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      If a megalomaniacal earth mage kidnaps your little sister, do you:

      A)	Kill him

      B)	Kill him

      C)	Kill him

      D)	Magically indenture yourself to him to ensure her safe return

      Welsh water horse Nevan Quirke would have happily opted for A, B, or C, but had no idea where his sister was hidden—so, option D it is. He’s not a fool, though. He made sure to limit his obligation to a single task.

      Unfortunately, he neglected to nail down a few tiny details before the geas brand was seared into his skin, and now:

      A)	He can’t shift

      B)	He can’t swim

      C)	He can’t drink

      D)	If he fails, he’ll be bound to the mage for eternity

      Oh, and that task? Assist in an assassination.

      If only he weren’t so thirsty.

      And if only his partner for the heinous job weren’t the most appealing man Nevan has seen in his entire two-thousand-year life.

      

      Assassin by Accident takes place in E.J. Russell’s Mythmatched universe and is part of the multi-author Carnival of Mysteries Series. Each book stands alone, but each one includes at least one visit to Errante Ame’s Carnival of Mysteries, a magical, multiverse traveling show full of unusual acts, games, and rides. The Carnival changes to suit the world it’s on, so each visit is unique and special. This book features grumpy/sunshiny, hurt/comfort, mistaken identity, opposites attract, unexpected derring-do, and of course an HEA—no matter how little the men in question think they deserve it.
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      If the thrice-damned earth mage hadn’t informed Nevan Quirke that he was bound for Oregon when he’d ejected Nevan from that ridiculous secret stronghold, Nevan would have known anyway.

      Because rain.

      It darkened the shoulders of his black leather duster. Matted his overlong hair to his head. Dripped under his shirt collar and between his shoulder blades to dampen the linen shirt under his suede vest.

      In other words, it was glorious.

      He lifted his chin to let the drops patter against his face, taking a deep breath. And nearly choked. Because what wasn’t glorious was the stench emanating from the dumpster inside the tiny brick-walled courtyard where Yvo had plunked him. Gagging, Nevan spotted a break in the wall and sprinted for open air.

      Once clear of the garbage stink, he was assailed by the scent of frying meat. He glanced at the building looming beside him. Burgerville USA. That explained the aroma of grilled beef with the hint of caramelized onions.

      He turned in a slow circle, assessing his surroundings. The restaurant sat in the middle of a strip mall parking lot at the intersection of two busy streets. The corners to the south each held strip malls as well. To the east lay a small regional airport.

      I know this place. Or at least this area. Before the Faerie Convergence, Unseelie fae had maintained a portal in a nearby wetlands. Nevan had heard rumors that the portal had been reactivated afterward, open to both Seelie and Unseelie, but since he rarely ventured out of Faerie, he’d never bothered to check.

      He sighed. The wetlands were out of his reach now, portal or no portal. In fact, there was no wild water anywhere in sight other than the rain.

      Goddess, he was so thirsty. He lifted his head and opened his mouth, trying to catch the rain on his parched tongue, but only succeeded in torturing himself with a few stray drops. He eyed the lowering clouds. Gray, but not ominously dark, which meant this drizzle was probably the most he could hope for. What he needed was a fecking monsoon. Or better yet, to break this damn geas—and preferably the mage’s neck along with it—and return to his lake under the waterfall.

      To go home.

      But he refused to return to Faerie without his little sister. And fecking Yvo Offerman, earth mage, entitled narcissist, and pain in Nevan’s arse, had spirited Lulu away, hidden her somewhere even Nevan couldn’t find. He would do anything, anything, to rescue her from Yvo’s clutches, which was why he’d struck this demon’s bargain with Yvo in the first place.

      He wasn’t a complete fool. He’d made sure the deal was for a single, specific task. Although Nevan wasn’t technically a demon, he’d learned from demon experience: Never enter a bargain with a mage without a well-defined, near-term exit strategy or you could become bound to their will forever. Nevan valued his freedom too much for that. Besides, if he were enslaved to a mage’s will indefinitely, who would look after Lulu?

      The task he’d agreed to had seemed simple enough: Accept an object from Yvo’s contact in the Outer World and convey it back to the stronghold.

      “My contact will do all the work,” Yvo had said. “You’re simply the”—he’d tittered—“pack mule.”

      “Ceffylau dŵr are not mules,” Nevan had growled. Monsters, yes. Mules, no.

      Yvo had waved a hand. “Pack water horse, then, if you insist. The function remains the same.”

      Nevan clenched his left fist over the geas brand, the mark of his servitude. The burn as it was seared into his palm after he’d agreed to Yvo’s terms had never entirely faded.

      Soon, though. All he had to do was follow Yvo’s instructions, the geas would be fulfilled, and he and Lulu would be free.

      The Burgerville door swung open and a couple of human teenagers emerged, each of them holding a monster-sized drink cup, which they slurped from in between spates of giggling. If Nevan had any moisture to spare, his mouth would have watered. As it was, he swallowed, his dry throat clicking.

      I really should have checked the fine print on that geas vow. But he hadn’t demanded particulars. Just plowed ahead and agreed to do Yvo’s bidding in exchange for his sister. After the bargain was struck, however, Yvo had informed him with ill-concealed glee that until he’d completed the job—although the pretentious arsehole had insisted on calling it a quest—not only was Nevan barred from shifting, and from immersing himself in life-sustaining wild water, but from taking into his hand any drink that contained even a drop of water. And since all beverages other than pure ethanol—which was poisonous to him anyway—contained at least a tiny percentage of water, Nevan was destined to be dehydrated until he finished this quest. Any attempt to sidestep the terms would result in A) pain, B) more pain, and C) possibly forfeiting and putting not only Lulu, but himself in Yvo’s power for good.

      So perhaps he was a complete fool after all, especially since he hadn’t asked what exactly he’d be accepting and conveying. No, those details had emerged after the brand was already seared into Nevan’s flesh, and Yvo had taken far too much relish in informing him what he’d agreed to, all the while taunting Nevan by swishing a bottle of pure spring water in his hand.

      “You’re to go to Starbucks,” he’d said, a self-satisfied smirk on his face as he brandished the water. “But no venti macchiato for you.”

      “Which Starbucks?” Nevan growled in response. “There are about a million of them. Do I have to check each one?”

      Yvo scowled. “Of course not. This is a time-sensitive quest. I know where the target is now, but tomorrow? The next day?” His lower lip stuck out in a pout. “For some reason, my spells can’t predict when they’ll move on, or where.” He shook the water again. “That’s why I’ve imposed these extra… incentives on our little arrangement. So you won’t be tempted to dawdle.”

      “I’d have never done so regardless. I want Lulu back as soon as possible.” He narrowed his eyes as he glared at the mage. “Far away from you.”

      “Tut tut. I’m not such a bad fellow. Who knows? Luljeta might decide she prefers to stay with me in the end, after all. Her sort has the potential for dark or light.”

      “Since you’ve stooped to kidnapping a child, you’re definitely dark.”

      “Light. Dark. Dark. Light. Pfft.” Yvo tossed the bottle from hand to hand. “So subjective, don’t you think? One person’s sunlight is another person’s anathema. Consider vampires. If you⁠—”

      “I don’t want to consider vampires. I don’t want to consider anything except this task.”

      “Quest,” Yvo said testily. “It’s my quest.”

      “It might be your quest, but it’s just a task for me. One I must complete to get my sister back. So I go to a Starbucks, which I’ll identify how?”

      “No fear. I’ll drop you within sight of it, although not too close.” He tittered again, making Nevan grind his molars at the irritating sound. “Large, imposing men appearing spontaneously out of thin air tend to draw too much unwanted attention from humans. You’ll arrive in a secluded spot.”

      “Thoughtful of you.”

      “Yes, isn’t it?”

      Nevan refrained from rolling his eyes at Yvo’s self-congratulatory tone. Clearly, the arsehole’s sarcasm detector was just as deficient as his sense of humor. However, Nevan supposed he ought to be grateful. Mages weren’t quite as scrupulous about remaining unobtrusive as others in the supernatural community, probably because while they wielded magic, they weren’t themselves magical. Not like Nevan or Lulu or any other supe.

      The supe council, though, was extremely particular about violations of the Secrecy Pact. If any supe exposed the existence of the community to humans, they might as well kiss their freedom—and possibly their lives—goodbye. However, Nevan doubted Yvo’s plans were formulated out of concern for Nevan’s well-being, or for anything other than his bloody quest.

      “Proceed to the Starbucks, where you’ll meet your contact.”

      “And they’ll turn over the item? That’s the job, right?”

      Yvo’s expression tightened at the word job, but he recovered his smug self-satisfaction soon enough. “While the contact is the means of retrieving the item, you’ll need to accompany them as surety while they complete their part.” Annoyance flickered across his face. “Guild contracts are so restrictive. There’s no trust in the worlds anymore.”

      Alarm bells clanged in Nevan’s brain. “Guild? What guild?” So few guilds still operated in the modern world. None of them were good news, but one was worse than the others.

      “The Assassin’s Guild, of course.”

      And there was the other shoe. Because if the Assassin’s Guild was involved, it meant somebody, somewhere, was going to die. “I didn’t sign up to be an accessory to murder.”

      “Ah-ah-ah.” Yvo waggled a finger at him. “You said anything. Anything for Luljeta, provided it was a single task.” He shrugged. “You didn’t specify that the task have a single step. Meeting the contact is the first step, but it is not the final one.”

      Assassins. Goddess, they were the scum of the scum, in Nevan’s opinion. Willing to kill for something as mundane and unimportant as money. And now, because his stupid impulsiveness had gotten the better of him, he’d be just as culpable even if he wasn’t the one to strike the fatal blow.

      “What do they look like?” he asked through clenched teeth.

      “How would I know? It’s a standard guild contract. I submitted my requirements, they posted the job, somebody accepted the terms. The guild, as the intermediary, handles all the details.”

      “Do you even know how many assassins I’m looking for? What’s the term for a group of assassins? A dagger? A melee? An excrescence?”

      “You know, I was going to give you a little water before you left, but with that attitude, you’ve lost the privilege.” Yvo tossed the bottle in the air and it disappeared before it could hit the ground. “A single one. The guild always tries to upsell, but this is a one-person contract. I insisted.”

      Yet by involving Nevan, Yvo had already turned it into two-person job, the maths-deficient git. “So why do you need me?”

      “For logistics, of course. I can’t be seen there.” He glanced furtively over his shoulder, although in the murk of the stone-walled, stone-floored chamber, Nevan didn’t know what he expected to see, especially since the room seemed to have no windows or doors. He didn’t even know which realm it was in, since Yvo had pulled him in through a portal in Faerie. “My enemies might suspect my plans and try to thwart me. You need to meet the assassin, provide them with their weapon, escort them to the target, and bring the prize back to me.”

      “What exactly is this prize of yours?”

      When Yvo had told him, Nevan had been sick all over the flagstones.
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      The sour taste of vomit still lingered in Nevan’s mouth as he stood outside the Burgerville, a Starbucks visible on the southeast corner of the intersection, and the few raindrops he was able to capture weren’t sufficient to banish it. Goddess, how can I… But I must. Lulu depends on me.

      He headed for the road, but before he reached the sidewalk, he spotted the convenience store that anchored this particular strip mall and paused.

      No drink, Yvo’s geas had specified. While engaged on his task, Nevan could take no drink in his hand that contained water. But drink meant liquid, right?

      He bared his teeth in as close to a grin as he could manage. The problem with a geas, or with any spell for that matter, was that you had to be extremely careful and precise with the language or you could shoot yourself in the foot. If Nevan was lucky—although how often had that happened lately?—he might be able to use those words to his advantage now.

      The geas brand pulsed in his palm as he changed direction, a sure sign that Yvo was losing patience. The burn would grow if Nevan wasn’t proceeding with proper dispatch. He could handle a little burn, but if he didn’t get this taste out of his mouth and some kind of moisture into his system, he’d pass out before he made it to the coffee shop. Thank the goddess for the rain. He could absorb a little moisture through his skin, but he needed to ingest some, too.

      Hoping against hope that like most of their ilk, the convenience store carried at least a nod to fresh produce, he straight-armed the door and powered inside, heading for the coolers in the rear. Milk. Soda. Beer. Water. Goddess, what he wouldn’t give… Ah! There. In the last unit, on a single shelf, were a few apples, an anemic tomato or two, and—yes!—a pair of oranges.

      Nevan took them both, their coolness easing the burn in his palm just a trifle, and strode up to the counter. The bored-looking clerk popped their gum and said, “That’ll be two fifty-eight.”

      A ridiculous price for two rather shriveled fruits, but Nevan passed over the cash without comment, his throat working as he recalled why he had human money in his pocket. As soon as he was outside, he tore a hole in the rind of one orange, held it to his mouth, and squeezed, moaning as the first sweet-tart juice hit his tongue. He sucked the first fruit dry by the time he crossed to the parking lot in front of Starbucks. He attacked the other as he stood in the rain, and although it wasn’t as juicy as the first, it was better than random raindrops.

      Of course, now his hands were sticky. Would the geas allow him to wash his hands in the coffee shop restroom? Any water out of the tap wouldn’t be wild: Humans were fanatical about treating their sources of public water, taming it and dosing it and filtering it until its personality was extinguished and it could no longer speak. Just touching it made Nevan feel as though he were attending a death bed, and prolonged contact raised welts on his skin. Goddess only knew what would happen if he tried to drink it. But a quick wash wouldn’t burn any worse than the geas brand, and at least he’d be clean.

      Before he got his soul so dirty, he’d be soiled beyond redemption.

      He tossed the orange rinds into a trash bin on his way into the shop. The restroom was free, thank the goddess, and the geas didn’t appear to object to hand washing, at least in city-treated water, a fact he filed away under loopholes.

      As the water trickled through his fingers, the temptation to cup his palms and bring them to his lips was almost too great to resist, just to moisten his mouth and tongue. Surely it wouldn’t be too poisonous. Yet he couldn’t take the chance. His own discomfort was immaterial, but he couldn’t risk violating the geas terms. Not if it endangered Lulu.

      He resolutely pushed aside the thought of who else he was endangering and dried his hands. When he stepped out of the restroom, he made his way slowly toward the counter, scanning the other customers as he passed. Was his contact already here? He doubted it was the spike-haired teen in the purple hoodie, slouched in the armchair in the corner with his gaze riveted to a hand-held gaming device. Or one of the women at the table by the window, chatting and sharing a cinnamon roll. What in all the hells did an assassin look like, anyway?

      He caught a brief glimpse of his reflection in the window and snorted. Probably like me. Rough-hewn, enveloped in black leather, scowl permanently fixed. So large as to seem out of proportion to the surroundings. Threatening.

      Although… Wouldn’t assassins prefer to fly under the radar? Remain unobtrusive, the better to get close to their targets? If that was the case, the businessman in the gray suit, frowning at his cell phone as he sipped from a to-go cup, would be a prime candidate.

      Nevan winced. Everyone who was seated already had their beverage of choice. Yvo had told him that he’d be able to recognize the assassin because they’d order a grande sugar cookie almond milk latte with a caramel shot and no whip but extra sprinkles to go. What if his detour into the convenience store meant he’d missed that already?

      He joined the line, surreptitiously checking the cup size of everyone who was already seated. The iced drinks he could discount, as well as anyone with a personal cup, or a tall or venti sized drink. That still left three possibilities, but maybe fate would take pity on him for once in his life—all right, twice, since the first time was when he’d found Lulu and claimed her for his sister—and the assassin had yet to arrive.

      Waiting for his turn, Nevan kept his ears attuned to the customers in front of him as they placed their orders. Granted, his hearing was better under water, but it was still more acute than a human’s. He perked up when a man in workout gear said, “Grande,” but deflated when he followed up with, “Americano.” The next customer ordered a chai tea latte, and the next, a weary looking woman in scrubs, a triple-shot espresso. Suddenly, there was no one ahead of him.

      “What can we get started for you?” the smiling clerk asked.

      “Uh…” Shite, he hadn’t thought this through. He couldn’t order a beverage. If he took it in his hand, that might constitute a forfeit. “A… a bagel. Please.”

      “We’re out of plain. Is everything okay?”

      Nevan blinked. Did he really look so wrecked that cashiers needed to check his condition? “Yes. Fine.”

      She nodded and touched the register screen. “Warmed?”

      “No, thank you.”

      “Butter or cream cheese?”

      “What? No. Just plain. Thank you.”

      She gave him a quizzical look, which was understandable. Who in their right mind would go to a coffee shop only to order a bagel and no coffee? Nevertheless, she rang him up anyway and handed him the small bag with the mermaid logo—which looked absolutely nothing like any water-natured being Nevan had ever encountered.

      He grabbed a couple of napkins from the condiment station and took a seat at one of the stools lining the high counter next to the window, where he could keep an eye on the whole shop, spot any new arrivals, and listen for the telltale order.

      After a minute or so of sitting with his bag clutched in his fist, he noted the baristas giving him sidelong glances. Right. Big guy scoping out their store and not even pretending to eat his pastry. Definitely dodgy.

      Fumbling the bag open, Nevan drew out the bagel, only to have a shower of seeds from its top patter onto his leather pants. He was about to brush them off irritably when he caught the cashier’s narrowed eyes.

      Got it. Don’t make more work for the staff.

      He sighed and collected the detritus as best he could with his hands and napkins. After he tossed the soiled napkins into the trash, he grabbed a couple more and settled back onto his stool, this time taking better care to look nonthreatening. Nothing to see here. Just a fellow hunched over a bagel, trying to choke down a few bites when his mouth feels like the Gobi desert.

      A tall, grim-faced man with close-cropped hair, his scruff dark against his tanned skin, entered and Nevan’s attention sharpened. Grim Man was clearly fit under his tight Henley and moved with the loose-limbed grace of a trained athlete. Prime assassin material, if ever I’ve seen it. He held the door for another customer—a man with wavy dark hair and umber skin, whose bulky backpack caught on the door.

      “Oh. Sorry. I just…” He managed to free the pack in time to step out of the way and allow a pink-cheeked woman with a brown-skinned baby on her hip to enter. “Sorry!”

      Another woman in an impeccable beige business suit, her blond hair in a sleek updo and her makeup perfect, followed him in, but as he turned, his pack hit the gray-suited businessman’s cup and knocked it off his table, dislodging its lid, and spraying dark liquid over the woman’s skirt.

      “Oh, goodness. I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean…” He scurried for the napkins, his pack bouncing on his back and no doubt endangering all the other cups—not to mention heads—in the place.

      She smiled at him rather thinly. “Think nothing of it. It was an accident, after all.”

      He gestured toward her skirt with a handful of napkins. “Please. Let me…”

      “No need.” She patted a large, expensive-looking handbag the same shade as her suit. “I always carry stain remover with me. If you’ll excuse me.” She headed for the restroom, her matching stilettos clicking against the tile floor.

      The man heaved a sigh and glanced around with a shamefaced smile. “Sorry, folks.” He slipped the pack off his shoulders and dangled it at his side by one strap. “I’ll just, um, remove the weapon of mass destruction, shall I?”

      Despite Nevan’s growing physical discomfort and mental anxiety, the guy drew his gaze, a flame to Nevan’s tattered moth, sparking a smile. He was so… cute. Bright. Sunny. Joyful.

      The exact opposite of me.

      While Nevan kept his main focus on Grim Man, who’d retreated to a corner and was himself keeping an eye on the door in between glances at his cell phone, he nevertheless tracked Sunny Guy’s progress.

      Sunny Guy didn’t immediately get in line. Instead, he chatted with the woman with the baby who’d entered after him, yielding his place to her. She smiled at him, the baby giggling at the funny faces he made, raising and lowering his wire-framed spectacles to play an odd game of peekaboo.

      The door swung open again, catching the attention of both Sunny Guy and Grim Man. When a pair of women entered, one pushing a wide stroller containing twin toddlers, both men’s shoulders eased, and they sported nearly identical expressions of disappointment.

      Nevan, on the other hand, tensed further. Children. His gorge rose, and he pressed his fist against his mouth. How can I do this? How can I sacrifice one child for the sake of another?

      Lulu was his responsibility, his family, his joy, but couldn’t the same be said for any child? If he obeyed Yvo’s orders, conducted the assassin to the target, watched the deed play out, and then—his belly tumbled—conveyed the results back to Yvo, he’d save his sister. But another sibling, another parent, another friend would be devastated.

      Yet if he didn’t, the geas terms meant that Yvo would have full control over Lulu. Twist her trusting nature, her innocence, her boundless wonder. Groom her into a being as evil and corrupt as he was. And if he was unable to turn her, might he cut his losses instead and sacrifice her in another of his depraved spells?

      Likewise, Yvo would have full control over Nevan himself. What would that mean? Would he refuse him drink, refuse him the touch of wild water, let him wither, waste away, disappear like so many other fae had done over the years?

      Or would he order Nevan to shift and exercise the worst part of his nature, his monstrous side, the side that would lure travelers to his back for a gallop through the clouds, only to dissipate into mist over the rocks and send them, screaming, to their deaths far below? Yvo had already intimated that he had enemies. To what ends would he go to eliminate them?

      At this point, Nevan didn’t know whether he’d be classed with the enemies or with the weapons at Yvo’s disposal.

      The woman with the baby placed her order—a cappuccino and biscotti, which she gave to the baby, who began to gum it. He hadn’t seriously considered her to be the assassin, in any case. No professional who was targeting a child would bring their own child on a job. At the notion of assassins—particularly those who murdered children for hire—having their own offspring, heat grew behind Nevan’s eyes, a heat he couldn’t quench by a dive into his lake.

      The women with the twins stepped up to the counter next, and Nevan frowned. Shouldn’t Sunny Guy have been next? As the women ordered tea and breakfast sandwiches, Nevan scanned the shop. Sunny Guy wasn’t even in line. Instead, he was approaching Grim Man, his smile a little tentative. He said something too low for Nevan to hear. Grim Man scowled and shook his head. Sunny Guy’s shoulders drooped, but he nodded and stepped back.

      His gaze traveled around the shop, a slight frown puckering his wide brow. His gaze caught on Nevan’s and he blinked. Was that a shiver? If so, he wouldn’t be the first one to have that reaction. Nevan had heard one of the dryads in Faerie refer to his usual expression as “resting monster face,” so he wasn’t surprised when Sunny Guy’s gaze slipped away.

      Grim Man still hadn’t gotten in line, nor had Sunny Guy, even though several more customers had entered and joined the line, and the woman in the beige suit had finally emerged from the restroom. Sunny Guy immediately rushed over to her, clearly apologizing again. He gestured to her skirt, which showed no hint of stain, and then to the counter, obviously offering to buy her a beverage. She made some low-voiced remark and shook her head before heading to the high counter facing the front parking lot and pulling a slim laptop out of her handbag. Sunny Guy glumly took his place at the back of the line.

      Nevan’s palm pulsed and burned with Yvo’s frustrated impatience. Time is running out. Shouldn’t assassins be punctual? Had Yvo dumped him here too early? Nevan kicked himself for not asking for more information, such as what precise time the contract was to take place. He frowned, searching his memory. He’d heard something about the Assassin’s Guild once. Something about how they ensured their members’ safety by not allowing explicit appointment times. They insisted on a range, to enable their members to arrive and assess the security of the situation—and, presumably, to avoid ambushes by the associates of former victims.

      Nevan was pretty sure now that Grim Man was his contact. As soon as he got in line and ordered his revolting beverage, Nevan could finally discover to what lengths he himself was willing to go.

      Over in the corner, Grim Man straightened and tucked his phone in the rear pocket of his jeans, his gaze riveted on the door. Stop watching the door, mate. I’m waiting for you over here.

      But when a slender man with a face as angelic as a transformed zenko kitsune hurried in, Grim Man’s expression relaxed into a wide smile, and he strode forward to take the newcomer in his arms and plant a kiss on his mouth. “You’re late,” he said. “I was starting to worry.”

      Shite. Nevan slumped on his stool. He should know better by now than to let appearances color his perceptions. But he’d been so sure, so sure he hadn’t paid enough attention to the other customers who’d arrived in the last twenty minutes.

      Then he heard it.

      “A grande sugar cookie almond milk latte with a caramel shot and no whip but extra sprinkles. To go, please.”

      His belly made another leap for this throat. Goddess, no. It can’t be. Not him.

      Nevan turned his head slowly, still trying to deny the truth, because he’d recognized the voice.

      “I promise not to spill it.” Sunny Guy handed the cashier his card with a smile. “Although there are no guarantees.”

      Nevan crossed his arms, the better to contain the fury and disappointment threatening to burst out in a glass-rattling roar. That kind of thing might go unnoticed in Faerie, but in a Hillsboro Starbucks it was bound to draw attention. And now that he’d identified the assassin, attention was the last thing either of them could afford.

      So he waited, scowling, hoping that maybe, just maybe, he’d heard wrong. But when the barista called out, “Grande sugar cookie almond milk latte for Seb,” and Sunny Guy picked it up with an infectious smile that made Nevan grind his teeth, he couldn’t deny it anymore.

      The cute guy who’d played peekaboo with a baby, who’d smiled at twin toddlers, who’d joked with the whole shop about his clumsiness—which was probably just a pretense too—was a despicable, cold-blooded murderer.

      Of children.
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      Seb stared at the stupidly sweet beverage in his hand and grimaced. Just its aroma made his teeth ache. His mouth had gotten progressively dryer every time somebody arrived who definitely wasn’t his contact. He was tempted to pull his water bottle out of his pack, but it would probably be frowned on in here. Should he buy a bottle instead? If he had to wait much longer, he’d probably give in.

      How long was he supposed to wait anyway? He wished the agency had been more forthcoming with details about the meeting, but they’d said with a client this high-profile, they couldn’t release any specifics, not until the client’s representative had arrived to conduct Seb to the site where he’d finally meet the child. Or children. The agency hadn’t even told him that.

      He trudged toward the counter that lined the front window, then changed direction at the last moment because the poor woman whose skirt he’d spilled on was involved in some kind of intense conversation on her phone and clearly didn’t need a distraction. He didn’t want to take up a table—this shop was busier than he’d imagined it would be, and tables should be kept for people who weren’t alone.

      Alone. Like me. Yeah, that was the thing, wasn’t it? But according to his ex, Seb had nobody to blame for his aloneness but himself. Jase had made that opinion crystal clear: He’d objected strongly to Seb’s chosen profession—many times, and at increasing decibel levels—throughout Seb’s training.

      “I’m a lawyer,” Jase had boomed. “You don’t have to work at all, let alone this kind of work. What if somebody at the firm finds out? How will it look?”

      “But I’m good at it and I enjoy it,” Seb had explained, time and time again. “It’s what I want to do. What I’ve always wanted to do.”

      “Even when you were a kid yourself?” Jase demanded.

      Seb had laughed. “Oh, trust me. Especially then.”

      “On your head be it, then.”

      Seb had thought that meant Jase would stop arguing with him about it. Instead, it meant that Jase had broken off their three-year relationship with a Call me if you ever come to your senses.

      But because he was alone, Seb was free to consider this assignment. He sighed. Assuming the assignment ever materialized. What did a representative from a high-end client look like, anyway? He’d thought at first that it might be the woman he’d spilled on, which would be one heck of a first impression to make. Maybe she was even now contacting the agency and expressing her doubts that Seb was up to the job.

      Heck, if he were in her place, he’d probably do the same.

      The tall guy in the Henley had seemed like he was waiting for somebody, so Seb had finally approached him and asked point-blank if he was the client’s rep. He’d said no, and when he scooped that guy who looked like a K-Pop idol into his arms, Seb got the picture.

      Seb settled on a stool at the opposite end from his spill victim, hooking his feet on the rungs and tucking his bulky backpack between them. His trainers were new for the occasion and more expensive than he could really afford, which was another reason he was anxious for this job. It paid really freaking well.

      He wrapped both hands around the cup, glad for the warmth. It was early June in Portland, which meant cool and drizzly, and although he was wearing his North Face anorak, Seb’s hands were still cold. They always were when he got nervous.

      “You here for the job?” growled a low voice in his ear.

      Seb jolted, nearly spilling the latte, and swiveled around on the stool. His eyes widened and he gulped, because the enormous man behind him didn’t fit Seb’s idea of a high-end client rep. For one thing, he looked as though he’d been standing in the rain without an umbrella for half an hour because his curly black hair was soaked, and even the dark skin of his cheeks was dotted with moisture. Didn’t rich clients have drivers to cart their minions around? Or at least give said minions their own transportation, so they weren’t traipsing around in all weathers? Seb put it on his mental list of things to investigate someday but not currently relevant.

      That list was getting alarmingly long. He’d started it when he was still in middle school, and to this date, had never removed a single item from it.

      For another, this man looked really… rough. Not as in rough-dangerous, although with that scowl, he could definitely qualify in most people’s books. But rough as in ill. His lips were dry and chapped, his dark eyes sunken, his shoulders—his really wide shoulders—hunched as though he were protecting a pain-shot middle. In fact, he looked like he should be in bed, with somebody feeding him homemade chicken soup, or maybe in the nearest emergency department hooked up to an IV full of nutritive fluids. Surely high-end clients should have a health plan for their employees?

      For a third, his clothing: The leather duster, the linen shirt, the dark suede vest with its brass buttons, the black—be still my heart—knee-high boots made him look as though he were about to make a grand entrance at the nearest ComiCon and totally rock the steampunk pirate cosplay. Were high-end clients that whimsical? Or maybe they just had really lax dress codes.

      “Well?” the man rasped.

      “Oh. Right.” He’d asked a question. “The job. Yes. Yes, I am.” Seb held out his hand. “Seb Ardelean. And you are?”

      The man snorted. “Like that’s your real name.”

      “Well, I admit it’s a nickname, but⁠—”

      “Come on.” He turned in a swirl of black leather and strode for the door.

      Seb scrambled off his stool, nearly tripping on his own pack. He grabbed it by one strap, and, tossing the futile latte in the trash as he passed—waste of money I don’t have—hurried after him.

      The man was powering through the parking lot, on a straight shot for Cornell. “Are we heading for your car?” Seb called.

      “No,” the guy said, not even bothering to turn, although he did lift his face to the rain once.

      Fine. If there was no car, maybe this was another test. Seb flipped the hood of his jacket up and struggled to slip his arms into his pack straps as he half-ran to catch up. He had a collapsible umbrella in a side pocket—he could offer it to the guy so he wouldn’t have to get so wet, if only the big jerk would slow down enough for Seb to get it out. But at this pace, he’d have no chance.

      Just before they reached the sidewalk, the man whirled toward him, his face a mask of fury, his teeth bared. “So you really do this? Handle kids?”

      Seb bridled a little. Was this guy really questioning his credentials here? In the rain? “I assure you, I’m qualified. I have a copy of my CV if you⁠—”

      “What?” His face twisted with revulsion. “Goddess, no!”

      Taking a firm grip on his patience, Seb said, “Look. The agency wouldn’t have sent me if they didn’t believe I was a good fit for this job. Can you at least tell me the child’s age and gender? Their name?” He brightened. “Or are there more than one?”

      “Shite,” he muttered and turned to march down the sidewalk.

      “Wait!” Seb puffed after him, his pack bouncing on his back. “Could you at least tell me your name?”

      For a moment, Seb didn’t think he would answer. Then his big shoulders rose and fell—seriously, did anyone outside Dwayne Johnson have shoulders that wide?—and he said, “Quirke. Nevan Quirke.”

      Progress. “Pleased to meet you, Nevan.”

      “Can’t say the same,” he grumbled, and doubled his pace.

      Broad shoulders and long legs. Jeez, Seb was all of five-ten—okay, five nine and a half—but he felt like a Munchkin next to Nevan. He had to trot to keep up now, and since the sidewalk was right next to the street, every car whizzing by kicked up dirty water like vehicular blood spatter. By the time they’d made it beyond the airport, Seb’s formerly pristine chinos looked like overripe bananas. Soggy overripe bananas. He would have sighed, except he couldn’t catch enough breath to do it.

      He was puffing and panting, wincing with every step as his pack thumped against his back—and what was that sharp thing that hit the same exact spot above his hip with every thump? True, Seb had probably over-packed, but with so little information about the assignment, he’d wanted to be prepared for any eventuality. He grimaced as that sharp-whatever-it-was poked his hip again. Next time, I’ll arrange things more carefully.

      Nevan put on another burst of speed and Seb wheezed as he tried to keep up. Several of his instructors had warned him that this profession was more physically demanding than many people realized and had recommended—some more tactfully than others—that Seb spend more time in the gym. Right about now, Seb seriously regretted not taking their advice.

      A small prop plane buzzed past overhead. As Seb glanced up to track its progress over the road toward the airfield, his hood fell back slightly, sending raindrops across his forehead and dotting his glasses. With the hood no longer blocking his peripheral vision, he caught sight of a row of bright tents beyond the fairground fence on their right, the shrieks and laughter of fairgoers mostly muffled by the sound of traffic.

      Beyond the fairgrounds, there was nothing for at least another mile, nothing until past Brookfield Parkway, where several restaurants, a vet practice, and a Kindercare clustered together across from Costco. Were they headed there? Seb hoped they weren’t going any farther, because his new trainers, despite having great traction on the wet sidewalk, were raising a blister on his heel.

      He hitched the strap of his pack further onto his shoulder and tried to shift it so the pokey bit was at least hitting a different spot. The agency, while not being exactly specific, had assured Seb that certain intermediary steps were standard for this type of job, but they’d said nothing about having to train for them like he was embarking on a half marathon. No matter what happened with the client, he was definitely reporting this to his handler.

      Seb tugged his hood forward again, put his head down, and slogged onward, only to run headfirst into an extremely broad, extremely muscular, extremely solid—if his forehead was any judge—chest.

      “Ow.” He rubbed his forehead. “Maybe warn a guy next time?”

      Nevan just grunted. “This way.”

      Seb looked around. They were at the fairground’s entrance. “A carnival? This kind of environment is more chaotic than I’d like. I usually prefer to meet prospective charges privately. One on one, if possible.”

      Nevan snorted. “I’ll wager you do.” He took off toward the carnival entrance, where a red and white banner with the words Welcome Traveler in that classic circus font was suspended between two massive posts. “Wait,” he said and rooted through his pockets as though searching for something.

      “Oookay.” I’ll take the opportunity to get my lungs functioning again. Seb gulped in air and peered through the gate.

      The carnival seemed moderately busy, with kids racing about, pointing at the massive carousel, or holding nearly as massive cones of cotton candy, with their adult attendants either smiling indulgently or trudging after them with ill-concealed fatigue. Was one of them his charge?

      Interestingly enough, in the manner of Oregon’s quirky weather, everyone beyond the gates seemed perfectly dry. Now that he finally had breath to do so, Seb chuckled, remembering instances in his childhood where it had been raining on one side of his house, but sunny on the other, with a rainbow arching over the trees.

      Then he saw them.

      Clowns.

      They boiled out of a big, bright orange tent, and Seb’s horror grew as he counted them. One, two, three, four… jeez, there were nine of the things. Surely no carnival needed more than one, although if Seb had his way, zero would be the absolute maximum.

      He scowled at the ticket booth next to the gate. A tall man with skin about Seb’s own color stood next to it, impassively observing the crowd, including Seb, with shrewd black eyes. Judging by his outfit—similar to Nevan’s, only with less leather and more velvet—he was probably a carnival employee. Good. Because Seb needed to speak to someone with authority.

      The carnival should post a trigger warning, for Pete’s sake. The nightmares engendered by clowns… Seb shuddered. Why anybody had ever thought flat white foundation, fright wigs in colors not found in nature, alarmingly oversized shoes, and accessories in clashing, eye-searing colors that may or may not shoot water at you were funny was seriously disturbed.

      He marched toward the man, prepared to express himself with very stern language, but before he’d gone more than three paces, Nevan stepped in front of him.

      “Here.” He thrust a pasteboard rectangle the size of a business card at Seb.

      Seb peered down at it. One side displayed a stylized version of the red and white big top at the far end of the midway, emblazoned with The Carnival of Mysteries and Admit One.

      “Is the child already inside?” By this time, Seb knew better than to expect anything other than a growl in response. “Very well. Lead on.”

      When they stepped through the gates, warmth caressed Seb’s face. He sighed happily. Either the carnival had heaters deployed throughout the grounds to keep the fairgoers from getting too chilled, or else it was the sun, blessedly emerging from behind the clouds. He pushed his hood back and smiled up at Nevan, whose jaw was clenched so tightly that he looked as though he were smuggling marbles in his cheeks.

      Seb was about to attempt another friendly conversation—or at least to extract a little more blood from this particular stone—when a leering dead-white face with oversized, fire engine red lips and a lime green mohawk popped up beyond Nevan’s shoulder. Ugh.

      When several more clowns capered around the pair of them, Seb pulled his hood back up and hunched his shoulders, tempted to close his eyes and chant La la la. If any of them had spoken, he probably would have bolted, but they didn’t, although the first one edged closer and squatted down, laughing soundlessly up into Seb’s face, its eyes as black and soulless as a shark’s.

      “What is wrong with you?” Nevan demanded.

      “I don’t like clowns,” Seb muttered. Immediately, the clown who had been staring at him flopped over onto its back, one purple-gloved hand over its heart and the other fluttering over-dramatically to its forehead. The others collapsed on top of it, one after the other, until it looked as though Seb were standing next to an animate pile of extremely unfortunate laundry. “Can we move this along, please?”

      “Fine.”

      Nevan strode off down the midway. Seb scurried after him, thankfully leaving the clowns in his rear view.
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      In another stroke of Nevan’s phenomenal bad luck, the rain stopped the instant he’d led the assassin through the carnival gates. But it wasn’t bad enough that he had led an assassin through fecking carnival gates. Goddess, I hate irony. Because not only was he abetting a murder in an amusement park, he was also courting permanent dehydration in the process.

      “Where are we going?” the assassin asked after they’d left the clowns in a heap. If Nevan didn’t know what kind of soul-dead monster Seb was, he’d have called that tone plaintive.

      Nevan glanced around at the tents that bracketed the midway.

      “Turquoise,” Yvo had said. “The knife thrower’s tent.”

      Nevan had snorted. “Knife thrower? A little on the nose, don’t you think?”

      Yvo had shrugged. “You can’t carry the weapon in with you, and he possesses several blades suitable for my purposes. Convenience, nothing more.”

      Nevan spotted the turquoise tent. “There.” He strode off toward its open flap.

      “Will there be more clowns?” Seb asked.

      Unbelievable. Nevan shook his head in disgust. This man had the stones to murder children for money, yet he was terrified of clowns.

      He paused and glanced up at the banner over the tent’s entrance. It read Gentleman Jim and below it, Master of Knives. He shuddered at that. Yvo had vowed that the knife thrower wasn’t aware of the spell he’d had cast on his blade, and that Nevan would have no trouble both identifying the bespelled weapon and removing it from the tent undetected. But Nevan knew to his cost that Yvo wasn’t the most trustworthy person. He assumed, since it would be in Yvo’s best interests, that he’d been truthful this time.
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