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      The man who stood in front of me was tall and thickset, with long silver hair, eyes that swirled with clouds of gray, and an aura that resonated with the power of storms. His face was lean, and his skin almost translucent. He was certainly a handsome man—not elven perfect, perhaps, but damn close to it.

      Except he wasn’t a man.

      He was a god of thunder and lightning.

      One who had been bound to Earth in the form of a curmudgeon—the male version of a hag. Unlike their female counterparts, however, curmudgeons were able to shift into a more pleasing countenance, and I couldn’t help but wonder if this was the form he’d used when he’d seduced my mother and begat me.

      For several minutes, neither of us moved. He simply studied me, his gaze scanning my length, as if searching for something. When his eyes finally rose to mine again, a flicker of... not so much disappointment, though that was definitely there, but rather annoyance, ran through them.

      “You know,” I said, never one to keep quiet even when that was probably the best option, “if you’re disappointed in how I turned out, you’ve only yourself to blame.”

      Amusement lurked briefly in his expression then fell away. “And how do you come to that conclusion?”

      His voice was filled with gravitas and warmth and resonated through every inch of my being, oddly connecting with something deep within. What that something was, I couldn’t say, but I wasn’t sure I liked the sensation.

      “Well,” I said evenly, despite the belated stirring of trepidation, “aside from the initial few minutes of involvement at my conception, you’ve basically had nothing to do with me in my sixty-odd years of existence.”

      A dark silver eyebrow rose at that, and once again the amusement flared. I wasn’t sure what reaction I’d expected from my godly parent, but this definitely wasn’t it.

      “Is not sixty-two considered to be little more than a sapling in terms of pixie development?”

      “Well, yes, but if you were expecting me to be something other than what I am, then you should have come forward earlier and had a little fatherly input in how I was raised.” I paused. “Which leads to the question, why appear now? And why here? Liadon’s realm is considered neutral ground by those who play this bout of godly games, and this meeting jeopardizes that neutrality, does it not?”

      Liadon was the guardian of what Deva’s Fae Council—who I now rather reluctantly worked for—called the Cavern of the Gods. It was basically a world between worlds—an access point, if you will, for gods and who knew what else to enter or leave our world. But it was also a library that not only held all council records from their inception, but also the records of all earthly races and their histories. That was what I was after. Somewhere in those records might be the name of the man—or woman—who had killed my mother.

      As for the fucking games... the old gods considered testing humanity in various cataclysmic ways a sport and, in the past, had chosen their players and thrown chaos their way just to see what eventuated. According to Liadon, what the gods found so fascinating was the fact not even they could predict how those within any active game would react to the stimuli provided.

      Unfortunately, after a few pleasant centuries without such input on their part, a new game was afoot—one that was, by all accounts, started by my father, with me the “Queen” on his side of the playing board. Which meant, of course, I had a counterpart running about somewhere. I had no idea who that person might be, though if this game involved the rat god’s—or Ninkil, to give him his proper moniker—rising into our world, then it might well be Carla Wilson, a multi-shifter who could take on any human form she wished, and who we believed had her claws in multiple council members. And I knew—because I’d seen in a vision—that she was sexually involved with the man who was the Ninkilim’s current leader. A man whose name we didn’ t yet know.

      “Did you not bid Liadon to fetch me less than a week ago?” he asked. “In fact, did you not say you were unimpressed with my efforts so far?”

      Despite the flares of amusement, the clouds in his eyes were darkening, and a chill that was part trepidation, part recognition stirred. Because those same shadows moved within me, and I had a bad feeling that was what he intended, what he wanted to draw out.

      “Well, yes, but it wasn’t like either of us actually expected you to hear me say that, let alone respond.”

      “There are no secrets in this place, other than the scriptures and memories Liadon guards. These”—he waved a hand toward the small chamber’s brown-streaked black walls, which held none of the smooth luminosity that was a feature in the other tunnels and chambers—“are here to protect you from sights and sound beyond your ken.”

      “And no doubt also protect me from those who would destroy your queen in the current godly game.”

      His expression remained pleasant, but the storm around his form was intensifying, matching the intensity gathering in his eyes. “You are not my queen. You are more... a knight.”

      My gaze was drawn to the briefest movement beyond the chamber’s thin walls, and I clenched my fingers against the desire to grab my knives. Liadon would not have allowed this meeting to take place without it being safe for both of us, but I couldn’t escape the notion that what lurked beyond the oddly streaked walls was no friend to either of us.

      Which might well be the whole point of this meeting. Maybe in being here, talking to me, he was announcing to the opposition that he was stepping fully into the fray.

      If he was, then that could only be bad news for me.

      “Why is that?” I said, somehow dragging my gaze away from the movement. “Isn’t a queen the most powerful piece on any chess board?”

      “Situationally yes, but the knight is the only piece on the board that moves completely different to every other piece. And that, I believe, is an apt description of yourself.”

      As summations went, I couldn’t argue that it wasn’t on point. “Then was Beira wrong when she said you were not one to play these games?”

      “No.”

      I waited several beats, but when he didn’t continue, added, “Does that mean Liadon was wrong when she said you started these games?”

      “No.”

      “Then, as I said only a few minutes ago, why the fuck are you here? What is the point of all this?”

      He took a step forward, bringing me into the circle of his aura; electricity danced across my skin and lightning flared through my being, once again drawing on the deeper darkness that lurked within.

      A darkness I’d been fighting for weeks now.

      I clenched my fists tighter still and stepped away. The dangerous brush of energy eased, but I still felt it deep within.

      “What are you doing?” I growled, fear, anger, and perhaps even a touch of... avarice?... running through me. I might not like the feel of the lightning’s caress, but that inner darkness wanted it.

      Bad.

      “I am doing nothing.”

      “Bullshit.”

      One eyebrow rose. “You have your mother’s straightforwardness.”

      “Well, I certainly didn’t get it from you, as you seem to be doing everything but giving me answers.”

      “I needed to see if you are worthy, child. Needed to know if you are capable of withstanding the darkness that rises.”

      “What darkness are we talking about here? Ninkil? Or the one you’re trying to draw out of me?”

      “Both.”

      “To repeat—why?”

      “Because to defeat darkness, you sometimes have to embrace it.”

      “Then we are doomed.”

      “There are degrees of darkness,” he commented. “Ask the man who would be king.”

      My heart skipped several beats. There was only one man in my life about to be crowned, and while he’d been an integral part of the hunt for the missing Éadrom Hoard up until his father had passed, it was doubtful he would remain so now.

      “Cynwrig?” I replied, unable to keep the edge out of my voice. “What the fuck has he got to do with anything?”

      “Did you not ask who the king to your queen was?”

      “Yes, but you’ve already said I’m not your queen, and I will certainly never be his.”

      “Perhaps not, but remember, chaos is the point of our games.”

      Meaning he’d been placed in my path to cause problems? That he was never meant to be an end game? Which, rationally, I already knew. Trouble was, when it came to Cynwrig, rational and me weren’t often on speaking terms.

      “Is the refusal to harbor darkness the reason your first child failed?”

      “In truth, she neither failed nor won. Ninkil was not unleashed on this world, but he was not ended either. The game stalemated.”

      My eyebrows rose. “How can a god be ended? Don’t you just leave this world permanently?”

      “All things can be ended—it just takes the right weapon and motivation.” He motioned to my purse. “You carry two such weapons.”

      He was referring to my silver knives, which had been gifted to the females of my line back in the days when we—alongside the Taliesin pixies—had been the guardians of godly treasures. Both had been blessed by multiple goddesses and were capable of protecting me against all sorts of magic. His comment did at least confirm the family rumor they were an effective weapon against male gods, but in reality, there was little likelihood of me ever being able to use them that way. Said male god would simply smite me long before I ever got within stabbing or throwing distance.

      “Did your firstborn carry such a weapon?”

      “No, though she was an Aodhán such as yourself. Just not of your line, and definitely holding none of your mother’s seeress abilities.”

      Suggesting those abilities—which had made her one of the preeminent relic hunters in the UK—had factored into his seduction. Though if I knew Mom, she’d probably been aware of his plans. After all, she’d worked with the hags for a very long time, was familiar with their very different energies, and likely would have known who and what Ambisagrus was the minute he’d come to her. If she’d allowed the pregnancy—could you actually stop a god impregnating you?—perhaps she’d foreseen that the daughter she’d give birth to would one day walk amongst the gods and do their bidding. And yet, if that was the case, then why hadn’t she done all she could to prepare me? Why had she refused to train me until it was all too late?

      There were so many damn things I just didn’t know. So many answers I would never get, at least not from her.

      “And the darkness you mentioned?” I growled. “How did that play into your first child’s death?”

      “In the end, it did not, because she failed to embrace it.”

      “Which is why you’re trying to force its emergence in me.”

      “It already emerges in you, as you are well aware.”

      “Then why does your power still run through me? What lies behind it, if not an effort to bring the darkness to the fore?”

      “That, I cannot say.”

      Frustration sharpened, once again overriding caution. “Seriously, what is it with you gods avoiding direct answers? Is that part of the game’s rules or something?”

      “If the road is without obstacles, where is the fun?” He held up a hand to stop my retort. “There are rules that cannot be broken. However, they can be bent, which is why I am here. Please, let us sit.”

      It was on the tip of my tongue to say “let us not” but I resisted the urge. The clouds still lurked, and while the dangerous energy had retreated, lightning still flickered around his body, a sharp reminder of what he was, what he could do. I’d been told that as a godling, I could not be undone or otherwise altered, but did that statement apply when the undoer was my father?

      I seriously hoped I never got an answer to that particular question.

      I turned and discovered two rather plush-looking chairs now sitting where seconds ago there had been only emptiness. I walked over to the nearest one and sat. I might as well have been sitting on a cloud rather than anything resembling a common old chair.

      He sat opposite me and crossed one leg over the other, the movement elegance itself.

      “To answer one of your questions, Beira was right in that I am generally not a player of these games. Aside from the fact I am a curmudgeon, which makes participation a trifle harder, I find them tedious. In fact, the only other time I participated was the last time Ninkil attempted to rise.”

      “You’re not a fan of the chaos he creates?”

      “Indeed no, though if that was all he brought to the table, I would let him be. He is not, after all, the only god who delights in the taste of chaos—the games are proof enough of that. It is his insistence that our artifacts be released unfettered into this world that I and others oppose. Humanity was never meant for such objects, and few can truly understand or control them.”

      “And yet they do find their way into our hands.”

      “Only those whose destructive nature is not world destroying.”

      “Agrona’s claws could have destroyed our world.”

      Thankfully, the man who’d claimed those claws had wanted to destroy Annwfyn—a world that exists alongside and yet apart from ours, accessible by bridges of darkness and inhabited by an elf-like people who considered humans and fae damn fine eating—in retribution for their attack and erasure of his entire family.

      “Indeed,” my father was saying, “though I doubt it was Ninkil or his followers who unleashed those particular artifacts. It would be pointless rising into a world in which chaos and destruction has already been unleashed.”

      “But he was behind the theft of the hoard from the Ljósálfar?”

      There were two elven lines in the United Kingdom—the Ljósálfar, otherwise known as light elves, and the Myrkálfar, who were dark elves. Most humans believed Myrkálfar to be the more dangerous of the two, and while it was true they ruled the black market with an iron fist, the wise knew it was the golden-haired, golden-skinned Ljósálfar you truly had to fear.

      “His earthly followers were, that is a certainty. And before you ask, no, I can provide no names. That would break rather than bend the rules and be dangerous for us both.”

      “Because the game itself doesn’t hold any danger to me at all, does it?”

      My tone was dry, and a smile flirted with his lips again before receding back into coldness. “You have already foreseen one possible end this quest holds, as that fate is the same as the one that claimed my first seed’s life.”

      His words had the vision I’d had via Castell—the blind light elf oracle who sent me a message from him—rising. It had started with shadows and fire that gave way to a cowled figure standing over a sacrificial stone darkly stained with eons of bloodshed, and a knife that gleamed with an unearthly light raised high. Words had filled the air with darkness and intent. Words meant to take life and gift it to another. Words designed to restore Ninkil’s place in this world. The knife had flashed down, finally revealing the sacrifice—a red-haired and green-eyed woman whose features could not be seen.

      “If your first child was sacrificed on Ninkil’s altar, how did she stop his rise?”

      “I’m afraid⁠—”

      “It’s not within the rules to tell me,” I finished for him. “But if you’re hoping I’ll willingly sacrifice my life for the greater good of the world, I’m afraid you will be disappointed.”

      “I would hope so. Sacrifice worked once, but it will not do so again. Ninkil is many things, but he is not stupid.”

      “Then why say sacrifice might yet be my future?”

      “Because it is a possibility that remains in play. Your bloodline—that of a god and a seeress of extraordinary strength—holds the necessary power to bring forth a banished god.”

      Suggesting his first daughter had been powerful in her own right—and that Liadon had been right. The darkness he was still attempting to bring to the fore in me was very much a part of his line.

      “Then how do I stop him without ending up as a sacrifice?”

      “He has a relic⁠—”

      “The Harpē? Yeah, we know.”

      “Find it and destroy it.”

      “You don’t think we’ve been trying?”

      “To the degree that’s necessary, no, and it emboldens our enemies.”

      “Those enemies watch every step I take, and until I can uncover how, slow progress is the better option.” The clouds in his eyes darkened, an obvious indication he disagreed. Tough, I wanted to say, but resisted. “Once I do find it, what am I meant to do with it?”

      “Destroy it, of course.”

      “In the forge of the gods?”

      “For normal artifacts that is an ideal solution, but the Ninkilim will feel the moment you lay a hand—be it flesh or wind—on the Harpē, and they will swarm your location to claim it. You must destroy it with the power my blood has given you.”

      “Drawing down that much lightning could kill me.”

      “Indeed.” He paused. “In fact, your death is a necessity for the game to be won.”
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      For several seconds, his words echoed around me, gaining no traction or comprehension in my mind.

      He simply sat there, watching me, judging me.

      I swallowed the instinct to rage against his proclamation and said, as calmly as I could, “And why might my death be necessary?”

      “Because that is the rules of the game—the key players on either side must die for a winner to be declared.”

      “That is an utterly stupid rule.”

      He shrugged, as if it was of no matter to him. And I guess it wasn’t. I was a player in a game, nothing more, nothing less.

      At least to him.

      “But... how can any side consider themselves a winner if their main protagonist dies?”

      “In this particular case, while winning is vital for both sides, so too is a fitting tribute to the vanquished. Is not the blood of the strongest fighter considered such by many in your world?”

      Only by the psychos, I wanted to say, but once again resisted. “So why did your first daughter fail?”

      “She killed the key, but she did not destroy the Harpē and therefore left open the ability for him to rise. Death found her because she had not the strength to fight the Ninkilim, who believed her blood would sustain their god until the Harpē was found.”

      “But even if she had destroyed the Harpē, death would have found her, true?”

      “As I said, it is a requirement.”

      I got up to pace. I couldn’t help it, because if I just sat there, staring at him, anger would get the better of me. Or, worse still, the inner darkness, which continued to roil deep inside, fighting restrictions I was barely keeping in place, would break free and attack. I rather suspected that was what he wanted, what he was waiting for.

      Because we both knew that once the darkness had truly seen the light of day, it would not be put back into its box.

      “Is there any way of breaking said rule?”

      “Breaking, no. Bending? Possibly.”

      “What if I simply refused to play the game?”

      “Such a refusal will lead to unwanted consequences for all those you care about. I might prefer to play within the rules, but our opponents often walk deep in the gray.”

      I dropped back into the chair and wearily rubbed a hand across my eyes. A migraine was brewing, and I wasn’t sure if it was this place, this situation, or the fact that I’d only gotten out of the hospital a few hours ago after being at death’s door for several days.

      “Then what if I find and kill the opposition’s key, as well as all the other major players? Would that be enough?”

      “No, because chopping off the head of the Hydra rarely results in the whole beast dying. It simply results in more heads being produced.”

      “But it is possible?”

      “Anything is possible, but do not think you can avoid finding the Harpē. That was my first child’s option, and it is not a road that will be allowed this time.”

      “Have you got any good news to impart?” I growled. “Or did you just come here to completely wreck all my dreams and hopes for the future?”

      Amusement lurked briefly again. “You must accept that which brews within you. You must also trust the instincts inherited from your mother, especially when it comes to those around you. You must remember that sometimes control cannot be taught. Sometimes it comes from letting yourself be overwhelmed.”

      “And once again we’re back to statements that hold nothing but meaningless platitudes.”

      “Nothing I have said here is mere platitudes, child. I have given you a path forward, and a means of survival, and that is more information than my first child had. What happens next is completely up to you.”

      And with that, he rose and walked away.

      I thrust to my feet. “Wait!”

      He didn’t. The door closed behind him and the cloud chairs disappeared, leaving me alone with the shadows that still lurked beyond the brown-streaked black walls.

      I swore softly but vehemently, then turned as pale green light speared across the darkness behind me.

      Liadon’s orb bobbed midair several yards away. I’d initially believed it was nothing more than a sphere of light through which she spoke and which she used as a guide for those of us not of this place. I now suspected it had some sentience. Not a ghost, as such, more an otherworldly will-of-the-wisp.

      “How much of all that did you hear?” I asked her.

      “This is my world and my sanctuary,” she replied, her soft voice warm and yet as otherworldly as her domain. “I hear and see all.”

      “Any opinions?”

      “Plenty, but I must remain neutral in the games of god and man. My orb will lead you out.”

      “Then Borrhás considers our business done?”

      Borrhás was a god of the cold north wind and the bringer of winter, and my aunt had used his relic—a horn capable of encasing people, buildings, or even entire cities in ice—in an attempt to claim vengeance on all those she deemed responsible for killing her daughter. She’d come damn close to succeeding with me. Unfortunately for her, Borrhás had been rather annoyed that his relic was being used in such a manner, and my aunt—along with the witch who had wielded the horn for her—were now forever entombed in Borrhás’s ice somewhere in this underground labyrinth.

      “Indeed,” Liadon murmured. “He thanks you for your swift action.”

      “I dare say anyone threatened with having their entire city encased in ice would also have acted in a similarly swift manner.”

      Liadon laughed, the sound surprisingly warm. “Indeed yes. Now please, you should go. You have been too long in this place, and it will take its toll on you, godling or not.”

      Her words had the intensity of the migraine increasing, and I quickly rummaged through my purse to find some painkillers. I swallowed them dry, grimacing at the taste, then followed the orb through a different exit door back into the familiar black walls of a corridor. Which corridor was the question of the hour, because I had a feeling the paths in this place were far from static.

      “Would it be too bold of me to ask if a search can be done for any mention of my mother in the more recent council files?” I asked after a few minutes of twists and turns.

      “Bold? Yes, definitely, but I shall see what can be done. No promises.”

      Which is more than what I’d gotten the last time I’d mentioned it. “Thank you.”

      “Welcome.”

      The light continued to lead me through a number of glassy black tunnels, eventually depositing me at the forbidding metal door that would take me back into the real world.

      I glanced at the orb. “Thank you for your assistance.”

      It spun briefly, then winked out of existence. I took a deeper breath and continued on. The door slid open to reveal a lone figure leaning back against the metal railing, a large paper cup in one hand and his phone in the other.

      Mathi Dhār-Val—who was not only a former lover but also the liaison between me and Deva’s Fae Council—was a Ljósálfar elf, and like all of them, he was lean in build but absolutely divine to look at, blessed with golden skin and hair, fine, almost angelic features, and eyes the color of summer skies. We’d been lovers for nearly ten years before splitting eight or so months ago, and although I’d always known he was not my one true love—and could never be, in fact, given he was a highborn light elf, and they only married their own kind and rank—I’d always enjoyed his company. In fact, he was one of only two people who would fit into the category of a “best” friend. Darby Riagáin—a light elf I’d met during our school years and who was now dating my brother—was the other.

      He glanced up as I approached and put his phone away. “I was beginning to think I’d have to break into Liadon’s domain and rescue you.”

      His tone was coolly distant—a trait all light elves had, as they tended to present an emotionless façade to the world in general—but warm amusement danced through his eyes.

      “Why? How long was I in there?”

      “Three hours.”

      “Three? You jest.”

      “I,” he said severely, “am a Ljósálfar elf. We never jest.”

      A laugh escaped, but it was quickly followed by a wince. I resisted the urge to rub my forehead, not wanting to give him cause for alarm. “What in the hell have you been doing for three hours? You and boredom are not great companions.”

      “Indeed, we are not.” He handed me the cup and fell in step beside me as I headed for the stairs. “Which is why I was on the phone. I finalized one deal, and made an initial offer on another.”

      Which explained his upbeat mood. Closing a deal was an aphrodisiac to light elves. I took a sip of the drink, immediately discovering it was not only tea, but damn hot. “Given the temperature of this drink, I take it you also sent poor Henrick on multiple runs?”

      Henrick was his chauffeur, and one of two he used regularly. While Mathi was quite capable of driving, he—like many elves who lived and worked within the somewhat crowded boundaries of Deva’s old town—preferred to be driven rather than dealing with the daily hassle of traffic themselves.

      “Poor Henrick is extremely well paid to do my bidding and offer no opinion.” He pulled a block of chocolate out of his jacket pocket and handed it to me. “We also acquired this.”

      I dropped a quick kiss on his cheek. “You are a darling.”

      A smile tugged at his lips. “We do have a meeting with the council at three—which, I may point out, is now a mere five minutes away—so I thought it a prudent step after your recent hospital stay and your tendency to overdo it. Which you obviously have, given the current squinty nature of your eyes. You’ve taken pain relief?”

      “Yes, and since when did we have a council meeting booked?”

      “As of about two hours ago.”

      “That’s all rather sudden, isn’t it?” I handed him the tea, broke off a row of chocolate, then tucked the rest into my purse and retrieved my drink. “Has something happened?”

      He shrugged, the movement elegance itself, and motioned me ahead of him as we reached the top of the circular staircase. “Perhaps, but I’ve been doing business rather than scanning social media. It’s totally possible that now you’re deemed fully recovered, they’ve decided it’s time for another relic hunt.”

      “They usually give a bit more notice than that, though.” I bit into the chocolate, then added, “And surely they’re aware that we both have businesses to run?”

      “You know they are, and you also know they do not care. You are at their beck and call as punishment for your actions with your cousin, and they all know I am never one to let the perfect opportunity to overcharge expenses pass me by.”

      I snorted and clattered down to the second level as fast as I could without upsetting my headache or spilling my tea—the latter being the more important of the two. The guards at the double doors leading into the council’s chambers opened them as we approached, but the minute I stepped inside, the magic woven into the antechamber’s fabric to protect those in the main room from both regular and magically enhanced weapons detected my knives and sounded the alarm.

      Of course, it was no longer necessary for me to carry them—these days, I could simply imagine them in my hand, and they appeared—but I still preferred to keep them close. That aside, the alarm going off every time I entered this room annoyed the hell out of the councilors in the room beyond and, as petty as it may be, that always made me happy.

      Mathi switched the noise off, then motioned me on through the next set of doors. The meeting chamber was the size of a grand hall, without any of the usual decorations—no wall hangings, no crests, no paintings. Basically, there was nothing here that could be manipulated in any way by the elves or pixies present. Even the furniture was plastic. In normal circumstances, this would have given the shifters a serious advantage, thanks to their greater strength, but aside from the chamber being an electronic null zone designed to block listening and recording devices, it was also wrapped in magic so strong it actually prevented shapeshifting.

      There were only five people in the room, which was very unusual. Two were light elves, two were shifters—one being the rat shifter who never seemed to miss a meeting and who also seemed to have taken a great dislike of me—and the fifth was a dark elf. That there were no Malloyei pixies here surprised me, because they were the most political branch of us all and always had a representative present. But given Mathi had only received notification two hours ago, maybe the notice had simply gone out too late for them—and everyone else—to get here. Very few Malloyei lived in Deva, be it the old section or the new.

      My gaze was drawn to the far end of the table and the Myrkálfar sitting in Cynwrig’s usual position. Recognition stirred. It was Bodhrán, a thickset dark elf who’d accompanied Cynwrig to a previous meeting. His gaze met mine, and he nodded politely, but there was no instantaneous, hungry response from deep within me. Dark elves were renowned for their seductive nature and their ability to render even the stoniest maiden into a puddle of wanton desire, but this elf’s energy held none of the magnetism of the one who was about to become his king. That might be nothing more than my hormones remaining determinedly—stupidly—fixated on the man I could never have, but, given my father’s comment, it could also be due to the fact that he’d been deliberately set in my path by the opposition to cause chaos.

      Game wise, it was a very good move, because chaotic was certainly an apt description of my feelings and responses to Cynwrig.

      Mathi seated me at the head of the table then walked around to the right and claimed a chair not far from the convener, who, if his golden brown hair and sharply hooked nose were anything to go by, was some kind of hawk shifter.

      He banged the gavel and said in a voice that held a sharpish edge, “Thank you for being so prompt, Ms. Aodhán.”

      “Always eager to be of service,” I said blandly.

      Mathi was too controlled to snort in such company, but I could nevertheless feel the deep amusement practically oozing from him.

      The shifter raised an eyebrow, obviously sensing the insincerity, but simply pushed a red folder toward me. “Your next mission.”

      I stopped the folder’s slide with my fingers but didn’t bother opening it. “Which is?”

      “Aamon’s Pectoral. It gifts the wearer with invisibility.”

      A pectoral, I knew from Lugh—who was not only my older brother, but an antiquarian with the National Fae Museum—was a pendant or ornament worn as a brooch or attached to a necklace. They often had iconography carved or painted on them, and while they generally had nothing more than symbolic importance, Lugh had told me there were some that had been blessed by the gods with certain “attributes” in return for the wearer’s devotion.

      “I take it there’s a reason behind the sudden urgency to find this thing?”

      “Indeed,” Bodhrán replied, his tone dry. “It appears that someone wearing the pectoral walked into the Tylwyth Teg bank just before opening this morning, rummaged through the safe deposit boxes, and then presumably left with whatever they were there to find.”

      Which definitely explained it. The Tylwyth Teg Banking Group was the largest fae banking group in the UK, and was used by a good portion of fae, who generally had little faith in human banks. I had never banked with Tylwyth Teg, even though it was just up the road from my tavern, and if his unconcerned expression was anything to go by, neither had Mathi.

      “Whether gifted with invisibility or not,” I commented, “that should not have been possible. Not with the amount of alarms, heat sensors, and indeed all the security measures placed around and within the vault itself.”

      “As we have noted in the file,” the shifter said, “it appears the brooch shifts the wearer’s being from flesh to vapor.”

      His tone suggested we should read the file first before asking inane questions, which only made me determined to continue asking them. I was, as previously noted, nothing if not petty, especially when I had a booming fucking headache.

      “While a vaporous form would certainly allow them to bypass security and even breach the vault’s defenses,” I said, “it’s unlikely they’d be able to physically interact with our world in any meaningful manner. They certainly wouldn’t be able to carry anything solid through either the building’s walls or the thickly constructed nature of a vault.”

      “Unless, of course,” the rat man said, his voice as sharp and as unpleasant as his face, “the brooch’s gift extends to whatever the wearer was holding or has on their person, which we believe is the case here.”

      I instinctively wanted to say that wasn’t possible, but we were dealing with a godly relic and impossible wasn’t a word in their vocabulary.

      “The security cams didn’t catch anything unusual?” Mathi asked.

      “I believe the IIT are still in the process of acquiring and examining the tapes, and have said they will brief us if and when they get anything solid,” the convener said. “In that regard, it’s likely your joint connections will give you more complete information far faster than whatever they decided to provide us with.”

      Given Mathi’s father was the day commander of the IIT—or the Interspecies Investigation Team, as it was more properly known—that was a certainty, because Ruadhán had basically given him full access to IIT’s computers and records. The few restrictions he did have had been placed there by Sgott Bruhn—who was not only the night commander, but the man who’d been my mother’s lover for nigh on sixty years, and the only real father I’d ever known.

      “Are we allowed to visit the crime scene?” I said.

      The convener raised an eyebrow. “Again, it would probably be faster if you requested that directly yourselves, but I have to ask, why would you need to do so?”

      “I might catch something they missed.”

      The rat shifter sniffed. “I think it very unlikely the IIT will miss anything.”

      “The IIT do not have goddess-blessed knives sensitive to not only all forms of human magic, but also godly,” Mathi commented. “While it may be unlikely, we cannot discount the possibility of Bethany’s knives uncovering a thread or clue that has otherwise been missed by the IIT’s consultants.”

      “Do you truly think they can find clues that the best witches in Deva cannot?” Bodhrán asked.

      I met his gaze evenly. “I can’t guarantee it, but if a godly artifact is indeed behind⁠—”

      “What makes you think it isn’t?” the convener cut in.

      “What evidence is there that it is?” I countered.

      “If you would just read the files⁠—”

      “Gentlemen, I’ve been in Liadon’s realm the last three hours delivering my aunt to Borrhás, and I have the biggest fucking migraine as a result. It hurts to read. So please, do me a goddamn favor and just tell me.”

      The convener looked briefly startled, then hastily said, “We were in the midst of a ratification meeting when we received an anonymous call⁠—”

      “The council did?” Mathi said, straightening a little. “That’s rather unusual, don’t you think?”

      “Yes. And no, we have no idea whether it was male or female, because they were using a voice modulator.”

      “But the call was traced?”

      “Indeed—to the café down the end of the street. Phone was left on the chair.”

      “Too early for fingerprints then,” I said.

      Mathi glanced at me. “If it’s been left, then it’s been wiped clean and means it’s likely a burner anyway.”

      True, but that didn’t stop me from living in hope that just this once we might get lucky. “What time did you get the call?”

      “Five minutes past nine. It took an additional five minutes for the message to be passed on to us. We, of course, called the IIT immediately.”

      And they would have responded in the same manner. “What did the message actually say?”

      “That the Tylwyth Teg would be robbed at ten past nine and they will be using Aamon’s Pectoral to get in and out.”

      “They were all but daring you to stop them,” Mathi said.

      “That is also our impression,” the shifter replied. “There are some who get a rush from cutting their escape time down to the wire.”

      I frowned. “It would have taken the IIT only a few minutes to get there, so our thief was likely still in the vault at that point.”

      “Indeed,” Mathi commented. “But aside from all the usual bank security measures, there are two separate time locks securing that vault, and a backup power system that prevents the possibility of someone cutting the power and using the keycode to get in. All of which means the manager would not have had access until nine thirty, opening time.”

      I raised an eyebrow, wondering how he knew that. He merely smiled.

      “Even so, that still means he only had at most twenty minutes inside that vault, and I wouldn’t have thought that enough time to pry open all the security boxes, let alone rummage through all the assets contained within them.” I paused. “Unless, of course, he was after cash.”

      “They do not keep cash in that particular vault,” Mathi said. “But I agree that he—or she—was likely after something specific, and was well aware of its location.”

      “Whether that something was in the form of contracts or business papers, bond certificates, or family heirlooms,” the convener said, “we won’t know until all the owners have been contacted and an assessment done.”

      I nodded. “Is there anything else we need to know?”

      “No, but just remember, a good portion of Deva’s elite had property stored in the bank’s safe deposit boxes, so there is a major push to find the culprit and the items he stole.”

      My gaze found Bodhrán’s again. “I take it the Myrkálfar are already monitoring the black market?”

      Amusement flickered through his expression. “Constantly, but we’ve placed a notification alert for any unusual activity and are monitoring all services brokers.”

      A fact that would no doubt thrill them, given many had a booming business brokering off-the-books and often illegal services.

      “We have asked for a summary list of stolen items,” the convener said. “But I suspect many will not be forthcoming about all that their boxes contained.”

      Undoubtedly those who were storing illegal goods or blackmailing information. Both branches of elves did enjoy the odd bit of extortion.

      “You’ll pass that on—along with anything else we might need to know—when you get it?”

      “Indeed, though to repeat what was said earlier, I dare say you two will be able to gain that sort of information far quicker than any of us.”

      I pushed to my feet. “You have met Sgott Bruhn, have you not?”

      The convener frowned. “Yes, of⁠—”

      “Then you’ll be well aware he is a stickler for rules and not one to discuss ongoing investigations with anyone outside the investigative team, even if that person is considered family.”

      Ruadhán was a different matter entirely, at least when it came to his son, but I refrained from adding that. I doubted anyone beyond Sgott knew just how complete Mathi’s access was. I picked up my tea, gave them a polite nod, and left. A chair scraped as Mathi rose and followed me out.

      “Thoughts?” I asked, as we clattered down the austere concrete stairs to the ground floor foyer.

      “I have several.”

      “Color me unsurprised,” I replied, amused. “There’s generally a whole lot happening under that inscrutable façade you present to the world.”

      The security guard opened the front door as we approached, and Mathi touched my back lightly, guiding me through and then around to the left. His car—a silver Mercedes—was parked just in front of a delivery van. Henrick was studiously ignoring the van driver’s verbal rampage about illegal parking as he stood beside the vehicle’s rear door and waited for us to arrive.

      I climbed in and scooted across to the driver’s side, but Mathi paused, got out his wallet, and handed the van driver a couple of notes. I had no idea how much, but the abuse instantly stopped.

      “Devious,” I said dryly as he climbed in.

      “My middle name,” he replied. “Are you up to heading over to the bank? Or do you need to go home and hide in a dark room for a few hours?”

      “I need the latter, but we’d best do the former if we want any chance of finding whatever magical residue remains.”

      “I’ll ring my father and inform him we’re on the way and why. Henrick, could you please drive over to the Tylwyth Teg Bank.”

      “Immediately, sir,” he replied implacably, then raised the noise barrier between us and him.

      Mathi took out his phone and made his call. I placed my cup in the center console, then leaned my head back and closed my eyes. I didn’t sleep, as such, but I certainly lost any real awareness of my surrounds for the short time it took us to get over to the bank, which was located on the corner of Eastgate and St Werburgh Street, and only a few buildings down from the tavern I called home.

      The two streets were taped off either side of the building, and there were double yellow lines for a good distance in both directions, so Henrick stopped in a delivery bay, then opened my door and offered me a hand. I accepted the assistance gratefully, then stepped away from the car and drew in a deeper breath of air. There was a storm coming, and its electricity was sharp and vibrant, dancing enticingly across my skin. But that storm didn’t just come in the form of weather threat. It was deeper, more dangerous, and far more encompassing than that. It was coming for me, for my life, and it was going to turn everything I knew upside down. Prescience? Or simply the fear of knowing what now lay ahead of me and how little room to maneuver I truly had.

      But maneuver I would. I didn’t want to die.

      And if there really is no other choice? an inner voice whispered.

      I shivered and rubbed my arms. Mathi immediately took off his coat and draped it around my shoulders. “Do you need more tea? I can ask Henrick⁠—”

      “I’m fine, Mathi, but thanks.”

      “Knowing you as well as I do, I recognize the lie, but I will ignore it for the moment. Shall we continue?”

      “The sooner we get it over with, the sooner we can both get home.”

      “And, more importantly, the sooner we can start the evening activities.”

      He kept close as we walked down to the bank, obviously meaning to catch me should the migraine overwhelm me. I didn’t often get them, but he’d seen the consequences often enough in the ten years we were a couple. It was tempting to tell him that wasn’t going to happen today, but in all honesty, between the light hurting my eyes and the growing wash of weariness, it was better to be safe than sorry.

      “I intend to do nothing more than climb into my bed and sleep for ten hours, but I take it you have a hot date?”

      “Indeed. Several new prospects have arisen, and I’m seeing one of them tonight.”

      I laughed softly. “I do love the oh-so-romantic way you refer to a woman who might one day become your wife.”

      “Marriage is a business rather than romantic transaction for us, as you well know.”

      “I know, I just—” I stopped and shrugged. “As much as I wish you a beneficial betrothal contract, Mathi, I also want you to be happy. I’d hate for you to discover you can’t stand the woman when it’s all too damn late.”

      “That won’t happen, because I have a devious plan.”

      I glanced at him, my eyebrows raised. “And am I allowed to know this devious plan?”

      “Indeed, you are a vital part of it.” His smile flashed, warm and bright in the afternoon’s gathering gloom. “But more on that when we have the time.”

      I harrumphed. He laughed and guided me around the corner. Eastgate Street was filled with all manner of law enforcement, with the regular police doing the more menial tasks such as crowd control while the IIT—whose purview was to deal with all police events involving nonhumans—handled the actual investigations. I couldn’t see any familiar faces amongst the officers here, but that made sense given day division would have the operational lead on this, not the night. The copper manning the tape gave Mathi an acknowledging nod—meaning he’d been advised of our arrival—and lifted the tape for us.

      The bank was built in a Neoclassical style, which meant not only was it grand in scale, but possessed rather dramatic-looking Corinthian columns, gloriously arched windows at street level, and smaller sashed windows in the upper two floors. The main entrance was situated in St Werburgh Street and was, unfortunately, of a modern design, totally out of keeping with the rest of the building, but likely far more secure than the original wooden doors.

      The officer guarding the entrance requested our IDs and then opened the door and motioned us around to the right. The main banking area was again modern in design, with very little of the original architecture visible. Hopefully, those features had simply been boarded over rather than destroyed, especially given the upper two floors apparently retained the features missing here, including a hall that had lovely old oak paneling and Ionic columns.

      Ruadhán stood with three other officers toward the end of the long, featureless room, but turned as we approached. He was basically an older version of Mathi—though his eyes were much colder than his son’s and lacked the mirth that often flitted through Mathi’s—with age lines creasing his forehead and frown furrows near his mouth. Mom always said such furrows were a sign of deep-set unhappiness, though if she’d known what lay at its cause here, she’d never let on.

      I stopped a respectful few feet away. He didn’t like me, I didn’t like him, and we tended not to get within each other’s personal space unless it was absolutely necessary.

      “Let’s be clear, Bethany,” he said. “I believe this to be a fool’s errand, but given your recent success hunting for the council, I am willing to give in to their request and allow you access.”

      The council hadn’t made that request, which meant Mathi had stretched the truth a tad when he’d called his father. “Then let’s hope such generosity results in me finding something worthwhile.”

      His blue gaze darkened a fraction, but all he said was, “Please, follow me, and remember, you are not to touch anything without first clearing it with me.”

      “Understood, but please tell your people not to react when I draw my knives, as I’ll need them to find whatever magic remains.” Had it been Mathi or even Cynwrig I was speaking to, I would have added, “I promise not to stab you,” but Ruadhán would not have appreciated the humor.

      “They have already been warned. This way.”

      He turned and led us to the left and then down a set of stairs that, though now concrete, still retained the lovely old oak handrail. I ran my fingers down it, listening to the wood’s muted song, hearing the sadness in it thanks to the disconnect with the rest of the building. All pixie lines had some sort of rapport with nature, be it controlling water, plants, insects, or bending trees to their will. Aodhán pixies could hear the song of, and manipulate, any sort of wood, whether it was alive or dead, in the forest or in furniture.

      Of course, the females of our line also had one other skill the others didn’t—while all pixie women had received the blessing of the goddesses, giving them the so-called six virtues of womanhood, we Aodhán had a rather handy variation on one of them—we could control people’s actions with voice and touch. Unfortunately, it worked on everyone except elves, which was a pain in the ass because I’d really love to know why Ruadhán disliked me so much. Had it been any other Ljósálfar of royal blood, I would have said it stemmed from me being a part of what they consider a lower- or working-class family, and therefore a far from suitable partner for his son, but he’d always been aware our relationship had been based on friendship and sex rather than anything truly emotional. In some ways, his dislike felt almost instinctive. It was as if he couldn’t help it, thanks to what he was and what I was.

      Which had never made any fucking sense, especially since he had seemed to like—or at least, respect—my mother.

      We continued on until we hit the basement, then walked down a long concrete corridor interspersed with several sets of heavily barred metal doors. The vault room lay at the far end. The vault’s door was not only massive but also surprisingly opulent. Its surrounds were Neoclassical in style, with stone—marble?—a textured golden color that gleamed in the muted lighting. In the half arch above the doorway was a mosaic tile flower decoration that almost looked Roman in style and was, again, simply gorgeous. The only modern part of the whole vault lay on the wall to the right of its frame, where there were a couple of small, linked metal boxes and a slightly larger but separate one. I had no idea what any of them were for, but presumably they had something to do with the multiple number of locks and thick metal pins that radiated around the inside of the door. Just beyond the vault’s frame, on the inside of the vault itself, was another barred door that was no doubt meant as a final line of defense if the two timed locks and the backup generator went down, and a would-be thief had the lock combination.

      We stepped through the thick metal door frame into the main vault area. The room was narrow but long, with safety deposit boxes stacked ceiling high on either side—the higher ones being accessible via antique-looking rolling ladders—and three privacy booths down the end. There was also a rather untidy pile of about twenty boxes sitting in a middle of the tiled floor midway down the room. Money, jewelry, and a number of rolled-up parchments lay scattered around them, which lent credence to our suspicions the thief had been after something specific.

      “Anything?” Ruadhán asked.

      “I only just got in the door. Give me time.”

      He didn’t say anything, but I sure as hell felt the roll of his annoyance. I dragged one of the knives out of my purse, then handed the bag and my tea to Mathi and walked on, being careful to avoid anything that looked like evidence. A woman squatted a foot or so away from the pile of metal boxes, and it took me a second to realize it was Marjorlaine Blackguard, the head of the spellcasters’ guild here in Deva.

      She glanced around as I neared, and her eyebrows rose. She was a well-dressed woman in her mid-forties with spiky silver hair, silvery eyes, and dark brown skin. A thick veil of energy surrounded her that, while it didn’t fizz with lightning, still felt electric.

      “You do pop up in the strangest places, Bethany Aodhán.”

      Her voice was dry and amused, but then, I had the feeling she saw me as nothing—as an untrained joke. Could be doing her an injustice, of course, but I doubted it.

      “When it comes to godly relics, I’m apparently the latest go-to girl.”

      I stopped beside her and scanned the pile. I couldn’t see anything that suggested magic had been used, but given none of the boxes had been opened, our thief had obviously just used his vaporous state to reach in and draw out whatever lay inside. “I’m just as surprised to see you here, Marjorlaine, given your talent leans towards weather manipulation.”

      “That’s my primary ability, certainly, but I am also sensitive to the detritus that remains after the casting of a spell.”

      “Did you find anything here?”

      “I didn’t expect to, given we are dealing with a godly relic, but surprisingly, there are lingering remnants of a leash spell around each of these.” She motioned to the boxes. “Our thief presumably created it to drag them from their positions at the same time rather than retrieve each one separately.”

      “It would certainly have saved him a whole lot of time and effort.” I scanned the rows of boxes for a second. The boxes had come from all over the place, high and low, so it did make sense that they’d all been ripped free at the same time. “Will you be able to trace the practitioner through the remnants of magic he or she left behind?”

      She wrinkled her nose. “That would normally be our next step, but in all honesty, a leash spell is simple enough and can be formed by anyone with the barest minimum of magical talent. There’s a good chance he is not even registered.”

      “So we are dealing with a male?”

      She glanced up. “The detritus feels male. I take it from the questions you are not sensing anything?”

      “Haven’t tried yet.”

      “Then perhaps you should do so.” Ruadhán’s voice held a colder, sharper edge that hinted at deepening impatience. “We do have a crime scene to finish documenting.”

      I bit back the instinctive need to make a tart comment, squatted beside Marjorlaine, and lightly touched the tip of the knife to the nearest box. Purple lightning flared down its fuller and danced briefly across the pile before fading. There was something here, but its pulse or presence was neither dangerous nor traceable. At least, that was what instinct was telling me. It wasn’t like I had a how-to book when it came to using the knives or indeed the triune as a whole.

      “Does that flash mean the knives have detected something?” Marjorlaine asked, in unsuppressed surprise.

      But then, she’d never actually seen the knives in action; the only other time I’d drawn them in her presence was when the witch controlling the Horn for my aunt had been icing over the Fae Museum, but she’d retreated before I had a chance to use them.

      “Seems like it.” I rose and scanned the vault again. Instinct twitched as my gaze fell on the privacy booths at the far end. I turned and pointed. “Am I okay to approach those? I won’t mess with any evidence collecting, will I?”

      “If there is information down there to be gathered, then probably. Daniel, go with her and record everything.”

      Daniel was a thin stick of a fellow, with grayish, scaly-looking skin, red eyes, and pupils that had a distinctly oval shape. He moved toward me, and I had to stop the instinctive need to step back. While it was extremely rare for snakes to be seen around these parts—they were generally found in the warmer south coast areas—it was even rarer to see a snake shifter. This was certainly the first time I’d come across either, and to be honest, I hoped it was the last. There was something about the way he walked that was decidedly... unnerving.

      I spun and went down to the end of the room and the three privacy booths. Each one was three sided, with the vault’s rear wall providing the fourth, with a small walkway separating them. They were constructed and paneled with oak which was so darkly stained with usage it was almost black, and the doors were worn with age.

      A faint pulse of lightning once again ran down the edge of the blade I was holding, but this time it echoed through the Eye—which was not only the second part of the triune, but was in fact the actual eye of the goddess Ethine, who’d been turned to stone long ago and who’d gifted her eyes in the form of black seeing stones to both an ancestor of mine and the hags. Mom had used it to amplify her second sight when relic hunting, and to keep in contact with Beira and the other hags when she was undertaking tasks for them. The triune had supposedly been designed to gift the women of my line with foresight, knowledge, and protection, thereby providing all the tools we needed to fight those seeking the rebirth of the dark gods in the tangible world, but by the time I’d come into possession of it, the triune’s true power had not been used or even remembered for centuries. Which meant that between the lack of directions and my own inexperience, my ability to use it to its full capacity was currently somewhat limited. However, the fact that the Eye had echoed the knife’s reaction meant that not only was there magic to be found here, but quite possibly a vision to chase.

      I glanced back at snake man. “I need to touch the external wood with the knife—is that okay?”

      “Yes, but please keep your contact to a minimum. We’ve not dusted the outside, only the inside and doors.” His voice was soft and whispery, and while not unpleasant, it still had those goose bumps running again.

      I moved over to the left booth. The song emanating from the oak was slightly stronger here than on the banister, but it still ran with loneliness. These booths had been constructed after the main vault area, and as such, had no physical connection to the building’s greater network. To both Aodhán and Tàileachs pixies, that network was something of a superhighway—living, breathing rivers of golden energy that allowed us to follow the various connections throughout a building, seeing the locations of rooms, furniture, and even people without ever having to physically enter. In the very distant past, many pixies had a secondary line in thievery—and indeed, it was a light-fingered distant ancestor that had gotten us kicked out of the relic guarding business—but the invention of metal door and window furnishings had ended all that.

      This booth, however, couldn’t really tell me anything. Processed wood, unlike trees, didn’t hold much in the way of memories—not when it came to people, anyway. The oak here did whisper of the earth in which it had rooted, but its memories were growing ever distant as every year passed. I switched the knife to my left hand, then dug the Eye out from under my sweater and wrapped my hands around the lovely metal “cage” Lugh had made me so I could wear it as a pendant without having to risk it constantly hitting my skin. That tended to have unfortunate consequences, such as being hit by unwanted visions at inconvenient times.

      I warily touched the knife’s tip to the edge of the wood. Light flickered faintly down its fuller, then died, indicating that whatever they were sensing, it wasn’t emanating from here. I turned to the next booth and again touched the knife tip to the wood. This time, lightning shot down the blade and danced across the wood toward the door, and the Eye pulsed in time to the movement.

      I glanced at snake man, discovering he was recording what I was doing on his phone. “I need to step inside.”

      He reached into his pocket with his free hand and dragged out a set of silicone gloves, handing them to me. “Put these on then.”

      I tucked the knife under my armpit, pulled on the gloves, then stepped left and opened the door. Both the knife and the Eye flared to life again, spinning dark lightning through the room’s golden light. I moved inside warily. The booth was pretty basic in design, holding nothing more than a comfortable-looking chair, an oak table attached to the side walls, and a smaller shelf sitting above it. I took a step toward it, and the pulse of lightning immediately eased. I frowned and turned, pointing the knife at the rear wall. The pulse sharpened once again. Did that mean our thief had come into the bank from the building next door? If so, why? A vaporous form could move through walls unimpeded, so why wouldn’t he have simply slipped in from the street frontage and then come down into the basement? Why take such a roundabout route?

      He wouldn’t have. Not when he’d given himself so little time to find what he needed. Leaving this way, however, was a different matter entirely.

      He had, after all, called in a warning about his intentions, so it made sense for him to leave in the opposite direction from which the IIT was entering. A vaporous form wasn’t the same as an invisible form, and what could be seen could be caught.

      I glanced at Daniel again; he was now filming my actions from the doorway. “My second sight is twitching, so I need to sit.”

      “Did he use the chair?” Ruadhán asked before snake man could answer.

      “I don’t believe so. I think he left the vault via the back wall, but to be sure, I need to—” I stopped. With my aunt and cousin dead, there were probably only five people—aside from the gods themselves—who knew about the triune and its power, and I really wanted to keep it that way. Especially when we were damn sure the IIT was riddled with people working for the other side. “To use my focus stone to see what second sight is trying to tell me.”

      “Do you think it wise when you’ve spent three hours in Liadon’s domain and are still suffering the side effects?” Mathi said.

      “Wise? No. Necessary? I think it is.”

      He half shrugged, as if it was of no matter, despite the fact that even from where I was standing I could feel his disagreement. He didn’t show it, of course, but I’d known the man for a long time now, and could generally read him pretty well.

      I sat on the chair, drew the second knife, and placed both on my lap. I took off my glove then pressed that hand on top of them and wrapped the other around the Eye. I didn’t have the Codex—the third part of the triune and basically a doorway through which I could access a godly library holding all manner of information about all manner of relics—with me, but unless I was intending to visit said library, I generally didn’t need its physical presence.

      With a bright flare of purple, the knives and the Eye combined, and my mind’s eye was swept away so damn fast, it was briefly disorientating.

      For several seconds, there was nothing more than darkness, then light speared through it, so bright it made me blink. The shadows lifted, revealing the vault’s innards and a dark figure standing in the middle of it. The vision shifted position, giving me a view from above and to the front of the figure. He was almost fully cloaked in black, wearing thick gloves, a ski mask that covered his face, and ski goggles over his eyes. It was hard to see the shape of his body because his clothing seemed overly large, but the bottom part of his pants was black and crisply ironed, and he was wearing dress shoes. They definitely weren’t the type of shoes I’d have thought ideal for thievery—unless, of course, our thief believed it was only proper to dress well when you were targeting the security boxes of Deva’s upper echelon.

      He pulled off a glove, revealing dark skin, and began to murmur softly, making quick gestures with a hand that was free of lines or spots or anything suggesting age. A heartbeat later, the security boxes ripped free from their places and formed a line in the air in front of him. He touched something at his neck with his right hand and briefly closed his eyes; his left hand and arm became invisible. One by one, he reached into the boxes, withdrew their contents and examined them, then dropped both the items and the box to the floor and continued on. He was three quarters of the way through the line when he found what he was obviously looking for—an old-fashioned and rather ornate key, and several rolled up scrolls. My view shifted again, this time giving me a direct look down the line of boxes, allowing me to catch the number of the one he’d just raided as it bounced onto the pile and was covered by the remainder. He tucked the key and scrolls into his pocket, placed both hands on the pectoral, and became black smoke. The light went out and I was torn from the vision.

      I gasped and leaned over the knives, my body trembling as I sucked in air and fought the blackness that threatened to sweep me into unconsciousness. When my pulsed rate eased, I dragged the chocolate out of my pocket and broke off another row.

      Daniel frowned at me, something I felt more than saw. “I do not think that⁠—”

      “If you want fucking answers then you’ll let me consume this slab of chocolate,” I growled without looking up. “Otherwise, you’ll be taking me to the hospital and talking to me there.”

      He sucked in a breath, as if to argue further, but another figure pushed him out of the way then knelt in front of me. “Here,” Mathi said softly. “Drink this.”

      “This” was my tea. I handed him my knives and accepted it gratefully, but my fingers were shaking so badly, bits of tea splashed up through the lid. I quickly sipped it, not wanting to waste a drop, and alternated between it and the chocolate. It still took a good five minutes before the threatening blackness retreated.

      “Better?” Mathi said eventually.

      I nodded. He rose, offered me his hand, and helped me up. The room spun briefly, and pain stabbed through my brain, dragging tears to my eyes. I really had overdone it this time.

      “Did you uncover anything?” Ruadhán said from the doorway.

      I squinted at him. “The thief unveiled himself in the vault but was covered from head to foot in bulky black clothing. He did take off his left glove to spell, which revealed dark skin. He pocketed the contents of Box 369. The rest he simply threw onto the floor.”

      “Any identifying features aside from dark skin?”

      I shook my head and winced. “I did get the impression he was young though.”

      “Define young?”

      “Looked to be in his twenties rather than fifties. It was impossible to tell if he was human or not.”

      “Most of those who are magically gifted tend to be,” Marjorlaine commented from behind me.

      “The Myrkálfar can spell,” I replied. “It’s part of the reason they guard the Annwfyn gateways.”

      “I doubt the Myrkálfar would stoop so low as to raid a bank,” she said, “especially when a good portion of them use it.”

      “If you think that,” Mathi murmured, “then you do not know the Myrkálfar.”

      Ruadhán cast him a warning look before returning his gaze to me. “And our thief left through the rear wall, as you said?”

      I nodded, though I hadn’t actually seen that thanks to the plunge back into darkness. “Can I go now? Because unless you want me to vomit all over your pristine crime scene...”

      Ruadhán immediately stepped back. Mathi wrapped an arm around my waist and helped me out of the vault, but once we reached the stairs, swept me into his arms and carried me up. He didn’t set me back on my feet once we reached the street, but continued on.

      I leaned my head against his chest and wished I could let go, but there were lots of little questions buzzing around my brain and I just had to ask a couple of them.

      “Tell me,” I said, “was there any particular reason the council meeting was attended by so few people?”

      His amusement swum around me. “Is there any particular reason you ask that question?”

      “Given the hawk shifter⁠—”

      “Marlan Nash.”

      “—said they were ratifying some decisions, I’d have thought they’d want more people there. They didn’t even have a quorum—or doesn’t that matter?”

      “Only for major decisions, and having seen the agenda for today’s meeting last night, there was only routine issues to be dealt with. I dare say a good portion of the absenteeism was because they were attending Jarvil Maehdon’s funeral.”

      “Who’s he when he’s home?”

      “A long-term councilor and a dark elf of some importance.”

      “Did you know him at all?”

      “I didn’t like him, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      “You never liked Cynwrig, but that hasn’t stopped the two of you working together.”

      “Because we now have something—someone—in common,” he drawled. “Besides, while I might not have liked him in times past, I did always respect him. There is a difference.”

      Meaning if I did want to know more about Jarvil, I’d have to ask Cynwrig. While their rules of grieving meant he couldn’t socially interact with anyone outside his own people during the set three-month period of mourning, I did have a means of talking to him without him risking a face-to-face meeting. But up until now I hadn’t had the courage or indeed a proper reason to use the Bruadar bracelet he’d gifted me.

      Missing him was not a proper reason, no matter how much my stupid hormones might attempt to convince me otherwise, especially when I had another lover in my life deserving attention.

      “What time was the funeral?”

      “Eleven, but it was being held at Dorcha Dearg, and there are formalities that must be followed before any outsiders can enter that place.”

      Dorcha Dearg was the main Myrkálfar encampment in the area, and was situated on—and in—the Peckfort Ridges to the west of Deva. Though I’d never been there—and never would go there—I’d seen plenty of photos of the weighty but wondrously exotic buildings that ran the length of the ridge. It had become something of a tourist attraction over the centuries, although most folk were constrained to viewing platforms some distance away. And, of course, tourists also needed facilities like public conveniences, cafés, and souvenir shops, all of which the Myrkálfar ran and which, by all accounts, were making serious coin.

      “I take it,” he continued, as he moved out of the building and turned toward Eastgate Street, “that you believe there is a connection between Jarvil’s death and today’s events?”

      “The timing of it all just seems suspicious.”

      “And the vision? Did that provide any gravitas to support said suspicion?”

      “Under the bulky coat, I think he was wearing a suit. He was certainly wearing dress pants and shoes. Maybe we’re dealing with a fashion-conscious thief, but I think it worth looking at the funeral’s guest list and checking backgrounds.”

      “You should have mentioned this to my father.”

      “I wasn’t sure if I could mention the council connection. I mean, you’ve all sworn an oath not to discuss business with anyone not on the council.”

      “We have,” he drawled. “You haven’t.”

      I sighed dramatically. “Then I am forced to admit it was my insane desire to get the hell out of his presence as soon as possible.”

      “He does not hate you, Bethany, no matter what you think.”

      “Hmm,” was all I said to that. We turned into Eastgate and headed down toward the tavern. I took a deeper breath that didn’t help ease the continuing ache in my head, then said, “You can put me down. I can walk the rest of the way.”

      “You lie, Bethany Aodhán.”

      “And you, Mathi Dhār-Val, have an exciting date with the latest prospect to get to. You don’t need to be babysitting me.”

      “Pixie sitting would be a more apt description,” he mused. “But let’s be honest here, you have developed an alarming tendency of late of getting kidnapped, so it behooves me to ensure you get home safely.”

      “No one has any reason to kidnap me right now. Besides, it’s not like you can’t find me when it happens. You did last time.”

      “Cynwrig found you, and I can assure you, that journey underground is not an experience I wish to repeat. We Ljósálfar are not meant to be in such realms for long.”

      I smiled but didn’t say anything as we arrived at the tavern. Ye Olde Pixie Boots—the name Mom had given it when she’d taken over the business from Gran umpteen decades ago—had stood here for hundreds of years and, aside from a few changes here and there, was basically the same late medieval building that had been rebuilt on this spot after fires destroyed it and much of the old city in the late 1400s. Like the other buildings that made up Deva’s famous row, it was listed, and consisted of a small bar in the undercroft at street level, another at row level, and my living area on the top floor.

      Mathi stopped to the side of the time-worn front door and finally placed me on my feet, though he kept hold of my elbow until he was sure I wasn’t going to collapse before handing me my purse.

      “Thank you. Enjoy your date.” I paused, but curiosity got the better of me. “Is this woman the statuesque blonde with largish breasts—for an elf—that was hanging off your arm at the memorial?”

      “No, but she is in consideration.”

      “How many have you got in consideration right now?”

      “Three, though one has a voice that could shatter glass, which is a shame because she is rather delightful in bed.”

      I laughed and shook my head. “And you, of course, are perfection. She’d have nothing to complain about to her friends now, would she?”

      “Nothing at all,” he said solemnly, though his eyes twinkled. “I’ll be in contact tomorrow morning about our next step.”

      “Make that the evening,” I called after him. “I intend to sleep well into the afternoon.”

      He waved an acknowledgement over his shoulder. I turned and opened the old door, letting my fingers run across its stained wood, listening to its joyous song and briefly losing myself in the network of gold that enveloped the whole building, then stepped inside. The main tavern area was intimate—no surprise there, given that, like many along the row, it was long and narrow—with five larger tables in the front half of the room, and the bar and four small tables on the far side of the stairs. Stairs to the upper floor divided the two areas, and bright pixie boots of various sizes hung from the exposed floor joists and beams, some of them real, some of them not, but all of them a nod to tourist expectations that a tavern bearing the name “Pixie Boots” would have said boots displayed. Beyond the door at the far end of the bar was a warren of rooms that included the kitchen, a furniture store, fridges, stock stores, staff changing rooms, and toilets.

      It wasn’t yet five o’clock, so the evening rush hadn’t started—though to be honest, during the winter months, the so-called “rush” generally consisted of nothing more than a half dozen regulars and a couple of hardy tourists willing to brave the often harsh weather. Right now, aside from Kitty and Jonnie, who were polishing glasses down near the bar, there was only one other person here.

      That person was not a stranger, and she certainly wasn’t a customer, even if she did enjoy a good glass or two of our whisky every time she came here. It said a lot about my current state of fitness that I hadn’t felt her presence before now. I certainly should have, given the thunderous energy that surrounded her.

      She was also absolutely the last person I needed or wanted to see right now.

      Especially when, yet again, she looked fucking furious.
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