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      DESCRIPTION

      Diamond Dionne is a daring treasure hunter with a hidden agenda. When she and her sidekick, Amethyst Angelova, break into an ancient crypt, they find themselves in the clutches of Prince Renaud, a tortured soul driven by a thirst for revenge, along with his pet ferret, Fausto. In exchange for their freedom, Diamond proposes an unlikely deal—they must find the Louis XIV Sunburst Pendant, a mysterious item that can bend anyone’s will with the power to break curses.

      Deals with otherworldly characters are never what they seem, but that doesn’t stop Diamond and Renaud from trying to one-up each other, flinging empty promises and wagering with the only currency that matters—their hearts. The fearless foursome traverses perilous landscapes filled with dark creatures while contending with Diamond’s thieving godmother and the Demon Second Class, Philly, who requires Renaud to collect souls for him.

      While Diamond tries to weasel out of her deals with demigods and demons and Renaud counts the souls he’s collected and lost, a shocking turn of events forces them to embark on a daring search for Diamond’s missing mother. As their enemies close in on them, Renaud and Diamond must join forces with enemies and friends alike while their affections are tested and stretched to the hilt.

      Can an unapologetic treasure seeker and a prince with burdened soul open their hearts to true love and survive the secrets of the fabled Sunburst with its Faustian powers intact?
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        * * *

      

      What if legendary gods and goddesses walk among us on the streets of San Francisco? What if they drop in on you unawares, and what if you fall in love with one?

      Sapphire Sing encounters the son of the Kitchen God while Ruby Rush comes across a berserker Norse warrior who doesn’t want to fight. What’s in store for the rest of the Gem Girls?

      Love Charmed Romances are a flirtatious frolic through world mythology where ordinary you gets tangled up with delectable demigods in an otherworldly romance. (The books do not have to be read in order.)

      —

      Black Tied: Sapphire When ordinary you and the Son of the Kitchen God stand up to a playboy apocalypse. Audiobook link.

      Red Hexed: Ruby A burn victim, Ruby Rush, strives to regain her beauty by helping a Viking demigod recover his berserker sword.

      Blue Mooned: Diamond Treasure hunter, Diamond Dionne, trades her soul for trinkets until she meets the devil’s repo man, Prince Renaud.

    

  


  
    
      COPYRIGHT

      Copyright © 2022 by Rachelle Ayala

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner without written permission from the author except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews.

      The characters and events portrayed in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to real events or real persons, living or dead, is coincidental and not intended by the author.

      All trademarks belong to their respective holders and are used without permission under trademark fair use.

      Contact Rachelle at: https://www.rachelleayala.net/contact-me

      For Rachelle’s free books:

      http://rachelleayala.net/free-books

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Welcome

          

        

      

    

    
      I invite you to explore my world of over eighty romances, from dangerous suspense to sweet family drama, featuring hot, steamy flirts; brainy, strong heroines; and hunky men with big, gigantic hearts and melty, warm hugs.

      For book descriptions, go to the Reading List with Heat Levels section or check out my Reader’s Guide at:

      http://rachelleayala.net/books/
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        * * *

      

      Don’t forget to download my Free Books:

      Find them at my website: https://rachelleayala.net/free-books
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        * * *

      

      For updates and two more free books, sign up for my newsletter at:

      https://www.rachelleayala.net/newsletter

      To chat and read new works in progress, join my Reader’s Club at:

      http://www.facebook.com/groups/ClubRachelleAyala/
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        * * *

      

      Thanks for coming into my story world and letting me take you on an unforgettable excursion. Turn the page to begin.

      Bon voyage!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Love Charmed Romance Series

          

        

      

    

    
      What if legendary gods and goddesses walk among us on the streets of San Francisco? What if they drop in on you unawares, and what if you fall in love with one?

      Sapphire Sing encounters the son of the Kitchen God while Ruby Rush comes across a berserker Norse warrior who doesn’t want to fight. What’s in store for the rest of the Gem Girls?

      Love Charmed Romances are a flirtatious frolic through world mythology where ordinary you get tangled up with delectable demigods in an otherworldly romance.
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      DIAMOND

      
        
        The late 1990s, San Francisco, California
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        * * *

      

      The girl is enthralled by the pendant dangling over her crib. Its starburst glitter in all directions like the rays of an icy sun. Rainbows of light twinkle on its many facets, and tiny fairies dance inside the glassy surfaces.

      The girl reaches for the magical star. Her tiny fingers flutter to grasp the scintillating charm. She grabs her crib rail and strains, pulling herself up, wobbly on her thin legs. Her eyes are captivated by the radiant allure of the yellow-gold prongs tipped with white-ice brilliance.

      “That’s a good girl,” a motherly voice praises. “Reach for it.”

      She stretches out her hand but the fascinating constellation circles higher and higher. She rattles her crib rail and scrunches her face. She can’t form words but everything inside of her yearns for the precious pinpoints of light.

      “Waaah,” she cries out, commanding the object of her desire to come to her.

      It hangs just out of her reach, swinging back and forth and around on a liquid gold thread.

      “Look how long you’re standing,” the warm voice says.

      The girl isn’t warmed by the praise. She wants what she cannot reach. Hot tears swell her eyes, and she calls out for the sun, moon, and stars.

      “Waaah!” she shrieks and reaches with both hands.

      “Diamond, you’re standing all by yourself.” The shiny cluster returns to nestle between the breasts that give milk, and a pair of hands pick the girl from the crib.

      This is her chance. The girl’s fingers close around the spiky burst of sparkles. The large hand pries it from her grip and wrestles the rays of snowlight from before her eyes.

      “No, no, don’t touch,” the voice cajoles. “It’s a priceless souvenir. Maybe I’ll tell you about it when you’re older.”

      The girl wants to ask what any of it means but she’s a baby and she can’t form words. Her tiny heart deflates and her lungs expand. She lets out a howl, emptying all the pain and anguish of the universe into her cries.

      The voice sings a lullaby. Words she does not understand.

      “Wish not, want not, be content with what you’ve got …” The girl cries over the rest of the song. She wants what she wants. The pretty starburst.

      The lights turn off and the voice says, “Be a good girl, Diamond, and go to sleep.”

      PRINCE RENAUD

      
        
        In the 1870s, the Alsace region between France and Germany
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        * * *

      

      The boy chafed at his tutor’s monotonous voice. He scratched at the stiff collar of his starched shirt and wiggled on the hardback chair facing the mullioned windows overlooking the forested hills of his father’s kingdom.

      “Renaud, pay attention.” The tutor’s ruler slapped the polished hardwood table. “What role did Anne of Austria play in defeating The Fronde rebellion?”

      Renaud Vaudon was fourteen years old, the same age as Louis XIII when he had to marry a foreign princess against his will. Back then, the monarchy meant absolute power, and this Anne of Austria, the mother of Louis XIV, had a lot to do with keeping it that way. Too bad, it all ran aground in 1789 when a later king lost his head in the French Revolution.

      “Why does it matter?” He flung his lanky legs onto the tabletop, earning the tutor’s disdain. “We’re only here to keep the castles warm.”

      “Despite the revolution, you’re still a Bourbon.” The tutor tapped Renaud’s boots. “You have traditions to keep and this chateau to upkeep.”

      “What I’d like to do is get married at fourteen. Was this Anne of Austria hot?” His mind immediately flitted to Princess Katharina Mohring of Prussia. What her parents didn’t know would curl their wigs. The eighteen-year-old had no qualms with opening her bedroom window and giving him an advanced education between her thighs.

      “You’re too young to think about marriage,” the tutor said. “Pay attention, because I’m going to quiz you.”

      The tutor droned on about Anne of Austria and her schemes. Renaud peeked at his pocket watch. The shadows grew longer outside as the sun dipped behind the hillside. Carriage lights blinked and wove from the drive below, full of lords and ladies arriving for a ball to honor his older brother, Prince Louis.

      Renaud had no interest in the ball other than finding the ladies in the hallways or sneaking into their boudoirs. He’d let his elder brother, the heir, dress up in his princely regalia and suffer the stiff and formal dances. He’d rather do his dancing horizontally.

      “Pay attention.” The tutor pounded his fist on the table. “Tonight, the house of Habsburg rejoins the Bourbon line with an important announcement. That’s why I’m drilling you about the lineage.”

      “Ancient history.” Renaud yawned, uninterested in whatever games and alliances his parents played. King Louis XIV, his ancestor, had established French sovereignty over his home region, Alsace, but with the recent loss of the Franco-Prussian war, it was now ceded back to the Prussians.

      “Entirely relevant, especially tonight.” The tutor stared at Renaud until he removed his feet from the tabletop.

      “Why? We lost the war.”

      “Your parents are wise, Renaud, very wise. What did I teach you? Always ally with the winners.”

      “I do that under the covers.” Renaud’s fingers slipped into his pocket, and he fondled the sunburst diamond amulet made with the yellowest gold. A vast array of smaller diamonds mounted on spikes of gold around a priceless central diamond, so big and blue, that Marie Antoinette herself was rumored to have stolen it from her mother-in-law.

      Now, Renaud had the precious pendant of Louis XIV, the Sun King. Tonight, he’d bestow it on his beloved Katharina. She was always up for a tryst but she’d demanded tribute—like the Prussians forcing the French to empty their pockets and pay for losing the war.

      Oh, but those rose-red lips, the bounteous bosom, and her soft creamy curves were worth the sun, moon, and stars. After he had her in the throes of passion, sighing and moaning and spent with pleasure, he’d whisk his prize away in a carriage to a church where he’d join her heart with his in holy matrimony.

      “Renaud!” The tutor’s voice jolted him from his reveries. “Did you hear a thing I said? Tonight, your brother, Louis the Heir, is betrothed to Katharina Mohring of Prussia. There will be a quiz.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

        

      

    

    
      DIAMOND

      
        
        Current day, borderlands between France and Germany
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        * * *

      

      It’s not easy being Laverna’s goddaughter. She’s the kind of woman who giveth and taketh. I call it bait and switch, with the switch cutting across my backside all the days of my youth. But having the Patron Saint of Thieves as my benefactor has its benefits.

      I get the inside scoop on all the good stuff—antiquities, works of art, jewelry, carved idols, ancient artifacts belonging to the gods, and all sorts of knickknacks and bric-a-brac that flow down the rivulets of history.

      I’m Diamond Dionne, and I’m an antique picker. Among polite company, I curate collections for museums and write a respectable blog on archaeological finds.

      Under the hood, I delve into the shadowy world of myth and legend, locating fabled artifacts of dubious provenance. Items that are rumored to belong to ancient gods and goddesses, demigods or charlatans, pretenders to thrones, and false prophets.

      I once located the staff of Simon Magus, the Bad Samaritan who went to Rome and swindled the emperor Nero out of his gold-leafed fiddle. Laverna was so proud of me on that find that she rewarded me with an invitation to her Saturnalia festival, until a dubious distant uncle showed up with Nero’s fiddle and upstaged me.

      Lately, I’m in Laverna’s dumpster after two screwups where I got duped out of what she says were easy catches. Despite her instructions, I followed a false lead into Mexico and missed Cortez’s mistress’s chastity belt, losing out to a romance novelist who promised her a starring role in a new romance series featuring Aztecs in space. Then there was the smooth-talking leprechaun who promised me a surprise at the end of the rainbow. I came back with a string of cheap plastic St. Patrick’s Day beads and a green beer hangover.

      So, here I am, wet as a drowned weasel, standing among the ruins of a ramshackle castle in a minor unkempt principality near the French, German, and Swiss border. It’s spooky and dark, and the sounds of wild animals howl in cadence with the wind screaming through the treetops. But I’m not fazed. I have my cousin Amethyst “Thistle” Angelova with me to watch my back.

      “The crypt is that way.” I point my flashlight beam at the steps overgrown with vines. Rainwater washes down in a gulley of debris and slurry underneath a gate guarding the entrance. My boots slosh in the muck as we make our way down the broken and chipped stepping stones. Above us, thunder rumbles from the crumbled ramparts, and the scent of the ionized air spells danger and foreboding.

      My ears prickle at every crackling sound as Thistle sweeps her flashlight beam into the shadowy woods we hiked through. She’s worried that we’ve cut ourselves off from the twisty road where we left our rental car. I’m more concerned about fellow grave robbers trailing me because they know I’m onto something big.

      My flashlight is pointed at the engraving over the doorway. “Found it. The inscription matches what’s on the instruction sheet.”

      “What does it say?”

      “No idea.” I tuck the instructions into my coat pocket to keep it from getting soaked.

      “Are you sure that’s not a curse?”

      “Since I can’t read old German, it doesn’t much matter, does it? We’re at the right place.” My vocal cords tighten despite my nonchalant air. Curses are empty threats that spirits use to frighten gullible mortals. “The gate’s locked.”

      “You’d think the treasures would be guarded by something better than a combination lock,” Thistle says with an eye roll.

      True. The combination lock is stiff and hard to turn. Even though I’m a lock-picking pro, the sound of the wind and rain make it hard for me to focus.

      Come on. Come on. I take slow, deep breaths and wish my heart wasn’t beating like a four-year-old tap-dancing on the kitchen table.

      “Why are you interested in old junk?” Thistle huffs when I miss the turn, yet again. I haven’t told her my true aim, because Thistle is a law-abiding mercenary and a first-class worrier. She grew up in Israel and joined the Israel Defense Force for her mandatory training before joining an underground rebellion in Eastern Europe.

      “I brought you along for moral support.” I distract her with a friendly nudge. “Be quiet and let me concentrate.”

      Thistle picks the instruction sheet from my raincoat. “Laverna’s up to her tricks again, playing cloak-and-dagger. Why doesn’t she just include the combination?”

      “Because she doesn’t want us to give it away if we get intercepted.” Usually, I pick combination locks faster than extracting a boogie from my nose, but somehow, my fingers are off tonight. Could be the ionic forcefield of the thunderstorm disturbing my internal energy.

      “Time for the bolt cutters,” Thistle says when I sigh with frustration. “It’s only a gym locker lock.”

      “You’re right. I can’t waste time on the first level.” I whisk the instruction sheet from her and refresh my memory. “We have several more levels to go.”

      “And we’d better hurry if those dudes who tailed us from the airport are headed this way. Whatever’s in the crypt better be worth it.”

      She’s always so negative. I work hard to adopt a positive attitude. Every morning, I brush my hair a hundred strokes to brush my troubles away. I’m done with the doom and gloom of the past few years when everything was locked down and the world went to hell. Then again, Thistle has had a hard life so I cut her some slack.

      “You will be well rewarded.” I step back as she plops her heavy Army pack on the stone step.

      “What is it we’re looking for? You haven’t shared that detail with me.”

      “It will manifest itself under the right conditions,” I repeat Laverna’s cryptic instructions mainly because I, too, am being kept in the dark.

      “Cut the woo-woo stuff.” Thistle rolls her eyes and unzips her heavy Army pack. “One bolt cutter coming up.”

      All I know are the instructions in my hand. I’m to finagle a precious object that belonged to a long-dead princess named Katharina Mohring who’s buried in the crypt below. It’s not a simple job of locating and extracting, but one requiring finesse. I would have to talk her spirit into letting go of it.

      I’ve done it before and I’ve built quite an underground reputation. If it comes to finding treasures in the underworld, I’m your girl. Wasn’t I the one who faced down Hella, the Norse goddess of death, and swiped her magic mirror? No one else has my track record. I’ve been to the steppes of Mongolia and the rivers of India. From the jungles of Central America to the underground tunnels beneath Jerusalem. I wrested Genghis Khan’s golden bridle from his ghostly horse’s mouth, slipped Krishna’s magical flute into my bag of golf clubs, and used Malachi’s Menorah as a prop in my community theater gig.

      I recall Laverna’s voice rattling in my inner ear. “Katharina is hiding something that belonged to the Sun King himself. Rumor has it she was given a gift by a palace brat—a naughty boy she scorned.”

      “What is it?” I asked to no avail.

      “You’ll know when you see it. She’ll protect it at all costs. Her soul is hanging around to guard it.”

      Like any mafia don, Laverna never gives too much information. As the patron saint to thieves and rogues, she taps into their prayers and hears things. Little do they know she misleads them, no matter how much they offer, and redirects the treasures to her favorites—me being one of them. Because she holds my father hostage, she’s assured of my loyalty. Besides, no treasure means no visits to see him.

      Thistle flexes her biceps and the combination lock snaps, falling to the stone step with a clink. Is it my imagination, or did the howling pick up speed, interspersed with high-pitched screams?

      I help Thistle wrestle the gate open. “What are we waiting for? Let’s move.”

      “Hear those wolves out there? Think they’re werewolves?” For a mercenary, she seems to be on the chickenshit side.

      “They could be but once we get what we came here for, we’ll have a way out of the crypt.” I rush through it and pull the gate closed with a thud, sealing both of our bodies inside.

      “That was dumb. How do you know we can get back out?” Thistle rattles the stuck gate. “Did the instructions come with a hidden door?”

      “No, but I’ve always gotten out of tight places before.” I shine the flashlight down a dank set of steps and reveal a door. “Haven’t I?”

      “You knew that door was there.” Thistle points to the instruction sheet. “This feels like a video game to me with the cheats. Someone’s setting you up. What exactly are we looking for?”

      “Trust me.” I’m not letting her pry any secrets from my lips. If word gets out about what we’re looking for, all of Laverna’s misdirections will be for nothing. While experts scour the environs around Paris for the Sun King’s artifacts, no one can possibly suspect such a prized piece would rot in an obscure corner. People have torn up the entire Palace at Versailles and come away empty. Of course, those places are sacrosanct to the government and cannot be plundered. Anything found would go under the rules of the Antiquities Act and have to be turned over to the authorities.

      This forgotten corner? Not so.

      “You first.” Thistle gestures down the stairway. “I’ll cover your rear.”

      The sound of Thistle racking the slide of her Glock revs my nerves. I’m not a gun-control freakazoid and I know they have their uses, but I don’t trust trigger-happy chicken littles. Why did Madrina ask me to bring this hyperactive hotcake along?

      I take a cleansing breath through my nostrils and wipe the raindrops from my leopard-print hornrimmed glasses. It’s a disguise that helps me escape notice—not that having a gun-toting hypochondriac on my butt helps.

      People’s attention is naturally drawn to the unusual glasses, and once I ditch them, no one will be able to recall my height, weight, skin color, eye color, or anything else about me. My brown hair, grey-brown hazel eyes, light-brown tanned skin, and average height and weight blend me into any number of ethnicities worldwide.

      I’m taller than the average princess from way back as I duck underneath a portal into the crypt’s main hall. Back in the day, families would gather for mass before interring their loved ones. They might even have a celebration or reception for the dead and share meals and remembrances. A silky thread sweeps across my face, zinging me with chills. Our two flashlight beams crisscross and reflect off the stone walls populated by arched niches where the ashes of people of lesser importance are stored. Any relics or jewelry left behind are long gone since the main hall was frequently visited back in the day when the minor nobility still held a smidgen of importance.

      Why would a treasure belonging to Louis the XIV end up here?

      My job is not to ask questions but to fetch the desired object and use it to pay homage to my not-very-fairy godmother.

      We run across the uneven stone floor to the opposing door that leads down to the Hall of Guardians. The instructions warn of booby traps that had already been sprung by grave robbers of the past. The purpose of the guards who lie in the next chamber is to rise up and scare away evil spirits intent on desecrating the graves. Again, their presence is meant to frighten the fainthearted.

      “Hey look, the door isn’t latched.” Thistle points to a partially open iron door. “Were you expecting this? Seems kind of careless to me.”

      “The Hall of Guardians is meant to stop anyone from heading down to the lowest levels,” I explain. “The instructions say to go through it.”

      “Maybe someone else beat us to it.” Thistle eases the door open and points her gun along with the flashlight beam through it. “Smells musty in there. Could be rats.”

      Rats are the least of my concern. It’s the magic I have to break when I meet Katharina that’s the big challenge. Only someone as well connected to the spirit world as I am can summon the courage to make the proper deals. None of the demigods and ghosts I met wanted to give up their treasures. Not a one. However, every spirit wants something. And it’s my job to find that exact hook.

      “I’m not worried.” I peer down the dark and narrow staircase. The walls are surprisingly smooth—white marble with bloodred streaks. “It might be too narrow for your huge pack.”

      “How’d they get the coffins down this way?” Thistle lowers her sixty-pound pack. “Hope we won’t need bolt cutters.”

      “They bricked up the entrances and left a back door for the keepers.”

      “Makes sense. Let’s do it.” She drops her pack and jogs down the narrow crevice. We come to a carved marble door with another inscription over its arch. It’s locked.

      I whip out two Allen wrenches and make short work of the simple skeleton key lock. “I wonder why they bother.”

      “Maybe there’s a trip wire that warns the guardians someone is on the way.” Thistle opens the door to the guardian’s chamber.

      A twang, a whoosh, and a flurry of shadows circle our heads before flying upward toward the partially open door.

      “Bats!” Thistle cries. “Hope none of them have rabies.”

      I hate the spirit of fear she’s courting. It’s not at all conducive to the confidence I’ll need to wheedle the treasured prize from its guardian.

      “Maybe you should go back outside and wait for me.” I take a volleyball out of my sack and throw it into the gallery. “This ought to clear the booby traps.”

      Nothing happens.

      “What did you expect? Falling halberds?” Thistle laughs and rolls her eyes. “My Glock will clear the corridor better than a volleyball.”

      “And cause a cave-in,” I warn her. “The crypt is old and weathered. The entire castle above us is in ruins. “Let’s see what the guardians are guarding.”

      The rows and rows of sarcophagi are all disturbed, their lids off and broken. The faces carved on top are of warriors wearing expressions of anger, snarling and wide-eyed, faces twisted with hatred.

      At the end of the guardian chamber is a T.

      Thistle points her flashlight from left to right. “There’s an arched door on that side that’s already been broken and an iron gate on the other end. Which way should we go?”

      “My Coin of Croesus will tell me.” I take the lucky gold coin my dad gave me from my watch pocket.

      Thistle cocks one eyebrow. “Really?”

      “Call it.”

      “Fine. Heads we go to the broken door, tails we go through the iron gate.”

      “The coin has never been wrong before.” The coin makes a golden arc through the flashlight beams. I catch it and slap it on my arm before revealing it. “Tails. Through the gate we go.”

      “Okay, you go first.”

      Marching forward, my palms itch at how close I am to the coveted treasure belonging to Louis the Sun King—my chance at redemption. Flexing my legendary sticky fingers, I try the latch on the iron gate. It doesn’t budge and there’s no visible keyhole or lock.

      “Looks like they welded the bolt to the gate,” Thistle says examining the mechanism. “I didn’t bring a blowtorch. Guess I’ll just have to shoot it.”

      “But the noise.” I glance over my shoulder. Ever since I stepped off the airplane, I’ve been getting the heebie-jeebies, like someone’s watching and following us. “Didn’t you hear the scratching sounds back in the passage between the guardian tombs?”

      “Who’s the wuss now?” Thistle points her gun at the latch. “Plug your ears.”

      The shot blasts through the chamber with a sharp snap. My ears ring and the sound of a dog whistle follows me.

      “There’s something down there.” I jiggle the gate open. “Do you smell smoke?”

      “Gunpowder residue.”

      “No, it smells like a fine cigar.” I crinkle my nostrils. It reminds me of my dad enjoying a Cuban in the billiard room back when he still had his mind. “I can hear the clicking of a lighter.”

      “Think one of those thugs got here before us?” Thistle stiffens and raises her gun. “You go first.”

      What kind of bodyguard is she? It’s no use arguing. Laverna insisted she come along and she is my cousin, after all. Better to keep secret information in the family. Her father is in the same boat as mine—virtual prisoners, although happy dependents I have to believe, of my godmother.

      We cross the threshold and run into a solid brick wall.

      “This wasn’t on the map.” I tap on the wall. It looks newly laid. “Look at this. The mortar isn’t even cracked and the bricks look like they come from Home Depot.”

      “Too bad I didn’t bring a sledgehammer,” my cousin says. “What do we do now?”

      I can’t believe Laverna would play a trick on me unless it’s payback for losing La Malinche’s chastity belt or letting a blarney-talking Irishman distract me in a pub.

      “Let me think.” I take out a tube of lipstick and uncap it.
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      RENAUD

      Renaud whistled as he attached a hook with its flashy lure to his fishing line. It was all a matter of matching the lure to the target with the right-sized hook that fit the fish’s mouth. A hook designed to look like a fly worked for trout while plastic worms attracted largemouth bass. Then there were all the colorful lures that spun, jiggled, wiggled, and flashed to hide the deadly hook.

      The environment mattered too. Fishing in a running stream required different techniques and equipment from trolling over still water or dropping bait down a hole in the ice. The reels were different, the line weights, the rods, everything.

      Different hooks for different folks. Or so they would have said in the 1970s.

      Or you got to know when to hook them, know when to cook them, know when to reel them in, know when to cut. That was in the 1980s.

      Renaud had lived through wars, revolutions, depressions, and boom times.

      He started life as a minor prince of a minuscule principality located near the Rhine River, in an area that had bounced between modern-day France and Germany for centuries. He’d always been a misfit—a dreamer and a scoundrel—the second son not slated to inherit the title.

      But he wasn’t complaining. He got even, and all it cost was a few assignments every few months—enough to keep his youth and life energy going. He’d gotten the last laugh on his haughty brother and the woman he never truly loved—seeing them go to their graves dissatisfied and unfulfilled. They were buried underneath the ruined castle of his forefathers.

      As for their souls? Renaud collected them as prizes, strung as beads on his rosary. A yellow topaz for his sickly brother, Louis, and a smoky-gray diamond for that betraying woman, who was doomed never to get what she truly wanted, whose lusts could not be fulfilled, whose wishes would never come true, who was condemned to rue over her regrets and who would not ever find solace and comfort.

      He checked the current beads on his rosary. His brother’s yellow topaz had mysteriously disintegrated years ago. The blank spot still galled him but Louis wasn’t a high-value soul. Weak-willed and devoid in passion, it was a lackluster gem with occlusions that clouded its clarity.

      The other one, however, was a strong and beautiful diamond. The priceless soul of Katharina Mohring, who fought against her fate and clung to unmet fantasies with a fervor of everlasting fire. Her diamond glinted with sharp facets and power, set in a bezel of yellow gold, forever frustrated and filled with pent-up energy. Oh yes, playing with her soul was worth the price.

      Smiling, he fondled the beads and crossed himself. He lay the rosary with the multicolor beads in his tackle box. It was the ultimate hook and lure, his most prized possession. He counted the beads and wrinkled his brow. A few more blank spots presented themselves, and he felt like an old man checking his hairline every morning. He could have sworn he had twenty-one the last time he looked. What happened to the ruby he pocketed a year ago? And wasn’t there an amethyst and an aquamarine?

      Still, seventeen mediocre beads combined with Katharina’s diamond were good enough to give him a nice chunk of fishing time out in his remote mountain hideaway. Just Renaud and his pet ferret, Fausto, and as many fish as they could feast on. It was a well-deserved break from all the souls he’d been repossessing.

      As if he was aware of Renaud’s thoughts, the feisty little ferret wiggled his way out of the picnic basket where he’d been devouring this morning’s first catch.

      “What are you waiting for?” the little beastie asked. “I’m ready for seconds. That minnow was just a snack.”

      “You’re plump enough.” Renaud tickled the weasel’s protruding belly—the only part of him that wasn’t sleek and thin. Fausto reminded Renaud of the scientist he captured in his last gig, a tall, thin, gangly guy with nonalcoholic fatty liver disease. The man was thin on the outside, fat inside. His soul turned into a liver-colored opal. “Come sit on my lap and watch me reel them in.”

      The morning mist was lifting over the remote Alpine pond, and rays of golden sun filtered through the pine and fir trees towering above. The glassy water was speckled with feeding fish, with concentric circles popping and expanding across the surface. Renaud swung his rod and cast, watching the jiggly lure glint in the morning light before plinking among the feeding fish. It was an aggressive lure, designed to simulate a swimming minnow as he pulled it back through the water.

      The line jerked and pulled, not quite tight, so Renaud let it play. He was a patient fisherman, in no hurry to expose his hook. Let the prey believe it had the upper hand. He’d give it some line and tire it out. From the weight of the pull, he estimated a five-pounder—not huge, but a good snack for Fausto, who ate like a bottomless pit.

      Life didn’t get much better with the clear water lapping against the sides of the boat and the sun breaking through the mists. Out here, reeling in catch after catch, Renaud could almost forget the vengeance that caused him to sell his soul.

      It was during that most agonizing time shortly after Katharina had betrayed him. How could he forget the way his brother had laughed at him when he’d called for a duel? Laughed and had him taken prisoner, unable to defend his honor. Could anyone blame him for making a deal with a demon?

      Now, his brother was dead after a long and sickly life, and Renaud was still alive and kicking. He was a semi-immortal, living as long as he delivered his quota of souls. Yawning, he baited a trolling line on the mount in the back. Setting the motor to a slow speed, he glided the skiff over the glassy water.

      A large splash of water doused his face and washed Fausto off his shoulder. Before he could catch the little guy, the front of the entire boat flipped. Had he hit a rock? But no, he knew every foot of his private lake.

      Renaud grabbed his wiggly ferret and stroked his way to the surface. He shook the water from his face and scowled. His demon boss, Philly, was sitting on the upside-down boat.

      “What’s the big idea?” Renaud jutted his chin at the midnight-dark man dressed in a white silk tuxedo with a red cravat and sash. A fine Cuban cigar hung from his clenched teeth, and his head was wrapped in a scarlet turban. “Is there a problem with the last dude I collected?”

      The demon tapped ash from his cigar and laughed. “You’re enjoying yourself too much. That wasn’t part of the deal.”

      “I’ve enough beads on my rosary for another year of fishing,” Renaud argued while treading water.

      The demon’s grin widened. “And where’s your rosary right now?”

      It was in the tackle box which had been flipped into the lake.

      “I’ll get it,” Fausto said. He wriggled out of the crook of Renaud’s arm and jumped into the water.

      “Not likely.” Philly opened his large hand. The rosary was wrapped around his fingers. “Never bet against my quick hands.”

      “Give that back to me.” Renaud swam toward the boat but couldn’t get close. Wellsprings of water kept him more than an arm’s length from the hull.

      “Eenie meenie miney mo.” Philly picked off the liver-brown opal and bit it. He spat out the crushed mineral and plucked another bead.

      “Hey, you can’t do that.”

      “Watch me.” The big bully twirled the rosary over his head, flinging more beads into the water. “Oh my, your lifespan’s coming to an end. Pity.”

      “Hey, stop that. This isn’t fair.” Renaud threw himself against the waves which kept slapping him back.

      “Life isn’t fair.” Philly’s bushy brows lowered over his deeply hooded eyes. “You’ve been losing beads on your own and you’re doing nothing to stop it.”

      “As long as I keep collecting and keep ahead of the blank spaces, what do you care?”

      “It’s your death, long and slow.” Philly threw the rosary at Renaud who caught it with a raised hand. A single bead remained next to the ornate cross. It was Katharina’s gray diamond. It was worth well over a hundred years when he’d first entangled her soul. Since then, time had ticked away and he needed to refresh his quota with her soon—keep her ghost wanting what she couldn’t get.

      “While you’re out here relaxing, Katharina Mohring’s about to escape,” Philly said, flicking his lighter to light another cigar.

      “That’s impossible. I have her soul right here.” Renaud tucked the forlorn rosary into the zippered pocket of his fishing pants. “Fausto’s going to find the rest of those beads. Now, get out of here and leave me alone.”

      “Looks like you’ll be needing a hand.” Philly stuck his hand toward Renaud.

      He only had a second to feel the churning of the water swirling around him and feel the bites of a thousand fish before Philly dragged him out of the water and flung him onto the dock.

      “Fausto! I can’t leave him.” Renaud twisted himself from the demon who was built of solid muscle. “The fish are eating him up.”

      “Like I said, never underestimate my quick hands.” Philly twirled Fausto’s wet slinky body on the tip of his finger like he was a soggy scarf. “Fishing season is over, Prince Renaud. Intruders are in your family crypt at this very moment. If they free Katharina’s soul, you’ll be dead on the spot.”

      Renaud knew when he’d been checkmated. Philly was a hard taskmaster. He shouldn’t have been so cocky with his stockpile of souls.

      “I’ll get Katharina’s soul back,” he said. “She can’t escape me.”

      “Your energy’s getting low. Better get a move on.” Philly jeered. “If Katharina escapes, I’ll give you a month to bring me another soul. See? I’m a reasonable taskmaster. Next time you won’t get so lucky.”

      “Lucky? You were the one who threw my other souls away and conjured up the fish to eat them.”

      “Two weeks, then.” Philly blew a plume of cigar smoke in Renaud’s face. “Keep arguing and I’ll keep halving the time you have left. Ready to go? Hold on tight.”

      Renaud had no choice but to nod. “Yes, Master Philly. I’m ready. I’ll have Katharina’s soul locked down with no chance of escape.”

      “It’s nothing to me. She’s your highest value soul and your loss.” Philly blew smoke on Renaud and Fausto, wrapping them in a cloud of cigar ash. The dust whirled like a tornado, picking up speed. The howling was deafening, and bits and pieces of debris whipped against Renaud’s face. It was the way Philly transported them—in a whirlwind of smoke.

      Renaud’s eyes watered, and his throat was itchy. His lungs burned, and he coughed and hacked, covering his nose and mouth with Fausto’s wet fur. Sand and sharp pebbles pummeled them, and the smoke blew them through a doorway before letting go.

      Man and ferret went tumbling down a narrow staircase. Being semi-immortal didn’t spare Renaud all the aches and pains of a mortal. He healed faster, but he felt every scrape and bruise as his face planted onto the rough-hewn stone of his family’s long unused crypt.
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      DIAMOND

      “You’re putting lipstick on at a time like this?” Thistle jerks her head to exaggerate her eye-rolling. “I knew you were a glam girl, but who’s here for you to flirt with?”

      “Can’t go anywhere without lipstick.” I spread a thin layer over my fine lips, freezing at the sound of footsteps in the chamber above us.

      “Someone’s in the main hall.” Thistle’s Glock is erect and pointing directly at me.

      I sweep the muzzle aside and press her away from the bricked-up wall. “Why don’t you go check it out?”

      I need to get her away from me before I invoke my one and only gift of magic.

      “Oh, no, and leave you here unprotected?” She grabs my elbow and steers me ahead of her as if I’m a hostage.

      “Thistle, you’re my bodyguard not the other way around.” I twist myself from her grasp. “Buck up and go check it out.”

      “Maybe it’s nothing,” she whispers. “If we’re quiet, they might not know we’re down here.”

      “I’ve got an idea.” I point to the other side of the T. “Why don’t you go to the broken door and hide behind it? While you’re there, check if there’s a name carved into the sarcophagus and if the face carved on it is male or female.”

      “Why?”

      “So we can clear this level quicker. Go.” I give her a push. “Then if anyone comes down the corridor, we can ambush them from both sides.”

      “You don’t have a weapon.”

      I brandish my lipstick. “I have this.”

      She huffs and her eyes are practically rolling out of their sockets. “Fine. Just don’t show yourself. And whatever you do, don’t get caught in the crossfire.”

      I count three seconds after she walks away. She keeps looking back so I keep waving her off. Eventually, her flashlight beam bobbles toward the ruined door that is supposed to lead to Prince Louis’ tomb.

      I hope I’m right. The intel Laverna picked up says that the Sun King’s treasure was Katharina’s most precious possession—hence likely to be buried and guarded by her spirit.

      “Okay, here goes.” I hate ruining an expensive tube of lipstick but a heroine has to do what she has to do.

      I draw a doorway big enough for me to get through. An opening materializes immediately, and I’m through it lickety-split. Since there are intruders, I have to close the gap in the wall and meet up with Thistle later. I grab a makeup remover pad and wipe off the lipstick from my lips.

      The opening shrinks to the size of a shoebox. I must have left some on my teeth. I lick my upper teeth and scrub the pad over my lower teeth. Before the hole closes, a small ratlike creature slips through.

      Eek!

      I jump backward and lose my balance. The stones beneath my feet are slippery, and I tumble down the staircase. Rocks and dirt fall over me as I land on a heap of loose shards. Thankfully, the lanyard of my flashlight is still around my neck, and what I see throws me into a panic.

      I’ve fallen on a pile of bones, and they’re moving. My body is pummeled by elbows and knees, with poking fingers and prodding toes. A skull is nodding and shakes its jaw, and a disembodied rib cage contracts and expands as if there were living lungs breathing inside of it.

      I’m not panicking. I can handle this. They’re just a bunch of old bones. Somehow, I’ve landed in a mass grave. No wonder the entrance was bricked up.

      Deep breaths. Deep breaths. All I have to do is find the staircase and go back up, draw a door, and tell Laverna she was wrong. This pit is not the burial place of Katharina Mohring. The prayers of the thieves were wrong, and she needs to give me better instructions than the tidbits she picks up from their prayers and stingy offerings.

      She can’t hold it against me if she sent me on a wild goose chase. But my godmother isn’t fair and just. She’s a goddess-level cheat and a swindler.

      “Aren’t you going to find whatever you came for?” a squeaky voice lisps near my feet.

      “Who’s there?” I shine the light and find an animal with a pointy snout, beady eyes, and markings like a raccoon on his face. His body is a cross between a raccoon and a dachshund, elongated with a pot belly and short, stubby legs. “What kind of rat are you?”

      “Allow me to introduce myself,” the creature says. “I’m Fausto the Ferret.”

      I’m used to having creatures speak to me. It means I’m at the threshold between the earthly realm and the magical realm of myths. Cool.

      “It’s nice to meet you, Fausto.” I’m not going to reach my hand out to a ferret because he could be a shapeshifter and turn into a humanoid at any moment. “I’m Diamond Dionne from the United States of America. I’m not familiar with the pantheons of France. Are you related to any of the local gods?”

      “I’m a son of Faunus, the god of the forests and fields,” the little creature replies. “I didn’t know America has a lipstick goddess. I saw what you did with the opening.”

      “Ah, yes, well, there’s a lot you don’t know. However, let’s help each other get out of here. Do you have any superpowers?”

      “I’m good at ferreting things out, pun intended.” His eyebrows raise and lower and he grins, showing his sharp teeth. “What is it you’re looking for?”

      I’m not sure I can trust him, but I have no choice. “The tomb of Katharina Mohring. She was the mistress of this castle over a hundred years ago. It’s said she’s guarding a precious object gifted to her by her husband.”

      “Then let’s call out to her,” the ferret says. “While you talk to her, I’ll make off with the treasure. Do you know what it is?”

      “I’ll know it when I see it.” I’m not trusting the ferret one bit. He’s likely one of those trickster gods looking to make off with my find. “How do you call out to her?”

      “Turn off your light and sit in the dark. She’ll make herself known.”

      “You stay away from me.” I shine the light on his face. “No sneaking up on me while the light is off.”

      “I’m a gentleman,” he says with a snort. “What do you take me for, a common rat?”

      I have no choice but to turn off the flashlight and concentrate on Katharina Mohring. There’s not much history about her because she left no descendants. Every baby she had died in infancy, and it was rumored she wanted a baby who would never die.

      I quiet my mind and listen to the steady dripping of water and the scratching sound of the moving bones. My skin is crawling from all the bony fingers touching me but I cannot make a sound. Instead, I have to concentrate all my senses and direct my energy like a search beam. I have to ignore the distracting moving bones and my fear of the ferret lurking nearby.

      My sensitive lock-picking fingers feel their way around, sensing the concentration of energy. I guide my body toward the more intense vibrations. A brush of fur traverses my hand. It’s obvious that Fausto is moving in for the steal but if I shout, I might lose the forcefield surrounding the treasure.

      A thin whistling sound rings in my ear. I don’t try to push it out or explain what it is. I calm my breathing and tell myself to open my awareness. To reach out and feel. The sound in my ears morphs into a thin cry. Waah, waah, waah.

      Strange. The princess was an elderly woman when she died. Why would she be crying like a baby?

      Still, I accept the reality I’m confronted with. I wiggle my fingers and let them lead me. The ferret’s tail brushes me again, and I swat him aside. No way am I letting him make off with my prize.

      I can’t afford to worry about the little interloper, so I spread out my hands in all directions, waving my fingers to attract the prize. The pinkie of my left hand touches what feels like a ringlet of hair. It’s not the ferret’s fur but something longer and curly. Human hair?

      Forcing myself not to recoil, I let the hair wrap around my fingers. Gently, I slide my other hand underneath a tiny head. It’s not warm to the touch, and I have to fight all my nerves not to scream and drop it. Its face is bony and cold to the touch, and I wonder if it’s a skull. But there are no eye sockets. The eyes are hard like marbles, and the face is smooth and rigid while the back of the head feels like damp leather with matted strands of hair. I hope it’s not a mummified baby.

      I lift it into my arms and feel the stone-studded garment. The ferret’s claws slip off the smooth face of the tiny figure. Now that I have it, I flick on the flashlight hanging around my neck.

      Relief swarms over me that it’s not a preserved mummy but a doll made with a porcelain face, a stuffed leather head with wisps of human hair on the crown, and a body with jointed arms and legs. Its eyes are electric blue crystals with painted-on eyelashes and eyebrows. The rest of the face contains a beautifully shaped nose and red carnelian lips. Her baby gown is fashioned from rivers of diamonds held together like chain mail. It’s surprisingly flexible, and the effect of even the tiniest movement underneath the dim light is enough to shower us with a waterfall of twinkling sparkles.

      The crying sound is gone from my ears, and the doll is as stiff as a corpse. The surrounding bones are also still, no longer moving.

      This has to be the treasure. The number of diamonds on the gown was worth a king’s fortune.

      All I have to do is make my way up the staircase and escape this chamber of dead bones. I’m sure Fausto is lurking and waiting for his chance to make off with the doll, or perhaps he’s disappointed. The doll is too heavy for him to whisk away.

      “Fausto, was this what you were looking for?” I ask without spotting the critter.

      There’s no answer. Apparently, he’s not going to let me smoke him out.

      “Not so fast,” a woman’s voice wheezes behind me. “That’s my doll.”

      I freeze but I’m not giving up my prize. Slowly, I inch my neck around while backing myself toward the staircase. A ghostly figure of a bony old woman hovers overhead, blocking the bricked-up exit.

      “You must be Katharina Mohring of Prussia.” I simulate a curtsey as best as I can with bones scattered around my ankles. “I’m Diamond Dionne, the Lipstick Goddess from the United States of America.”

      “I don’t care who you are. How dare you disturb my—” She pauses and regroups her woo-woo voice. “I’ve never heard of you but perhaps we can make a deal. What will you give me for my precious dolly?”

      “I can create a display for you in a museum and feature your doll. If you give me your story, I can make you famous across social media. You might even get a part in a video game.”

      “I know not what all that gibberish means.” The woman’s eyes are droopy. “You’ll have to give me something I want if you want my doll.”

      “I have money. How about ten dollars?”

      The shade shakes her head and yawns. “You don’t understand, do you? I wanted a baby that never grew up and I got it. I named her Paulina, and I loved her. I did everything I could to get her to stop crying. Rocked her, fed her, tickled her, and held her, but she never slept. Night after night after night she kept me up with her screaming and howling.”

      “She doesn’t seem to be screaming right now. Do you want the ten dollars?”

      “No, you can have the doll if you give me your soul.” The old lady grins, gap-toothed.

      “The doll isn’t worth my soul. Especially one who keeps you up all night.”

      “And all day, too,” the shade admits. “Then how about this? You deal with the prince from now on and the doll is yours.”

      “You mean Prince Louis? Your husband?” I’m puzzled why she wants me to so-called deal with him. Maybe that’s why they have separate sarcophagi. “Is this the priceless gift he gave to you?”

      “Yes, it is, but it’s been nothing but a bother.” The ancient princess flicks her hand in dismissal. “But I need to clarify. The prince you have to deal with is not my husband but Prince Renaud. The price you have to pay is taking on his curse.”

      “And what’s that?” I hug the precious doll with all her diamonds to my chest. “I’ve never heard of a Prince Renaud.”

      “He was my true love, but I betrayed him and married his brother.” Katharina the Ghost wrings her arthritic hands. “He was struck from the genealogy when he took to the dark arts.”

      “Sorry to hear that.” I glance up at the broken stairway, marking my escape route. “What’s the curse?”

      “That you’ll never get what you truly want.”

      “That’s it?” I raise my eyebrow at the light sentence. “I don’t truly want anything, so I’m good.”

      “Don’t do it!” Fausto’s voice squeaked from the top of the staircase. “It’s a trick. She wants her soul back.”

      “Of course not,” Katharina says. “I don’t want my soul back. I don’t want riches. I don’t want fame. I don’t even want to sleep.”

      “That’s because you’re cursed,” the weasel says. “And you want to palm off your curse on some other poor soul. Give the doll to me. I’m an animal and I never get what I want.”

      Of course, the weasel wants the doll for himself. I’m not listening.

      The doll is worth millions. The diamonds look real, sparking with a brilliant fire under the dim beam of the flashlight. I’m sure all this talk about curses is plain scare talk. I’ve dealt with plenty of demigods and mythological figures. They really need to come up with something more believable.

      Katharina doesn’t deign to reply to Fausto’s accusations. She gives me a sickeningly sweet smile, exposing her blackened teeth. “You’re taking the doll for sure? Against my will? I mean, I don’t want to give it to you. Not at all.”

      “I’ll take it if you tell me how to break the curse.” I head toward the staircase she’s blocking.

      “Shake on it and it’s yours.” Katharina floats to my side, reaching out with her bony hand.

      “Let me pass.” I nevertheless shake on it, and the cold of her bones drives the heat from my heart. Did I just make a grave mistake? But then, the curse is nothing but a fable. I’m always lying and making deals with these useless spirits and they have no power to enforce anything because they have no fleshly body. Once I cross over to the earthly realm, I’m safe.

      “The doll is yours.” Katharina kicks up her heels and does a backflip. “And so is Renaud’s curse. I’m free. I’m finally free to move on and catch up on my sleep.”

      I stop on the threshold of the bricked-in doorway. “Wait, you haven’t told me how to break the curse.”

      Instead of answering me, she vanishes with a shrill laugh on her ghostly-pale lips.

      “You’ve done it now,” the ferret groaned in his wheezy voice. “Now your soul belongs to Prince Renaud and you’ll never get what you want.”

      “If you believe in fairy tales and talking ferrets.” I brush by him and take out my tube of lipstick.
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      RENAUD

      “That wasn’t very nice!” Renaud coughed and shouted at the whirling smoke as he picked his bruised and scraped body off the floor of his family’s crypt. It was completely dark without torchlight or candlelight. His eyes stung from being enveloped in the cloud of cigar smoke, and his throat was dry and irritated.

      The only reason he knew he was in the crypt underneath the castle he grew up in was because he’d been locked in the main chamber for months, and he’d never forgotten the pattern of the rocks laid out on the floor. The squarish tiles were interspersed by jutting diamond-shaped pebbles so that there was no place to rest.

      The only answer was Philly’s rough smoker’s chuckle and the creaking of a door.

      “Fausto, where are you?” Renaud hissed under his breath as he picked himself up from the rough floor. “Come help me sniff out the thieves.”

      The ferret didn’t answer. Had he even come through the cloud with him?

      There was nothing Renaud could do but feel around the darkness. He found a wall and used it to guide himself around the perimeter of the main hall. A damp draft stirred near where he thought he’d heard the creaking, and his foot bumped into a large soft-sided pack.

      Renaud knelt down and felt around the canvas object. It was a backpack—probably left by the grave robbers. What luck. He helped himself to a flashlight and lit up the rest of the contents. Rounds of ammunition but no extra gun. A pair of bolt cutters, hammers and chisels, rope, and other tools. He strapped the hunting knife to his leg and tucked the hammer and chisel inside his fishing vest.

      Then he went down the steep and narrow stairway. According to his memory, the final resting place of the cursed guardians lay below. They were men who hadn’t received the sacraments of the church and would forever lie in wait to confront intruders to the princely tombs below.

      The marble door was ajar. Someone had picked the old-fashioned lock. He was surprised the last keeper hadn’t left the key inside the lock for all the good it did. Renaud was greeted by silence as he stepped through the door. He peered into the chamber of guardians. It was a mess of broken coffins and fallen bricks and had obviously been disturbed long ago. Yet, the scent of a woman’s floral perfume lingered and he sensed a distinctively female presence, or perhaps it was the absence of male sweat and the neatness with which the backpack had been organized.

      Intrigued, he stepped confidently into the corridor. Females were his favorite targets and depriving them of what they really wanted was entertaining. Mainly because they could never make up their minds. Besides, getting them into a frenzy of feverish desire and holding out on them was the ultimate foreplay.

      He only hoped the female tomb robber was attractive, or as they said in the 1970s, foxy. The sexier they were, the harder they fell, and he took extra pleasure in collecting their souls.

      Smoothing his mussed hair back, Renaud brushed off his formfitting water-repellent fishing shirt and tightened the waistband of his lightweight pants. His boat loafers were wet and so were his wool socks, but considering he was deep inside a crypt on a wet, rainy night, he was roughly presentable. Popping a breath mint into his mouth, he stepped confidently over the rubble of the guardian’s chamber.

      An icy blast of air froze the breath from his lips, and a bubbly giggle percolated overhead.

      Renaud sent the flashlight beam upward. “Who’s there? Show yourself.”

      A young maiden’s form appeared, dressed in a rose-pink ball gown. It was Katharina as she’d appeared the night she betrayed him. She covered her pert little mouth and giggled.

      “You look like you got dragged from the bottom of a lake,” she said in between chuckles.

      “What are you doing floating free?” Renaud reached into his zippered pocket and took out the rosary.

      “I’m done paying your curse,” she said. “Looks like my bead is no longer yours.”

      Renaud gaped at the position where Katharina’s gray diamond should have been. Instead, a dull-blue moonstone bead of much lower value sat in its place.

      “I don’t get it. How did you go free? I never loved you enough to give you what you wanted.”

      “Aye, ’tis true, you never loved me. You were so happy to curse me after you lost your favorite toy. Have fun with your new toy. I daresay she’ll be a much harder nut to crack.”

      He shook the solitary bead at Katharina’s ghost. “How were you able to do this? Did you not warn her? No sane person would take on the curse unless you gave her Louis XIV’s sunburst diamond pendant.”

      “Apparently this idiot took it without a question,” Katharina gloated. “She’s all yours and I’m off to enjoy a million nights of sleep.”

      “How is this fair?” he roared. “You can’t just waltz away scot-free. You owe me big.”

      “Too bad, little Renaud.” The flirtatious ghost pirouetted in her ball gown, whirling around in the full skirt. “You and your curse are no longer my problem. I’m getting everything I ever wanted.”

      “No, no, it can’t be. You can’t leave me.” Renaud’s stomach sloshed to his feet. Katharina was the gem that kept him young and gave him the energy to stop aging. “Your soul is the most valuable one I had.”

      “Too bad for you,” Katharina said in a lilting voice. “Every curse has a loophole. Otherwise, what good would it be?”

      “I didn’t grant you the loophole.” Renaud reached for the ghost to strangle her but of course, his hands went through her without touching her. “You can’t leave. What will I do? I lost the other souls I collected.”

      “How did that happen? Did they all exercise the loophole?” Katharina’s voice was full of false concern.

      He slumped down onto the dusty floor and held his head between his hands. “That’s just it. I don’t know! How is it you were able to exchange your soul for this worthless moonstone? How does this loophole work?”

      “You never paid attention in class, did you?” Katharina hooted with glee. “That Sunburst Pendant is the loophole. You gave it to me, remember?”

      “Yes, but I thought you had it. Where is it?”

      “I have no idea.” She twirled her hair and pirouetted. “But I exercised it before I lost it.” “What? How can you just up and lose it?” Renaud’s irritation didn’t even begin to boil his blood. Whatever had made him so stupid to give Katharina his greatest treasure? “I gave it to you to pledge your soul to me. Out of the best desires to marry you and make you my queen.”

      “Can’t worry about it now,” Katharina said in a placating manner. “The sunburst was but a bauble compared to the rest of Louis XIV’s treasures. It was given to him by his mother, Anne of Austria.”

      “Anne of Austria, that sounds familiar.” Renaud vaguely remembered his tutor mentioning this princess who became a French queen. “What does it do?”

      “Allow its owner to bend the will of anyone to his submission. Very powerful magic. I’m surprised you didn’t pay attention to it when you had it. It’s the reason Anne of Austria could put down the rebellion and do all the things she did to ensure her son became an absolute monarch.”

      “This doesn’t help me! Or you.” Renaud’s fingers itched at the impression the amulet made in his hand.

      “Ah, but it did help me. When I received your curse, I asked the Sunburst to let me pass the curse on to another soul. To allow me to bend the will of an idiot more stupid than me, who’d want my crying doll more than her soul.”

      “And the idiot is this dull moonstone?” Renaud gaped at the replacement gem. “How can you expect me to accept this?”

      “You have no choice, dear Prince Renaud.” Katharina tittered like a schoolgirl. “You lost my soul when you decided to seek revenge instead of forgive me.”

      “You betrayed me.” Renaud gripped his fists and clenched his teeth. “We were supposed to run away together. You promised me when I gave you the sunburst pendant.”

      “Silly boy! Did you think I’d break a betrothal to the heir when you are but the spare?” She patted him on the head like he was her pet wolfhound. “Don’t cry over spilled milk. At least you have a dull moonstone to work with.”

      “Who’s this idiot?”

      “That’s for you to find out. At least I didn’t tell her about the Sunburst Pendant. She has no idea how to break the curse.” The former princess flitted circles around Renaud’s head and pulled the brim of his fishing hat over his eyes, giggling merrily.

      “You’re lying about the pendant.” Renaud rued that he didn’t know about the pendant’s power. “If it was so great to let you bend the will of anyone you wanted, why did you lose it?”

      “Tsk, tsk, tsk,” Katharina snickered. “It’s obvious you didn’t pay attention to your tutor. The power of the pendant can only be used on two souls. I invoked it the first time to get Louis to marry me and banked up the second one when you cursed me.”

      “You witch! You stinking witch!” Renaud swatted at the laughing apparition and stomped his feet. It wasn’t fair. His tutor was boring him with Anne of Austria while he was dreaming about Katharina. How was he to know the pendant would enter into the lesson? Which two souls had Anne used it on? Argh, that wasn’t important. No time for history. “Where is the pendant? Tell me.”

      “As I said, I lost it.”

      “You’re lying.” Fury didn’t begin to describe the hatred welling from his dark heart. “You traded the Sunburst Pendant to her after you ran out of its use, didn’t you? I’m sure she’s not the idiot you’re painting her to be.”

      “Enjoy your dull moonstone. She’s all yours, darling.” The amusement in Katharina’s voice was driving Renaud’s blood pressure through the roof. “Do you have anything else to say before I bid you au revoir?”

      “One thing. Is she hot?”

      “She’s not running a fever as far as I can tell. Bye, bye!”

      DIAMOND

      “Will you stop staring at me?” I ask the ferret as I dig in my waist pack for another lipstick.

      Hopefully, Thistle has cleared the chamber and is on her way back. It’s going to take big magic to draw a portal that allows us to exit the castle grounds and transport us back to our safe zone. I’m going to have to triple, quadruple-color the doorway.

      “Where are you going?” Fausto asks. “Can I come with you?”

      “Definitely not.” I frantically dig through the inside of my pack. What happened to the rest of my lipstick?

      “I can be of much use to you,” he says in a wheedling tone. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing.” I spread my scarf on the top step and empty my pack.

      “Oh, no, you’ve lost all your lipstick, and we’re trapped here forever!” he squeals. “I bet they fell out when you rolled over all those bones.”

      I hate that he’s right. I shine my dimming flashlight at the piles of quiet bones below. “Lost my extra batteries too.”

      “Too bad.” He shrugs. “It might take years to find a crevice to sneak out. I’m sure there’s a loose brick or a missing stone down there buried beneath those age-old bones. You’ll need to ferret it out, inch by inch.”

      “I don’t need you.” I replace what I have and stuff the doll’s feet in my pants and then zip her safely in my raincoat. I know Fausto’s looking for an opportunity to make off with my treasure. “My cousin will find me and blast me out of here.”

      I tap on the brick and call out, “Hey, Thistle! Can you hear me? Thistle, I’m behind the brick wall.”

      The ferret whistles in the dark. “She can’t hear you. This wall looks new. No cracks, no crumbling mortar. Looks like you need me to go down there and find your lipstick.”

      “I can do that myself, and I don’t need your commentary.” I take a step down the stairs. A stone comes loose and I swing my arms for balance. Before I can take another step, the flashlight dies. I can’t move forward so I gingerly take a seat and scoot myself back to the landing.

      “Great. Just great,” Fausto says. “I can see well in dim light but not total darkness. How are we going to get out of here?”

      “Can’t you feel your way down the stairs without falling? You do have four legs and you’re low to the ground.”

      “What will you give me if I bring you back a tube of lipstick?”

      “What is it you want?” I can’t believe I have no choice but to make a deal with a talking ferret. But it is what it is. Filchers can’t be choosers, but not to worry, I’m as slippery as the rest of the denizens that dwell between the world of real and imaginary.

      The ferret wiggles into my lap and rubs his snout against my hand. “I want to be your pet. Will you adopt me if I get your lipstick?”

      That surprises me. I thought he wanted the doll with the diamond gown. Maybe it’s a ploy to get close to me before he shapeshifts to a demon and makes the steal but I’m in no position to bargain. Besides, I can always unadopt him.

      My hand goes out to his furry head and I rub it. “Sure, but why would you need me to adopt you? Aren’t you the son of Faunus? You must have a superpower.”

      “Me? I’m just a lonely little ferret. I’m good at sneaking into tight places and taking stuff but no one cares about me. How about we be partners? I can help you out of tight places, and you can take me through your lipstick doorways. I’d like to travel to this United States of America. I heard it’s the land of opportunity.”

      Ah, so the little guy wants a green card. No doubt he’s under a curse and he thinks he can break the spell by running away.

      “Whoever you owe can find you no matter where you go.” I give him a pat. “But since we’re stuck in this tomb together, let’s help each other out.”

      “Deal?”

      “Deal.”

      Fausto scurries off and I hear bones being shuffled. While I’m waiting, I press my ear against the brick wall, hoping to hear Thistle come back and knock. A barrage of sharp pops has my heart jerking to life. Gunfire!

      “Thistle!” I shout, frantically pounding on the brick wall. “Thistle!”
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