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            Um, What the Hell?

          

        

      

    

    
      The new engagement ring sparkled as I wiped down the already gleaming bar. Today was the day. My Slaughtered Lamb Bookstore and Bar was reopening. The construction crew had done much of the work while Clive and I had been in New Orleans. It wasn’t the same. It’d never be the same, but The Slaughtered Lamb 2.0 gleamed in the light of the setting sun.

      Thankfully, the wolves who had destroyed the original hadn’t compromised the window wall overlooking the San Francisco Bay and Pacific Ocean. Seawater splashed against the thick glass four feet above the barroom floor. Kelp bobbed and swirled as large fish swam by.

      “Hey, boss. I put away those last two carts of books, but I got a call that another shipment is being delivered tonight.” Owen, my friend, assistant, and wicche extraordinaire, was helping me get ready before we opened up for the first time in two months. “The shelves are pretty light. We should be getting back to normal soon, though.”

      The wolves had been thorough in decimating my home. Very few of the books were able to be salvaged. They’d destroyed rare, ancient grimoires and first editions, irreplaceable items. I pushed away the sorrow and outrage. They didn’t have a place here tonight.

      Dave, my half-demon cook, came out of the kitchen carrying a plate of treats. He knew me so well. When he dropped the chocolate coconut caramel bars in front of me, Owen dove for the plate as Dave turned back to the kitchen.

      “Wait. Don’t you want a drink?” I held up his preferred brand of cinnamon schnapps.

      He paused at the swinging doors and looked over his shoulder. Dave’s sharklike black eyes zeroed in on the bottle in my hand. “Later. I don’t want that scent in my head while I’m cooking.” The door swung closed a moment later.

      “Have you been in the kitchen yet? Do you know what he’s making?” Owen snatched the bottle from my hand and returned it to its spot in the colorful, sparkling wall of cascading bottles behind the bar, aligning it so the label faced perfectly forward, as he had with every other bottle on the wall.

      “No idea. I’ve been banished from the kitchen today.” I took a bite of the treat and groaned.

      “Makes it difficult to get to your apartment if you’re not allowed in the kitchen.” Owen glanced around the bar, looking for anything that needed doing. I knew because I’d been doing the same thing all day.

      I’d been in business for seven years before my home had to be gutted and rebuilt. This wasn’t my first day on the job, but I was nervous as hell. Instead of opening at noon, as we normally did, we postponed the grand reopening to five in the evening to make more of a party out of it.

      Checking my watch, I admitted—if only to myself—the fear that had been losing me sleep. What if no one came? It had been months. Habits changed. Maybe they’d found new places to hang out that they liked better.

      “It’s time,” Owen said.

      Nodding, I pasted on a smile, braced for silence, and opened the wards protecting my bookstore and bar. They were magically linked to me and responded to my thoughts. A moment later, many footsteps pounded down the stairs and something tight and scared in me disappeared. Owen grinned, kissed me on the cheek, and went to greet our customers.

      First in was Grim, an aptly named dwarf who had been sitting on the last stool at the bar every evening since I’d first opened. He wasn’t a drunk. He was a man who enjoyed a tankard of mead at the end of the day. As he hopped onto his regular seat, I slid the tankard in front of him. And just like that, things were back to normal.

      The bar filled quickly, with patrons overflowing into the connected bookstore. They collected scattered chairs and positioned them around a sofa in front of the glass wall. I wasn’t the only one excited to see and talk with friends.

      The first hour was a rush. People who never would have thought to hug Sam 1.0 were squeezing my hands, embracing me, even kissing me on the cheek. To say the last few months had been life altering was not an exaggeration. Whether by necessity or design, I’d kept myself separate and isolated. But now…well, right now, Owen’s gorgeous boyfriend George was swinging me in a circle as his sister Coco shook her head, grinning.

      Coco had never been here before. She was the extraordinary dragon shifter who had fashioned the choker I never removed, the one created to keep my mind safe from outside influence. My aunt, who was hell-bent on erasing me from existence, had used her considerable power to pull me into horrifying visions, ones intended to stop my heart. Coco had spelled an exquisite protective choker that kept my mind under my own control.

      Not as tall as George, she had his broad shoulders, warm brown skin, and piercing green eyes. She was also a recovering alcoholic, which was why she had never visited before. Once George had set me back on my feet, Coco shook my hand.

      “It’s even more beautiful than I’d imagined.” She kept her back to the bar, her gaze on the view. “I can’t stay. Just wanted to wish you well on your first night.”

      “To thank you properly for coming, let me get you something.”

      When I reached behind her toward the bar, her eyes jittered. “No, thank you. I’m fine. I should probably⁠—”

      I held out the plate of chocolate coconut bars that Dave had made, offering my last two to George and Coco.

      Releasing a gust of air, she nodded, taking a bar and a bite. The groan made me smile. George took the last bar and finished it quickly, all the while keeping a strong arm around his sister.

      “I’m going to take Coco home. I’ll probably be back near closing to pick up Owen.”

      Coco elbowed her brother. “You don’t have to babysit me. I’m fine. Stay and have fun.”

      “Are you crazy? It’s Springboks versus All Blacks. It’s rugby night, woman.” George gave me another kiss on the cheek, his arm never leaving his sister’s shoulders. He waved at Owen before escorting Coco up the stairs and out.

      An impact tremor rippled through the floor. When I turned, I found Meg drawing in her wings and glaring at the person sitting on the barstool she normally occupied. This was the drawback to having incredibly powerful patrons. They weren’t used to waiting their turn. Meg was one of the Furies. She was an ancient Greek goddess of vengeance. I needed to get her a whiskey and a stool before a scourge appeared in her taloned hand.

      Motioning to Owen, who was making drinks behind the bar, I pointed at the stool I kept in the corner. It was the one I used on quiet nights. He picked it up and passed it over heads to me. I set it down at the end of the bar, near Grim. As neither Meg nor Grim were talkers, I figured they could tolerate each other well enough. I waved Meg over to the empty stool as Owen slid a double of her favorite whiskey in front of her. Annoyed but placated, Meg sat.

      The kitchen door swung open and Dave started scribbling on the menu board we’d recently installed. It was best for all involved when Dave didn’t interact directly with customers.

      In honor of Sam’s recent trip to New Orleans, tonight’s menu is Po’boys—crab, shrimp, hot sausage, or roast beef, served with fries or onion rings. No substitutes. Don’t piss me off.

      When Dave went back in the kitchen, Owen began circulating, taking orders. A low, fierce “Fuck” was breathed to my right. When I turned, I found Meg glaring at the bottom of the stairs.

      “Nice place, kid.”

      I spun to find Stheno scanning the bar with her one good eye. With a yelp of excitement, I raced around the bar and hugged my favorite gorgon. She was stunning in a long white tank dress with high slits on either side that showed off glowing, olive skin. Her black corkscrew curls fell to the small of her back. She was still sporting an eye patch, but this one matched her dress.

      “You came!” I’d really missed her.

      “Said I would.” She gave Horus—who may or may not have been the Egyptian sky god—I didn’t like to pry—a long look. I’d never seen him anything but stoic. At Stheno’s lascivious gaze, his dark skin colored. “You remember,” she murmured, causing Horus to choke on his black and tan.

      “I’m so happy to see you! Do you need a place to stay? My apartment is in the back.”

      Patting my arm, she said, “Thanks, but we’re good.”

      “We’re? Is Gabriel with you?” I was surprised he’d leave New Orleans when his Alpha was taking over as Master of the City.

      “No, but that is one hot wolf. The things he could do with—well, this probably isn’t the place to get into it.” She winked. “Ask me later. No, we is my sisters. Every century or so, we get together for as long as we can stand each other.”

      “Wait. Both sisters? I thought Perseus cut off Medusa’s head.”

      Cackling, she said, “He wishes. Men. Do they ever stop exaggerating their exploits? Or the size of their cocks?” She rolled her eyes. “Not including that wolf, because oof.”

      I stepped back behind the bar. “What can I get you?”

      Nial, a tall, dapper elf with grass-green eyes and long, silvery blond hair, stood and offered Stheno his stool.

      She looked him up and down, a hand trailing over his arm as she thanked him. “I think I’d like something tall and cool.” She winked at Nial and then sat.

      Nial put his lips to Stheno’s ear and whispered something that had her eyes dilating.

      “Yes. I’d like that very much. I need to talk to my girl first. After that, you’re on.” She fanned her face as he bowed formally and then moved to the steps to wait for her.

      I slid a tall, pink drink in front of her. “So, that whole beheading Medusa story was a lie?”

      “Mostly. He saw her reflection in his shield and then wet himself and ran.” Shrugging, she took a long sip. “Mmm. So anyway,” she said, looking over her shoulder at the hot elf waiting for her. “I need to go, but I wanted you to know we rented a house in Sea Cliff, a mile or so away. I’ll bring Euryale and Medusa with me next time. Make sure you have lots of wine on hand. It’s all they drink.”

      She hopped off her seat. “I’ll be back. Just stopping in to say hi.” Flipping off Meg—who I hadn’t realized she’d seen—she dropped a twenty on the bar, collected her elf, and headed out. I’d missed her.

      Later in the evening, the place was still crowded, but they’d settled in. I was cutting lemon wedges when I noticed Liam, a selkie and one of my regulars, push up through the water entrance. I’d been wondering where he was. He removed his seal skin, shifting to human. Ignoring the privacy robes I kept hanging by the ocean entrance, he walked toward the bar.

      People called out greetings, a few whistling, but Liam didn’t respond. Confused, I pushed aside the cutting board and grabbed a pint glass, drawing his favorite lager from the tap. This wasn’t like him. True, many in the supernatural world had no issue with nakedness, but I knew for a fact that Liam did. He was the main reason I kept robes available for the water fae.

      “Is everything okay?” I slid the beer in front of him.

      Head cocked to the side, he stared, uncomprehending. A split second later, he snatched up the knife I’d dropped and dove over the bar, knocking me down. My head slammed against the hard wood floor. Momentarily stunned, I didn’t react until I felt the knife slice into my neck. Claws drawn, I knocked his arm away, breaking the bone. Eyes still blank and uncomprehending, he wrapped his good hand around my neck and squeezed.

      His eyes were wrong. I knocked his other arm and again heard a break. Not a second later, he was yanked off me and was hanging from Dave’s meaty grip. Flames ran down Dave’s arm, burning Liam, but still he hung limp and unresponsive.

      “Stop! Drop him.”

      Dave complied but pinned Liam under his foot. “What the fuck was that?” he snarled.

      I hadn’t realized the bar had gone quiet until I stood and heard the collective gasp.

      “Sam, you’re bleeding!” Owen raced around the bar, clutching a bar towel. He pressed it to my neck, trying to stem the flow of blood.

      Holding my hand over his, adding pressure, I studied Liam. “Look at him. He’s not in there.”

      “Mom.” Owen waved over his mother Lydia with his free hand. “Is it a curse?”

      Dave dropped to a crouch and laid his hand on Liam’s unblinking face.

      When Lydia looked like she was readying a spell, I stopped her. “He’s tracing it. Don’t do anything.”

      A moment later, Liam jolted, curled into the fetal position, and shook.

      Dave stood, his expression grim. “She’s back.”
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      It was close to eleven when Clive and Liang arrived to find me sitting at a table in an empty, darkened bar, staring at the waves and wondering what the hell.

      “I’d assumed there’d be more people.” Liang, a visiting vampire and one of Clive’s gorgeous exes, glanced in the bookstore entrance, no doubt looking for a hidden crowd.

      Of course he’d bring Liang. Yes, she was an old and very powerful ally, one who was committed to helping him find out who was targeting him and his nocturne of vampires. Did she have to be so freaking beautiful and perfect all the time, though? Stupid luminous, unscarred skin, golden brown eyes, glossy black hair; she was the worst.

      “Where is everyone?” Clive pulled a chair over and sat beside me, his hand resting on my thigh. “I called earlier. It was so noisy, Owen couldn’t hear me.”

      “Yeah.” I picked up his hand and held it between both of mine. “It started off great.” I watched Liang inspect my bookstore bar. Squeezing his hand, I added, “Everybody came, and most brought friends. We were packed.”

      Leaning over, he kissed my temple. “I told you.”

      The kitchen door swung open and Dave stalked out, causing Liang to freeze. “Yeah, it’s all fun and games until someone tries to slit your throat.” He slid a plate with a shrimp po’boy and fries in front of me. “Eat. What the fuck am I supposed to do with all the food I cooked?”

      Ignoring a stiff, blinking Liang, he went behind the bar and poured himself a tumbler of cinnamon schnapps and me a soda.

      “I guess the shelters are going to be enjoying Cajun food tonight.” I hadn’t thought to eat earlier, but he was right. Now that the food was in front of me, I was starving.

      Dave dropped into the chair on my other side.

      “What are you talking about? Who had their throat slit?” Clive’s voice chilled the air.

      Dave pointed to the side of my neck opposite Clive. Owen’s sister Lilah, a healer, had already worked on me. I was fine, although I now had yet another scar.

      Biting into the po’boy, I shrugged. “Little cut.” Turning to Dave, I added, “So good,” around a mouthful of spicy shrimp.

      He tipped his glass at me, acknowledging the compliment, before finishing half the booze in one gulp.

      I didn’t see him move. Clive was suddenly crouched next to Dave, his finger lightly tracing the new scar on my neck. “Who attacked you?”

      “Liam.” Dave downed the rest of his drink and shook his head. “A fucking selkie gets the drop on her. The bar’s filled with just about every powerful being in San Francisco and the asshole swims through the ocean entrance, walks across a crowded bar—naked—and jumps over the bar, trying to kill her.”

      “Liam? Why in the world would Liam attack you?” Clive was fuming, I could sense it, but he kept his voice and body language in check.

      Swallowing first, I said, “Not his fault. Abigail’s back—Dave traced the spell—and she’s apparently going for friends since she can’t get me.” Taking a sip of soda to wash down Dave’s incredible food, I added, “Everyone was shocked. No one moved. Dave was in the kitchen and he was still the first to help, to pull him off me.”

      I stared at my food, wanting to eat but knowing Clive needed answers. “You know Liam. He’s quiet, thoughtful. Slight. He was the first one here a few months ago when I was shot. The mermaid who’d rescued me told him and he raced here to help. He’s a sweet person who’s well-liked.”

      Dave nodded in agreement. “The place was festive as fuck. They didn’t see a threat when they looked at him.”

      “I doubt anyone even saw him snatch the knife when he dove over the bar. I didn’t yell for help because I didn’t need it.” Clive opened his mouth to respond but I shook my head. “I didn’t. He’s a selkie. I could have taken him easily, but it’s Liam. I didn’t want to hurt him. I could see there was something wrong with him. I ended up breaking both his arms to get him off me. The sound was horrible. Thankfully, Lilah was here and able to heal them. If he wasn’t able to swim, he’d probably die. A selkie can’t be separated from the water for long.”

      A heavy silence was broken when Liang asked, in her stupid, perfect British accent, “Who is Abigail?”

      I let Clive handle that one while I finished my dinner.

      “Abigail is Sam’s aunt. She takes exception to Sam’s existence.” He ran a hand down my back in comfort, rising and returning to his seat while spearing Dave with his gaze. “If you were able to track the spell, why are you here and why isn’t Abigail dead?”

      Dave blew out a breath, angled himself toward the ocean, and snaked his foot around the legs of an empty chair, dragging it to him. “I don’t answer to you, son, so watch your tone.” He put his feet up on the chair, ignoring Clive’s anger. “And don’t try and pull your Jedi mind tricks on me. That shit only works when I’m not paying attention.”

      “He tried,” I said.

      “Fucking-A. Bitch felt me tracing and broke the spell. She’s nearby, but that’s all I got. She probably had to be close to control him.”

      Liang finally moved to our table and sat on Clive’s other side, her hand briefly on his arm as though encouraging him to calm. The presumption of laying hands on my mate made me want to tear off her arm and smack her across the face with it.

      “Why does your aunt desire your death?” Liang asked, all quiet concern and interest.

      If I hadn’t recently discovered my own necromantic abilities, I might have bought it. Yearning for Clive lurked behind her every word and gesture.

      Since Clive and Dave were pissed off, I finished the last of the fries and responded. “My father was a born wolf—as you know—and my mother was a Corey wicche, an ancient and powerful line of wicches. My aunt believes my mother bespoiled a long, pure line of wicches with me.”

      Dave snorted, “Bespoiled.”

      “Couldn’t your mother⁠—”

      “Dead.”

      Liang leaned forward. “Your father, then. He⁠—”

      “Dead.” This conversation was just getting more and more depressing.

      “Surely you have some family member who could aid you.” Again with the quiet concern. I wanted to flick her right between the eyes.

      Dave chuffed a laugh and stood, taking my empties up to the bar. He returned a moment later with a cocktail for me.

      I took a sip. A perfect lemon drop. “Thanks.”

      Nodding, he put his feet back up, crossed his arms, and watched the waves swirl around the glass.

      Both Clive and Dave were letting me decide how much to share. I was self-aware enough to understand that my issues with Liang stemmed from my own insecurities. The other vampires in the nocturne loved her, wanted her to be Clive’s special someone. Mostly, I didn’t care. It just got to me sometimes.

      Vampires were all about the long game. Clive might love me now, but she doubted he’d feel the same in a few years, a few decades, a century? Biding their time, for good or ill, was a hallmark of their creed.

      After another sip, I reluctantly responded. “As far as I know, I’m the last Quinn, and she and I are the last Coreys. I think. Honestly, I have no idea.” I toyed with the martini glass, turning it this way and that, catching the moonlight. “She’s more skilled and more powerful than me.”

      “Not more powerful,” Clive began.

      “She’s a fucking sorcerer,” Dave cut in. “That power isn’t all hers.”

      Shrugging, I continued, “Regardless of how she has it, she’s stronger than I am and has been training for this her whole life. I’ve only had access to my wicche heritage for a few months. I have no idea if I possess any buried skills that can best her.”

      I also had no intention of telling Liang, or any vampire, that I was a necromancer, that I could sense the presence of vampires, read their thoughts and emotions, even control their actions. I didn’t have a death wish. The only vampires who knew were Clive, his second Russell, and his third Godfrey, none of whom would betray me—I was pretty sure—and none of whom actually knew the extent of my abilities.

      I hadn’t even told Clive that I’d once searched deep in my own mind and found cold, green vampire blips in small groupings across the planet, or that I’d read the thoughts of a vamp half a world away. I’d tell him—I would—once the implications of what that might mean didn’t leave me in a cold sweat.

      Clive rested his hand on mine. “I assume Liam’s murder attempt put a damper on the evening?”

      “Yeah. They all started leaving after that.” They’d been so happy—well, except for Grim, naturally—when they’d arrived. I couldn’t stomach the looks of dread and pity they’d given me when they left.

      “How is he now?” Clive asked.

      “He’s been better. When he came out of the trance, he curled in on himself, shaking horribly. If Lilah hadn’t been here to help, I don’t know what we would have done. In the end, we helped him slip into his seal skin and return to the ocean.”

      “Probably the best thing for him,” Dave said. “Might heal better.”

      “Yeah.” Poor Liam. I hated my aunt, truly hated her. She didn’t care who she hurt in order to get to me.

      “All right.” Clive stood, tugging on my arm. “Up you get.” When I rose, Clive slid an arm around me and snugged me close. “We’ll go home. You’ll sleep. And we’ll meet here tomorrow after closing to discuss what’s to be done about your aunt.”

      “Kill her,” Dave grumbled, kicking the chair.

      “Maybe we could get Coco to make a spelled chain that encircles The Slaughtered Lamb, so everyone who visits is in control of their own mind.” Like the choker she’d made me kept my mind safe.

      “Sure,” Dave said, hitting the lights. “And then what happens when you walk out the door? You don’t live in the back of your hobbit hole anymore.” He started up the stairs. “It’s not even midnight. Maybe I’ll take Maggie dancing.” He was through the ward and gone.

      Clive tugged my braid, tilting my face up to his, and gave me a kiss. “I’m sorry the evening didn’t end well. Now”—he gave me a quick squeeze—“where’s your jacket?”

      “Um.” I glanced around the bar, retracing my steps, trying to remember when I’d taken it off. “On the couch in my apartment.”

      Clive went to retrieve it, leaving Liang and me alone.

      “Your establishment is magnificent. Clive mentioned this was your brainchild.” Her perfect features glowed in the moonlight. She was, quite simply, stunning.

      I struggled to build a wall against her emotions. Struggled and failed. “Yes. If the rules of the mundane world didn’t need to be adhered to, I imagined what was possible. I didn’t really know Clive then, but he put me in touch with the people who could make my dream a reality.”

      Liang nodded. “This seems to be a comfortable and rewarding life you’ve carved out for yourself. Congratulations.” Smiling, she turned to watch the waves.

      As I couldn’t completely block her, I also knew she thought that, unlike the bookstore and bar, there was nothing particularly beautiful or extraordinary about me. Clive’s attachment baffled her.
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      I wasn’t sure how she did it, but Liang always positioned herself at Clive’s side, whereas I seemed to forever be lagging behind, the sulky teenager, angry with the world. Of course, it didn’t help that every vamp we passed thought Liang powerful, deadly, brilliant, beautiful, and perfect for Clive. I wouldn’t get into what they thought about me. I was already feeling down.

      Russell was waiting for Clive in the foyer. “Sire, Godfrey and I had a thought.”

      “My study.” Clive and Liang sailed ahead while Russell walked with me.

      “I didn’t expect you back so soon, Miss Quinn.” He kept pace with me, quiet solicitude in every word and expression.

      “We had a spot of trouble.” I didn’t want the whole nocturne to know my woes. The schadenfreude was strong in this crowd.

      “I’m sorry to hear that.” He held the door open for me before closing it firmly behind us.

      Clive sat behind his desk with Godfrey in one chair and Liang in the other. Russell and I would either need to stand or sit farther from the action. Godfrey stood immediately, gesturing for Russell to take his chair. Liang, who had no official place in the nocturne and therefore should have moved, remained seated.

      Godfrey pulled two chairs from the table at the opposite end of Clive’s study and brought them to the desk, as a kind of second row. I patted his arm in thanks but ignored the chair, instead prowling around the room, restless.

      Voices in a nocturne were always kept low to avoid eavesdropping. We all had excellent hearing, including any who might have an ear to a door. None of the rooms in the house were soundproofed. Clive had explained to me when I’d moved in—when the Slaughtered Lamb had been destroyed and I’d had nowhere to live—that soundproofing was the quickest way to be ambushed. If someone was coming for him, he wanted to hear it.

      So I wandered the far side of his study, picking up rare treasures, examining them, and putting them back. Their discussion, like the hundreds that had come before, seemed to spiral away in too many directions. When you’re a thousand-year-old vampire, like Clive, you make a lot of enemies. They’d long since exhausted primary possibilities, those he may have battled or bested. They were now exploring secondary and tertiary connections.

      Most vampires were long-lived. Was it the lover of a rival he’d killed? The underling of that lover who had been brooding about his master’s defeat for a century or two? The possibilities were, as I was discovering, endless.

      “Yes, but I contend Leticia is older than she admits.” Godfrey was leaning forward, intent.

      I’d been letting their voices wash over me until now, as I hadn’t known anyone they were discussing. This name I knew. Leticia was the vamp in Clive’s nocturne who’d had it out for me. She’d blamed me for her lover Étienne’s death. Bélisaire Lafitte, Étienne’s brother, agreed, attacking the nocturne and luring us to New Orleans. Clive had killed Étienne when he’d failed to follow Clive’s order to guard me. When I was seventeen and just building the Slaughtered Lamb, I’d been attacked by a kelpie, almost killed, and it was Clive who’d had to rescue me. That fucking kelpie was nothing but trouble.

      “You’ve mentioned this before, but I don’t see how she could be,” Russell responded. “She was thoroughly investigated before she was accepted into the nocturne.”

      “Yes, but who was doing the investigating? Remember, she arrived when we were going through a changing of the guard. Greta was returning to Europe and Nicolette was taking over the job.”

      A weighted silence filled the room.

      “What?” I asked, moving back toward the discussion. “Why is that important?” I ignored the empty second-string chair and instead settled onto the tufted bench along the wall to the right of Clive’s desk.

      While Clive considered the question, Russell turned to me. “Nicolette only held the job for a few months, while we looked for a researcher who possessed the age and experience needed to do the job properly.” Expression strained, he continued, “Nicolette was one of the members of the nocturne who fought on Lafitte’s side when they attacked.”

      “You say you believed her to be older than she said. Why?” Liang rested a hand on Clive’s desk, turning to Godfrey.

      “Her speech,” Clive said.

      “Yes.” Godfrey nodded, waiting for Clive to continue.

      Clive blew out a breath and turned to me. “Her phrasing, but only rarely, was archaic.”

      “Yes.” Godfrey stood, excitement forcing him to move. “And never when speaking directly to either of us. I only noticed it a handful of times over the years, and only when I overheard her deep in discussion with others.”

      “Exactly,” Clive said. “I’d heard her once or twice use a word or a phrase that made me think of home. I thought it odd for one as young as she to use it. It happened so rarely, though, I’d assumed she’d merely picked up the expression from someone older.”

      “We can be magpies with language,” Liang agreed.

      “Sure, but doesn’t that prove Godfrey’s point?” I pulled up my knees, wrapped my arms around them, and wished I had a blanket in here. The cold window at my back was chilling me to the bone. “I do the same thing. I listen to ancient supernaturals chatting in the bar and sometimes pick up the expressions that interest or tickle me. If it’s a fun word, like Grim referring to musicians as troubadours, I consciously make the switch in my head, wondering which troubadours I might listen to as I stock the shelves in the bookstore. I haven’t altered my lexicon. I’ve merely overlayed a word I find more joy in.”

      All four vamps stared at me, Clive smiling, so I continued. “I knew the word from books, but it wasn’t until I heard Grim using it that I wanted to adopt it. For him, it wasn’t a fun, archaic word. It was the proper word for musicians of his time. He wasn’t doing any code switching or making a joke. When I use it, I’m consciously playing with language because it’s not my word. It belongs to another age.”

      Clive rose while I spoke and opened a cabinet door, pulling out a folded gray and white throw. He wrapped it around me before resuming his seat. A line formed between Liang’s eyebrows and she blinked twice in rapid succession, a sure sign of distress.

      “If, as you say, Leticia only used the archaic language when lost in a discussion with others, not with you, when she’d be more inclined to be circumspect, it might be indicative of those words being part of her own learned language. She may have known to hide her native diction when being overheard could prove dangerous. And I think it’s safe to say she found you three dangerous.”

      “I understood you’d barely graduated high school.” Liang’s comment hung in the room.

      Clive turned his attention to her, a troubled expression on his face. “Were that the criteria for discussion, none of us—save yourself—would be able to speak.”

      Liang held herself stiffly and inclined her head toward Clive. “I apologize. I intended no disrespect to anyone in the room. I was taken by how she expressed herself, given her limited, and more modern, education.”

      “Not happy about the barely graduated comment, but to answer the question I believe you were asking, I’m neither stupid nor illiterate. Bookstore owner equals book nerd.”

      “Of course,” she said.

      The temperature in the room dropped a few degrees, which warmed my heart. None of my guys were happy with the swipe Liang had taken at me.

      “Russell, see if you can locate Greta. I need to know if she left of her own volition or if she was coerced into leaving her post. Godfrey, as this was your idea, you run with it. See what you can find out about Leticia, how old, who she’s connected to, and why the hell she’s aimed at me.” Clive stood. “That’ll be all for now.” He held out his hand for me and we left without a word or backward glance at Liang.

      I thought we’d be heading upstairs, but instead Clive walked us down the hall and into my favorite room in the whole mansion. The library put the Beast’s to shame. Bookshelves soared to the ceiling. A spiral staircase in the corner rose to the walkway that encircled the second-floor landing. Ladders slid on rails, making it easier to find any book in a room that had to be four times the size of my own bookstore.

      Every time I walked in here, I sighed. It was involuntary.

      Clive closed the door, tapped and swiped at the discreet control panel. The door lock clicked, the lights dimmed, flames shot up in the fireplace, and soft music played. He guided me to the center of the room, pulled me into his arms, and we began to dance.

      Resting my head on his shoulder, I breathed in my mate’s scent as tension drained from my limbs. His right arm held me close, his left hand cradling my right against his chest. Slowly, we let the threats preying on both of us slide away.

      A year ago—Hell, a few months ago—I’d have been in my apartment, blanket up to my nose, completely, painfully alone.

      Abigail might be back, but I had allies this time around. Russell and Godfrey would do whatever they could to back me up. I had friends. Dave, Owen, Stheno, and Meg would stand beside me when the battle began. And I’d found my forever love, the one who, no matter what, no matter how prepared I was, how unlikely I’d be hurt, would step in front of me to take the hit. He wouldn’t be able to help himself.

      I was going to make sure that didn’t happen. I was going to figure out how to be a proper necromancer. I was going to hone my considerable talents and take out my aunt, preferably before any more of my friends were hurt.

      For now, though, I was going to dance with my betrothed, his quiet humming rumbling in my ear.

      “In the past,” he began slowly, “when I knew trouble was on the horizon, when I knew forces were gathering against me, I was steady. I knew I’d triumph. Others may be lost, some dear to me, but I never doubted I’d survive. As Stheno once told you, she and I have lived as long as we have because we put our own survival first. Always. We’re ruthless and self-centered and will do whatever it takes, no matter how heinous, in order to be the last one standing.”

      Swaying in the firelight, surrounded by low, bluesy music, I asked, “Are you trying to scare me off?”

      Pulling back, he stopped moving but kept my hand in his. “No. I’m explaining that a thousand years of muscle memory, of survival at all costs, has been altered. I’ll still do whatever it takes to survive, but your safety is now tied to my survival.

      “I’ve had millions of discussions like the one tonight, trying to ferret out the enemy and planning an attack. Since you, though, my perspective has changed. It’s no longer about vanquishing the enemy in so bloody a manner that any comer pauses. Not only that. Now, there’s an underlying fear that never existed before. If the battle ends and you aren’t standing beside me, I’m not sure I could muster the desire to go on.” He gave a quick shake of his head. “It’s new and unsettling, but it’s there. In my bones, in my blood, I can’t live without you.”

      Eyes glassy with tears, I said, “It’s a pretty good thing we’re getting married then, huh?”

      “It is, indeed.”

      I slid my arms around his neck and pulled him down for a kiss. Gentle, tentative—like this new love for both of us—the kiss turned heated. We grappled with the clothes in our way.

      “Wait,” I panted. “The doors are locked and no one can get in, right?” I looked into dark corners of the room. “No one’s lurking?”

      He chuckled, his lips brushing the column of my neck before his fangs skated over my skin, causing me to tremble and go up in flames all at once. “You tell me.”

      I reached out, found all the cold, green blips in other parts of the house, and let it go. “Must you wear so many clothes?” I tore open his shirt, revealing a sculpted chest, but his tie was still tight around his neck. I resisted using my claws to slice through it, instead using more restraint than I thought possible at the moment to slowly slide the knot down and then drop the tie at his feet.

      Eyes glowing in the low light, he dove for me. We ended up naked and rolling around on the carpet in front of the fireplace, laughing and desperate for one another. Skin rising and falling against skin, lips and tongues exploring, we took our time, the need becoming almost painful. Finally, when I thought I’d lose my mind, he rose over me and slid inside. Caught in his gaze, I wrapped myself around him, meeting him stroke for stroke until neither of us could hold back any longer.

      Later, stretched out on top of Clive while he lazily drew designs on my back with his fingertips, I closed my eyes and sought the little green blips again. This time, I found Liang in the hall outside the library door. Deciding I was far too content to care, I snuggled in.
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      A few restless hours later, my eyes opened in the dark. Clive was at my back, his arm around me. Did vamps die during daylight hours? Clive certainly believed they did. Me, not so much. Given enough of an emergency, Clive could be roused. He wasn’t on top of his game, but he was up. He believed that was due to his strength and age. I contended if he could move or speak at all, he wasn’t dead.

      When we were in New Orleans, I’d experimented on one of Laffite’s vamps, who had broken into our townhouse. Stheno had caught him and placed him in Clive’s holding cell in the basement. When I did a deep dive into his mind, I found synapses firing. Slowly, sure, but there had been mental activity. I believed vamps were in a kind of regenerative stasis during the day, not dead.

      All that was to explain how I knew it was daylight now. The vamps were out. The low level of resentment that hounded me every moment in the nocturne turned off when the sun rose. You’d think that would mean sounder sleep for me during the day, but you’d be wrong. The sudden absence of hostility actually made me acutely aware of how ever-present and exhausting it had been. Constantly bracing for attack was my life in the nocturne. I wanted to be with Clive, but it was a lot.

      When I tried to slide out of bed, Clive’s arm tensed, holding me close. See? He hated it when I left during the day. I grabbed my phone and headed to the bathroom. It was only a click past sunrise, but I was wide awake. A huge shipment of books had been delivered yesterday and I was looking forward to unpacking and processing them. I decided to use my restless energy for a good purpose.

      Cleaned and braided, I headed for the closet. Whichever minion Clive had given the job to had been steadily filling the huge walk-in closet since I’d arrived. There were plenty of fancy duds mixed in, but I loved that whoever was doing the shopping had been given the memo that Sam wears jeans and long-sleeved tops every day. The jeans actually fit properly—a revelation for me—the tees were of a much finer quality, and the sweaters were soft as a dream, but they were all suitable for work.

      The same went for shoes. There were pretty boots and high heels in here, but my personal shopper had given me a rainbow of running shoes, a pair to match every top or hoodie. I needed to remember to ask Clive who did the shopping. Whoever it was didn’t seem to hate me.

      Dressed and ready, I slipped silently through the dark house. Norma, Clive’s human liaison who took care of business during the day, wasn’t due to start work for a few hours. I considered standing outside Liang’s door, as she did to us last night, so I could read her mind, but what would be the point? I knew she considered me riffraff, as most vamps did, and I knew she wanted to take my place in Clive’s affections. None of that was worth losing my sight over.

      My necromancer abilities meant I had an affinity for the dead—in this case, vampires—but it didn’t come without a price. The way I understood it, invading another’s thoughts or emotions threw the natural balance out of whack. In order to restore balance, a payment had to be extracted. For me, that payment took the form of temporary blindness. What I’d learned, though, I’d read in books. I needed to find a necromancer who would be willing to train me, preferably before my aunt succeeded in killing me. The problem was that necromancers were really freaking rare.

      The nocturne was in Pacific Heights, only a few miles from The Slaughtered Lamb. Clive had been bugging me to drive one of his cars to work, trying to keep me safe on my commute. I’d been refusing, reminding him that I loved running. Werewolf. The thing was, though, I didn’t know how to drive.

      I knew I should’ve told him at the first suggestion, but I was embarrassed. He was this old, powerful, been everywhere, done everything, killed everyone kind of guy and I was a book nerd who’d been in hiding most of my life, one who’d been dumped in San Francisco to live or die on her own when she was seventeen. When would I have learned to drive?

      Anyway, Dave had promised he’d teach me. I’d tell Clive once I knew how.

      The early morning run was chilly and wet. Lots of houses along the way had holiday lights glowing steadily or just winking out. The cheery whimsy of colored bulbs lightened my mood. Too bad we didn’t celebrate every season with colored lights.

      When I got to the Slaughtered Lamb, I went straight to the kitchen in search of leftovers I could have for breakfast. Dave didn’t disappoint. There was a covered plate of cinnamon rolls with a note reminding me to save one for Owen. Heh. We’d see.

      I ate at a table in the bar, watching the ocean swirl against the wall of windows, the sky above still holding onto hints of pink. Sometimes it hit me out of the blue. After spending my childhood always on the run, always hiding, I had a home of my own, a stable one. For seven years, I’d had my very own place in the world. My aunt wasn’t going to wrestle it away from me.

      After I put my dirties in the dishwasher, I loaded the first few of many book boxes onto a handcart and wheeled them into the bookstore. It was like Christmas morning as I opened box after box, pulling out beautiful new books. I checked off titles against my order, entered them into the inventory software, and then organized them on carts for different sections of the bookstore.

      I hadn’t realized I’d been at it for hours until I felt a gentle pressure on my wards. I checked my phone. It wasn’t time to open. There was a text from Owen, though, asking to be let in. He was early. I opened the ward and heard two sets of footsteps heading down.

      “Sam?” Owen called.

      “In the bookstore.”

      Owen and his mom Lydia appeared in the doorway. “Dang, you’ve been at it a while. What time did you get here?” Owen went to the carts and started picking up books, studying covers and reading the back copy, a true bibliophile.

      “A while. Good morning, Lydia. Thank you again for your help last night.” I emptied another box. “I don’t know what we would have done without you and Lilah.”

      Lydia waved my thanks away, crossing the room to kiss me on the cheek. “I’m just sorry no one realized what was happening until after he’d attacked you.”

      Owen put down the books he’d been studying and came to stand next to his mom. “Listen, we’re here early because Mom found you a necromancer.”

      “What?” My heart leapt at the idea of defending not just myself, but my friends against Abigail.

      “I don’t want to get your hopes up,” she said, patting my arm. “She hasn’t agreed to train you. She’s willing to meet you, though, and that’s a good sign. Owen will take over here so I can drive you.”

      “Oh.” If she didn’t think I was worthy or whatever, I was back to battling Abigail with only what I could learn from books. “When do we leave?”

      “Now, dear.” Lydia stood patiently, a stylish little handbag on her arm, a black trench over a sweater set and trousers, with pearls at her ears.

      She made me miss my mom. Lydia was a very different woman than my mom, but the protective mama bear love was the same. Sometimes the pain and grief over losing mine hit like a physical blow.

      “Owen, these three carts can be shelved. I haven’t added the books piled on the counter into the inventory yet. Once you’ve freed up the carts, transfer these piles to the carts and tuck them back into the storeroom. I don’t want people browsing through books I haven’t processed yet.”

      “You got it, boss.” Owen spun one of the carts and pushed it toward the memoir display.

      “Thanks.” I slipped an arm through my peacoat. “I’m not sure how long this will take. I can either leave the wards open now or close them again until I return.”

      “Leave them open. No one will know to come early. I should be able to get the shelving done before Grim stomps down the steps.”

      Patting my pockets for my wallet and phone, I nodded to Lydia, ready as I’d ever be.

      Lydia drove a safe and sensible sedan. Knowing I’d need to learn how to do this soon, I studied her every move. It wasn’t until she got on the freeway that I thought to ask where we were going.

      “So, who are we meeting?”

      Lydia flicked her turn signal, craned to see in her rearview mirror, and then switched lanes. “Her name is Martha. She runs a bar—The Wicche Glass Tavern—in Colma, which makes sense. That’s really all I know, and I had to do quite a bit of hunting to get that. She’s a crone who keeps very much to herself.”

      “If she runs a bar, she can’t be too cut off from the wicche community,” I said. I’d hardly ever left my bar until recently, but all the supernaturals in town knew my name. When you run a bookstore and bar, people either know you because they’re patrons, or they hear about you from friends.

      “It’s a fae bar. That’s how I finally found her. Owen’s cousin is dating a water nymph.”

      We weren’t on the freeway for long before Lydia was exiting. “You said of course her bar was in Colma. Why? What’s the significance?” Fog blanketed the town as Lydia took the off ramp.

      “Hmm? Which lane…” Lydia drove slowly, looking for arrows on the pavement. When she turned left, away from a mall, she responded, “It’s been around since the early 1900s, an unincorporated area of nothing but cemeteries. I remember hearing, even now, there are more dead than living in Colma. There are houses and stores now, but this town is still known for its dead.”

      The road she drove down was filled with single-story mortuaries, religious supply shops, florists, a sandwich shop or two, a couple of bars. The street ended at a cemetery, one that went on as far as I could see, curving over a distant hill and fading from view. There was a guidepost on the sidewalk with the names of a few nearby cemeteries and arrows pointing in different directions. A Japanese cemetery was to the left, a memorial park directly ahead.

      Lydia pulled to the curb in front of an out of business monument maker’s storefront. The windows had a light washing of white paint on the inside, but you could still see the silhouettes of sample tombstones in the dark building.

      She checked the address on her in-dash GPS system and then continued around the corner, pulling into a parking place at the Colma Historical Society. When she turned off the engine and got out, I followed, confused. Where the heck was this bar?

      “Keep your head down, dear,” Lydia whispered. “We’re going for solemn and bereaved.”

      Right before we turned the corner back onto the street we’d driven down, she made a sharp turn, walking through—quite literally through—the rickety Employees Only gate, leading to the back of the out-of-business monument shop. It was a ward, like the ones at my own place. At the Slaughtered Lamb, mundane humans walked down the public steps to the Land’s End overlook. Supernaturals winked out of sight at a turn in the path, continuing down the stairs and into my bookstore and bar.

      Here, any passerby who was interested enough to look over the six-foot wooden fence would see an enclosed construction area with a chipped block of granite and a small, rusting forklift that had already been stripped for parts.

      I followed Lydia through the closed wooden gate and found myself in a fairytale courtyard. A forest surrounded the clearing on three sides. White twinkle lights were strung from tree to tree overhead, lighting the sturdy wooden tables and chairs that filled the space. At the far end of the courtyard stood the biggest tree I’d ever seen in real life. It had to be at least thirty feet wide, with massive, gnarled roots that rose up through the ground, snaking around the dining area, separating it from the encroaching forest. Its branches, covered in thick green leaves with wisteria-like purple blossoms hanging down, formed a kind of canopy over the tables.

      At the base of the tree was a split door, the bottom half closed with the top thrown open. Although it was midday out on the street, it was twilight here, with fireflies dancing in the surrounding forest. What I could see of the room beyond the door was dark, but light flickered in the curtained window to the right of the door, as though there was a fire banked inside.

      “Hello?” Lydia ventured.

      “Have a seat,” a whispery voice responded. A moment later, the curved form of a woman who couldn’t lay claim to fewer than a hundred years appeared at the door. Her thick white hair was in a long braid that hung over her shoulder. She was barely tall enough to look over the half door, but when she met my gaze, I stilled, caught in a fight or flight response to the power she held.

      “You stay here,” she said to Lydia. “We’ll bring you some tea while you wait.” Turning her gaze back to me, she said, “And you, girl, come with me.”
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      She was an old crone. I could totally take her, and yet I felt my feet dragging, not wanting to get any closer to her. When I reached the door, she stared a moment longer and then finally stepped back, allowing me to enter. Once I stepped inside, she slammed the door closed. Flames roared, flaring past the edges of a stone fireplace, before settling again.

      Lanterns hung from the low wooden ceiling. I had to duck to avoid smacking into the one closest. The room was filled with long tables and benches, all dark wood. It felt like I’d walked into the tavern scene in The Lord of the Rings.

      A tall, willowy woman with long silvery-blonde hair stood behind the bar. She wore a plaid flannel shirt with baggy jeans and was putting together a tea tray. She looked up once, nodded to me, and then continued her work, adding a scone to the tray.

      “Who are your relations?”

      I jumped. I’m ashamed to admit it, but it’s true. The reedy voice was gone. Her question was a loud clap in the room. When I turned, I was eye to eye, not with the doddering old crone who’d shown herself earlier, but with a powerful wicche, still clearly in her prime, white hair and wrinkles notwithstanding.

      “Ma’am?”

      “Your relations, girl. There are no Quinn wicches.”

      “Wolves,” the woman behind the bar said.

      “Aye, wolves. But this one’s a wicche. I can feel her power. Odd scent, though.” The crone looked me over again and sniffed.

      The barmaid shook her head, picking up the tray. “Wolficche.”

      The crone took a quick step back, disgust evident, as the barmaid threw open the door and went to deliver Lydia’s tea.

      “Who are your relations,” she asked again, her expression hard.

      This was a bad idea. I already had Abigail wanting to erase me because of my mixed blood. I didn’t need to add this wicche to the list of people who wanted me dead. When I turned to leave, the door slammed shut again, barring my way.

      “Don’t make me ask again, girl.”

      “Corey,” I said, keeping my distance. “My mother was a Corey wicche and my father a Quinn wolf.” I released my claws, six inches, razor-sharp. She wasn’t taking me without a fight.

      Her eyes flicked down to my hands and then back to my face. “Was,” she breathed. “What was her name?”

      “Bridget.”

      Closing her eyes, she let out a gust of air. “Damn.” She strode behind the bar, pulled a shot glass out from beneath it, snatched a bottle of whiskey off the counter behind her, and poured a shot. She looked up, mumbled something in a foreign tongue, and downed the whiskey.

      When the barmaid came back, the crone poured another shot and slid it down the bar to her. “Bridget’s dead.”

      “Ach.” The bartender said the same phrase the crone had—Elvish, perhaps—and then downed the drink.

      “As you’re Bridget’s girl, I guess introductions are in order. I’m your great-aunt Martha. My sister Mary was your grandmother. This,” she said, flicking a hand at the barmaid, “is Galadriel. She’s an elf and my bar manager.”

      My brain stuttered to a stop at her words. I had a great-aunt? “Galadriel?” I’d walked into The Lord of the Rings and found family.

      Rolling her eyes, the bartender said, “It was my name first. The idiot names a character after me, and suddenly I’m the one who has to deal with everyone wanting a magical gift.” She moved the shot glass back under the bar and pulled out a mug. “Tea?”

      “Yes, please.” As no one appeared to want me dead, I snicked my claws back in.

      Martha waved me to a table in the corner of the room. “I’m not in contact with my family.” At Galadriel’s snort, Martha side-eyed her and then continued. “I hadn’t heard about your mother. Was it recent?”

      “No.” Mind reeling over the thought of a real family member who maybe didn’t want me dead, I sat at the table she indicated and studied a mirror on the wall beside me. I sat directly in front of it, and yet there was no reflection. A fragrant breeze blew across my face. When I stared into the elaborate frame, its silvery surface became clearer, a window into a deep, verdant forest.

      I held out a finger to touch it. Martha and Galadriel both shouted, “No!” Flinching, I drew back my hand and decided to move to another table, to put distance between myself and the portal that beckoned.

      “Sam, is it?” When I nodded, she sat and took a sip from her own mug, settling in. “Spin us a tale, girl.”

      Light from the fire flickered in the dim room as I told her of my mother and father, of my aunt’s psychotic mission to end me, of Mom and me trying to keep a few steps ahead of my aunt, moving from place to place. I told her about the protective amulet my mother had put around my neck as a child and how all hell had broken loose when I’d lost it. And I told her how I’d begun to develop necromantic abilities. When I got to Clive, a look passed between Martha and Galadriel. Deciding I’d probably told her more than enough, I picked up my mug and took a sip of the now tepid tea.

      “Who made that necklace you’re wearing now?”

      I said, “Coco Drake,” at the same time Galadriel said, “Dragon.”

      “Well, that was quite a tale. Wicche, werewolf, vampire lover, demon cook, and dragon jeweler.” She lifted her brows and tapped her fingers on the table in a steady tattoo. “And you’ve come here, expecting me to train you. Is that it?”

      “Asking, not expecting.” Family. I had living family. She was probably going to toss me in a minute, so I wanted to memorize everything about her.

      “Gad?” Martha watched the bartender, who was cutting lemons. The woman stared through me a moment and then shook her head.

      Damn. “Look, even if you don’t want to train me, can I visit sometime? I just—I haven’t had any family in a really long time.” Sudden tears blurred my vision. Embarrassed, I blinked them back quickly.

      “No one’s throwing you out.” She paused, studying me. “All right. You can come in the mornings, before we open. If you come too early, before the door is unlocked, you can sit outside. I’ll be along soon enough.”

      “Thank you.” A tear leaked out and I quickly swiped it away. “I really appreciate it.”

      “First lesson,” she said, leaning forward and pinning me with a stare. “You don’t have to go blind every time you use your powers.”

      “I don’t?” My heart leapt at the idea of not being left vulnerable to attack, as I had been in New Orleans.

      Galadriel delivered a fresh pot of tea, with a new mug for me. Mine had gone cold. As she poured, she said, “When I heard you were coming, I asked around about you.”

      “Oh?” I swallowed and thought about that head shake she’d given Martha.

      “I’m told you broke Liam’s arms.” She replaced the pot on the tray with more force than necessary.

      My stomach dropped. “I did.”

      “That all you have to say for yourself?” She crossed her arms and waited, violet eyes sparking in anger.

      In that moment, I knew it was over. No visits with my great-aunt, no lessons, no family. “Yes, ma’am. I broke both his arms.”

      Galadriel shook her head, picked up her tray, and headed back to the bar. “Are you sure she’s one of yours?”

      Martha let out a breath. “I was wondering the same thing.”

      “I’m also told,” Galadriel continued, “that you could have killed him right off when he attacked, that that scar you’re sporting on your neck is because you were trying to figure out how not to hurt him while he was pinning you down, knife to your throat.”

      “It wasn’t his fault. Abigail had taken over his mind. She was pushing him to kill me. He’s a kind man. He’d never have done that without her influence.”

      “Aye. Which is why you stopped your demon from burning him and asked that woman out in the yard to help heal him before you returned him to the sea.” She put her forearms down on the bar, leaning forward. “When I shook my head at Martha about you, I wasn’t saying to toss yer ass out. I was telling her there was no black in your aura.”

      “Unlike some others in our family,” Martha added, pulling her shawl tight around her shoulders. “Back to your problem. My guess is your mind came up with the loss of sight as payment and you’ve never redirected it. Do you have a deep-seated fear of going blind?”

      I flashed on being tied and blindfolded in that shack seven years ago, on being tortured and having no idea who he was. “Yes, I guess I do.”

      “Frame it in another way. Accept the payment freely but direct it differently. When you use your power, focus on the payment you deem acceptable. Headache, stomachache, sore joints, gray hair, withered features. You offer it up and see if it’s accepted.”

      “Is that why your hair is white?”

      Galadriel snickered.

      “No. I’m just old.” She pursed her lips before continuing. “You can also go the tried-and-true method of getting a familiar.”

      “A cat?” I was pretty sure a cat wouldn’t want to hang out with a wolf.

      “It can be any animal you create a bond with. You channel the payment through your familiar in order to avoid the pain.”

      I’m not sure what kind of horrified expression I wore but it was enough for Galadriel to drop off a plate of cookies. “Do people really do that? Torture animals?”

      “Yes. I would venture to guess my niece has gone through a shelter’s worth of familiars.”

      Low cursing sounded from the direction of Galadriel’s retreating back.

      “What I recommend for you is a piece of jewelry that can be used to store the pain. In battle—for instance, with a homicidal aunt—you can access the reserve of pain and aim it like a weapon.”

      On the one hand, that sounded amazing. I’d have a way to fight back. On the other, it felt like a slippery slope to becoming my aunt.

      “You can’t use the necklace you have. Dragon-made won’t do. The item must be wicche-made with a spell for this exact purpose. I’m guessing, because of your other form, rings and bracelets won’t work.”

      I shook my head no. As it was, I worried all the time that I’d need to shift suddenly and lose my engagement ring.

      “I know just the thing.” She glanced at Galadriel, who’d made a strange noise. “I’ll give it to you. Next time you come.” She tapped the table. “We need to open, so you should run along. The fae don’t take easily to new people.”

      I stood and carried my mug up to the bar. “Thank you. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

      Nodding, Martha rose as well. “Don’t take too long. Your aunt won’t. All right.” She waved me toward the door. “Enough visitors for today. We have work to do.”

      My throat was tight as I nodded goodbye. A great-aunt. I had a great-aunt who wanted to help me. I was feeling lighter as I walked across soft, mossy ground under the twinkle-lit twilight of the courtyard to collect Lydia.

      “Oh, thank goodness,” she said. “I was worrying that I’d delivered you to your death while I sat out here drinking tea.” Standing, she brushed a few stray crumbs from her coat and grabbed her bag. “Owen’s been texting me every half hour, begging me to go look for you.”

      “Wait.” I checked the time on my phone. “How long was I in there?”

      “Two and a half hours,” she responded as we walked back through the gate.

      “Two and a half hours!” I checked my phone again. “But it only felt like twenty or thirty minutes, at most.”

      Lydia hit a button on her key fob, causing the car to chirp and the doors to unlock. “Time runs differently in faerie. That bar must have a foot in Underhill for it to exist out of our time.”

      I thought of the large mirror on the wall and decided Lydia was probably right.
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