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​Chapter 1
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“Mmmph whaaa?”  I grunted into my cell phone.  The ringing had pulled me out of a rather lovely dream involving a picnic near a koi pond and cherry-filled chocolate cupcakes.

“We have an issue, princess.”  Said a rather loud voice with a Long Island accent.  The caller was female, but my sleep-addled brain couldn’t produce any more information.

I looked at the caller ID and didn’t recognize the number.  

“Wrong number,”  I said and hung up the phone, burrowing under the covers and drifting back off to sleep.  The phone rang again from the same number as last time.  With a loud groan,  I declined the call and silenced my phone.  I was almost entirely back in dreamland when the familiar sound of Michael Jackson and Paul McCartney’s The Girl Is Mine drifted out of the cell phone from the other nightstand.

“Go away,”  Kai growled before he hung up on his very distant cousin, Evan.  

That was enough to make panic surge through me, so I grabbed my phone and dialed Evan. 

“Evan, what’s wrong?”  I asked, sitting up and trying to clear the remaining cotton balls that were blocking the synapses in my brain.

“You need to answer your phone.”  He said, sounding completely awake and thoroughly annoyed.  I was pretty sure that had more to do with Kai than with me, or more specifically, that Kai was with me.

“I thought it was a wrong number,”  I grumbled defensively.  Kai laughed just loud enough for Evan to hear him and wrapped his arm around my waist, trying to pull me back down.  I pushed my dark red hair out of my eyes and stroked my fingers along Kai’s forearm, giving it a gentle squeeze.  I was feeling more alert and panicked by the second.  Evan didn’t call frequently, and certainly not in the middle of the night.

“Majeedah Gobain has been trying to reach you.  Answer the phone the next time it rings.”  Evan hung up on me without another word.  I sat on the edge of my bed, staring at my device while my emotions ran from puzzled to insulted before ending on downright ticked.

“What is it?”  Kai asked, sitting up and raking his fingers down the back of my tank top.

“Majeedah Gobain,”  I replied.

“Is that contagious?”  He whispered as his hands rested on my shoulders,  his thumbs making small circles on the vertebrae in my neck.

“If it is, I caught it from Evan,”  I said, laughing.  My phone vibrated in my hand, startling me, and the last of the cotton balls poofed out of my head.  “Dr. Arienne Cerasola,”  I said into the phone, so the mysterious Majeedah would know that my name wasn’t Princess.

“Finally.  Time’s of the essence in these matters, princess.”

So much for that.  “Who are you?”  

“Majeedah.”  She said without further elaboration.  

I made a rolling motion with my hand and waited for a full three count before gritting my teeth and asking,  “And...”

“And I am the first aid kit you reach for after the dung-bomb goes off.”  

That didn’t clear things up for me at all, but it did make Kai laugh.  “For a woman who said time was of the essence, you’re certainly dragging this introduction out.”  I groused.

She snorted.  “Good.  You’re going to need that backbone, princess.  My name’s Majeedah Gobain, and I’m the magical emergency response hotline.  Well, at least for a select few who are willing to pay my rates.  I broker deals and clean up messes, and when I can’t do it, I know who to call to get the job done.  This one’s squarely in your territory, so you better get out of bed because your day just officially started.  Details are coming via email, princess.”  She hit that last word with way more snark than was necessary and hung up on me.

Kai moved from massaging the back of my neck to resting his cheek against my shoulder while I stared at the phone in my hand.  “What was that all about, princess?”  He asked, raking his teeth across my shoulder.  

“I guess there’s been a magical disaster,”  I said, shrugging and reaching back to run my fingers through his short, dark hair.  This day wasn’t starting the way I hoped it would.

“Don’t worry,”  He whispered, “you have an alibi this time.  I can swear that you were with me all night.”  He said, not even bothering to hide his amusement.  

With my palm on his forehead, I pushed him back on the bed and stood up.  Everyone’s a comedian at three a.m.

Fifteen minutes later, I was showered and dressed in yoga pants and a hoodie.  My dark copper red hair was piled on top of my head in a messy bun, which was still damp despite a few minutes of blasting from the blow dryer.  Kai followed me down the stairs, dressed in jeans and a dark blue t-shirt with a picture of a coyote howling at a yellow moon.  The writing said: MOON CHILD, and how that man made a t-shirt and jeans look so good was still a mystery to me.  He set the kettle on the stove and began grinding the coffee beans for the French press while I logged into my email and stifled a yawn.

The soft glow of the undercabinet lights gave the kitchen a warm feeling.  The bamboo shades were still down, and the wide-plank pine floor had recently received a new coat of satin varnish, and a red oriental runner added to the warmth of the rustic space.  It was the first home I’d ever owned, and it was taking me forever to finish it because I wanted every detail to be exactly right.

Before Kai moved in, I felt fancy with my pod brewer and a set of two matching cups.  Since Kai moved in, many things had changed around my three-quarter’s finished converted barn in the Berkshires, and they were all good things, except one.  My eyes slid to the ugly palm tree lamp next to me in the breakfast nook.  It was Kai’s, and he’d sent me to fetch it from his secret cave/storeroom in the Mojave desert.  I had a sneaking suspicion it wasn’t for sentimental reasons, but he had yet to share the real purpose of the eyesore with me.  At least, I hoped there was a reason other than driving me crazy.

I watched him move around the kitchen as I waited for Majeedah’s documents to open.  Kai had adjusted well to being human, from what I could tell.  Since he’d been stripped of his magic by the Spirit Council for fraternizing with yours truly (among other things, I’m sure, but martyrdom is one of my specialties), he’d been keeping himself busy running the slightly magical gardening business I had intended to build.  

I intended to run it, but never got around to it because magic just kept throwing wrenches into my plans.  

Truthfully, Kai was way better at the gardening business than I would have been.  As a human, the former Coyote - as in the mythical trickster spirit of the Americas - was a sharp and charming business owner who had increased the revenue, customer base, and reputation of Garden Magic tenfold in the short time he’d been in charge.  

Part of that success might have been due to our mainly female clientele who may have hired him because he’s gorgeous with coppery skin stretched over a muscular build and dark hair that contrasts beautifully with his whisky colored eyes; the more significant part was due to the fact that Kai is artistic, creative, and genuinely helpful.  He brings a sense of fun to everything and makes it all look so natural and easy.  

They always say opposites attract.

I was in charge of the enhanced garden items, like earth magic spells to keep Japanese beetles off prized rose bushes.  Using my abilities to charm peat disks and piles of mulch to control pests had somewhat surprisingly become a passion of mine, but I didn’t have time to handle the day-to-day operation of the business.  Kai had gladly taken that over, and he seemed to love it.

The people in our small town in the Berkshire mountains certainly loved Kai Micaltsé, and as I watched him from behind my computer screen, I was pretty sure I did, too, but that would be my little secret for the foreseeable future. 

The document opened on my computer, and I was a little unnerved to see what looked like an internal report from the United Coven and Alliance on my screen.  Dread slid down my spine because the Alliance was the organization I had steered clear of since I was a teenager.  I told myself it was wise not to attract the attention of the Magic Police, but truthfully, they’d rejected me as inferior and not worth recruiting years ago.  Maybe the blow to my ego had something to do with my avoidance.

My eyes dropped to the wand-shaped logo in the taskbar of my screen.  It glittered, indicating my magical computer protection was active.  The Fairy Godmother software was the best defense against magical spying on the market, and a confidential document from the Alliance was one of the things I didn’t want anyone to know I had.  

I read through the report, and Kai slid a mug of coffee in front of me.  I looked up at him and smiled.

“Do you have any idea how much I appreciate you?”  I asked.

His smile widened.  “If you’d focus on your homework, I’m sure you’d show me.”  

I blew out a sigh.  He was right; I was struggling with learning to drop my magic.  It was getting increasingly difficult to keep our romantic relationship moving at the snail’s pace required for safety’s sake—Kai’s safety, not mine.

My magic was dangerous for him because there was a chance that I could accidentally restore his power in a moment of serious, um...let’s say emotionality.  To guard against that, we’d avoided any activity that could lead to strong emotions or over-enthusiasm.  The good news was that we were great at not getting into heated arguments.  The bad news was we weren’t getting into heated anything, and that was forcing us to keep the relationship distressingly platonic.

“I’m trying.”  I groaned, ashamed of my dismal progress.

“I just can’t afford to catch any fatal STMs from you.”  He grinned.

Sexually Transmitted Magics. I rolled my eyes.  “And you’re positive magic gets transmitted that way, right?  I mean, it’s starting to sound a little suspicious.”  I teased.  “Like maybe you’re hiding behind that because the legends are greatly exaggerated?”  

He leaned over and nipped at my jaw before nuzzling my neck in a way that made me glad I was sitting down because he made my knees weak.  I was sure he’d wind up breaking my heart one day, but he was worth every ounce of that danger.  

His voice was rough when he released me and sat back, shaking his head and letting that seductive smile settle on his sculpted lips.  “I’m getting dangerously close to rolling those dice, but going to your funeral afterward will be such a drag.”

I tried to look unruffled.  “Damn.  I should be practicing like twenty hours a day, and yet,”  I pointed to the computer screen.  

Kai sighed.  “I’m sure if Evan knew about our struggle, he’d be recommending you for every job that had anything to do with magic.  Your calendar would be full of children’s birthday parties, and Basir would be flying out of a top hat for two shows every Saturday.”  

I snorted a laugh.  “I didn’t tell Evan, so unless you’ve been talking about it, he’s completely oblivious to the situation.”  I hit the last word with particular emphasis.  

Kai grinned.  “I go out of my way to make sure that Evan believes you’re keeping me blissfully exhausted.”  His expression turned more serious. “I do want the record to reflect that in my opinion, the fact that you can’t drop your magic is probably an important clue about your true power.”  A familiar note of curiosity crept into his tone.  

Kai suspected there was something more to me than just plain old elemental witchcraft, but I was pretty sure he gave me too much credit.  He nudged me with his shoulder.  “Frustration aside, we’re still a great team, right?”  

“One hundred percent,”  I said, as I turned my screen so he could see it.  “What do you make of this?”  

Kai read through the report as I sipped my coffee.  “Do you think the Alliance is the dung-bomb or is the incident itself what Majeedah called about?”  He asked.

“I’m not sure.”  

“It looks like a pretty straightforward case of somebody tampering with magic they don’t quite understand.”

“The report speculates it’s a jinn that’s causing the damage,”  I said, pondering that little gem.  “That makes it the perfect opening for the Alliance to swoop in and capture the jinn, saving the Eternal City and earning a few followers.  Why call me?”  

Kai thought about that for a moment.  “I think the Alliance has enough to worry about right now, so they’re probably not going to worry about a loose jinn in Rome.”  

“One jinn.  That doesn’t sound like a big deal, does it?”  My fingers clicked on the following document, and Kai and I read the accounts from the Italian news about the destruction of sacred relics and a series of fires in the underground tunnels beneath the city.  The rest of Majeedah’s information was similar, but two tunnel collapses had led to mass casualty events in other sections of Rome.  

There were theories of terrorist cells being spouted in the mainstream media, but the explosions were too far below ground to have been designed to hurt people.  The buildings collapsed as a result of the explosions, but that didn’t seem to be the intention.  The caverns beneath the city made some buildings prone to collapse when anything shook the earth, like a jinn blasting around looking for something.

“Ah, there’s the problem you’re supposed to solve.  The jinn is on a rampage.”

“Or maybe just looking for something.  My mom lives in Rome,”  I felt an icy cold slide down my spine like oil, and I chewed on my bottom lip.  

“Then we'd better get on the next flight,”  Kai said.  

That really wasn’t necessary.  I could run out of my house, through the back fields, and arrive at a magical portal that would transport me to Rome in less than five minutes.  The problem was that I’d have to go alone.  

If I took Kai into the portal with me, I’d probably kill him because I was pretty sure humans couldn't use such things.  I was mulling over how to break it to him that he’d be flying over the Atlantic alone when he leaned over and peered at me with narrowed eyes.

“I know what you’re thinking.”  He said. 

“I don’t think so.”  I countered.

“You’re considering the portal.  Let me ask you this:  If you show up in Rome less than an hour after the magical crisis manager has contacted you, how long do you think it will take before every witch who needs to escape from something is wandering around these woods looking for an exit sign?”

“The property’s warded.  Nobody gets in here without the warning sounding.”  I said, pointing in the general direction of my large warning gong that sat on the front porch.  I had warded the property against visitors, and it was something I was really proud of.

“Has anyone ever surprised you and set off the gong?  Or worse, caught you completely off guard?”  Kai asked, looking smug.

I hated it when he was the logical one.  “What if nobody knew I was in Rome?”  I asked.

“How will you meet with the people who hired you?”  He grinned.  

Flippin’ Hay.  “Now I’m officially the first name in magical disasters.”  I rolled my eyes.

Kai smiled and debated taking that bait, but he thought better of it.  “You’re in charge of the Crux Crucio Orbis.  When there’s a magical crisis, everyone knows to call the leader, and that call was the official announcement.”  Kai sat back and sipped his coffee, regarding me with a steady gaze.  “Congratulations, by the way.”  

“How did Majeedah know that?”  I asked.  “Oh, and thanks, I think.”  I still wasn’t sure that taking over the ancient order of the C.C.O. had been a great idea, but I consoled myself that it was only temporary.  Kai’s voice brought me out of those musings.  

“I bet if you looked closely, you could find a link between her and none other than Kingston Pon or Evan, the boy-wonder.  If they didn’t tell her, perhaps Simon Jampa has a big mouth, or Princess Tyballa Nessinger, or the Queen of the Southern Tier Fae, or,”  

Before he could continue, I groaned and put my head in my hands.  “Why did I think it was such a secret?”

“That would be an excellent question if you weren’t the one who found the relic and broke the secrecy spell.”  There was laughter in his voice.  “You might want to think about how to seal the leak.  Then again, it is rather hard to put the jinn back in the bottle...”  I stared at him with narrowed eyes, but he looked away innocently.  

“I’ll get packed,”  He continued.  “You make the reservations.  I guess if I forget my toothbrush, you could always pop back and grab it after we establish your legitimate entry into Italy.”  

He took his coffee with him, but before he left the room, he tossed a casual, “Pack your power suit, and you might want to write a note to your mom that we’re coming and tie it to Basir’s leg.  I think he’d rather use the portal than get into that little pet carrier to be checked like baggage.”  

I watched as Kai held his hand up, and Basir slapped it with his black foot like a high-five before the owl swooped over and landed on the table in front of me.  

“You, too?”  I grumbled, looking into Basir’s huge golden eyes.  He opened his black beak and wiggled his tongue at me.  “Fine.  You fly to mom’s through the portal and take a note for me, and I’ll suck it up and fly commercial.”  I tapped on the keyboard and booked a flight before writing a note to my mom on a piece of Garden Magic letterhead.  Basir flew into the downstairs bathroom and returned with our other housemate, a magical blue beaver named Ka’Tehm, clinging to his back.  

Basir stuck out one of his ridiculously long legs, and I rolled the paper around it, securing it with a piece of twine from the giant spool Kai used to tie up the plants in our new magical herb garden.  Basir swooped up toward the tiny door high in the rafters and disappeared with the note.  

I sighed.  This was getting more complicated by the minute.  My mom and my two companions would be in Rome, where a jinn was throwing a temper tantrum.  I had no idea how to solve a jinn problem, yet somehow this was my new life.  As usual, I’d be flying by the seat of my pants once the jet landed in Italy.
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​Chapter 2
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Two hours later, I was seated in the passenger seat of my tiny, red car while Kai drove us to the airport.  He’d made arrangements to have his yard crew (a bunch of renegade garden gnomes supervised by an OCD badger named Kenny) work overnight so the business could run smoothly while we were gone.  

I tried to look at the trip as a new type of adventure with Kai, but a nagging voice in my head told me he wasn’t completely surprised by this turn of events.  He practically vibrated with excitement.

“Is there something I should know?”  I asked as he slid the car into long-term parking at Logan International Airport.

“I’ve never been on an airplane.”  He said with a grin.

“Seriously?”  It didn’t seem to me that there were many things that Coyote hadn’t tried out.  His new habit of distraction by surprise was working in his favor, and I almost forgot my suspicion.

He turned toward me and pulled his sunglasses down.  “There wasn’t a need for such things before.  I could just think of a place and be there.”  He sighed dramatically, “Life took less planning when I had my magic.”  He opened his door and got out of the car, leaving me to ponder that for a second.  I joined him at the trunk and pulled my small suitcase out.  

My voice held a note of envy.  “It’s just the opposite for me,”  I admitted.

“Oh, the irony.”  He replied, slamming the trunk closed and guiding me toward the terminal with his arm looped around my shoulders.  

The flight was uneventful, but I think Kai was disappointed he didn’t get to try out the flotation device under his seat.  More than once, he pried my fingers off the armrests when he noticed my knuckles had turned white when we hit turbulence.  

“I would have thought a globe-trotting archaeologist loved flying.”  He whispered, holding my hand as the plane bounced down the runway at Leonardo da Vinci airport.  

“I had other ways to move around the world,”  I complained, pressing the imaginary brake on the floor in front of me as the scenery flew by the window in a blur.  When the plane bounced on the tarmac, I squeezed my eyes shut and felt Kai’s bones crunch together beneath my fingers.  He chuckled and placed my hand back on the armrest while he stretched and massaged his hand.  

“You might want to consider medication since your options are now limited.”  

We collected our baggage, made it through customs, and walked for what seemed like miles through the brightly lit shopping and dining complex that was the airport.  By the time we exited into the night, Kai looked shell-shocked.  

“I feel the rest of this adventure might be a letdown.  I could have spent an entire week there and felt like I’d experienced all of Italy.”  He cast a mournful glance back at the airport doors as I hailed a taxi.  

He had a point; the airport was a destination unto itself.  “You can stay at the airport if you’d like, but I have work to do,”  I said, opening the door to the cab.  

“It wouldn’t be any fun without you, princess,”  Kai said, sliding into the back of the taxi with me.  I gave the driver an address near my mom’s house, and the driver careened away from the curb like we’d just finished a pit stop at a racing event.

Kai grabbed the handle of the door for stability, and we roared toward Rome.  The driver made a series of too-fast turns, dodging several other cars that were also driven by homicidal maniacs.  Once the initial surprise had worn off, Kai began commenting to the driver.  His comments weren't “Watch out!” or “Slow down!”  as one might expect.  Kai was more prone to egg the driver on with exuberant shouts of “Faster!”  or “Near miss!”.  

The car finally jerked to a stop, bumping against the curb at our destination.  We scrambled out with our luggage, and as the tires squealed off into the distance, Kai looped his arm around my waist. 

“This is going to be more of an adventure than I’d hoped.”  He breathed.  

We walked down the quiet streets, dragging our suitcases and yawning because it had been a long flight, and the adrenaline rush of the taxi ride was wearing off.  

“Where are we going?”  Kai asked as I turned down a street that ran past the ancient ruins of Trajan’s Market.  

“To pick up our scout team,”  I answered.  From the dark recesses of the structure, Basir and Ka’Tehm swooped toward us, landing on a light pole.  

“Whooo,”  Basir called softly.  

“I missed you, too.  Everything good?”  I asked.

His golden eyes blinked once, and I relaxed.  The fear of the flight had overshadowed my worry about my mom.  I turned down the next street and walked up the steps of a small hotel where I’d made a reservation.  I rang the bell, and an older woman with sleepy eyes answered the door, beckoning us inside with a small smile.  

“Buonasera,”  I said.  I was about to stumble through my rusty Italian when Kai piped up, rattling off a long series of sentences in perfectly accented Italian, which had the inn-keeper smiling from ear to ear.  

My eyes bugged out as the conversation between them continued with much laughter and soft exclamations of camaraderie.  I caught parts of the exchange, but not all of it.  The woman handed Kai the key to a room, rattled off something incomprehensible, and Kai steered me toward the stairs, calling out a soft buonasera as we climbed the steps to our room.  

Once we were safely inside, I closed the door and tried to set a ward while Kai opened the window to let Basir and Ka’Tehm in.  My magic sputtered.  I was exhausted and decided the effort was probably unnecessary.  I pulled the pillows out from under the linens and turned to him.  “Italian? Yet another thing you forgot to mention.”  I said.

“It never came up.”  He replied.  

I stepped toward him and wrapped my arms around his waist.  “You’re just one surprise after another.”  I yawned, leaning against him.  

“You have no idea.”  He said, kissing the top of my head and guiding me toward the bed.  We collapsed fully clothed and didn’t wake until well past noon to an enthusiastic knock on our door.

Kai got to the door first, running his hand through his hair, so it fell into a perfectly tousled arrangement.  The color was the last shade of brown before you had to call it black, and it was perfectly straight as one would expect for his Native American heritage.  I pulled my tangled mass of dark copper hair into a messy topknot and threw a scrunchie into it so I didn’t look like an Irish gorgon.  

The door opened, and a tiny man dressed as a Cardinal entered.  That’s the religious form, not the bird.  My life is weird, but not that weird.

“Porco Dio!  I’m glad you’re here!”  The man blasphemed, backing Kai into the room and closing the door.

“Arienne, your order of irony has arrived.”  Kai said, “I’m her partner, Kai.”  He held out his hand, and the Cardinal shook it before realizing how incomplete the introduction was.  

“I’m Peter Picenzia.  Not a real cardinal, well, not even a real Italian if the truth be known.  Half Italian, through my father’s side, but we’ll save that for another time.  I wanted to give you time to rest, but I’m afraid we’re in a bit of a time crunch now.”  

Kai and I just nodded at the word-tornado Peter produced.  “We’ve been monitoring the situation here for a few days, and Chairman Mariani told me to deliver my report and hand this whole mess over to you.  Needless to say, I waited a bit because that seemed like the polite thing to do since you got in so late.  I couldn’t risk meeting you at the airport, though.”  The faux-cardinal said, looking a little too relieved for my comfort.

Kai and I exchanged a wary glance.  I asked the question that was on both of our minds.  “How did you know where to find us?”  

“One of our contacts at the airport alerted me, but I decided to let you rest for a few hours.  Maybe I should have called first, but the meeting’s tonight at seven, and I figured you’d want to prepare.  You know, take a look around, get your own read on the situation.”  

Kai put the tip of his finger in his mouth, raised his hand, and sketched a tally mark in the air.  I tried not to smile, but I had to give him that one.  They had been watching the airport:  Coyote one, Arienne zero.

“Who told you to hand this over to me?”  I asked, knowing what was coming.  

“Majeedah Gobain,”  Peter answered, looking confused.  “You are Dr. Cerasola, right?”

“I am.  I didn’t realize Majeedah had someone already on site.”  

“Oh, I’m not with Majeedah.  I’m the representative for La Gilda Maghi.”  I watched Kai make another mark in the air.  Majeedah didn’t mention who hired me, but I would never have thought it might be an organization with undercover agents.  Curious.

Peter continued talking, so I’d have to ponder that later.  

“I’m not officially here.  When the trouble started, La Gilda assigned me to make sure there wasn’t a breach in the vaults.  Having worked with Kingston Pon in the past, going undercover isn’t new territory for me, but this is a whole new area.”  Peter said, gesturing to his cardinal’s robes and wiping his hand down his face.  He sat wearily in the one chair that the tiny room possessed.  

I sat on the edge of the bed, Basir perched on the wooden mirror frame, and Kai leaned against the dresser, making sure he didn’t block Basir’s view.  Peter’s eyes flickered between the three of us.  He tried very hard to look like he didn’t have a million reservations about turning this over to us.  I was just glad Ka’Tehm was in the bathtub, swimming around, because the magical blue beaver might have driven poor Peter over the edge. 

“When did the Alliance become aware of the situation?”  I asked.

Peter’s eyes widened.  “I don’t know, maybe last week when the fires started?  I suppose someone in La Gilda could have called them.  I would imagine they’ve had eyes on the whole situation in Europe, though.  What with everything else that’s been going on.”  His voice was distracted, and he waved a dismissive hand in the air as if brushing my questions aside.  

Peter’s eyes lingered on Basir, who glared at the man.  Peter tried not to stare at the three-and-a-half-pound owl, but he couldn’t resist.  While he was occupied with Basir, I mouthed the words La Gilda Maghi? to Kai.  He winked at me.  That detail was missing from the files Majeedah sent me.  

“Could you tell us about the fires first, please,”  I asked.

Peter took a deep breath and rubbed his palms on his black robes before leaning forward with his forearms on his knees.  “Well, the first fire didn’t seem related, but I think maybe it was.  It happened on Tuesday night, but La Gilda realized there was an issue yesterday when another one popped up inside Basilica Beata Vergina.”

“Did the church burn down?”

“Oh, no.  Much worse.  There is a line of purple flames going straight down the center aisle.  The fire department is still investigating how that’s possible because everything is intact. The flames won’t die down, but they’re not burning anything.  That’s why it’s called magic, though.  Our people are trying to develop a non-magical accelerant that is a close enough match to stop the official probe, but we haven’t had much luck yet.  The church is fine, and we’ve managed to keep it quiet so far.  The fire department is getting all twisted up over it, though.  We don’t want it to be called a miracle for Christ’s sake - that would get everyone in there looking at it, and then we’d have a hell of a job covering that up.”  

He sighed and huffed out a disgusted grunt before rushing on again.  “The concealment squad will find some explanation that they can feed the arson investigators, but those purple flames are a problem right now.  The whole church is closed off and guarded by the fire department, but we won’t be able to keep that going for long before someone starts asking questions we’d rather not answer.  We have some people on the inside, but we’re working as hard as we can to keep it quiet, and the memory charms won’t last forever.”  

I blinked.  Magic wasn’t something most people did in the open since the days of burning witches at the stake.  Ordinary humans are fantastic at finding logical (but incorrect) ways of explaining magical phenomena.  When they can’t, a witch can misdirect the overly curious for a fee or even cover up the incident with a quick amnesia spell.  The United Coven and Alliance employed most of the specialists I knew of, but apparently, La Gilda Maghi had similar people.  

Peter continued, “Before that, the fire was in the catacombs near the Coliseum.  At least it was easier to explain because the flames went out.  We sent a few kids down there to make it look like a party and sent our contacts in the police to hustle them out in front of an audience.  Then there are the artifacts that have been moved and the sacred relics that were pried open.  Our people in the Carabinieri are circulating a story about a mentally ill suspect with some sort of religious fixation, and so far, that’s going down just fine.”  

Majeedah had sent me reports about those incidents, so I was aware of which relics were disturbed.  I’d done a little research on them, and I had a working theory on a possible motive, but I wasn’t ready to share yet.  

Kai’s curiosity got the best of him.  “Where are you undercover?”  He asked Peter.

“Vatican City,”  Peter said, looking sheepish.  “You’d think they could have found someone who knew something about being Catholic, but apparently, since I look enough like every other cardinal, they figured I could go around unnoticed.  As long as I make the appropriate gestures and look busy, I can get pretty much anywhere without too much hassle.”  

“If the Alliance is involved, why was I called?”  I asked.

Peter’s eyes got wide.  “The Alliance is involved?”  He swiveled his head between Kai and me.

My eyebrows jumped to the middle of my forehead, and I looked at Kai, who grinned like he wasn’t at all surprised by Peter’s question.  “Aren’t they?”  I asked, drawing Peter’s attention back to me.

“Not as far as I know.  I mean, they’re probably aware of the situation, but we’ve been handling it.  I don’t think we’ve given them a reason to get involved unless you know something that hasn’t been shared with La Gilda?”  

I avoided releasing my internal groan of self-disgust.  Maybe Peter, and even La Gilda Maghi, were part of a group of magic users hiding in plain sight.  In the States, there was an underground network of gifted witches and spell casters who hid their powers to avoid being co-opted by the Alliance.  I knew many of them, and I’d recently become one.

“I’m sorry,”  I said, holding my hands up in a calming gesture to Peter.  “You said Kingston Pon, and I jumped to conclusions.”

“He’s the Guild’s liaison.”  Peter shook his head and swallowed visibly.  “Why don’t you know that?  You should know that.”  The wary tone in his voice made me wonder if he was going to bolt.

“I don't work for the Alliance, either, and they don’t exactly share information with me.  I assumed when you were talking about the fire specialists,”  I let my words trail off and shook my head.  “It’s been a lot to absorb, and I’m trying to catch up.  Please, continue the story.  I’ll ask questions when you’re done.”  

Peter seemed to think about that for a minute before he gave a hesitant nod and continued detailing all of the jinn-related incidents in the city.  He ended with a brief synopsis of some incidents in surrounding countries like Turkey and Greece.  My mind started to race with the possibilities, searching desperately for connections that would make this whole situation make sense.

“That’s why we called Majeedah.  We know it’s a jinn, but we don’t know why he’s here.  Since the trouble started, we've been scrambling because this situation is causing magical blackouts across the city, and with the war going on,”

My eyes met Peter’s.  “War?”  I interrupted.

Peter blinked, a sour look settled on his face, and he turned his attention to Kai.  “She’s kidding, right?”

I looked at Kai, and he had the grace to hide his laughter from Peter, but I noticed the slight twitch of his shoulders that told me it was taking a monumental effort on Kai’s part to remain professional.  “It’s not a war back in the States.”  Kai explained in a tone that sounded completely confident until he added a soft, “Yet,”  after a few heartbeats.

“My apologies,”  Peter said, looking at me with an earnest expression.  “I assumed it was the same all over.  Here in Europe, the Chanson de la Bastille has managed to gain a foothold.  The Alliance has been sending agents to curtail them, and we’re doing our best to stay out of sight.  This crazy jinn is jeopardizing all of us because eventually, the Alliance or the Chanson will realize we have a jinn problem we can’t control, and they’ll swoop in to fix it.  Once that happens, we’ll be nothing more than subordinates to whichever organization solves the problem.”

“You say we, but I’m not familiar with the Gilda Maghi.  Perhaps you could give me the condensed version?”  I asked Peter.

He seemed to think about that for a moment.  He opened his mouth, produced no sound, and closed his mouth.  He looked at the ceiling, debated the matter in his head for a few moments that were marvelously marked by a taut silence.  I leaned forward because I wanted to reach over and drag the words out of him.  When Peter finally finished the debate he was having with himself, he sighed dramatically and turned his eyes toward Kai again.  Kai nodded encouragement, and Peter turned his attention back to me.  

“This is most unusual.”  He said.

All that suspense, and that’s what I got from the guy.  I gritted my teeth and pasted an understanding smile on my face while I tried to find my patient tone of voice.  “I’m sure, but try to suspend your disbelief for a moment.  I know what I’m doing in these situations, but I’m not from around here.”  At least, I hoped I knew what I was doing, but I’d already completely flattened Peter’s confidence in me, and I was struggling to build it back up.  “There’s a reason Majeedah sent me, but I need some background.  Call her; she’ll confirm my qualifications.”  I said, banking on a relationship that was less than twenty-four hours old with a woman I’d exchanged less than a hundred words with.  A woman who called me princess, no less. 

Peter nodded.  “Of course.  My apologies again, Dr. Cerasola.  I was expecting you to be more...”

I could have supplied a dozen words.  Competent?  Informed?  Knowledgeable?  Qualified?  Experienced?  Trained?  All would have worked because, in truth, I was none of those things.  I was a disgraced field archaeologist temporarily in charge of a secret resistance organization.  Yeah, I saw Peter’s point entirely too clearly.

I looked at Kai, and he closed his eyes to prevent me from seeing the laughter in them and pinched his lips together with a slight shake of his head.  I felt laughter bubble up.  I covered that by clearing my throat and pasting an expectant expression on my face as if I were an expert and completely confident.  Peter wilted and left his sentence unfinished.  

He started again, even more apologetic.  “Yes.  I can see how this situation might differ from other regions.  La Gilda Maghi is the governing body of the Italian magic practitioners.  The Benedicaria has been practiced since the Inquisition.  Sorcery is not allowed unless it is used for healing or fixing problems.  There are rumors that some of the more powerful families practice Stregoneria, but there’s no direct evidence, and everyone denies it because the consequences can be severe.  There are regular hearings on the matter and a formal complaint process if anyone has evidence that one of the families has violated the code.”  

A self-imposed Mini-Magical Inquisition was what I thought of, and that sounded like a process to strangle magic.  How did someone get all the Italian witches to agree to that one? 

“So, only healing magic is allowed, and there is no actual witchcraft allowed in Rome?”  I asked, keeping the disbelief from my voice by some miracle.  I found that hard to swallow because my mother sold grimoires to someone in Italy and made a pretty decent living doing it.  

“In a manner of speaking, you are correct.  There’s been some debate that one person’s healing is another person’s harm, but it is up to each family to ensure they follow the rules of the Benedicaria.  Anyone found practicing sorcery is automatically expelled from La Gilda, and if it can be proved that the family knew of it, the entire group could face the same consequence.  La Gilda is not interested in changing those traditions.”  

I looked at Kai.  

Yet.  He mouthed with a shrug.

“So if the jinn problem isn’t dealt with, then the Alliance or the Chanson could come in, solve the problem, and break up that structure.”  I summarized.

“That is the fear.  The families banding together and hiring Majeedah to find an outside fattucchiera hasn’t happened before that I know of.”  

Fattucchiera is the Italian equivalent of “a fixer.”  I suppose that pretty much describes my magical career so far; in all fairness, the term destroyer would have applied on a few occasions, but that was my little secret.  “I have free rein to solve the jinn problem however I see fit without interference?  Including using witchcraft in Rome?”  I asked.

Peter looked doubtful, but he nodded.  “Yes.  You have been hired to solve the problem, so none of the families can claim superiority or be forced to break with tradition.  They’re willing to let someone else take over to keep the peace since it’s very likely that some rules might need to be broken.  The heads of the families will clarify all this when you meet them.”  

It almost made sense, but power was a funny thing.  People claimed to be egalitarian until it looked like they were capable of ruling.  The families joining together to hire Majeedah sounded a little suspicious to me.  “So you are my liaison?” 

“I am to act as your contact should you need any assistance since I work for Chairman Mariani, the head of La Gilda.  If I can’t help you, I will refer the request to another liaison, as necessary.”  Peter pulled a plain linen card with nothing but a phone number on it from the folds of his cassock.  I felt a faint buzz of magic as I reached for it, and at the last minute, I  pointed to the table and folded my hands in my lap.  He laid the card down after a second’s hesitation. 

“I’ll let you know if I need anything,”  I said with a smile as I stood and herded Peter out of the room.  Once I had closed and locked the door behind him, I tried to set a privacy ward, but pulling up a current of earth magic seemed to take much more effort than usual.  I was exhausted, so I strained a bit harder and finally felt a pathetic ward snap into place.  

Kai opened his mouth to say something, and I held up one finger, giving him a short shake of my head.  I pulled out my cell phone and snapped a picture of the card before picking it up with a towel from the bathroom and placing it in the sink.  Laying my hand on the door frame, I hauled a strand of old magic from the wood and spiraled it to create a white-hot ember, which I flicked off my finger to ignite the linen card.

When the card burst into flames, a sickly red smoke curled off the surface.  I wiped the back of my hand across my forehead, feeling the tiny beads of sweat, and turned on the tap with my other hand, drowning the smoke from the spell and washing the ashes down the drain.  

I looked up, and Kai was watching me with a smile on his handsome face.  

“You learn fast,”  He said.

“Lesson one must be that nothing in Italy is what it seems to be.”  I sighed. 

“Remember that when we go to meet La Gilda Maghi.”

I rolled my eyes.  “How do you know about all of this European stuff?  You’re indigenous to North America, aren’t you?”  I narrowed my eyes suspiciously.  I suspected there was way more to my Coyote than just roaming the good old USA.

Kai looked contrite.  “I got around.”  He crossed his arms in front of him and leaned back against the dresser, crossing one ankle over the other.  I swept my gaze from his shoes to the top of his head and back down again, waiting for him to elaborate.  

“Do you have any idea how irritating that is?”  I asked, grinding my teeth when he smirked at me.  “You dole out tiny bits of information, but never the whole story.”

“It’s all part of my greater plan to keep you coming back for more.”  He said, lifting his eyebrows and one corner of his mouth.

“One of these days, I’m going to snap,”  I warned.  

“I’m looking forward to that.”  He replied. 

“Just help me find the tracker that someone placed on our luggage.”  

It didn’t take me long to find the tiny electronic device sealed underneath the airport’s baggage tags.  I was rattled by that, for sure, but I was way more afraid of what else I’d find in Rome that I wasn’t expecting.  

“I heard there’s a great bookshop around here,”  Kai said, massaging my very tense shoulders.  “Should we go visit it?”  

“That would be an excellent idea,”  I said, standing on tiptoes and kissing his smooth cheek. 
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​Chapter 3
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After eating gelato and taking in the sights of Rome, Kai and I walked down the street hand in hand.  I’d deliberately chosen a route that would take us away from my mom’s bookstore because something deep inside my brain said that might be a wise choice.  I suppose part of me also wanted to delay the inevitable.  

I hadn’t seen my mom since we’d had a mild confrontation in Boston.  The argument was diffused by Kai’s easy manner and my sudden realization that my mom might still feel pain over my father’s death, even though it was over thirty years ago.  Without those two things to curb my temper, I would have tried to drag some of her secrets to light.  

I had recently discovered that my family had been keeping all sorts of things from me since my childhood.  My father, Marco Cerasola, was one of those things nobody talked about.  Magic had been another secret, and their efforts to “protect” me almost got me killed because my magic was raw and untrained.

Kai squeezed my hand, and I looked up at him.  “Let it go.”  He said, turning my hand up and placing a kiss in my palm.  His tone was patient but determined.  “She doesn’t have the information you need.”  

“How are you so sure about that?” I demanded.  That had been his position all along, and I’d been so avoidant about even discussing the entire thing that I never questioned his reasons.  

“She wouldn’t endanger you on purpose, and there’s probably an excellent reason she chose to live here.  I have a theory that a certain older gentleman convinced her to take steps to protect you.”  

“Pops?”  I asked.  The tone of my voice indicated my disbelief.

“No.  I’m talking about the other one who is elbow-deep in your current profession while pretending he has no idea who you are,”  Kai whispered with a note of conspiracy.

I sighed.  He was right; Kingston Pon did seem to have a lot to do with my current magical adventures.  I chewed the inside of my cheek, trying to figure out how Kingston seemed to always be both a benefactor and a shadowy figure in my life.  He worked for the United Coven and Alliance and made sure that I was categorized as NSP - No Significant Power.  That kept me off the Alliance’s radar.  I had believed that myself for a long time, but experience showed me I had also grossly underestimated my own abilities.

In truth, I liked Kingston, and I trusted him.  We’d had a fair amount of contact, but somehow he was always behind the scenes.  He and Evan worked together, so I’d spent some time with both of them, despite their dubious affiliation with the Alliance.  Secretly, Kingston and Evan also worked with the C.C.O., or at least they did before they dropped that little gem into my lap as a temporary assignment.

I stopped in front of the bookstore and cocked my head to the side, peering in the window as if I were just another tourist intrigued by the shop.  The self-improvement books were front and center.  Cookbooks on kitchen witchery and natural healing rounded out the clean and modern display.  

To everyone else, Mom’s bookstore looked like a new-age haven filled with all sorts of holistic titles to cure whatever ailed the body, mind, or spirit.  It’s an excellent cover for the black-market trade of grimoires and antique tomes on magical practices, Mom keeps locked in the ancient vaults beneath the shop.  

I pulled open the door, hearing the bells chime in multiple locations, and I waited for the big black dog that Mom had adopted to come padding out from behind the counter.  Kai bent down and held the dog’s head between his hands.  

“You’re a good dog, aren’t you?”  He asked.

The beast met Kai’s gaze with soulful brown eyes, and his long tail swished from side to side in greeting.  

“Hmmm, on second thought, you might want to try a little harder,”  Kai added in a whisper.

“Woof!”  

“Yeah, you’re going to have to work on that,”  Kai said, scratching the dog behind the ears.  The dog whined, paced back to the edge of the counter, and lay down with a loud thud.  

“I think you hurt his feelings,”  I said.

“He seriously needs to up his game,”  Kai replied, pointing to his own eyes with two fingers and then turning his hand to give the dog the same gesture.  The dog rolled over and yawned, kicking his paws into the air.  

“He’s not impressed,”  I said, poking Kai in the ribs.

“That’s the story of my life at the moment,”  Kai responded, pulling me by the hand toward a display of crystals and herbs in large glass jars that lined the shelves of an old armoire.  “We’re going to need some supplies.  Do you trust me to do the shopping while you talk nicely to the owner?”  

His hint wasn’t lost on me, so I nodded and headed to the back of the store and down the winding stairs to the basement.  My mom had one foot on the bottom step when I made the final turn toward the vaults.  Basir was on her shoulder, and she broke into an excited grin when she saw me.  

“I was wondering how long it would take you to come to see me.”  She said, holding out her arms.  

I wrapped her in a tight hug.  “Hi, Mom.  You look great.”  

My mom's shorter than me by an inch and always at least twenty pounds lighter than me.  I must have inherited my curves from Marco Cerasola’s side of the family because Anna O’Flynn is downright tiny.  

My mom’s now white-blond hair is curly, and her skin has an ivory perfection unmarked by the freckles that dot the bridge of my nose.  She's angelic-looking while I swing from tomboy to femme fatale seamlessly, winding up somewhere in the middle more often than not.  Recently, I started dressing up a bit more because of my new job, but the new wardrobe was primarily due to Kai’s love of shopping.

“You look beautiful, Ari.”  Mom said, laying a graceful hand on my cheek.  “And you’re wearing a dress.”  She breathed, widening her eyes in mock surprise.  

It wasn’t a great dress by any stretch of the imagination.  It was an a-line t-shirt dress in a shade of green that reminded me of agave leaves.  The neckline was scooped and modest, and my only accessories were flip flops with cream-colored woven straps and gold foam soles that showed off my pedicure.  

I had chosen the dress because my standard wardrobe of cargo pants and a tank top had taken on a more bad-ass edge since Kai and the C.C.O. became part of my life.  I liked my new look, but for a day of playing sightseeing tourist, I didn’t need the attention my work clothes would bring.  

The dress was understated with nice big pockets, so it was a compromise.  My hair was again pulled into a messy bun on top of my head and secured with an all-purpose gray scrunchie.  I smiled at Mom, but I didn’t take the bait.

“Do you have anything new down here that I might be interested in?”  I asked, looking around her at the shelves she had concealed with a glamour spell.  All I could see were boxes of books and office supplies, but a faint tingle of magic, like kitten whiskers, brushed against my skin.  

The grimoire trade was a dicey business, and suddenly it seemed illogical that my mom engaged in such dangerous work while cautioning me against using my magic.  I felt the tension ratchet up a notch as the hypocrisy settled in.  

“Let’s go have some tea and catch up.”  Mom said, turning me around and giving me a gentle nudge toward the stairs.  “I haven’t seen Kai since Boston.”  She added, sounding enthusiastic.  

Yup.  Like mother, like daughter.  Avoidance must be genetic.  This would be a great visit with mom, after all, because I could pretend I didn’t have issues with her treating me like I was twelve while she pretended that neither one of us did magic for a living.  Yes, going upstairs to join Kai was a great idea because he handled her way better than I did.

Kai had laid some supplies out on the counter.  Herbs, stones, and a few small candles in multiple colors were lined up in neat little bundles.  He was contemplating some vials that contained infusions of various plants, and he selected a few after reading the labels and added them to the pile.

“Anna!”  He said, breaking into a wide grin when he saw my mom.  He walked over and hugged her warmly before stepping back next to me and placing his hand on the small of my back.  His thumb stroked up and down my spine in a soothing gesture as they made small talk, mainly about the airport.  My mom walked by us and went to the shop window, intending to face the chiuso sign toward the street and lock the door.  

“Don’t do that, Anna.  We’re just customers out taking in the sights of Rome.”  Kai said, smiling with a wink.  My mom hesitated for a second, then glowered at me.  

“What are you involved with?”  She asked.

I opened my mouth to protest, and Kai’s hand squeezed my bottom with just enough force that I shot an incredulous look at him.  

“Ari’s here on business,”  Kai replied, looking down at me and moving his hand to my shoulder.  He waved at the supplies on the counter.  “We might need a few supplies, just in case.”  

The dog stood up on his hind legs and looked at the selection on the counter, sniffing at the vials.  Kai shook his head, “Seriously. You need to work on that.”  He said to the dog, meeting the animal’s big brown eyes.  
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