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        Beauty and the Four Beasts. A Deadly Curse. A Fallen Kingdom.

      

      

      With magic banned in the human realm, Bee, a powerful witch, has had to offer her services in secret. When a request to break a curse comes from the dangerous mountains and royal bear shifters, Bee is hesitant, but winter is coming and funds are tight.

      At the castle, Bee finds things are not quite what she was led to believe. The curse Bee is meant to break has reached its zenith, siphoning off the Prince's life while preventing him from controlling his shifting abilities. He is volatile, angry, and far stronger than she had imagined. His brothers, who commissioned her, present her with a challenge - fix it, or lose everything.

      Soon the curse is spreading throughout the castle, taking brother and servant alike. It's a race against the clock, buffeted by dark magic, intrigue, and a strange attraction that has her looking at the four princes in a new light.
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      The realms of Haven warred for ages upon ages, laying devastation upon its lands and its residents alike. To put an end to the death and destruction, the realm was divided into seven kingdoms, one for each race, ruled by nobility, entrusted to maintain the truce. Over centuries, kingdoms rose and fell as the power of the ruling noble houses waxed and waned. And the peace between the lands persevered. But a corruption is growing, bringing darkness to the realms, and threatening the return of war and suffering to Haven.
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      “Is this a raunchy story?” Ariella whispered, leaning toward me as her gaze swung left and right, eyeing shoppers wandering through the open markets. She tugged down her woolen hat, keeping her fae ears covered, and her white hair fluttered over her shoulders from the breeze. Non-humans were forbidden from entering Terra, but that didn’t stop Ariella from living dangerously and traveling there to sell books. And I loved that about her. Well, she lived dangerously for a good reason — she made a decent wage from her sales. But I still loved her sense of daring.

      She smirked, her pale blue eyes with flecks of lavender narrowing as if mocking me.

      I rolled my eyes. Why did all my friends assume I wrote smut? First Scarlet, then Hans at the coffee store, and now Ariella. I admit, sometimes I composed those scenes because, when two people fell in love, it led to a kinky night of pleasure.

      “It’s a romance,” I corrected her. Sex wasn’t new to me, but true love wasn’t something I’d experienced firsthand. I’d seen the way my parents used to be together. Supporting each other through hard times, laughing at each other’s silly jokes, and kissing when they thought I wasn’t looking. That was the kind of relationship I yearned to find with someone… someday. “It’s about my heroine’s adventure in a new world, and she happens to find the right person to share her life with. Geez, girl. Get your head out of the gutter.”

      Ariella laughed, her face changing into that pure vision of joy, and she nudged my shoulder with a shove. “You ought to join me at the dragon markets in the Wildfire realm. A few vendors sell kinky toys there. That’s your audience, and you can even sign your books in person. They’ll love you.”

      “Are you kidding? What if someone recognizes me and tells Dad?” Just the thought had me perspiring. “And I’ve heard how insane those markets get, there are assassins and voodoo witches there. No thanks. Though I might take you up on a visit to the area.”

      Ariella journeyed throughout Haven Realm while searching for jobs to make money, but I wouldn’t swap my world with hers. As an exiled princess, she’d been wrongly accused of slaying her whole family. Never mind that she’d been under a spell that had put her into a deep sleep while the real assailant had murdered her kin.

      The hairs on my nape lifted as if I was being watched, and I twisted my head to see an old couple at the nearby baker’s stand glaring our way. Had they eavesdropped on our conversation? Getting tossed into prison for spreading stories they’d classify as ‘wicked indecency’ wasn’t on the cards today.

      Ariella pulled me closer, her vanilla scent flooding my nostrils. “I remember reading that scene you gave me a while back.” She lowered her voice, twisting her fingers around one another. “It still burns me up. You have a wild imagination, but I’m sure men don’t do half the things you write about.”

      I turned my back on the peeping Toms. “Come on. Don’t act all innocent. Most men are randy bastards. And women will love my story.” I slipped the five leather-bound books into her hands. Dad had invented a small print machine to replicate all his written inventions, so I’d secretly used it to make copies of my book. “You said there were potential customers in Wildfire. If they like these, I can get more copies made. We’ll split the sales in half.” I held my breath, studying the way she glanced down at the book I’d spent months writing, and now with Dad not selling any of his inventions for weeks, I was desperate to help pay our debt before we lost the family home.

      Her nose wrinkled as she studied the cover. “Who’s Mila Young?”

      I giggled. “It’s my pen name. I can’t let my dad find out I write these. I’ll die from embarrassment.”

      The sweet aroma of barbecued corn found me, and my stomach growled, but I had food in the backpack to enjoy once I left the markets, and I pushed the strap higher on my shoulder. A flurry of voices hummed on the wind, the surrounding stores in the courtyard brimming with people. My attention returned to Ariella. I’d met her a few months ago here, and naturally, I’d been drawn to her stall. While I’d read most of the books she offered, they never held my interest. So instead, I scribed tales I’d love to read.

      “Most people want to learn about visiting other realms, dealings with the drama in royal families, how to care for domestic animals.”

      “Gah. Snorefest.” I took her hand. “Please, just try. That’s all I’m asking.”

      A breeze fluttered through my hair, sending auburn strands across my face and a chill ran down my back as it always did when the goddess sent a warning. I scanned the rows of vendors selling foods, clothing, plants, and even handmade toys. At the corner of the markets was my father, his fists resting on his belly, facing two guards. My stomach dropped. Why were they speaking with him? Had someone found out about my books?

      Guards reported to the priestess and talked to people for two reasons: either they wanted whatever you were selling for free, or were arresting someone.

      “Look, I’ve got to go.” I pushed the books back into Ariella’s grasp. “For me, just try. Please. And if you need a place to stay tonight, my room is free. I’m traveling out of town for the next few days.” And I had to get a move on. I was already several days late to meet a friend, Elliana, at the Golden Lock tavern in the White Peak realm. The likelihood that she’d given up on me bugged me. I prayed she hadn’t.

      I glanced over my shoulder as a guard fumbled with one of Dad’s inventions: his armored bedside table with a removable top that transformed into a shield, complete with an arm strap and buckle on the underside. The single leg doubled as a club. The perfect protection if anyone broke into your house in the middle of the night, he’d insisted. Which was why I had one in my bedroom.

      “Just for you.” Ariella’s voice drew my attention. “I’ll read it first, then show it to a few customers who might be interested. All right?” She tucked them under her stall.

      “Thanks.” I hugged Ariella. “You’re the best.”

      “Anytime, and I might take you up on that offer tonight.”

      “Good idea. Dad loves your company and listening to stories about Darkwoods.” My parents had always brought me up to welcome anyone in need into our home, regardless of race. Fugitive or not. And Ariella always snuck into Terra in the early hours of the morning when guards didn’t patrol the woods.

      She broke free of our embrace and turned to a woman with a young child who was approaching the stand. Ariella tugged down her hat.

      I fixed the bag strap sliding down my arm and rushed through the crowds. Three men insisted on blocking the narrow path, so I careened around them. Someone trod on my foot and I winced. This was why I hated the markets. People treated the place as if it were the end of the world, shoving and pushing for goods. What I wouldn’t give to lounge in the sun, enjoy the silence, and write.

      Bursting free from the cluster of bodies near the candy stand, I stumbled forward, catching Dad’s eye. Behind him stood Santos, his newest recruit. Santos had worked with my friend Scarlet, who owned an herbal store at the edge of town, but she’d experienced guard issues lately and wasn’t in town for the foreseeable future. Until Scarlet got her shop back in order, Santos assisted Dad with his inventions for a small commission on anything sold.

      The guard, who didn’t have an inch of hair, dropped Dad’s creation to the ground, and the leg snapped in half. “Doesn’t pass our quality test.”

      “What’s going on?” I gritted my teeth and shoved past the guard, my insides fuming over the fact that they’d dare harass us. This wasn’t the first time, either.

      I crouched to pick up the broken pieces, tired of pretending it was okay for these morons to push people around, tired of backing down, tired of abiding by society rules that didn’t favor the majority.

      “It’s nothing,” Dad said, his words shaky as he collected the top section of the table from me.

      No one stood up to the guards due to fear of imprisonment, but I’d had enough of their crap. They’d pulled this stunt last week when they’d destroyed our storage box. So I faced the meathead and raised the wooden leg in my hand, pointy end up. “I know why you’re doing this.”

      His upper lip curled, and something shifted beneath the surface of his hardened expression. Compassion? Doubtful. “Bee. This isn’t your business. Your father’s inventions are a danger to society.” He spoke as if we hadn’t had this exact conversation last week, and the previous one. Each time, he’d strolled past Dad’s stand, kicking and destroying our belongings.

      “Bullshit! You’re just being an ass because of Tristan.” I was the dumbass who’d dated a guard in the first place, and despite dumping him months ago, that apparently gave his friends the authority to harass my family.

      “Bee.” Dad grasped my arm, drawing me back. “Don’t.”

      But I’d confronted my fair share of bullies in Terra, and standing up for myself was the only way to deal with them.

      “Listen to your daddy.” The second guard belched and kicked an automatic shoe-polishing machine. “I could arrest you now for threatening me with that weapon.”

      “We mean you no harm.” Dad’s apologetic words annoyed me. He shouldn’t have had to grovel before boys half his age. Dad wrestled the broken table leg out of my grasp. “And we appreciate your input on the safety of my products.”

      I glared at the two guards, not appreciating a single thing they stood for. They didn’t protect people. I patted the pouch of herbs in my pocket. With a few words and a pinch of my mixture, I could freeze them long enough for everyone to mock them. Maybe throw eggs their way.

      Customers watched us, as if waiting for a fight to break out, and my heart hammered with the urge to make the guards hurt. Make them feel the agony of defeat, of being kicked back down. But I held myself still until the tension flowed away without a hint of retaliation. Considering magic was forbidden in Terra, I had no plans on outing myself as a witch.

      I’d inherited power from my mother. Like her, I was a bloodborne witch, meaning I had two sides to my power and was born under the blood moon. A dark and light source. Choose one, Mom would say, and stay loyal. I selected the latter, just as she had. Dark magic came with horrific consequences, she’d insisted, but she’d always reminded me that despite my choice, a darkness still lived within me, like it did in every bloodborne witch. And growing up, she’d taught me to control that urge, keep it at bay. Interestingly enough, whenever I crafted my romances, in particular the sex scenes, I found it easier to meditate and focus on keeping my two halves separate. So in a way, my stories served a purpose beyond entertaining readers. They gave me balance and aided me in skating the razor’s edge between the dark and light halves.

      Aside from Dad and a few close friends, no one else knew about my magic, and I pretended to be a normal girl in this backwater town. While I loved my dad, I never felt as if I fit in in Terra, but since Mom’s death, I couldn’t fathom leaving his side.

      “We’ll let you off with a warning this time.” Baldy’s brow creased, and he and his buffoon friend stalked away, chortling.

      “You shouldn’t anger them, Bee.” Dad fiddled with the broken leg of the table, and I guessed he’d glue it back together tonight.

      “They deserve a lesson in manners,” Santos said.

      “Yes! Santos gets it,” I blurted out.

      Dad handed me a honey pastry I’d baked last night. “Have you had lunch?”

      Shaking my head, I accepted the offering and stuffed half into my mouth. “Listen, Dad.” I swallowed the food. “I’m heading off to that tutoring job near the mountains I told you about last week.” I hated lying to him, but it wasn’t as if I could say, hey, I’m off to the heart of bear territory because someone hired me to remove a curse. He’d lock me in the house, thinking I’d gone mad. Considering I did side jobs, teaching kids to read and write, he’d bought my story when I’d first told him. He might have known I worked magic like Mom, but I’d never told him how at times it felt as if I might self-combust from the energy bubbling in my veins, how on some full moons, the darkness inside was on the verge of taking me over, and how hard I had to fight it to stuff it back inside. I wouldn’t want to worry him, so I finished my pastry and smiled.

      “White Peak Mountains?” Santos’s expression fell as he gripped the shoe-polishing machine, his knuckles turning white. “Alone? You're going to let her go near the bear shifter territory?”

      “Hush, boy,” Dad said, glancing around at the crowds. “Not so loud.”

      When he faced me, he lost his lively expression, and worry crept behind his eyes. With each passing day, I swore he grew more wrinkled, and his hair had turned an ashen gray. He was clean shaven today. I used to remember as a child he’d tuck me into bed and tell me stories from when he’d been younger and would roam through the different realms as a nomad before meeting Mom at a fair in Terra. He’d stay by my side until I fell asleep, and when he kissed me goodnight, I would always feel his stubble tickling me.

      “Maybe Santos has a point,” he said. “Let me come with you.”

      I shook my head. “With your sore knee, you won’t make the trip. Plus, the family I’m working for only lives near the mountains.” Second lie. “There’s a small community of humans living there, and they hired me for a week to teach their kids. They’re paying well.” Goddess, I was going to end up in the underworld because I lied so easily. Though the part about people residing in White Peak was true, so did that balance the untruths? “I’m nineteen and there are girls in town who have three kids already at my age. I can look after myself, and I have the switch blade you created for protection.”

      Over a week ago, Elliana had arrived on my doorstep, saying she had an assignment for me. People hired her for unusual jobs, and she searched for the right person to fulfill each request. Turned out Elliana could detect magic. So when I’d performed a tiny spell on a douchebag pinching my ass at the tavern, she’d gaped at me. After a dozen ciders, she’d gotten me to confess my abilities.

      Now she threw opportunities my way. Like this latest one, for which she insisted a bear shifter needed a quick curse reversal.

      “I’ll get paid enough to pay off our debt,” I said. The job offered half the amount paid upfront, whether or not I could help with the spell. “So we won’t lose our home.”

      Dad sighed. “I hate putting us in this situation. After your mother…”

      I took his hands in mine, loathing the rawness curling in my gut at the reminder of the illness that had taken her two years ago. Dad had been forced to borrow money for the funeral, as it was custom to invite everyone from town and put on a feast. The memory sat heavy on my chest. I had sat by her bed for weeks on end, watching her slowly dying. Losing weight. Seeing her sunken cheeks. Listening to her breath, ragged. And every day since, I’d fought the tears away and put on a smile for Dad.

      “Don’t be silly. We’ll make this work. We’re a team.” I looped my arms around him, feeling his hand rubbing my back. Hugs were never long enough. In his embrace, I felt warm and safe, as if my worries had vanished. “I’ll return in no time. I made three loaves of bread and chicken soup for you. Oh, and Ariella is staying over tonight.”

      “At the first sign of danger, come straight back. All right?”

      “Of course.” I swallowed the boulder in my throat, I had no clue what to expect once I arrived at the shifter bear’s home. “Don’t worry about me. And who knows, if I’m lucky, the family will hire me for two weeks. But I’ll send word if I stay longer.” Not that I intended to, but traveling into White Peak was an unknown and I didn’t want Dad worrying if there were any delays.

      A strange tingling sensation crawled up my spine and over my nape; the same feeling I’d experienced earlier about something going wrong. Maybe because I was late meeting Elliana. I blamed Scarlet, as she’d only just delivered her powerful wolfsbane roots this morning. She’d turned up at my place with three wolf shifters who stared at her with so much admiration. I was super excited she’d found herself three potential men… I’d love just one.

      Anyway, wolfsbane was poisonous and worked wonders at fighting curses, and I had an assignment to complete.

      With a deep breath of confidence, I didn't care that I was late. The bear shifters were going to let me into their home to cure whoever was cursed if I had to blow down their door with my magic.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      I couldn’t stop shaking, and it had zero to do with the chill in the air. Ever since leaving the markets and beginning to make my way through the Terra woods, I’d turned into a trembling leaf. The morning sun found me through the gaps in the canopy overhead, but did nothing to warm me. Heading to White Peak ought to have excited me, yet goosebumps had broken out across my arms.

      I kicked a pebble on the dirt track, sending the rock into a shrub. Birds sang overhead, and I pulled the backpack up my shoulders, stepping over a dead log, when the faint smell of brewing coffee teased my nostrils.

      The Hideout sat on the edge of town, a tiny shop selling the fresh brew to anyone willing to trek into the woods. I confess… I was addicted, and most mornings I made the pilgrimage to their shop. My mouth salivated… and considering I had a day’s walk ahead of me, I’d be a fool not to grab a cup first. I swung left and followed the hypnotizing aroma.

      Amid the trees, a wooden hut came into view. It had no roof and had a rustic look going for it. The place was big enough for only two people to stand inside, with tables and chairs peppered out front. A young woman I greeted most mornings waved my way, and I returned the gesture as I approached the covered stall. I lounged against the counter, staring into the small hut, which was comprised of a small room, shelves across the back wall, and bowls of coffee beans and stacked glasses everywhere.

      “Bee, you’re late today,” the owner, Hans, said, wiping his hands on a kitchen towel. A drop of milk lay on the edge of his curled mustache. Normally, I'd have no qualms reaching up to wipe it off, but his boyfriend, who was serving another customer at the moment, would probably object if he thought I was flirting. “Your usual?”

      “You know me. Heavy on the milk with a dollop of honey. Put it on my tab.”

      “Got it.”

      Someone stepped alongside me, their shadow blocking the sunshine.

      “Still with the honey, Bee? Thought you were watching your waistline. Hans, make mine the same.”

      I gritted my teeth at the sound of Tristan’s voice. “Hey, Hans,” I said. “Add two dollops of honey to my brew.”

      Tristan sighed, and I responded as I walked away. “Still a dickhead, hey? Oh, no need to answer. You’ve somehow morphed into an asshole.”

      Footsteps closed in behind me, and he clutched my arm, forcing me to face him. I played it cool, not showing how much his grip hurt.

      “I should arrest you for talking to me that way.”

      Lifting my head, I took in his short, cropped hair, his creased nose, and the flatness of his mocha eyes. The gray guard uniform jacket with golden buttons was pulled taut across his wide chest. Tristan wasn’t ugly, and he carried great ammunition in the downstairs department, but that wasn’t enough when paired with his vulgar mouth and attitude - something I’d been blind to when he’d first caught my eye, always falling too easily for a handsome face.

      “Would that turn you on?” I arched a brow.

      “Damn, Bee.” He dragged me behind the hunt, and I stumbled alongside him. “Don’t say shit in front of others. What you and I do is private. And why are you carrying such a huge bag? Looks too heavy for you. Where are you going?” he sneered, his face tense.

      I smirked and yanked my hand free. “We are never doing anything in private or public again. And who are you to comment on what I carry? Are you the bag patrol? What do you want?”

      “What happened to you?” He stuffed his hands into his pockets. “This isn’t the Bee I remember.”

      With a deep huff, I rubbed my eyes. “We haven’t been dating for months because you’re a possessive psycho, and I don’t dance that way. Told you before. Go get yourself a girl who wants nothing more than to marry and please her husband. That’s not me.” I craved a man who put me first, always asked me what I wanted and then delivered — and someone who loved traveling. Yep, the latter was a must.

      He tilted his head, studying me, and I sifted through my thoughts on which rebuttal he’d come back with. We’d had this conversation half a dozen times already, and his argument toggled between giving me everything a good wife could want in her home, to arresting my dad unless I agreed to marry him. Yeah, the perfect way to start a strong relationship.

      The fault was mine for ever dating him. Not a mistake I’d make again.

      “Back in the markets, I watched the way you aggressively addressed those guards. What stops me from taking you into the dungeons right now?”

      I gave a slight shrug, like I didn’t give a rat’s ass about his threat, but my imagination was running amok when it came to how I’d end up being interrogated. How I might never see sunlight, or my dad, or drink a cup of coffee again.

      Worrying a rock with the toe of my boot, I summoned my courage. “Because deep down inside, there’s a decent person who knows it’d be a prick thing to do. And if you ever cared for me, you wouldn’t.” I played the guilt trip card because in all honesty, I didn’t have the energy for our usual long-winded arguments that ended with him insisting he’d show me how much he’d changed. And I had to head off. Stopping for a drink had been a huge mistake.

      “Bee, your coffee is ready,” Hans called out.

      Tristan’s expression tightened. “All I ask is for a second chance. I told you before, I want to marry you. I can change.” And there it was.

      I held back the laughter. “Look, awesome chatting with you like always, but my coffee is ready.”

      He blocked my path. “I’ll collect yours and mine, then let’s chat. Please?” The pleading in his voice almost touched me… almost, but then I remembered whom I was dealing with. The boyfriend who’d once insisted I stay home from a party while he’d attended it. Who’d reminded me I had to keep my figure in check because once I fell pregnant I’d turn into a balloon. Who once followed me and punched a male friend because I talked to him. Yeah, husband material right there. And damn him, I embraced my curves.

      “No thanks.” I shoved him aside, but he stepped in my way again.

      “Stay here.” His voice hardened. “I’ll be back.”

      I grimaced. This was idiotic, and my head screamed to leave now while my heart said I ought to hear him out and that people could change. Nope.

      The moment he whirled around, I darted in the opposite direction, and what pissed me off the most was that I had no coffee. Bastard.

      Rushing deeper into the woods, I didn’t need him following me or knowing I’d left Terra. That would give him a real reason to arrest me.

      So I’d be fast. I quickly looked over my shoulder. No sign of him. Goddess, please make Hans burn his milk.

      A neighing sound came from my left. I jerked and hid behind a tree, convinced it was Tristan’s muscle-head friends on horses waiting for him. When I peeked out, I only found one animal, tied to a tree. Must be Tristan’s.

      Hans had asked Tristan not to keep his horse close to the shop after it had panicked once over a wild boar. The horse had gotten loose and bolted, trampling down a person. If the animal got spooked that quick, then keeping it far from customers made sense.

      But staring at the gorgeous golden horse with a white diamond on the middle of its forehead, I had other ideas. Ones that could get me thrown into a dungeon, but maybe this offered a solution to reaching the Golden Lock tavern quicker, and avoiding Tristan tracking me down. Considering I was already late to the job and was praying Elliana had waited, well… I approached the horse.

      “Hello there,” I whispered, reaching my hand toward his nose and patting him. “You’re so beautiful. How does a long ride sound?” My heart beat so fast, and I kept looking back for any sign of Tristan. In haste, I untied the horse’s strap from a low-hanging branch and pulled the animal along a trail before stepping into the stirrup and swinging my leg over the saddle. And this was why wearing pants made sense on travel day. I’d keep my bag on my back until I got out of the woods, then I’d attach it to the horse.

      With the reins in my hand and a slight nudge to the horse’s sides with my heels, I guided him away from the hut and down the curving path through the forest. This path passed near the border between Terra and White Peak, so we loped past clustered pines.

      Another glance behind me, and I’d lost sight of the Hideout. We broke into a gallop, and I jostled about, my bag slapping into my back, but my priority was reaching the tavern. Tristan could walk to the guard house and report his horse stolen. He had no proof I’d taken his transport if he hadn’t seen me.

      Following the curve of the trail, I looked back once more. No one followed. With a long exhale, we rushed forward. Fuck Tristan and his chauvinist attitude.

      Anyway, I might have lost my coffee, but I’d gained something better. Transport.
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      Three rest stops later, the sun had slid down the heavens, and my food had been gobbled by Elf. Yeah, I’d given the horse a name because he had the longest ears, reminding me of the fae with their grace and beauty.

      We’d emerged from the forest surrounding White Peak and now I stared at giant peaks in the distance. It was a mountain range that stood like the spine of the world, snow-capped peaks, and covered in pines. At the foothills lay the small transition town made up of one street riddled with shops and bars. No laws regulated the area, which explained why so many races crossed through here. I’d heard tales of various races trekking around the White Peak Mountains to reach a glorious snowy wonderland farther north. Apparently, an ancient royal family lived there, but who they were, no one seemed to know.

      Then again, a ton of stories floated around about Haven and the different realms - from a society living underground in tunnels to pirates visiting other lands with blood-sucking monsters. My guess was the tales were created to scare people away from certain realms.

      I drew Elf to a halt, hopped off, and scratched his head. “How does a new owner sound?”

      Elf nodded as if he understood. “Ted owns the tavern and said he knew someone looking to buy a horse. I’m sure they’ll treat you better than Tristan did.” I held on to the reins and we strolled across the grassy field as I led Elf to the rear of the Golden Lock tavern. I tied him to a railing near a water trough.

      Collecting my bag, I rubbed his side. “Well, enjoy your new life, my friend. And thank you.”

      Without a response, not that I expected one, I marched down a tight passage between two cobblestone buildings and emerged in front of the Golden Lock.

      Shards of brown wood flaked along the wooden railing encasing the porch. Dust coated the windows, and the sign needed a new lick of paint as the letters had worn with weather. At a fast glance, one might read the name as Golden Cock tavern. Might add that into one of my stories. With a giggle in my throat, I climbed the groaning steps and opened the door, its hinges protesting.

      Laughter overpowered the tavern as I entered the stone building, and the stench of beer and sweat permeated the air. A roaring fire blazed to my right in an old stone fireplace. Round tables and chairs dotted the place. On one side stood two oversized wooden barrels about five feet high filled with the tavern’s famous alcoholic cider on tap. Candles lit the room from circular hoops suspended overhead.

      I surveyed the customers. A young couple who appeared to be human sat at the bar, a man with a hood over his head slouched at a corner table nursing a drink, and three women laughed at a table close by the fire, downing drinks. Maybe a girls’ night out, but a strange location for such a celebration. It wasn’t my place to wonder about it, though, as I needed no one prying into my business. Especially since I didn’t see Elliana.

      What if she had been here this morning, and I’d just missed her? Damn. All because I’d waited for Scarlet to bring me the amplified wolfsbane this morning.

      Against the rear wall stretched out the bar. Ted, the owner, served someone a glass of beer.

      I hoofed it closer and dropped my bag at my feet before climbing up on a stool.

      Ted smirked and made his way over, rubbing his hands down his stained apron. “Remember our last chat, Bee? You weren’t welcome back until you paid your tab.” He spoke with a light accent, rolling his Rs.

      “Sure do.” I leaned on the bar with bent arms. Yesterday, I’d cleaned up an old bird pendant I’d picked up at the markets and with a small sparkle of illusion magic, it looked three times its worth. Except I had a different payment to use now.

      “Got something for you out the back of your tavern. Go check it out. I’ll be waiting.”

      He studied me, his arms planted on his narrow hips. The man might have been in his seventies and thin as a pole, but he was tough as nails; I’d once seen him punch a man half his age and knock him flat to the ground.

      Without a word, Ted marched out the rear door. The girls near the fireplace howled with laughter. Once I completed this job and got paid, hell, I was holding a huge party with Scarlet and her three lovers to celebrate. Just remembering she had three partners made me so proud of her, since most of the time she blushed like a raspberry at the mention of the opposite sex. Now, she was probably getting laid by those wolf shifters like a bunny. Damn lucky girl.

      “The horse?” Ted asked, and despite his stoic voice, a thread of excitement thrummed beneath his question.

      “Well, if you don’t like the payment, I’d gladly keep him. He’s worth ten times what I owe you, so how about we can call this paying my tab and an advance?”

      Ted chuckled and stuck out his hand. “You ought to consider taking up undercover work because you always surprise me. Many people pay well in that field.”

      I shook his hand and offered him a smug smile. “Who said I wasn’t? But you may want to discard the saddle pretty quick, as it comes with a priestess emblem from Terra. And guards might come snooping.”

      Ted drew me toward him by my arm, wrenching me halfway over the counter. “Seems the innocence in your eyes is deceiving. I’ll take the horse and we have a deal. Now, what will you have to drink?” He released me, and I fell into my seat.

      “Pear cider, a plate of your famous chicken fingers, and information.”

      He narrowed his eyes and leaned on an elbow on the bar. “Keep talking.”

      The couple at the end of the counter was deep in conversation, and not paying us any mind. “I was meant to meet Elliana here a few days ago. You know, the girl with the long, blonde hair. We got drunk here a few months ago, then you kicked us out. Have you seen her? Maybe she left a message for me?”

      Ted’s lips twitched in a frown. “She owes me a bigger debt than you, and I don’t take messages.” He wiped his stubbled chin, the sound grating on my nerves. “Haven’t seen her since last week.”

      I forced a brittle smile, weariness eating away at my confidence and the earlier excitement of getting this job.

      “Has anyone hung out at the tavern most of this week?”

      “Girl, everyone does that here. I don’t keep record of who comes and goes.” Ted looked over at the couple at the bar, who waved him over. “Sorry I can’t be of more help.”

      Ted poured me a long glass of cider, placed it in front of me, and joined his other clientele.

      I slouched, coldness washing through my body, and drank half the cider. Its sweetness churned in my gut. If Elliana was avoiding the tavern, she’d probably turn up disguised. Well, she had selected this spot as our meeting place. What if she’d given up on me and offered the job to someone else? And to make matters worse, it was too late in the day to head back home, and it would be on foot since I’d sold Elf.

      So I’d stay for as long as my credit with Ted allowed me to rent one of his rooms, in case Elliana made a show. Nervousness chewed on my insides. Getting paid meant paying off Dad’s huge debt, and no longer having to live hand to mouth.

      I swiveled on my stool, tempted to check out the other bars and shops in town for Elliana. But what if I missed her popping into the tavern?

      The man from the corner stared my way. Shadows danced across his hooded face, and a shiver raced down my arms.

      Had he heard what I’d asked Ted? Did he know Elliana, or was he working with her?

      He stood, and when he came in my direction, my heart slammed into my chest. Judging by his concealed face, was I dealing with a gang member? They were renowned for kidnapping loners and selling them on the black market.

      When he put his hand into the inside pocket of his coat, I lost my breath.
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      My heart hit the back of my throat. The six-foot-two stranger glided toward me like someone who knew the finer qualities of not making a sound. His long, unbuttoned coat, dark as a winter night, reached his knees. Underneath he wore black. Though his hood covered the top half of his face, I caught the shape of his prominent jaw and the muscles in his neck. His lips parted as if he might snarl.

      With a deep inhale, I turned my back on him to show him I had no intention of confronting him, whatever his issue. Ted wiped down a wet glass and didn’t seem to bat an eye at the man behind me, but then again, he served all kinds of clientele here. On my last visit, I’d seen a man I swore could have been a lion shifter with his wild golden hair, and the fact that a growl had hung at the end of each of his words only cemented that theory in my mind. So what was hooded stranger’s deal?

      He slammed a hand on the counter inches from my elbow and pulled back, leaving behind several gold coins.

      I shouldn't have trembled, but heck, something about his presence had my nerves on edge. I blamed it on not being able to see his face. Show who the hell you are, otherwise no one will trust you.

      As much as I wanted to twist around, I refused. Ted wasn't acting strange. So the fraying anxiety was in my head, along with the screaming urge to leave the tavern, but for once, the prickles down my flesh weren’t there. No warning from the goddess. Talk about whiplash emotions.

      "Why’s a little girl like you alone in the bar today?” His question drifted over my shoulder, a deep, cultured voice reverberating through me.

      I swallowed back a groan.

      “Didn’t your mother tell you it’s rude to act all creepy?” I had no time for someone trying to belittle me, regardless of whether or not his voice tickled my libido.

      “Besides, who said I was alone?” I continued. “And calling me ‘little’ implies I'm helpless. That's where you're dead wrong.” I took a gulp of my cider and licked the last drops off my lips.

      He swallowed loudly, and the hairs on my arms shifted. His breath washed across the back of my neck when he whispered, “Don’t be so sure about that.”

      What!? Yeah right. I tensed, my hand flinching to my waist, brushing the knife’s hilt, and I spun on my swiveling chair to confront him. Instead, I spotted the last wisps of his long coat as he stormed out of the bar, the door slapping shut behind him.

      “Asshole. He’s lucky he left.”

      I shook my head and finished my drink as Ted placed a plate of chicken fingers with roasted potato wedges in front of me. Their salty and greasy aroma left me salivating.

      “Damn, who cares about some loser when there's food involved,” I said.

      Ted laughed, reminding me of my dad. What was he doing now? Enjoying dinner with Santos while mesmerized by Ariella’s tales?

      “You sound like my daughter,” Ted joked. “Food comes first, even before me.” He set the dish down in front of me. Goddess, if Ted moved to Terra, he’d make a killing. Except he’d once told me he was a quarter bear shifter and three-quarters human, which was why he’d set up shop at the foot of the White Peak Mountains. He didn’t quite fit into either world, so he’d carved out his own haven. Smart man, and being out of Terra meant no trouble from the priestess or her guards finding out he wasn’t a pure human. Bear shifters didn’t have such rules in White Peak. Or least so I’d heard… but who the hell knew the truth since they kept to themselves?

      Figuring I might as well get comfortable while I waited and prayed Elliana would arrive soon, I grabbed my dish and hoisted my bag in my other hand, then headed to the back table, where the hooded man had nursed his drink.

      Ted followed me with a fresh glass of cider. “Enjoy.”

      “Thanks.” I glanced out the window to an empty dirt road. Returning to my meal, I sat and dug in.
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      Trepidation wormed its way up my legs and coiled in my gut like a goddamn punch. The tavern buzzed with activity, people standing there as if it were a festival. Had to be close to fifty patrons crowding the room. The chatter was like cicadas in my ears, and I shifted in my seat, feeling as if I was wearing a dress two sizes too small. I hated crowds. And despite all these people, there was no Elliana. Would she arrive later? Goddess, I hoped so.
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