren. “I’d be worried about. But you? Nah.”

      Damn, he knew me too well. Although, in all fairness, I didn’t exactly go around acting like a cold bastard. “I might not let you die, but I’ll be happy to let you stew for a while. Who knows what might happen in your absence? Someone might pillage your shop. Someone might find another of your secret hide-outs.”

      His eyes widened. “You wouldn’t dare.”

      “Greenie,” I said, patting my thigh. Greenie obediently rose and came to stand by my side, all tall and looming and happy tongue-lolling. “Do you think you can find another of the bad sorcerer’s places?” I asked with a coo. I rubbed his mossy flank. “Bet you can, can’t you, boy?”

      He let out a yip of agreement.

      “Oooh, you’re mean,” Lockhart spat.

      I lifted a shoulder. “One must be what one needs to be.”

      “Very impressed,” Ren said.

      Bet he’d be less impressed when he realized he was going to be the one to help me get Lord Velei’s hair. But for now, I kept my attention on Lockhart. “So, what do you need to nullify any enchantment? It shouldn’t be anything big, just some low-level tradeoff for the jingling.”

      Lockhart’s expression grew thoughtful. “I’d need a piece of a full Fae at the very least. That should be enough to counteract any Fae magic unless it’s done by a higher Fae.”

      “He looked like a normal Fae to me.” I couldn’t imagine any high-ranking Fae making chimes as a hobby, then selling them at the local market.

      “Then that should be enough. I have the rest of the materials at hand.”

      I looked at Ren.

      Amusement entered his expression. “Are you sure you can afford me?”

      Probably not. Being indebted to a Fae, even someone as friendly as Ren, would be no good. I’d have to figure something out on the way to Faerie. And if everything else failed, I could always snip the end of Lord Velei’s hair, and that should be enough. The Fae merchant hadn’t specified the length, after all.

      The thought widened my smile. Finding loopholes like a Fae sure was fun.
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      It was late evening by the time Ren and I got into Faerie. Ren had insisted on taking a portal; I had insisted on taking Greenie Express. Mostly because I wanted to see how drunk from magic Ren got.

      To my disappointment, he seemed prepared, so he only got a tiny bit dazed. It cleared fast as Greenie made his way along the branches.

      “Do portals open into the in-between?” I asked. Ren’s arms had tightened around my waist during our short pass-through, and I wished I had been able to see his expression.

      “They can.”

      “But the Fae never go?”

      A delicate shudder went through him. “It’s the land of death. No reason to visit.”

      Made sense, with all that grayness and the fact that they entombed people there. The dead kind, that is. Although, knowing the Fae, that might not be strictly true.

      Now I was the one shuddering.

      Greenie deposited us by the familiar window of the Green Room. The dimming evening light created deep shadows among the branches, but lit Faerie crystals inside the room dispelled the gloom.

      “Good boy,” I whispered in Greenie’s ear, giving him a few extra scritches while Ren dismounted.

      “Ah, his lordship’s wing,” Ren said, peeking through the glass.

      “No point in delaying the inevitable.”

      Ren contemplated me. “Why bother with such an expensive present? You and my cousin haven’t known each other for that long.”

      “It’s the quality of time spent together,” I answered smartly, “not the quantity.”

      After all the debacles Aidan had faced in the last few weeks, the man deserved something nice. Plus, what better way to begin our relationship than by proving my actions didn’t always bring destruction and mayhem?

      “You could take your time,” Ren suggested. “Find another present or another way to obtain the hair.”

      “I can’t.” I joined him at the window and tugged at the wooden frame. It opened easily. Fae were too dependent on wards. Just because the house hung high aboveground, it didn’t mean evil Fae couldn’t access it the way I had. “His birthday is the day after tomorrow.” I had squeezed the truth out of Victor.

      Ren watched me slip into the—thankfully empty—room. “Have you formed any plans yet on how to obtain the hair?”

      “I’ve got some ideas,” I said modestly. “Hurry, before his guard goes on alert.”

      Ren eyed the window with an expression hard to read, but being the awesome, fun-seeking Fae that he was, he offered no more comments and got inside.

      “Greenie,” I told the hound, “you stay out here and come rescue me if I call for you, okay?” I fixed him with a stern look. “Before they take me to the cells. No playing around! I know it’s fun and all, but we’re on a mission.”

      Greenie leaned through the window and licked my cheek, signaling, hopefully, his understanding of the plan.

      I wiped my cheek with the end of my sleeve and turned to Ren. His lips were twitching.

      “May I know one of these fabulous plans you’ve come up with?” he asked.

      “Tsk. Sarcasm doesn’t fit you. But yes, you may. We will now attempt to figure out where Lord Velei is, and I’ll use the scissors.” I had visited Dawn’s shop at the Hub before our trip here. I could’ve gone home to grab the Eyeless-dagger, which would likely work much better for what I had in mind, but I didn’t want Ren to know where I lived. And I had wanted to bring Ren along—he knew this place much better than I did, even with all my visits. He would know where to hide and how to avoid guards if it came down to it. Greenie was a good guide, but a bit overeager at times.

      “Scissors? Those dull things in the back of your jeans?” he asked doubtfully.

      “Well, he’s not going to let me anywhere near with sharp blades, is he?”

      “I am, once again, impressed.”

      I winked. “As you should.”

      The amusement on his face disappeared in the next heartbeat. Tilting his head, he seemed to concentrate on some sound I couldn’t hear.

      Without a word, he spun on his booted heel and returned to the window.

      “Ren?”

      He turned to give me a wink of his own, then slipped outside.

      Traitor.

      I turned to the door in time to see Lord Velei reach the threshold. The familiar bland expression on his face masked his feelings about my presence, but the twinkle in his gold-swirling eyes told me he wasn’t annoyed. Yet.

      I had seen Lord Velei take on a monstrous beast, had experienced the power he could produce firsthand, but had never met his annoyance. I hoped I never would.

      So, good thing the scissors thing was plan B.

      “You should have warned me in advance of your visit, faelette,” he said placidly. “I would have prepared better.”

      It said something of my standing in the Fae world that he had come directly to meet me instead of allowing me to meander on his side of the house as he had before. He had learned the smoll hooman wasn’t completely powerless. Or he was wary I’d steal some other random but extremely valuable artifact.

      Probably that last part.

      “There was no time,” I said, trying to match his smooth tone. “It was a spur of the moment thing.”

      He stepped aside and stretched an arm toward the door. “Let us talk in a more comfortable place.”

      Uh oh. I hoped he wasn’t talking about the jail. Greenie could pass through most wards in the place, but not the ones sealing the cells on the upper floor. Either that or at the time Aidan and I had been there, he hadn’t bothered to try.

      I went out into the hallway, then waited for Lord Velei to take the lead. Together, we walked the wide corridor. Unlike the public wing, this one had a rustic quality to it, with walls threaded with branches and naked brick.

      “How have you been, faelette?”

      I made sure not to brush him as we walked. His billowy shirtsleeves made it hard, but one could never say I didn’t try.

      “I’m good, thank you.”

      A slight smile curved one side of his mouth. “I am glad to hear that. We have missed you around these parts.”

      “I am a missable person.”

      “My guard, especially, would have loved to meet you, given the chance.”

      Bet they would’ve. “And yet, you don’t send them.”

      He shrugged. “There is no reason to.”

      “How’s Ener?” Ener being his second in command, or main guard, or bodyguard, or something important.

      “She is well. I will make sure to forward your regards.”

      Yep, he was having a good laugh at my perennial war with his guards.

      “Now,” he continued, entering another familiar room, “let us hear the reasons for this most welcome of visits.”

      The study hadn’t changed much since I had last been here—a big room with a huge desk and shelves lining the walls full of stuff. From books to artifacts. I couldn’t sense any Eyes nearby, though. Maybe he’d gone through his collection and locked them away from my reach.

      Once I was inside, he closed the door softly. Funny how such a slight sound could reverberate all through your bones. With a last wistful look at the ornate piece of wood, I returned my attention to Lord Velei. I needed to focus because I’d never get another chance.

      And because my A plan needed my full attention.

      “Have you perhaps found an artifact worthy of my attention?” he asked, leaning a hip against the overfilled desk and crossing his arms. “Perhaps a new acquisition at the Institute?”

      The sardonic edge to his voice told me he had learned about my deal to work as a consultant. “In all fairness,” I pointed out, “you didn’t tell me I couldn’t work with them.” Our deal concerned only my work as a member of the Institute.

      “The Fae blood in you might be diluted, but not gone,” he said with another of his faint smiles. “It warms my heart.”

      I barely restrained myself from harrumphing.

      “Ah, you do not think myself in possession of a heart?”

      Okay, so maybe not so barely.

      “I’m sure you have one,” I said. “Big, and healthy, and uh, hearty.”

      “Indeed. Have I not opened my home to you, my dearest faelette? Do I not deserve more than your faith?”

      Dang, he was diving straight into time to ask something of you territory. I better find a detour.

      “You deserve many things,” I agreed. “Although I’m sure there are others better suited to give them to you.”

      “You underestimate yourself.”

      Funny he should say that. “I am a realist.”

      “I insist. And let me help you with whatever matter brought you here.”

      “Can’t one drop by for a visit?” I asked, all innocence.

      “Are there others worth visiting aside from myself? You have already met with Renwen.”

      Damn. Lord Velei didn’t drop people’s names without a reason. Now I would also have to trade for Ren not getting kicked out of the mansion on top of the hair. “I thought you might be bored, to tell you the truth.”

      A gleam of interest entered his golden eyes. “Is that so?”

      I shrugged modestly. “I have an idea for a game, if you feel like playing.”

      The gleam intensified. Another Fae 101—they were suckers for games.

      “What do you propose? Perhaps we should move to my library. I have a big selection of recreational items in there.”

      Wow, did that sound wrong. The first time I had seen him, he had been playing some kind of solitary chess-like game, but who knew what else Lord Velei considered recreational items? Besides, if I agreed to play a Fae game, it would be admitting defeat right away. No way I could win at games he was familiar with. No, what we needed—what I needed—was something a lot simpler.

      “I have an idea.” I gave him a blinding smile. “And we don’t even need to move rooms.”

      “Oh? Is it perhaps a human game?”

      “You could say that.” I extended a hand, palm up, and waited.

      Like clockwork, a tooth fell into it, and I closed my hand before it could bounce off. Lord Velei’s goo-pet moved back and forth against the ceiling, waiting for me to throw the tooth back. Sorry, buddy. Not yet.

      I hid my hands behind my back, then presented two fists to Lord Velei. “Choose.”

      He eyed my fists speculatively. “I see. Interesting game. What do I earn if I choose correctly?”

      Now came the tricky part. “What do you want?”

      He mulled over this for a few moments. “The truthful answer to a question.”

      Tricky of him to remember that, unlike him, I could lie. “That sounds good. Whoever loses must answer truthfully and directly.” I, too, remembered how Fae answered questions when they wanted to lie but couldn’t.

      “Agreed. I am curious to see what kind of information you wish to obtain from me.”

      I shook my fists. “Then let’s begin.”

      He touched my left hand, the contact cold and impersonal and so different to whenever Aidan and I grazed each other. I opened the hand to reveal a human-like tooth. Gross.

      Satisfaction filled Lord Velei’s eyes, but his expression remained surprisingly smug-free. “Why did you come here today?”

      I dropped the tooth into his waiting hand. “I wished to come near you.”

      He hid his hands behind his back, then presented his fists. I tapped his right one. It was empty. Excellent start, Maddie.

      “Did you miss me?”

      “Life can be boring sometimes.”

      “Ah-ah,” he chastised mockingly. “You must answer directly.”

      Busted by my own terms. How humiliating. And how the heck was I supposed to answer this without insulting him? “I miss you when I think of the adventures that often involve you.” There. Tact personified.

      He chuckled. “I will allow that answer to suffice.”

      He dropped the tooth into my hand, and, at the same time, something fell on my head.

      “What the hell?” I cried, as the goo-pet slid down to my shoulder and attempted a go at the tooth. It had apparently gotten tired of waiting for us to throw it back.

      “Be still,” Lord Velei commanded in a voice that sent chills through my body. The goo-pet and I froze. “Return.”

      The goo-pet dropped limply from my arm, then slowly made its way across the rug to the shelf and began to climb, looking more like a flattened giant stain of goo than its usual happy blob shape. It made the multitude of different-shaped teeth inside more obvious. Hastily, I returned my gaze to his lordship.

      His expression was back to placid goodness. “Now, where were we?”

      Heart still pounding from the surprise drop and the reminder of Lord Velei’s power, I hid my fists, then offered them. They trembled slightly.

      Luckily for my pride, he didn’t comment on it and tapped the empty one. Score.

      “Do you know where Sullivan’s collection is?” I asked. No point in beating around the bush if I was only going to win one out of three games. Surreptitiously, I checked the roof over our heads, fearing my mentioning Sullivan’s name would summon him.

      “I can make a few guesses, but I do not know its exact location.”

      The direct answer surprised me, even though it was one of the terms of the game. Of course, it opened the field to me wasting questions attempting to learn of each of the possible locations. Knowing the Fae, the locations would be so obvious, Aidan already had them in mind, therefore tricking me into wasting my wins.

      Judging from the dare peeking in his expression, I was right. I passed him the tooth and waited for him to present his fists. Once again, my loss.

      “How many eyes do you have in your possession?”

      I grinned. “Going for the big guns?”

      “We prefer blades.”

      With a laugh, I gave him my answer. “None.”

      Retrieving the tooth, I hid it in my right fist. He tapped left.

      “Is the Skull of Souls in your possession?”

      He tilted his head. “No. How do you know of the Skull?” A hint of realization showed on his expression. “Ah. The sorcerer.”

      I wondered how much bad blood there was between them—if any. Perhaps I’d use my next win for that.

      Instead of hiding the tooth, he tossed it in the air a couple of times, as if mulling something. To tell the truth, I was impressed the goo-pet didn’t immediately attempt to snatch it out of the air. I could see it at the edge of my vision, undulating restlessly from its position on the ceiling.

      With one last toss, Lord Velei snatched the tooth out of the air, hid his hands behind his back, and fixed me with a knowing stare. “I think it is time we increase the stakes, don’t you think? After all, that is the reason we are playing this game, am I correct?”

      “You are too sharp for me.”

      His smile turned predatory. “An impossibility, surely. Now, what should we bet this time?”

      “My freedom?”

      “I think we can do better than that.” He grew thoughtful again, then widened his eyes as if a wonderful idea had suddenly come to mind. “I know. Why not bet on a favor?”

      I frowned. “A favor is too much for a simple game.”

      “But there is so much you could ask of me if you won it.”

      “None that would compare to what you could ask if you won,” I said dryly.

      “Are you so sure of it?”

      I gnawed on my lip. “I don’t like keeping score of favors. I want something else.”

      “Oh?”

      “A gift of my choosing.”

      “Ah, a favor by another name. How quaint. Very well.” Having said that, he presented me with his fists.

      I leaned forward, studying them closely. There was absolutely no hint of which had the tooth, and with so much on the line, I had to be one-hundred percent sure. Owing a favor to a Fae Lord like Lord Velei would be a near catastrophe. Who knew what he’d ask for?

      My gaze flicked to his face. His expression was one of polite waiting.

      I widened my grin into a mischievous smile. “Neither. Neither has the tooth.”

      His eyebrows arched. “Are you sure?” His right fist twitched the slightest bit, as if attempting to lure me into choosing it. I could go with it, or guess he meant to lure me and choose the left, or guess he knew that would be my train of thought and he had the tooth in his right.

      Or I could count on Fae being the tricky creatures they were.

      “Yes. Neither.”

      He opened his right fist. Empty. My gaze focused on the left. My breath caught. Sudden doubts assailed me. What if I was wrong? What if he had guessed my thoughts? What if I wasn’t nearly as smart and crafty as I thought myself? What if my carefully laid trap had been obvious from the start and he had planned accordingly? The fist began to open. Slowly. Oh, so slowly.

      It was empty.

      Relief made me lightheaded. I had the urge to lean against the bookshelf in case my legs decided to give out.

      “It appears you have bested me, faelette,” Lord Velei said with amusement. “What gift shall I grant you?”

      Recovering myself, I pointed at his beautiful, long, straight, midnight-black hair. “I’ll take one of those, thanks.”
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      I was afraid I’d have to wait until the morning to get Aidan’s chime, but the marketplace was still open this late in the day. I supposed there was no reason the Fae should follow humans’ habit of closing during certain hours. Greenie found the market without a problem, and this time I brought him inside. Without Ren to keep me company, I didn’t want any Fae to get ideas. As if reading my mind, he let out a low growl whenever a Fae stared at us for a second too long.

      Greenie truly was the best.

      “I have your hair,” I declared, standing in front of the chime seller as if I had just returned from an epic quest.

      He looked down at his dark brown tresses. “Strange. I hadn’t noticed it missing.”

      Ha-ha. Taking out a folded paper, I allowed him a peek of Lord Velei’s lovely hair.

      “Impressive,” he said, looking nothing near impressed.

      “Well?” I prodded, impatient to get the deal done.

      “How do I know it’s his lordship’s?”

      “I’m sure a connoisseur of hair like yourself can tell the difference.”

      “In hindsight, it doesn’t seem worth the price, seeing how easy it was for you to retrieve it. I think you should bring me another.”

      “And I think one is enough and you should stick to our original deal.”

      Greenie stepped up and let out a threatening growl.

      The Fae narrowed his eyes at the Fae-hound. “You dare threaten me?”

      “Oh, please,” I said. “You’re the one who’s trying to scam me. Greenie, show him the teeth.”

      Greenie did so—eagerly. I watched the Fae’s throat move as he swallowed.

      “As you wish, then,” he said, unfolding his form from the armchair. Carefully, he reached for the chime. It was even more lovely at night. That boded well. Carefully, he bundled it in a piece of fabric. And good thing he did, because it hadn’t occurred to me to bring a bag or backpack to carry it back to the Hub.

      I took the bundle with one hand and handed over the folded paper with the other. Hugging the chime close to my chest, I made to turn and leave when a series of glass beads lined over a low branch caught my attention.

      “What are these?”

      “Left-over decorations.”

      I wondered what made them left-over. Didn’t fit with the themes of the chimes, or did the magic imbued in them clash with the rest? Something in them told me it was the latter. I picked a black one. It reminded me of someone.

      “That will cost you extra,” the seller warned.

      I wriggled my eyebrows. “Let’s call it compensation for trying to scam me.”

      The Fae huffed but offered no further complaint. Whistling, I pocketed the bead and led Greenie back to the spot we had used to goo-portal in.
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        * * *

      

      By the time I got back to the Hub, it was late enough that most stores on the second floor were already closed. Not Lockhart’s, although he had evidently let his assistant go for the day. Before heading inside, I made sure to answer Aidan’s texts—he was starting to get suspicious about me being out of reach all evening. The man knew me too well.

      When I opened the back door into Lockhart’s shop, I found him rope-less and standing by one side of the center table, and Marta sitting on a stool by the opposite wall. From his expression, he was trying his best to conjure lasers out of his eyes and vaporize Marta. It was good to know her charm wasn’t reserved just for me.

      “Success,” I announced, presenting the bundle like it was the Holy Grail.

      They didn’t bother to look at me.

      “Are you guys ready with the spell?” I asked, making space on the table. I placed the bundle on top and carefully unrolled the chime.

      Lockhart broke eye contact with Marta with a tsk and focused on the chime. “Is this the thing?”

      “The lovely piece of art that might or might not be imbued with Fae magic, yes.”

      He tsked again and turned on a small burner under a beaker. “The piece of Fae?”

      Carefully, I took out another folded paper and passed him a short length of hair I had cut from Lord Velei’s gift before handing it over to the Fae seller. “Will this be enough?”

      He nodded curtly and added it to the dark mixture in the beaker.

      “It won’t tint the wood or the glass, will it?” I asked worriedly.

      “Of course not,” he said, offended.

      I exchanged glances with Marta. She shrugged, as if she also wasn’t sure if he was telling the truth or was about to purposely destroy my chime out of revenge. I decided to trust him. Lockhart and I had a lot of history together. We had gone through some tough times and made it out alive. That had to count for something.

      As the mixture in the beaker heated, it became translucent until it looked like thick water. Power rose in the air as Lockhart inserted a glass rod and began to stir. Lord Velei’s hair whirled around and then slowly disintegrated. Yikes. That was some powerful stuff.

      Lockhart turned off the burner. “We’re ready. Put it here.” He indicated a large metal tray by his side.

      I hurried to place the chime on top and stepped back, giving him plenty of space. His power kept permeating the air as he picked up the beaker and slowly poured the contents over the different parts of the chime. I wriggled my hands, watching him put the empty glass aside and shake the tray slightly.

      To my surprise, the mixture evaporated right away, and once it was gone, so did Lockhart’s power wave. The atmosphere in the room returned to normal, and my chime didn’t look any different.

      Lockhart nodded with satisfaction. “If there was any latent magic in it, it has been nullified.”

      I clapped my hands with delight and gave him a fast hug.

      “What are you doing?” he exclaimed in disgust.

      When I turned to Marta, she fixed me with a step closer and die look, so I simply lifted the chime and held it against the overhead light, marveling all over again in the delicate designs and wonderful colors. Experimentally, I tapped the hanging crystals together. They made a lovely clinking noise that would fill one’s heart and make any worry in the world seem unimportant. Perfect for Aidan.

      “Are we done here?” Marta asked.

      “Nobody told you to stay,” Lockhart snapped.

      Marta gave him an evil half-smile that made him hiss and possibly try to remember if he kept garlic and crosses in his cabinets.

      “Oh,” I said. I took out the bead from my pocket and tossed it to him. “A small payment. For being so helpful and all.”

      Lockhart studied the black bead suspiciously.

      “It comes from the Fae market,” I explained.

      His expression turned speculative. “I see.”

      I re-bundled the chime and made for the back door.

      “What does the marble do?” Marta asked in a whisper as she joined me.

      “I have no idea,” I answered.

      Right before the door closed behind us, a surge of magic filled the air, followed by foul cursing.

      Marta’s malevolent chuckle was a thing of beauty.
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      Two days later.

      

      Marta and I were the only ones brave enough to stick around for Aidan’s discovery of the cake, which was six cupcakes arranged in a pentagram with his in the middle. When he got to the kitchen, already suspicious from Victor and Gabriel’s hurried congratulations on their way out, Marta produced a most impressive fake smile, and I gave him two encouraging thumb-ups.

      He didn’t say a thing. He simply stared at the birthday pentagram for a full minute, still like a statue. Then he snuffed the candle on his cupcake, carelessly tossed it into the sink, ate the chocolate plaque that said Happy Birthday Boss in one bite, gave me his cupcake, and stalked out of the kitchen.

      Hell, yeah. I snatched my own cupcake before Marta could and fled.

      I peeked into Aidan’s office. He was sitting behind his desk, a brooding expression on his face as he checked something on his computer.

      “Happy birthday!” I said.

      He grunted.

      “You sure you don’t want it?” I extended his cupcake, of which I had already eaten half the frosting on my way upstairs.

      He grunted again.

      “I have something for you.”

      This time I got a sly side-glance.

      “Could we meet after work?”

      His hand on the mouse stilled. “Yes.”

      “Maybe have some dinner? Not the celebratory kind, of course,” I added in a hurry.

      He harrumphed. “Yes.” I was wondering how to approach the question of where without sounding needy when he spoke again. “I’ll pick you up at closing time. We can get something on the way to my place?”

      There was a tentative quality to those last words that made my heart hurt in the best of ways. “Sounds good. See you then.”

      I whirled and returned to my office to eat the cupcakes and finish the report on the Silver Vine: Wrapped around an individual, it contains their magic. In exchange, it makes them uncooperative and very annoying.

      I deleted the last sentence and typed instead: In exchange, it increases the victim’s power for a short amount of time afterward.

      Classic Fae tradeoff stuff. The biggest hint had been Lockhart not reading me the riot act when I had returned and actually doing what I had asked of him without complaint.

      Time after that went slowly. Slowly with many “o” in it. I didn’t have much to do while I waited for a client or the Institute asked me for help, so I spent the hours searching for more information about the Skull in the volumes upstairs. Aidan might not want to involve me in looking for Sullivan’s Collection, perhaps to save me the trouble of refusing Lord Velei if-slash-when he wanted something out of it, but there were plenty of other artifacts in the sea.

      After the Skull, I was going straight for Her Lady of Many Eyes’ tomb and setting all those creatures free like I had Greenie and the Eye-dagger. It would take some convincing for Greenie to take me back there, but I was confident I could do it. Confidence was basically my middle name. The one I didn’t know because Mom refused to tell me in case a Fae spelled it out of me.

      Aidan came to the library forty minutes before official closing time. “Grab your things and let’s go.”

      I checked my phone and grinned. Was he as eager for our dinner at his place as I was? “A little early, boss. What will people say?”

      He gave me a haughty look. “It’s my birthday. I do what I want.”

      Laughing, I lost no time in retrieving my backpack.

      We used his car, which waited in the small parking space at the back of the Institute. As the streets rolled by, nerves began to erode my insides. What if he didn’t like the chime as much as I thought he would? What if he put it in a drawer instead of hanging it? What if soothing clinking noises were not his thing at all? What if I had judged his likes completely wrong and the art on his walls was some kind of reminder of bad times to keep him focused? What if his anger at how I’d gotten the chime superseded any warmth at receiving a present?

      “Is everything all right?” he asked as he parked inside his building.

      I nodded, unable to speak, and stepped out of the car. He grabbed the sushi we had gotten on the way, and I followed up to his apartment. It was the first time I had seen it since the memory spell, and it was as neat and minimalistic and somehow warm as I remembered. I stared at the beautiful glass work on the wall and felt my confidence rise like the Kraken—no, I had been right. These were pieces of art, not reminders of bad times. The chime would fit in perfectly.

      “Grab me a beer?” Aidan asked as he set the sushi containers on the low table in front of his sofa.

      I placed the backpack by the table and ran into the kitchen. Grabbing him a beer, I also availed myself of a bottle of tea.

      “Glasses?” I asked.

      “Up left. Chopsticks in the drawer.”

      I grabbed a glass and two pairs of chopsticks and returned to the living room. It was so inviting, seeing him sitting on his sofa with the food spread in front of him. A sense of being home tugged at my heart, and for a moment, I wanted this to be my every evening so bad I was surprised the universe didn’t bend to my will.

      Once I joined him on the sofa, he relaxed visibly. We ate as we talked of mundane office things, and the sense of belonging only got stronger.

      As we finished the last bite of sushi, I noticed him frowning at the empty containers.

      “What is it? Are you still hungry?” My stomach was about to burst, but the man was bigger than me.

      “We didn’t get any dessert,” he muttered.

      I nudged his arm. “You gave me yours earlier, remember?”

      “You don’t mind?” he asked, as if puzzled by my comment.

      “Of course not. Now…” I indicated for him to get rid of the containers and reached for my backpack. When the table was back to its empty, pristine condition but for our drinks, I took out the bundle of fabric, which I had in turn wrapped in gift paper.

      Aidan’s curious gaze followed my movements. “What’s this?”

      I pushed the bundle until it lay in front of him. “Your birthday present.”

      He shot me a wary look. “My present?”

      “Yes. Go, go. Open it.”

      Clearly suspicious, he began unwrapping the gaudy paper way too carefully and slowly. I wanted to hurry him up, but this was his present, and he had the right to tear the thing open in two seconds—as I would—or take another year in unwrapping it.

      He needed to hurry, though, or I was going to die from too much suppressed excitement.

      Finally, he arrived at the last layer of fabric under the paper, and then the chime was there in all its Fae splendor, on his table, in front of his eyes. His widening eyes. The ones filling with surprise and wonder.

      I said nothing, made no sound, as he tentatively traced the branches and flowers designs on the top and the colorful crystals attached to what I still really hoped were not Fae hairs.

      “This is beautiful,” he whispered.

      My smile was so big, it belied physics. “Do you like it?”

      “I love it,” he said in the same reverent, hushed tone.

      Suddenly, he turned, slipped a hand around the nape of my neck, and pressed his lips to mine. I leaned into him, allowing my hands to rest on his chest, and returned the kiss. Our mouths opened and melded for a few long minutes. When we resurfaced for air, my face was flushed, and his eyes were bright as stars.

      “Best birthday ever,” he confessed in a husky voice that did things to my insides.

      Lifting on my knees, I straddled him as I had wanted to do since our lunch together. Since before that. Since forever.

      His arms slipped around me, and he ran his hands up and down my back.

      “I’m not going to ask how you got that,” he said dryly.

      I choked on a laugh. “Yeah, you better not.”

      A wicked grin flashed on his face. He nudged me closer. “And now it’s time for me to thank you.”

      I gave in to his demands and closed the distance between us. His chest felt solid and warm against mine, his arms strong as they anchored me in place. His eyes transformed into soul-deep pools filled with all the emotions he didn’t often allow to surface. Director Greaves had been left behind, and this was all Aidan. Under my hands, under my thighs, against my lips.

      This was home.

      And we stayed like that for a long time.
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        Thank you for reading! Feel like reading some more fun, fast-paced Urban Fantasy? Check out my series Realms Unleashed: Red Angel, available here.

      

        

      
        Join my newsletter here for news, exclusive content, and more.

      

        

      
        And if you enjoyed the Magical Artifacts Institute series, please take a moment to leave a review or rating at your favorite store—it makes all the difference to authors!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ALSO BY ISA MEDINA

          

        

      

    

    
      For a full list, please visit:

      www.isa-medina.com

      

      Series:

      

      Realms Unleashed: Red Angel

      

      Magical Artifacts Institute:

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Stand-alone Novelette:

      

      Whispers of Ink

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT THE AUTHOR

          

        

      

    

    
      Isa Medina loves writing and reading Fantasy and Urban Fantasy books, playing MMORPGs, and scouring the Internet for pet pictures and beautiful art.

      Her love for adventure Fantasy books was ingrained early in her childhood after getting her grubby little hands on the first Dragonlance trilogy, and it only grudgingly shared the spotlight when she discovered the wonderful worlds of Gothic novels and Romance in her early teens.

      If it has Fae, ghosts, vampires, demons, mythical creatures, or magic in it, she's all in.

      

      
        
        Find out more at www.isa-medina.com or:

      

      

      
        [image: Facebook icon] Facebook

        [image: Instagram icon] Instagram

        [image: BookBub icon] BookBub

      

    

  

cover.jpeg
SMAGICAL Y
. ARTIFACTS"
' INSTITUTE |

\I;HE COMPLETE SERI’ES

v—é« (

\MA MED'[NA

Yy ~
> 1 . ' ”





OEBPS/Images/image00341.jpeg





