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      “Admit it,” Elain said. “You’re stressing.”

      “I am not stressing.” I shot her a glare across my espresso machine. Even the carved dragon atop it looked like it knew I was fibbing.

      Elain sat at one of the tables in the café, nibbling on a pastry with an espresso next to her plate.

      I hit the grinder button and filled another porta-filter, the handled metal cup we used to make espresso, with another round of grounds.

      “One more quarter-gram,” I muttered, and wrote the new weight in the recipe I was trying.

      “You don’t need to change it,” Elain said. Her thin mocha-colored fingers curled around the teal-blue mugs we used in the café. Her brown eyes followed me as I darted around behind my station. “Seriously, Ebrel. This one is great. Just do what you normally do. Mr. Fedimore will be impressed.”

      “He’s the food and drink critic for three different international publications,” I muttered.

      “He’s also fae,” Elain said. “You won’t get special treatment because of that connection, but you’ll get a fair and honest assessment from him. There is no critic more ethical than Niles Fedimore.”

      “He could walk in at any minute,” I said, my nerves adding a breath at the end that was half sigh.

      I was correct. Fedimore could enter anytime he liked. Aunt Rose had keyed the wards on the kitchen door to allow fae through an hour before opening. Fedimore, as a fae, especially a food journalist, wouldn’t be above sneaking in early to observe me… I mean us. Usually, only a few souls ventured in before we officially opened, and then only to help or to drop off supplies. Roger Billingsley, owner and publisher of the Mystic Mystery, our local newspaper, should be around with this week’s stack in a few moments.

      “I know I can do better,” I said.

      “You’re stressing. Almost like a pixie on her first date,” Nia said. “Mum would have you in the plucking chair to make you behave.”

      “Your mom has a wing-plucking chair? Ouch!” I shuddered.

      “Well, she doesn’t pluck as often as Nia says she does,” Mia admitted.

      The two sisters were our pixie staff in the café. Here, they were in their “tall” forms, without wings.

      “The naughty chair has cut-outs for our wings to slide through while we sit and calm down. Mum makes it like a… What do you Americans call it? A time-alone? For a naughty child?”

      “A timeout?” I rubbed my shoulder while letting the high-pressure water dibble out of the porta-filter. I tapped the stopwatch app on my smartwatch when the flow stalled. After I noted the time, still within a second of the last espresso, I sipped from the cup, not sure of my own taste buds any longer. I had more than a dozen brew times, pressures, and weights written on my pad. The never-ending tasting was starting to numb my senses.

      “Do be careful, Cariad,” Aunt Rose said. “When you worry, your little magic jolt to make the brew special can go sour. Worry too much, and it might turn poisonous.”

      “Really?” I gulped back my fear.

      “Yes,” she said and headed back into the kitchen. “I doubt you have to worry about that, though. Your foo-foo drinks will probably go sour long before you poison someone.”

      “Here, try this.” I set the new espresso in front of Elain. “I hope it’s not sour.”

      “Tastes the same as the last one,” she said after taking a sip. “You’re doing what Neirin calls feather barbering. Like a fletcher making an arrow, trimming the fletchings to make it even more perfect. Stop trying to get the most minute adjustments made. If the arrow hits the target, the extra tenth of a millimeter your last adjustment made doesn’t matter.”

      “Mr. Fedimore is the type to notice that tenth of millimeter,” I said.

      “He’s got no taste buds at all,” a man said and slid into a chair at the back table. “Fedimore is a tromper at best.”

      I recognized the new client and felt my stomach drop. If Niles Fedimore was the epitome of food critics in the media, then Gaspar Dufour was a wannabe hack trying to overshadow a true master. He had a few notable publications that carried his restaurant reviews, though none with the reputations as those that ran Fedimore. When it came to the battle of critics, most connoisseurs trusted Gaspar’s reviews as far as they could toss the portly critic.

      Dufour was the last person I needed in my café when Niles Fedimore was due to visit. But I dared not cross him by tossing him out. He and Fedimore would have to duel in their own way. I’d just make espressos and keep my head down in whatever battle they waged.

      “Relax, Ebrel,” Elain added. “You’ve got this.”

      “Perhaps you’re right,” I said and forced a smile at Elain.

      “I understand.” She said and pushed the new espresso back at me. “Drink and relax. Just be the barista you’ve been since you got here. Make the drinks you always make, and stop second-guessing yourself.”

      “She’s right,” Nia said. “You’ve taught me how to make yummy drinks. The pixies tell me mine are almost as good as yours.”

      “Her magic shot is a little different than yours,” Mia added. “If her hair is a happy color, her tornados taste good. If she gets a snit going, no one wants her drinks. Her magic makes them sour.”

      “I never get a snit going!”

      “Do so! Right now, even.”

      “Urrgh!”

      “Look at your hair,” Mia said with a laugh. “You’re all dark blue, heading towards purple.”

      For sisters, Nia and Mia were similar. A strong family resemblance, but each of the pixies, even in their larger human forms, had natural colored highlights in their hair. Nia’s hair normally glowed with light sea blue. Mia’s highlights were a few shades different on the color wheel. Each darkened or lightened with the pixie’s mood.

      Nia stuck out her lip, pouting. Her highlights shifted lighter.

      Behind Elain, Gaspar Dufour put both elbows on the table and lowered his head into his hands.

      “That was a rough night,” he muttered, his accent definitely French. “I could use a cup of strong coffee.”

      I wasn’t sure what the food critic was doing in my café this early. Nor was I sure how to treat him, since he hadn’t emailed ahead to let me know he’d be arriving. Was he here to do a review? To undermine Fedimore somehow?

      If he wanted a coffee, I could do that. A Yardley seemed to be just what he needed. Normally, it would be called a red-eye, or coffee with a double shot of espresso. I’d added a dash of caramel and renamed it for our local mayor, Yerdleh Yardley. He always seemed to be in a pinch and in need of extra caffeine to get over a rough patch.

      “So what if you’ve got the top food critic in the world coming in to rate your coffee bar?” Elain said. “Just be you. April Storm, mistress of the espresso bar. You command the drips like Barti Ddu used to command the high seas.”

      “He’s not rating just my espresso. He’s also looking at our pastries and tea time service,” I said. “Why isn’t Aunt Rose nervous?”

      “Oh, I am, Cariad.” She said and brought another tray of pastries to the front. Her magical spectacles were again on top of her head. She kept them on a neck chain, like a stereotypical librarian with reading glasses. They were usually up on her head when she patted her chest looking for them. She slid an iced cinnamon bun onto a plate and set it in front of Elain. “Give this a taste, dear. New recipe I’m trying.”

      “You don’t look nervous,” I said, pulling a double shot of espresso for Dufour’s Yardley.

      “Centuries of practise, Cariad. Worrying won’t do any good. I always bake when I worry. And when I’m happy.”

      “That’s why you’re always baking,” Elain said.

      I walked the Yardley in a tall ceramic mug over to where Dufour sat.

      “Merci,” he mumbled, but he didn’t reach for it. He massaged his temples and closed his eyes.

      “You’ll be fine, Cariad,” Aunt Rose said and patted my arm. “You’ll get over your nerves soon. Just keep making coffee like you normally do. Set out coffee for the entire town if you need to practise. I’ll probably bake double my normal amount today.”

      “I just wish I could bring Kyle in right now to work on the roasts,” I said. “He’d help get my mind off the impending sense of doom.”

      “We discussed that,” Rose said. “Mundanes, even our friends, have to stay outside of the village. Once the store opens, the magic wards will relax and allow him in.”

      “Besides, do you really want your mind on roasting on top of Fedimore’s visit?” Elain scooted her scone away. “If you two are going to keep putting food and drink in front of me because of your worrying, I’ll have to spend a month at the academy in PT to work off the calories.” She looked down at the new cinnamon bun and took up her fork again. “Oh well, what’s a few extra stone of weight, right?”

      The back door in the kitchen slammed shut. That usually meant a delivery. Roger Billingsley pushed through the spring-loaded double doors from the kitchen, his arms full of bundled newspapers, his cell phone on his shoulder and his head tilted.

      “Yes, I’ll wait,” he said into the phone.

      “Diolch,” Nia said and took the bundle of papers from him.

      Billingsley looked at Aunt Rose, his mouth open to speak, but his eyes darted down towards his phone.

      “Owain. Roger Billingsley, old man. Better get down to Mystic Brews.”

      We went still, none of us breathing. When the publisher of the paper called the local inspector and told him to get to your business, all we could do was wait and worry.

      “Oh, a dead body,” Billingsley said. “In the alley behind. Smelled it on my way in.”

      Elain sucked in a quick breath and was out the kitchen door in an instant.

      “No, didn’t touch it. Knew to call you. Lady Elain just went out for nose about the scene.”

      I glanced at Aunt Rose. Her pleasant grandmotherly face actually showed a few crinkles of worry. Nia and Mia both stood waiting. Only Dufour seemed oblivious, staring at the cup of coffee I had set in front of him.

      “No idea who,” Billingsley said. “It was dark, and my hands were full. Barely got to my phone to call you.”

      Elain came back in and took the phone from the newsman.

      “Inspector? Elain. I’ve put a security ward on the body and the area.”

      Owain said something to her. His voice was too muffled for me to make it out.

      “Yes. Yes, I know him. Gaspar Dufour.”

      My eyes jerked to the back table. Dufour reached for the cup in front of him. His hand slid right through it.

      “Sacré… That would explain it. I am dead.”
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      Normally, the blinds on the front of the café were cloudy and opaque, blocking our view out as well as the view in. Aunt Rose tapped them with her wand, and they shifted. Still cloudy, but we could see the main road through our Misty Valley now. The sun wasn’t quite ready to show itself yet. The sky was starting to glow red.

      “I changed the spells on the windows, Cariad,” Aunt Rose tucked her wand back into her sleeve. “We can see out, but they’ll look like the blinds are down from the outside.”

      “Let me get this straight.” Billingsley said to me, his notepad out. “You saw Dufour enter about ten minutes ago?”

      “Something like that,” I muttered.

      “Owain won’t want this published right away,” Elain said.

      Aunt Rose pulled her magic spectacles off and passed them to Elain.

      “Oh! I see!”

      “First time you’ve seen a ghost?” I shot her a sly grin. “I’ve been seeing ghosts for most of my life. They are old school to me.”

      “Well, I saw the ghosts in the ballroom when we helped Sir Reginald find his killer.” She cocked her head to peer under the table. “Where are your legs, Mr. Dufour?”

      “My legs? How should I know?” He swiveled in the chair to look at his lower half. His torso ended in a misty fringe right below his belt. I passed on what he said. Even with Aunt Rose’s magic glasses, they could only see the spirit. I was the only one who could both see and hear them.

      I sent a mental surge out to Jake. My ex-boyfriend was probably off with Reg and Bryce watching a race again.

      “If Jake shows,” I told Dufour, “he can help you adjust.”

      “What exactly were you doing outside of Mystic Brews?” Billingsley asked him. “Any idea who did you in? Smells like you’ve been dead for a while.”

      “I have no idea,” Gaspar said. I relayed that. Dufour’s ghost, appearing less substantial by the moment, leaned forward, his head in his hands again. I didn’t mind relaying info to the others, at least until Inspector Owain arrived and told me not to.

      “Last I remember, I was driving towards this valley. Nearly got run off the road several times. You British and your silly ideas of driving. Napoleon was right to change our carriages to right-side driving.”

      “Why were you coming to Mystic Brews?” I asked. Despite his death amnesia, he might still remember his reason for visiting my café.

      “That tromper Fedimore is scheduled to visit, is he not?” Gaspar chuckled. “Figured I could get here before him. My column goes out a day earlier than his. For once, I could get a scoop on the great Niles Fedimore.”

      “Food critics try to scoop each other? I thought that was only news journalists.”

      “Journalism is always a competition, my dear,” Billingsley added. “It’s ingrained in a reporter’s nature. I’m afraid the attitude of beating your rivals to publication is alive in every aspect of the news media.”

      Tires crunched outside the store. No lights or siren, but the plain police sedan that Owain drove parked in front of our café.

      “I’ll go let him in through the ward I set,” Elain held the glasses and chain out to Aunt Rose. Rose waved them off.

      “Pass them to Owain, dear. He’ll need them for the interview.”

      Jake appeared, doing a slow fade into view next to Gaspar. He sat straight but leaned away from me, his head turned partially away with a side-eyed gaze at me.

      “You rang, oh grumpy mistress of the lattes?”

      “Jake, this is Gaspar.” I waved at the new spirit. “Mr. Dufour, my ex, Jake.”

      “Found another one?” Jake shook his head. “Or did you grump him to death?”

      “I am not grumpy, Jake,” I snarled. “And Gaspar found us. His body is outside the kitchen door in the alley.”

      “Ah,” Jake said. “He died before you could grump at him. Smart man. Well, kind of. But if you’re gonna die anyway…” One of his ghostly chicken companions faded into view on the table. Gaspar eyed it, then looked at Jake.

      “How?…” He paused and shook his ghostly head.

      “It gets easier, old man,” Jake said and tried to pat the critic on the shoulder. His hand swished through the other spirit. “You’ll need a month or two before the memory of your death returns. Maybe longer.”

      “Why do you keep calling me grumpy?” I pointed a finger at Jake’s nose.

      “You’re stressed,” Jake said with a wave towards my gesture. “That critic coming to judge you. Makes you grump at everyone.”

      “I am not grumpy! Nor stressed.” My voice was louder than I intended.

      “You’re stressed, Ebrel,” Nia said. “If that is what he’s saying, Jake is correct.”

      Billingsley cleared his throat. “Is another spirit here?”

      “Jake is. You remember him?”

      “The young man with the chickens? Of course. Does he always hang around you?”

      “Not when she’s stressing,” Jake said.

      “I am not stressing! Well, maybe a little.”

      “You’ve got a food critic showing up today,” Jake added. “You’re stressing, so I asked Reg and Bryce to find a race for us to watch. The starting flag just dropped when you summoned me here.”

      “Well, Gaspar looks disoriented and needs help,” I said. “You are good at helping spirits right after they cross.”

      “I only did that with Bryce.” Jake shook his head. “But I’ll see what I can do.”

      “Merci,” Gaspar reached for the ceramic mug in front of him. His fingers still slid through it.

      “Don’t do that to Sneak Girl’s food,” Jake said. “She’ll come kick your⁠—”

      “Jake!” I gave him my best imitation of Elain’s cold stare.

      “Well, she threatened me.”

      “Do you doubt her?” I half suspected that if anyone had the mental fortitude to figure out how to get into the spirit world just to punch Jake, Elain would be the one.

      “Never.” He reached out and picked up a ghost feather that had dropped off his leather jacket. “What do you want me to do?”

      “Gaspar needs to talk to the inspector,” I said. “After that, help him get acclimated to the spirit side of things.”

      “Isn’t he one of those foodie guys you were always ranting about? The one who⁠—”

      “Jake…” I lowered my chin and stared at him. “Go ask Bryce and Reg who Gaspar is. Then come back in about half an hour. Help him get his ghost legs under him.”

      “Ghost legs. Like getting sea legs on a ship.” Jake chuckled. “Will do.” He faded away. His chicken stayed on the table and cocked its head at Dufour.

      “You, too. Scat.” I poked my finger at the chicken and sent a spark of energy at it. It popped back into the spirit world.

      “The Bobbies just arrived,” Elain said. Owain was right behind her, wearing Aunt Rose’s spectacles. The cat’s-eye style of librarian reading glasses looked out of place on his square-jawed cop face.

      “I was going fishing today. Didn’t think to grab my special spectacles,” Owain said. “Never seems to work out that way when I plan a good day down by the river.”

      “Mind if I sit in on this interview?” Billingsley asked.

      Owain paused, then shrugged. “Normally, I’d interview you separately. But interviewing ghosts isn’t normal, and I need a translator. That’s where Lady Ebrel comes in.” He shrugged. “None of this is admissible in court, so I don’t see any harm as of now. Just don’t publish until I tell you.”

      “Interviewing spirits has to stay on the fae side of my coverage,” Billingsley said with a glance my way. “This is the part we don’t let the mundanes know about.”

      “That’s good. My special ability would probably get me locked up in the looney bin in the human world.”

      “I’d come break you out,” Elain said. “No one locks up my bestie.”

      “Good. I’d get bored watching her pace the padded cell. And how would I get my coffee beans if she’s in solitary?” My familiar, a dark-brown striped cat, leapt onto the table and started lapping the now-cold Yardley out of the mug in front of Gaspar.

      The editor of the Mystic Mystery cocked his head, watching Punkin. “Is he getting more brown? He was more orange a month ago.”

      “I think so,” I said. “He eats and drinks enough coffee to turn anyone brown.”

      Punkin looked up from his coffee. “Before you arrived, I had to make do with those nasty instant crystals. Blech! This place is heaven. Mmmm.”

      “If we may begin,” Owain said. “Mr. Dufour, what is the last thing you remember?”

      “Well…” He got a distant look on his spectral face. The longer he sat, the more insubstantial he became. No wonder I hadn’t noticed he was a spirit when he first came in.

      “I had a wonderful dinner at a sushi restaurant up in Shrewsbury. One of my favorite places on your island.”

      “I remember that place,” Owain said. “Though I can’t say I agree with your review of it.”

      “The English palate is more inclined to breaded fish and oil-fried potatoes,” Gaspar said with a shake his head. “I assure you that as far as sushi goes, the Red Fin and Ale is very approachable. I even spent time with the chef, who allowed me to assemble and roll my own dinner, under his watchful eye, of course. They have a marvellous seaweed base they use. It was a delight to both make and to consume.”

      “Seaweed, hmmm.” Owain nodded. He and Billingsley both entered what I relayed into their notes. “When was this?”

      “Well… I’m not sure what day today is.” Gaspar stroked his chin and looked off towards the ceiling. “Tuesday, I believe. Had a drive to an inn here right after dinner. They were full up. Something about sailors in town. You’re nowhere near the coast, and the inn is full of drunken mariners. I had to secure a room in one of the bed-and-breakfast establishments that cater to humans.”

      The disdain with which he said humans made me cringe, but I tried to mimic his tone when I passed on his words.

      “Not a fan of humans?” Owain asked.

      “They are nice enough,” Dufour said. “But fae make far better chefs.”

      “Like the chef at the Red Fin in Shrewsbury?” Owain shook his head. “I seem to recall that being a mundane establishment.”

      Dufour nodded. “Oh, it is. I passed word on to the fae ministry that they should check the staff for recessive ability. Kino’s abilities with a little seaweed, rice, and fish are exquisite.”

      Billingsley turned his head away from the Frenchman’s ghost and rolled his eyes. I made a mental note to skip the Red Fin in Shrewsbury.

      Owain tapped his pad. “Tuesday was last evening. You left the Red Fin about what time?”

      “After sundown,” Gaspar added. “Once I made it to the second inn, it’s all blank…” He faded off.

      “Anything after that?” Owain had his pen raised.

      “Nothing.” Gaspar shook his head slowly, then with gusto. The ghostly hairs didn’t move in any breeze. “I just cannot… Nothing… No memories…”

      “Perhaps you’ll remember soon, and then you can tell Lady Ebrel when you do,” Owain said. “What business brought you to Misty Valley?”

      “A review,” Gaspar said, confidence back in his tone. “That lackey of a connoisseur, Fedimore, announced he was coming this way. I was in the area and decided to beat him to the blow, or punch, or whatever the idiom is.”

      Owain looked at me, waiting on the translation.

      “Fedimore is due here today, to review Mystic Brews.” I waved towards the kitchen. “Aunt Rose and I are both stressed about it.”

      “Told you she was stressed,” Punkin said from under the table.

      “There’s a chance Mr. Fedimore might have wanted to cause me harm,” Gaspar added. “He was always untrusting, and not friendly in the least.”

      “I wonder why?” Billingsley moved his hand to cover a snicker.

      Owain looked sideways at the publisher. I expected the inspector to scold him, but Owain’s mouth twitched into the beginning of a grin. He blinked and slid his cop demeanor back into place.

      “We’ll inquire with Mr. Fedimore. Please check in with Lady Ebrel this week. I may have more questions for you.”

      “Of course, Inspector.”

      Once I had Gaspar off with Jake so my ex could show him the ropes of being dead, I leaned back in my chair. Owain and Billingsley had both excused themselves. Aunt Rose bustled about while Nia and Mia took care of the few early clients we had drift in.

      “What a day,” I mumbled.

      “It’s only just begun,” Elain said.

      “Ah, April Storm,” a male voice said from the door. Kyle Thomlin stepped into Mystic Brews. Dressed in fashionable yet casual attire, he looked every bit the millennial business professional. Polished yet trendy leather shoes. Narrow-legged salmon-colored jeans under a sweater worn over a polo. T3 buttons decorated various parts of his ensemble. His eyewear was a contrasting sky blue to match his eyes. The mop of blond hair on his head was long, curly, and disarrayed, yet styled to perfection. Chic hippie was what he called it.

      “Kyle!” I said and rose to greet him. “Thank you for coming to Britain.”

      “Always happy to help my favorite barista,” he said. “Never fear, your roasting coach has arrived.”

      “Oh, the Kyle Thomlin,” Elain said and rose. “I had no idea who Ebrel was referring to when she talked about her friend Kyle.”

      “Oh, pish, girl,” Kyle said with a dismissive wave. “I’m no one special.”

      “I wouldn’t call being three-time barista of the year for the US and first place in the world competition ‘no one special.’ You’ve got how many coffee bars in Manhattan now? And your own roasting business?”

      “Only half a dozen in Manhattan, sweetie,” Kyle said. “And another eight in the various outposts in the boroughs and into Jersey. We’re opening another in Baltimore next month. Just signed the lease last week.”

      “Kyle has been most helpful in teaching me to roast,” I explained. “He has a real knack for it.”

      “A real nose, you mean,” Kyle said. “Roasting is about smelling the aromas before and during the process.”

      “I need his help if I’m ever going to get my roaster dialed in.”

      “Black Suede Coffee’s master roaster is at your service,” Kyle said with a bow. “But first, you won’t believe who is staying at my B&B. That despicable Gaspar Dufour. What I wouldn’t give to drop a brick on his head.”
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      “Well…” I said to Kyle, letting my eyes slide to Elain. “Did you see the police van in our lot?”

      “See it? Of course,” he said. “Your British friends grow ugly cops around here. Had to wiggle in past them to get into the parking lot. Good thing I got a small rental car.”

      “Ten minutes ago, you’d not have been allowed into the carpark.” I waved towards the back door. “Someone found a dead food critic at our back door.”

      “Not Fedimore!”

      “Fortunately, no.” I breathed a sigh of relief at that idea. “Your favorite, Gaspar, was in the alley.”

      Kyle’s eyes went wide.

      “No joke?” He slid into a New York City tough-guy accent. “You don’t be fooling me. No time for that, missy.”

      “Nice phrasing,” Elain said. “Native of the city?”

      Kyle nodded. “Of course. Born and raised in the Bronx. Learned how to be tough early on. Had to hide who I was until society caught up more with the times.”

      “That reminds me. How’s Bradford doing? You two were talking marriage last I heard.”

      “Oh, that scamp ran off with a gent from Seattle.” Kyle waved a hand to dismiss him. “Should have trusted my gut on him. But he was cute.”

      “Or listened to me.” I gave him my older-sister look. We were close friends. He seemed like my brother at times.

      “Why are you looking at me like that? I hate it when you do that.”

      “Didn’t I tell you he was after someone with deep pockets to support his lifestyle?”

      “Yes, older sister.” He put the emphasis on older. “Seriously, though? Gaspar croaked behind your café?”

      “Yes, and the local inspector is looking into it. No details other than that.”

      “Terrible timing with Fedimore arriving today,” Kyle said. My own nerves were finally starting to settle down from the morning, but they reared their ugly heads again at the mention of the restaurant critic. I stiffened at the mention of him.

      “Sorry,” Kyle said. “Enough about that. Show me Mystic Brews, April. Show me what my sibling from another mother has been up to.”

      I gave him a short tour of the café. He ooohed and ahhhed over Aunt Rose and her kitchen. He complimented the cleanliness and staff as Mia and Nia wiped down the tables and counters. He gave a nod of approval when I showed him the espresso bar.

      “Very nice machine. How many times are you dialling that station in each day?”

      “Well, my teacher would be proud,” I said. “Once in the morning, and once in the afternoon for tea. We close for lunch, so no need for the third daily calibration.”

      “Your teacher is proud. It should be three times a day, but I’ll give you a pass on the middle one. You don’t want a lunch crowd?”

      “Lots of other places to get peckish and grab a butty,” Elain said.

      “Butty?” Kyle looked both intrigued and shocked at the word.

      “Not that kind, silly American.” Elain laughed. “A butty is a sandwich, usually with a creamy filling in between the other ingredients. Chips and gravy butties are popular. That reminds me, Barti Ddu’s is going to be overflowing with his sailor reunion. Do you want something else for lunch?”

      “Most other places are going to be packed because of that,” I said. “And I need to stay and prep for Fedimore. Can we just order in?”

      “I’ll text Io and see if he can swing by the White Hart. Morgana makes good butties. She can toss together a sampler platter. Just don’t tell her Fedimore is showing up. He wasn’t impressed with the menu options she created just for him.”

      Kyle shook his head. “Don’t try to make something new when a food critic is reviewing you. Stick with what you do best and keep doing it.”

      “You needed to tell that to Morgana… like, twenty-five years ago.”

      “I had no idea he’d been a critic for that long.” Kyle arched an eyebrow. “Must have been one of his first critiques.”

      “Something like that.” I glared at Elain when Kyle wasn’t watching. She shrugged. Even when we knew there was a mundane about, it was easy to fall back into casual conversation about the long lives of fae.

      “Do you want me to help you prep for Fedimore?” Kyle waved at the espresso station and bumped the carved wooden dragon Io had given me. The carving was about ten inches high and occasionally got in the way, but I liked it there.

      “Sorry about that,” Kyle said. “I figured the heat and steam would warp something like this. Is it new?”

      “Well, a bit over a month. I’m not worried. If it shows damage, I’ll move it.” Io had told me he added a spell of protection for the heat and steam, but I couldn’t tell my mundane friend that.

      The bell on the front door jingled. An immaculately dressed man in old-time fashions entered.

      “Barti,” I said. “Just in time, we’re about to close.”

      A woman came in behind him. Both she and Barti looked the part of sailors from the ye olde pirate days. Barti had a rich damask coat of deep crimson color over his dark-red breeches. His white shirt was open at the collar, and a gold chain hung from his neck. Crossed leather belts would have held pistols, judging by the leather straps on them. In today’s Britain, that wasn’t politic.

      “Cosplayers?” Kyle asked, cocking an eyebrow at the pair.

      “Barti owns the pirate-themed pub next door,” I said.

      “Ah, Ebrel. This is my friend Anne Bonny.” Barti waved her forward. The woman stood tall. Her skin had the same tanned, rugged look as Barti’s. Someone who had been out in the elements, at sea probably. Her dark-red hair and freckles gave her away as probably Irish. I probed with my magic and saw enough of an aura around her to recognize her as fae, the magical race prevalent in Misty Valley.

      “My pleasure,” Anne said and extended her arm. Elain had taught me to grab the forearm and not the hand when greeting fae warriors.

      “Lady Elain.” Barti said. She and Anne repeated the greeting. Anne’s eyes held Elain’s for a long moment. She gave my roomie a nod. I got the sense there was something unspoken there. Warrior to warrior, perhaps.

      “Knives,” Anne said.

      “Heard you’re good with them yourself.” Elain’s eyes narrowed. The tension between the two women was almost electric. Anne pulled open the leather vest she wore, revealing a leather harness. The metal handles of throwing knives peeked out of the sheaths attached to the harness.

      “Green-and-silver handles?” Elain said. A knife was in her hand. She flipped it and caught it after a single revolution. Her handles were dull metal. No paint.

      “A trademark, if you will. Only stabbed a few men, but most of them deserved it. Usually a man getting touchy with me girls. If I have to kill one, I want others to know whose crew to keep their paws off of.” Anne slid her eyes up Elain’s form. “You’ve got a feckin’ reputation for one so young.”

      “Comes with the family,” Elain’s eyes stayed on Anne. “Buy you a drink later? We can pick a post in Barti’s pub and see who’s got the better arm for throwing blades.”

      “Aye, that’d be good. I suspect you’re better than your reputation, lass.”

      “Wow! Does it always get this tense around your cosplayers?” Kyle let his eyes shift from Elain and Anne back to Barti, who stood with his thumbs hooked in his broad, finely tooled leather belt. The bright brass buckle was polished to a gleaming yellow.

      Barti laughed. That broke the staring contest between Anne and Elain.

      “This is Kyle Thomlin,” I said. “One of my close friends from the States. He’s come in to help me get my roaster dialed in better.”

      “Pleasure, lad. Once me reunion is past, come over for a pint and tell me some good stories about our Ebrel. We need to hear some tales about her time with the Yanks.”

      Anne grinned. “Aye. Give us time to raise a few glasses to our time with Barti Ddu and curse the name of old Charlie Ogle.”

      “Now, not too much cursing,” Barti said. “Ogle was only doing his duty. It’s because of his cannon fire I got to retire. Had I not been able to—” His eyes darted to Kyle, and I could see him mentally shift his story to one fit for mundanes who didn’t know of fae. Kyle wouldn’t believe this was the original Black Bart, the pirate from the early 1700s. “Ogle gave me the ability to disappear from the sea and open my pub here in the village.”

      “And take you away from us,” Anne said.

      “You got your own ship out of it. And many a fine tale to tell of your exploits.”

      “Aye, but my name had to die as well,” she added. “I kin only use it here amongst friends. Still, no need to be nice to old Ogle. Even if you did retire.”

      “I was tired of the sea,” Barti said. “I needed to get Mum back into a less dangerous life. She loves to cook, and I enjoy swapping tales. So a pirate pub it was. Izzy stayed with us for a decade, then headed off for his mum’s restaurant.”

      Kyle stood with his mouth slightly open, watching Anne and Barti trade jibes and recollections. He shook himself and glanced back at me. Barti glanced at me and interrupted whatever Kyle was about to say.

      “Heard you be having another visitor today. Best not bring up that Fedimore to Izzy. Me old first mate and Fedimore don’t agree on pastries. Izzy’s mum’s was too sweet for him. He’s been cursing the name of Fedimore ever since.”

      “I haven’t met Izzy,” I said. “But I’ll keep that in mind should I see him.”

      “He’ll be about, lass. You should meet him eventually. Best first mate a pirate could ask for. Before I forget.” He pointed at our menu boards above the counter. “We need a few jugs of your coffee brewed for my opening party this afternoon.”

      “You run out?”

      “Not at all.” Barti grinned. “I want real coffee for my friends and shipmates. Plenty of time later to drink the grog and sing our tales. The gathering begins with good food. Mother already has an order in with Rhosyn for some pudding.”
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