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Chapter 1


          

          
            Welcome to the Magic Morsel

          

        

      

    

    
      Hey, there. I’m Lila Mandrake, owner of the Magic Morsel.

      Man, it felt weird to say that. I’d buried Gammy a month ago, and in my mind the establishment still belonged to her. The Morsel had been her life, along with me, her charming granddaughter. Though I’d happily attended business school to assist her, which ensured that both of her priorities melded into one.

      Anyhow... As the only neutral ground in the Triopolis area, we brokered meetings among magical folk, to preserve their privacy and prevent situations from sliding sideways. Like Gammy, I was a tech mage, and I created an array of gadgets to continue her decades of zero major incidents.

      Also a full-service restaurant and bar in the evenings, people enjoyed getting together in a safe place to chat over a nice meal. No contracts or soundproof meeting rooms required.

      My best friend, Tyler, was the current head chef. Oh, and part owner after I’d offered a slice of the business to him and my other friends. As one of the finest potion mages in the world, at least in my opinion, the regulars raved over Ty’s food.

      “That’s great, but I didn’t ask for your life story. Can you help me or not?” The broody half-elf sitting at the bar sipped his whiskey and slammed the glass on the counter a little too hard.

      Yup, I was nervous. I mean, my first official day doing business without Gammy had that effect.

      Of course, this man who stared at me over the bar with the most beautiful pale blue eyes only made matters worse. His charcoal hair was braided, the plait falling to his shoulder blades, with several shorter, loose strands tucked behind his ears. He appeared to be in his early twenties, maybe a couple years younger than me.

      “What’s your name again?” I remembered, but hearing him speak turned me all gooey inside.

      “Ash.”

      The way he said it, so stern and confident, prodded my libido. See, I had a thing for enigmatic men. But usually once the mask dropped, I lost interest.

      And this one was a private investigator. Double points.

      Kai, another friend and the main bartender, cleared his throat, leveling his gaze at me while polishing a tumbler. I resisted snapping at him about throwing stones at glass houses, as that would have been terribly unprofessional in front of the handsome client.

      A half-siren, Kai might not have inherited his mother’s full powers, but he turned heads even without activating his mojo. His sea green eyes and the cerulean swirls dancing across his skin had people fawning over him, no matter their gender.

      And he got around. Not a one partner kind of guy. A damned fine bartender, though.

      I sighed. “Sorry, Ash, but this is rather short notice. Setting up a meeting for tonight would be a stretch on a typical day, but it’s the Grand Reopening of the Morsel. Can I slot you in two weeks from now?”

      He pursed his lips and shook his head. “This needs to happen tonight.” In a single, swift movement he downed the rest of his drink. He squeezed his eyes shut and gasped – clearly not used to the burn of so much whiskey at once. When he recovered, he locked gazes with me. “I’ll pay double your normal fee.”

      Desperate. Hm. I glanced at Kai.

      He shrugged. “Don’t look at me. Tyler’s your second. I just pour the drinks and look pretty.” A grin split his face, revealing slightly pointed teeth. A turnoff for me, but most of his potential partners shrugged off the sharp tips, or enjoyed them.

      No. No Tyler. I’d decide myself. Honestly, who I really wanted was Gammy. She’d never skipped a beat, knowing exactly when to tell a person to buzz off or take advantage of a situation. I missed her beyond the moon and stars.

      You only live once, right? Right. And we sorely needed the credits after being closed for a couple months. “Okay, then. I’ll arrange a room for you for eight o’clock tonight.” I retrieved one of our standard, ten-page contracts from under the bar and slid it toward Ash. “I’ll need you to review and sign this, then pay half down. Any special amenities or requests?”

      “Yes, one.” He bent over and lifted a black metal briefcase, setting it down in front of me. “Keep this secure until my meeting.”

      My heart skipped a beat, and then thudded at an irregular rhythm, sweat popping up on the back of my neck. Whatever hid in the case called to me and tugged at my soul.
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        * * *

      

      I side eyed Kai, but he remained unfazed, continuing his tidying of the glasses and bottles. No reaction. Just me.

      The thunderous tempo of my heart annoyed me, and my fingers twitched. Temptation to open the briefcase fought against my rationality. What caused this response?

      Nothing dangerous or illegal should have been hidden inside. The Morsel was triple-warded. For one, my tech magic scanned devices that entered the building. Then Tyler’s potion magic sensed magical trouble. Finally, Violet – Ty’s fae girlfriend and our gracious hostess – used her earth magic to ensconce sensors in the doorways to alert us when a person entered with ill intent toward anyone who worked here.

      None of the alarms had sounded when Ash stepped into the restaurant, briefcase in tow.

      My hands trembled as I grabbed an addendum to the contract. The case continually drew my attention while I wrote down the stipulations of storing it. “Sign this as well.” I offered him the sheet, proud that the paper only fluttered slightly.

      His eyebrow rose, questioning. Better than the bossy broodiness, but it meant he noticed my reaction.

      I almost asked what was in the black case. That would have gone against the core tenets of the Morsel, though. Safety and privacy. A client could disclose the contents of a secured item voluntarily, however the contract Ash was about to sign forbade me from inquiring, no matter how curious.

      He finished reviewing the documents, signed them with a flourish, and handed them back. “All looks good.”

      “Thank you.” I pulled out the credit scanner. Your standard fair – a plastic wand with number keys along it, and a neon purple light on the opposite side. No modifications of the circuits from me. Not that I couldn’t, but it was illegal to do so. Best to avoid getting the Magical Enforcement Authority on my ass. My ex worked for the M.E.A., and it had been an uncivil breakup. “Your credit disc, please.”

      Ash fished the small holographic circle out of his pocket and offered it to me.

      I scanned the disc and tapped in the amount, then returned it to him. “Grab the case and follow me.” Normally I’d carry any items myself, but I feared a stronger reaction if I touched it.

      He obliged, and we headed to the back of the restaurant and into the main office. Aside from an insanely messy desk with file cabinets along the entire wall behind it, three safes were recessed into the wall near the private bathroom. I pressed my thumb to a pad on one of them, opening it.

      Just a simple fingerprint lock, right? Nope. One of my personal designs. It scanned my thumbprint and my aura, both unique in their own rights. The only person in the Morsel who could open an empty safe was me. Well, and Gammy.

      A filled safe on the other hand... “Please place the case in here. We’ll then sync the lock to you, so you’re the only one who can open it.” Of course I could access it in an emergency, but it required a lot of magical hoop-jumping that drained me. Hello, debilitating magic hangover.

      Ash gingerly slid the briefcase in.

      I sealed the safe. “Put your thumbprint here. You’ll feel a tingle as I pair you.” For a few moments, I hesitated. This required touch, and while I wouldn’t have contact with the case that still oddly called to me, even though it was now behind four inches of steel, Ash might have residual magic on him from whatever hid inside.

      Sucking in a breath, I rested my thumb on top of his, closed my eyes, and delved into the safe mechanism via my mind. It was as though a diagram of the entire device lit up in my brain, perfectly detailed. A tug here and a tweak there, and then the identification imprint switched from me to him.

      Ash gasped.

      I lowered my hand. “Never experienced tech magic before?”

      “I have, just not quite like that.” Those pale blue eyes bored into me, and a corner of his mouth twitched.

      What was that supposed to mean? I stepped back, uncomfortable with his stare, as if he studied me from the inside out. As a half-elf, his magical talents could have been a range of possibilities. No way for me to know unless he was another tech mage, and I sensed nothing like that.

      “Anything else?” His gaze remained fixed on me.

      “Nope. That’s all for now.”

      Ash nodded. “I’ll return at eight o’clock then. If the person I’m meeting shows up early, her name’s Sierra.”

      “Sounds good.” I’m not usually a woman of few words, but between his scrutiny and that black case hiding in the safe, the sooner he left the better.

      I still found him extremely attractive, of course. Actually, now he was more enigmatic. Yes, the sooner he left the better.

      He exited the office, and shortly after, I heard Kai wish him an adventurous day. I exhaled a held breath.

      The case beckoned to me, and my hands trembled again. After staring at the safe for a few minutes, I pressed my palm against the steel.

      Tyler sauntered into the office, his carefully trimmed short, blond hair contrasting with his black chef’s jacket. “Is everything okay, Lila? Kai mentioned you were acting strange.” The brightness of his blue eyes made me recall the paleness of Ash’s.

      Okay? Um, nope. Not at all. “Yeah, simply a hunky half-elf stoking my libido.”

      He rolled his eyes. “You really need to start dating again.”

      “Or maybe I just need to get laid.” I wandered away from the safe and laughed.

      “Well, I could have said that, but I’m not as crude as you are.” He patted me on the back, and we headed into the restaurant proper. “New client then?”

      “Yup. Last minute meeting request for tonight. Said he’d pay double.”

      Ty whistled. “Sure you should have taken that offer?”

      Great, now I was doubting myself. “Of course. Easy credits.”

      I told myself it would all be over in six or seven hours. And then I’d no longer need to worry about the half-elf with the pale blue eyes or his black briefcase ever again.

      Simple, right? Yeah, simple.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            Identispell

          

        

      

    

    
      The Magic Morsel was jam-packed. Heck, people waited outside, occasionally spilling into the street and pissing off traffic. Order Enforcement even came out to keep the peace. At least it was O.E. and not the M.E.A. on our doorstep.

      Clearly everyone missed the Morsel while it had been closed. I flinched from random bursts of deafening shouts. Many cheers went up in Gammy’s memory. Well, no one else called her Gammy, of course.

      Iris Mandrake had been one of the most loved tech mages in all of Triopolis. No one loved her more than me, though, and her absence tonight stung. I hoped her spirit lingered to see the success of the Grand Reopening.

      Not that I had a spare moment to wallow. I aided my friends by waitressing, bussing tables, and bartending – jill of all trades right here. Since I only had the meeting at eight to tend to, I helped out where I could.

      I yanked out my phone from my jeans pocket to check the clock. Oh, crap. Ten to eight. Time flew when you were running yourself ragged. I dropped off a round of drinks at a table, stood impatiently through another toast to Gammy, then hightailed it back to the bar.

      “Any sign of Ash or Sierra yet?”

      Kai shook his head, focused on his mixology. Unlikely he would have noticed anything aside from his orders, even if I’d decided to streak through the restaurant. He was in the zone.

      I flagged Cherry down, my close friend and the Morsel’s head waitress.

      She wove her way to the bar, her blond pigtails bobbing. “Yeah, watcha want, Boss?” She beamed, her smile contagious. An Absent, she technically had no magic, but her persistent optimism and cheeriness felt like a spell. After a ten-hour shift, once the last customer left, she was always the first to crank up the music and start dancing, cleaning while she partied down.

      “Can you handle the tables on your own for a bit? I have that meeting to deal with.”

      Cherry clasped my hands. “Oh, and the handsome half-elf.”

      “Who told you?” I glared at Kai, knowing full well who was the biggest gossip.

      He shrugged, eyes on his work.

      Whatever. I returned my attention to Cherry and squeezed her fingers. “This is business, and only business.”

      “Sure, hun. You keep thinking that.” She winked. “And of course I have everything covered. Always do.” With that, she zipped off to wait on another table.

      Violet glided toward the bar, people subconsciously parting for her. Fae magic – super creepy at times.

      Her smile, pure serenity, didn’t reach her eyes. Though she had the patience of all fae, she hated crowds. Most nights, she survived by hiding behind the hostess stand as if it was a shield. Tonight must have had her on edge.

      Not that anyone could tell, aside from her closest friends.

      Vi’s tri-toned green hair was intricately plaited down her back, the tip brushing her waist, not a strand out of place. The green and gold backless dress complimented her flawless, sandy skin. Her delicate, iridescent wings reached her ears. And her makeup – impeccable.

      “What’s up, Vi?”

      She flourished a hand. “Sierra is here for the meeting with Ash.” A quick nod, and then she glided back to her post. I wondered if anyone else noticed the haste in that glide.

      Sierra. The woman before me scowled, her lips slathered with red lipstick that clashed with her lavender blouse and impossibly short indigo skirt. Her hair color was similar to mine, a light brown with hints of blond. Though I added rainbow streaks to my locks for spice. Hers was also styled in a bob, whereas mine fell straight to my mid-back.

      Her ears severely pointed, indicating she was a full-blooded elf. “Where’s Ash?” The condescension in her voice grated.

      “Not here yet. Can I get you a drink?” It pained me to act polite.

      “No.” Sierra crossed her arms over her chest and stared at me.

      Trouble. Definitely. Trouble with crimson lips.
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        * * *

      

      Kai sidled up next to me, clearly sensing my distress. He likely realized that if this damned elf persisted with her rude and inconsiderate attitude, I’d blow a fuse. Mastering my temper when interacting with clients was still a work in progress. Gammy had always taken the prickly ones.

      The half-siren donned a blinding smile, pointy teeth and all. “Hi, Sierra. I’m Kai. Is there anything I can get for you? Our specialty drink is the Melodious Morsel, as bright as the rainbow streaks in Lila’s hair. Or perhaps you’d prefer a glass of water or a bite to eat.” His cerulean swirls shimmered for a second.

      I hated it when Kai used his mojo. But he loathed using it even more – he prided himself on being persuasive enough without it.

      Sierra turned her stony stare on him. “Nothing.”

      His grin faltered. Oh, boy. Either she had a hefty amount of protective magic surrounding her, or she was immune to siren shenanigans. Water related powers, maybe.

      “Thanks for offering to help, Kai. I’ll take it from here.”

      “You sure?” The waver in his voice betrayed his doubt.

      And his worry was valid, because I intended to give this haughty elf the grounding of her life.

      “Sierra, I see you’re already here.” Saved by the handsome half-elf. For clarity, she was saved.

      “Late as always, Ash.” She humphed.

      He frowned and visibly sucked in a deep breath. “I see your attitude hasn’t improved since the last time we talked.”

      “Where’s the item?”

      “Safe.”

      Yes, hastening these two out of the Morsel as soon as possible was for the best. “Follow me.” I started walking without checking behind me. Losing them in the crowd would have been inconvenient, but I refused to deal with their bullshit.

      When I reached the office door, both had successfully stayed on my heels. Though if possible, Sierra appeared even more grouchy, lips pursed to the point that only a thin line of lipstick was showing.

      I pointed to her. “Stay here while Ash and I retrieve the case.”

      “Excuse me?”

      Oh, she disliked taking orders from me. Too bad. “You heard me. For security reasons, please wait here. We’ll only be a moment.”

      Sierra grunted and crossed her arms again. “Hurry up.”

      Bitch. “Will do.” I unlocked my office door, ushered Ash in, and then locked it behind us.

      He sighed and shook his head.

      “Please claim your briefcase from the safe.” I gestured toward the far wall, and while he retrieved the case, I rooted around on my desk for a copy of the second party contract Sierra needed to sign. “Great friend you have, by the way.”

      Ash barked a laugh. “The word friend is ill-suited. She’s an ex. And it was a heck of a breakup.”

      “I’m familiar with those all too well. Ah, here it is.” The contract had a creased corner. My desk required a heap of organization. Maybe I’d bribe Tyler to do it. He tidied it every so often, but chaos retook control quickly.

      Ash slid out the black case.

      My heart sped up, and I quickly synced the safe back to my fingerprint and aura while it remained open, steeling my will against the call of the mysterious item. “I’ll show you to your meeting room, and then we’ll finish the contractual process there.” I grabbed my Identispell from the top drawer of the desk and headed for the door.

      “Wait.” Ash snagged my arm.

      A shudder vibrated deep inside me from the touch of his fingers on my bare skin. Yup, I really needed to get laid.

      And his pale blue eyes shone along with the smile on his lips. “I wanted to thank you. I fear I failed to show my appreciation earlier.”

      “That’s okay. I would have been tense, too, having to plan a meeting with a person like her.” I laughed, to dispel my desire and distract myself from staring at the case. “How about we get your business completed so you can enjoy a drink in peace?”

      He chuckled. “Yes, please.”

      We exited the office to find Sierra gazing at us with slit eyes. “Took long enough.”

      I craved to ask her how long the stick had been shoved up her ass and who’d inflicted her with it. No, no, no. Calm, sane, and level-headed broker. That’s me. Maybe if I repeated it enough in my head, it would manifest into reality.

      “This way.” Only a few paces, and we arrived at the steps leading to the second floor. Bull, hands clasped in front of him, professional in his all-black suit, shirt, and tie, beamed as I approached.

      I was a tall woman, but he loomed a full foot over me. Intimidating. Thankfully less so with that smile on his face. Bull was a nickname, and one he embraced. No one ever dared call him Lawrence, lest they actually wanted to upset him. I’d only witnessed that once – terrifying. I preferred our happy, congenial bouncer.

      See, he had minotaur ancestry. The shape of his face was a dead giveaway, along with his wiry sideburns, thick against his dark skin. And the mop of hair on his head reminded me of a mane, one that hid two small nubs of horns.

      Due to his bolstered strength from his minotaur heritage, he was our muscle if anyone got out of hand in the Morsel. A rarity, so he mostly guarded the stairs. Though he knocked heads with the best of them, he was a sweetheart. Heck, I had bigger anger issues than he did.

      “Taking these two to room one.”

      “Okie dokie, Lila. Let me know if you need any help.” His voice rumbled, deep, which made okie dokie sound weird.

      I nodded and climbed the stairs, half-elf and elf in tow. The wood creaked beneath my feet – these stairs had seen a lot of traffic over the years. We reached the second floor, and I led them to the end of the hall, ushering them through the door with the 1 emblazoned on it in purple paint.

      This particular room contained a round wooden table with two chairs in the middle, a plush floral sofa along one wall, and blackout curtains covering the two windows. Simple and cozy for a small, short meeting. Most importantly, it had privacy wards – no one outside could hear a peep. Tech magic, courtesy of Gammy, with upgrades of my own.

      I flicked on the light switch, a brilliant beam flooding down from the yellow glass ceiling lamp. Placing the contract on the table, I produced a pen from my jeans pocket and handed it to Sierra. “Review and sign this, please.”

      She sneered. “I don’t sign contracts.”

      Seriously? I gritted my teeth and stared at Ash.

      “Sierra, this is the price of doing business here. And it’s the price of doing business with me.” He sounded bored, as though he’d had similar arguments with her many times in the past.

      A vexed sound escaped her throat, and she yanked the sheet off the table, scanning it. “Fingerprint identity confirmation?” Her glittering green eyes peered at me over the paper.

      I figured she’d disapprove of that. “Standard protocol. We need to confirm that all parties involved aren’t currently in violation of any laws, or we’d have the M.E.A. on our asses faster than you can wither a plant with your glare.” Oops. Did I say that last part aloud?

      Ash coughed into his fist. Or maybe he was hiding a laugh.

      “I see why you picked this place. Fine, let’s get this over with.” She slammed the contract onto the table and signed it as if she was in a sword fight.

      Then I shoved the Identispell at her. Touché.

      Sierra’s upper lip curled, but she placed a well-manicured finger on the reader.

      The Identispell was another simple bit of technology. Fingerprint scanner with a screen above it. Oh, and I’d added my own modifications. Insurance.

      This meeting only required a basic background check. A green light flashed on the pad, and I studied the screen. “Sierra Dawnfrost.” An ice elf, then. Made sense with her demeanor. And I’d discovered the reason why Kai’s mojo had fallen flat. “No flags or outstanding warrants. You’re good.”

      She huffed and wandered to the windows in the corner.

      “Your turn.” I offered the gadget to Ash, who placed a finger on the pad.

      Once the green lit up, I took a look. Ashwagandha Aurora. I opened my mouth, a barb about his name tickling my tongue.

      He waved his hand. “Don’t ask. My parents, well... Don’t ask.” He frowned and diverted his gaze.

      Yikes, seemed to be a sore spot.

      Sierra stalked over, shoving her way between us. “Are we done now? Let’s finish this, Ash.”

      I considered convincing Bull to rough her up on her way out. He’d never go for it, unfortunately. “Would either of you like food or drink? Or do you require anything else?”

      She screeched. “No. Just get the heck out.”

      Ash mouthed the words I’m sorry behind Sierra’s back.

      “Suit yourself. Ash, please find me when your business is complete so we can settle the bill.” I slipped out the door, but before I closed it, I glanced at the black briefcase. Whatever hid inside still whispered to me. Then I locked eyes with Sierra. “You know, being a bitch takes years off your life. You’re gearing up to die young.”

      She snarled and slammed the door in my face.

      Man, that felt good. We’d never get her as a client, but I was okay with that.

      I lingered in the hall for a moment, tempted to head to the third floor and the safety of my apartment. I’d never find out what was in the case, and it drove me mad.

      Move on. Yeah, that was what I had to do. I headed downstairs, where Cherry and Kai likely needed my help.

      Hey, maybe if Ash stayed for a drink later, I could chat him up and get him to spill the beans about the item.

      Or I could convince him to take part in other activities...

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 3


          

          
            Forget Me Now

          

        

      

    

    
      The night swept me away. Not only did Cherry and Kai need my help, but Tyler also had me running errands for him. Sleep sounded way better than sex at the moment.

      At one point, I spotted Sierra heading for the exit, case in hand.

      A compulsion to follow her nudged me. I set the empty tray I was carrying on the bar and fought my way through the drunken crowd. Not an easy feat.

      By the time I stumbled onto the sidewalk, she’d already crossed Serendipity Street. She glanced back, noticed me, and glowered, then disappeared down a dark alley.

      Fully ready to dodge traffic to stay on her trail, a light touch rested on my shoulder.

      “Lila, are you all right?” Rarely did I hear worry in Vi’s voice.

      It brought me up short, and a fog in my mind drifted away. “Yeah. Sorry about that. Just thought I saw someone I know.”

      She rubbed my arm, a hint of her earth magic twining around it. Calm settled at my core.

      I smiled. “Really, I’m okay, Vi.”

      She nodded and glided into the Morsel.

      One last peek across the street, and then I followed the fae inside.

      Sierra’s glower – it had been odd. Ah, the crimson lipstick was gone. Why had she wiped it off?

      Though it could have rubbed off with a kiss. Or multiple kisses. She and Ash had been in a relationship before, and I knew all too well about falling into old habits with a previous partner.

      Cherry hooked my arm in hers and dragged me to the bar. “What’s up?”

      “Nothing. Actually, maybe a tad overworked.” And disappointed. If Ash had hooked up with Sierra, I refused to be a second helping. Not that he’d showed any overt interest in me.

      Her brow wrinkled, and she fiddled with her silver heart-shaped leaf necklace. Why was everyone all of a sudden so worried about me?

      “I mean it. I need a good night’s sleep. Now let’s get the next five hours over with so I can do that.” I now regretted keeping our normal hours for the Grand Reopening – two o’clock was a long way off.

      Cherry twisted her lips in her goofy manner. “Well, those cuties over there want pints of the house brew.” She pointed to a table with four twenty-something guys, who appeared as though they’d already been through two or three pints each.

      “Ha ha. You trying to get me interested in a bunch of drunk idiots?”

      She giggled. “Simply asking for help.” Her words trailed off as she hustled over to another table.

      All I got from the drunken frat boys were a handful of lewd comments, which I cut short after telling them I was the owner of this establishment, and I frowned upon harassment of the employees. Luckily they shut up quickly after my veiled threat.

      Now I knew what kind of aid Cherry was seeking. Assholes.

      Back to the grind. And the night scrambled into a blur.

      Eventually I noticed Ash sitting at the bar, a whiskey in front of him. Cherry’s beckons kept me busy, so I allowed him to enjoy his drink, positive he’d seek me out when he wanted to settle his bill.

      Around one o’clock, the madness winded down, mainly because Kai cut off the more inebriated people. Last call, music to my ears.

      I finished bussing one final table, leaving the rest in Cherry’s hands, and approached Ash. “So how’d it go with the ex?” I hovered behind him, but he remained hunched over the bar, elbows propping him up.

      Strange. The ice in his whiskey had melted.

      I sat on the stool next to him and tapped him on the shoulder. “Ash?” Using his full first name was tempting, but I hesitated, especially after how he’d reacted to it earlier.

      He slowly turned his head to gaze at me. “How do you know my name?” Each word stretched, slow and long, as if it was an effort for him to speak.

      Uh-oh.

      I cupped his face and leaned in, examining his eyes. The pupils shifted slightly, dilating and constricting, as if to the beat of a metronome. A smear of crimson lipstick clung to the corner of his mouth.

      Shit. He’d been dosed with a Forget Me Now potion.
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        * * *

      

      The Morsel’s wards had no need to detect Forget Me Now. It was mostly used as a recreational drug – a pretty harmless one at that. Legal, temporary, and non-addictive. All on the up and up, according to the M.E.A.

      Unless someone drugged another unknowingly. And I’d bet Gammy’s stellar years of service that Ash hadn’t taken it himself. Sierra’s lipstick.

      “Kai. Forget Me Never, and hurry.” I snapped my fingers twice.

      He sauntered over. “What’s wrong?”

      “Do you not understand the word hurry?”

      “Okay, okay.” He raised his hands, palms out.

      Under the shelves of booze, we stored an array of potions in a hidden compartment. Not to sell – that would have been a big no-no unless we had an elixir license. But we kept a smattering of options on hand, in case of emergencies.

      Kai pressed his thumb against a blue neon dot, and the cabinet clicked open. A rainbow of bottles shimmered, labeled in Tyler’s neat handwriting. Meticulous, that one. Kai withdrew a lavender bottle and handed it to me.

      I grabbed it and yanked out the cork. “Ash. Drink this.”

      He lazily peered at the bottle, then me. “Why?”

      “Because it’ll help you.” For fuck’s sake, no one ever listened to me. I brought it to his lips.

      Finally, he took it and tossed it back. A coughing fit wracked his body. Yeah, coming down from Forget Me Now so quickly had its drawbacks.

      “It burns.” Ash choked out the words, then coughed even more.

      Kai offered him a glass of water.

      Instead of accepting that, Ash snagged the whiskey and finished it.

      Crap. Bad idea. Forget Me Never chased with alcohol would make him drunker than those obnoxious frat boys.

      Ash laid his head on the bar. “What happened?” He mumbled, his words difficult to understand.

      “That’s what I want to know.” I tapped my fingers on the wood.

      Kai sighed. “I’m going to get Tyler.” He hustled toward the kitchen.

      Ugh, not Ty. I could handle this fine on my own. “Did the meeting with Sierra go smoothly?” Yes, a stupid question. Clearly it hadn’t, but I needed to know how sideways it had slid.

      “Aw, shit.” He squeezed his eyes shut and covered them with his palm. “She swiped it, didn’t she? The case? I never should have...”

      “Kissed her?”

      Ash groaned.

      Oh, the regret of kissing an ex. I empathized. However, if Sierra had dosed him before their deal was done, that meant the Morsel, namely me, was on the hook for recovering the stolen property.

      There went Gammy’s excellent record.

      Tyler strode toward the bar, wiping his hands on a towel, Kai right behind him. “What’s going on?”

      “Ash’s deal went south. Sierra dosed him with Forget Me Now and took the briefcase.”

      He scowled and glared at the floor. “I knew you shouldn’t have taken him on as a client. Offering twice the normal cost seemed fishy.”

      “Seriously? You’re going to ride my ass now?”

      “I have as much of a stake in this business as you do.” Tyler met my eyes, and his hard stare froze me.

      He spoke the truth, but it rattled me nonetheless. After Gammy had passed, I’d offered my friends a buy in. I still owned half, and the other half was equally divided between Tyler, Violet, Cherry, and Kai.

      Gammy had abandoned me, so I clung to those who remained, desperate to ensure they stayed. Now I felt like I’d made a huge mistake. Money turned the best of friends into monsters.

      I sucked in a deep breath and stalked up to Tyler, lowering my voice. “No, I own half of the Magic Morsel. I’m your boss, not the other way around. Got it?”

      He shook his head, his upper lip twitching. “Got it. Boss.” The hurt in his eyes reflected his curt response.

      Mistake number two. Never. I’d never treated my friends like simple employees. My stomach lurched.

      How I missed Gammy. But she was gone forever, and I had to rectify this situation on my own.

      I’d speak with Ty later. For now, I had a thieving elf to hunt down. “Okay, boys, time to fix this mess. Take Ash up to my apartment so he can sleep it off.”

      Ash groaned again, rolling his head back and forth on the bar.

      “Are you sure? Wouldn’t one of the meeting rooms be better?” Kai nudged Ash off the stool, slipping an arm under his.

      Tyler grunted. “If the M.E.A. comes sniffing, she wants to prevent them from questioning him in this state.” He supported Ash’s other side, his grumbling fading away as they closed in on the stairs.

      Well at least he agreed with me. If the M.E.A. investigated any Morsel related business, my private apartment on the third floor was off limits, same as my workshop in the basement. Both areas were zoned as strictly private. So unless they directly suspected me of unsavory shenanigans, their hands were tied.

      “Cherry! Vi! Get the remaining customers out of here. We have a situation.” I jogged to the office and retrieved the Identispell.

      Bull’s shadow filled the doorway. “Need any help?”

      I tugged open a file cabinet, digging through the gadgets I’d unceremoniously dumped into it. Yeah, I had more tech in the cabinets than actual papers. “Make sure the ladies aren’t hassled.”

      “Okie dokie, Lila.” Light flooded into the room once he disappeared.

      Ah, here. I pulled out a gadget that fit in the palm of my hand. One of my own creations, which had gone unused since testing and patenting it. The body consisted of smooth, stainless steel, shaped like an electric razor. Instead of blades on one end, though, six prongs stuck out. Opposite that was a simple round socket.

      The Aura Sniffer had been approved by the M.E.A. It had helped that my ex and I were still dating at the time. If I sent any new gadgets through now, I was bound to hit tons of red tape. It sucked when your ex had a chip on his shoulder the size of Triopolis.

      I dug a cord out of another file cabinet and connected the Identispell to the Aura Sniffer. That insurance I’d mentioned? Yup, the gadget also read auras.

      After finding Sierra’s entry in the Identispell, I funneled magic into both devices, the wires and connectors springing up in my mind. A shift here and a nudge there, and the aura data transferred to the Sniffer.

      I disconnected the devices, then focused solely on the Sniffer. No batteries – only my magic powered it. My ability to keep it running for long was limited, or I’d burn out. Plus the aura trail would only last several hours.

      Sparks sprang to life, reds and blues dancing between the prongs. They converged into a thin line, stretching to the door of the office. Purple swirled in the spot where Sierra had stood waiting for Ash and me.

      Excellent.

      I powered it down temporarily, planning to light it up again once I reached the alley where Sierra had disappeared, then headed into the restaurant proper.

      “All locked up.” Cherry bounced toward me, a song likely flitting through her head. “How bad is it?” She glanced at the Sniffer. “Oh, not good.”

      “Nope.” I checked my pockets for my phone and credit disc. Ready to go. “You’re in charge of the usual cleanup. Tell Tyler I’ll be in contact when I have information or if I need help.”

      I’d never had to chase anyone down before, and though the situation was less than preferable, a touch of excitement stirred in my chest. I unlocked and opened the front door, to be greeted by Marcus. He wore his navy M.E.A. jacket, letters stitched on the upper left, smaller versions of the ones on the back.

      My excitement fizzled. Not only had the M.E.A. arrived, but they sent my ex.
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      “Wow, you got here quickly. Were you stalking the restaurant in hopes of witnessing a magic violation?” He probably planned to pin fabricated charges on me for an insane type of payback. Ass.

      Marcus rolled his eyes. “Lila, now isn’t the time for your smart mouth. One of your customers reported an incident.”

      One of my customers. Sure. More likely an undercover agent.

      “May I come in?”

      “No.” I attempted to shove past him, but that brought me up close and personal with his immovable, hard body. Bad idea. My heart pounded.

      He leaned in, lips close to my ear, his shaggy, dirty blond hair tickling my cheek. “I mean, I’m all for a repeat of a couple months ago. Just need to finish business first.”

      I cursed and bolted inside. “That’s a mistake I won’t be repeating.” A tug in my abdomen, though, insisted it had been a pleasure and how a replay would be amazing.

      I’d broken up with Marcus over six months ago after a two-year relationship. Along with my vexation over his ego problem, he’d cheated on me. One of those women who fawned over authority, and he’d been unable to keep it in his pants.

      That conceit of his had totally driven him to screw her. And his arrogance assumed I should forgive him the single slip-up. Nope.

      Then a couple months back, when Gammy had been sick, he visited to check in on me. Of course I’d been a mess. In my weakened state, yearning for comfort, I’d stupidly slept with him.

      Marcus sauntered in, the door swinging shut behind him.

      “Sorry, but we’re closed, and I have places to be.” I tried to dart behind him, but he hooked my waist with his arm, generating more twinges of betrayal in my gut. Shit, I really needed to get laid. Not him, though.

      “Easy or hard, Lila?”

      For a second I thought he was referring to sex, then my brain started working properly again. “Is anything ever easy with you?”

      “I should ask the same. Actually, you’re lucky I’m here. If they sent a different agent, you’d be in cuffs for obstruction.” He pulled me closer and kissed me on the cheek.

      I’m strong. Yes. He no longer turns me on. Not at all.

      My heart, now living in my groin area, contested that. Ugh.

      Marcus released me and stepped behind the bar, pouring himself a ginger ale. “So what happened?”

      I bit my bottom lip and forced my mind out of the gutter. “A simple exchange of goods turned into a drugging and theft.”

      “Details, Lila.” He sipped his beverage.

      Good, instead of desiring to pin him to the bar and take advantage of him, now I wanted to poke his eyes out. Condescending shithead. “My client, Ash, arranged a meeting to exchange an item with Sierra. She drugged him with Forget Me Now and stole the case. Ash had mentioned she was his ex, so for all we know it’s a lovers’ quarrel. You know how that is.”

      He snickered. “Understatement. What’s in the case?”

      “No clue.”

      “Seriously? You’re going to hold out on me?”

      I stalked up to the bar, gritting my teeth. “You think I’m lying? Who was the one who cheated again?”

      “Okay.” He averted his gaze. “I need to speak to Ash.”

      “No can do. He’s indisposed at the moment. We had to give him Forget Me Never, and he foolishly chased it with whiskey.”

      Marcus downed his ginger ale, then pursed his lips. “I don’t care what state he’s in. I should talk to him now. Where is he?” He headed for the back stairs, compelling me to chase him.

      “In my apartment.”

      He halted and slowly turned around. “Are you stupid?”

      “Quite the opposite.”

      Marcus grunted, then continued his path to the steps.

      “You can’t go up there.” I felt like a dog following its master. Excellent way to build up even more contempt.

      He jogged up the first flight of stairs and hastened to the end of the hall. “It’s not like I haven’t been there before.”

      “Yes, but not on business. Are you about to cross a line? Tsk.”

      A growl rumbled deep in his chest, and he spun to face me. “How dare you.”

      “How dare I what?” Me? What did I do? Only confront his goody-goody nature. Always by the book – heck, he drank ginger ale instead of a shot of booze. He refused to imbibe alcohol while on the job. “Do you have a reason to suspect me in this case?”

      “No.”

      “Then you can’t go into my apartment without breaking protocol.”

      Marcus rubbed his forehead. “Yup, nothing’s ever easy with you.” He snatched the Aura Sniffer from my hand. “But I can be a pain in the ass, too. You won’t be hunting Sierra down until I’ve spoken to Ash.”

      I reached for the Sniffer, and he held it over his head. “You’ve got to be kidding me. This is my business on the line, and I need to right the situation for my client.”

      “Not until I speak with him.” Marcus enunciated each word, like a childhood bully threatening to pummel me unless I handed over my lunch credit disc.

      If I waited him out until Ash sobered up, the aura trail would go cold. Crap.
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        * * *

      

      My apartment door opened, and Tyler slipped out. “Children, keep it down.”

      “Marcus is holding my Aura Sniffer hostage.” I crossed my arms under my chest, realizing Ty’s insult fit the bill too well.

      Tyler humphed. “Is this official M.E.A. business?”

      “Yes.” Marcus peered over his shoulder. “I need to talk to your client, Ash.”

      “Uh, that’s not going to happen. He passed out after we hauled him onto Lila’s couch. Kai’s keeping an eye on him. Once he’s able to speak, I’ll let you know.”

      Though Ty had been at odds with me earlier, his current calm and nonchalant attitude reassured me. Then again, he spurned Marcus – if faced with a different M.E.A. agent, his approach would have been more cautious.

      My ex glared at me. “Then I guess we wait.” He tilted his head, pressed his palm to his temple, and staggered. “Woah. What the heck? What did you do to me?”

      I skittered back. “Nothing. Honest!” Sure, I wished I could take credit for whatever was happening to him. I’d dreamed of revenge so many times. Gammy’s voice in my head had always stopped me, though.

      “Did he drink the ginger ale?” Tyler dodged Marcus, who wobbled and grasped at the air.

      “Yeah.” Uh-oh.

      Ty cringed. “Magic and mischief, help me. I was experimenting with it.”

      Marcus pressed his back against the wall and slid down. “The room’s spinning.” His words slurred.

      “You what?” Tyler loved concocting new potions and improving our drinks. Only a liquor license was required to sell any brews that qualified as alcohol, unlike our emergency potion stash. “And you left it behind the bar?” I always cautioned him about testing his experiments on our customers, though it occasionally fell on deaf ears.

      “I told Kai not to use it, and Marcus is the only one who ever drinks the stuff. Didn’t expect him to show up tonight.”

      That made two of us. “Well he did, and he drank it. What’s it doing to him, and how are you going to fix this?”

      He sighed and extended his hand. “Even?”

      Through the years, whenever we’d gotten into a tiff, we squared the odds and then shook on it. Hey, it had worked since grade school.

      “Sure.” I accepted the handshake. Now he could no longer hassle me about taking on Ash as a client, but I was barred from giving him a hard time about the potion.

      “So I manipulated the molecules to equal about six shots of alcohol, while keeping the taste the same.” He rubbed his chin. “Quite a delayed reaction, and the impact of the booze hit him all at once.”

      “You mean, he’s drunk?”

      Ty nodded. “I call it Insta-Ale.”

      I burst into laughter.

      “Just had the idea to whip up a countermeasure in case he came calling again. You know, to avoid the situation of you making another mistake.”

      The uncontrollable cackling prevented me from responding, only a few wheezes escaping. Maybe I actually owed Ty. Nope, not even. Best present ever.

      Eventually I got a hold of myself. Kind of. “Now we have two drunk guys on our hands?” I giggled. “Once Marcus sobers up, he’s going to be furious.”

      Tyler glanced at my ex. “Yeah.”

      “What–?” Marcus sucked in an unsteady, deep breath. “What iz diz? Tounge’z numb.”

      “And that’s not a side effect I expected.” Ty shook his head. “Guess it needs more tweaking.”

      I knelt next to Marcus, unable to stop another wave of laughter. “You’re drunk, you idiot. So much for not drinking while on the job. You better stay here and recuperate before you contact your boss, huh?”

      He snaked an arm around my neck. “We could zpend da time togeder.” That oh so familiar lust filled his eyes.

      I squeaked, snatched the Sniffer from his hand, then wiggled out of his embrace. “Pass.” Hastily backing away to the opposite wall, I wrestled with dialing down my hormones.

      “You’re not going to leave him here with me, are you?” Ty planted his hands on his hips and frowned at Marcus. “He’ll be livid if you skip out while he’s in this state.”

      I shrugged. “Need to take my opportunities when I can. I’ll deal with the repercussions later. Get him onto a couch in one of the meeting rooms, and ensure he doesn’t have any other adverse side effects.”

      Not wanting to start another argument, I hustled down the stairs. I had an elf to track, in between snickering over my drunken ex.
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        * * *

      

      Once I stepped out of the Morsel and crossed Serendipity Street, the excitement cascaded through me again. My fingertips tingled as I charged up the Aura Sniffer.

      Adventure. A forbidden act under Gammy’s watchful eye.

      The Morsel and the surrounding neighborhood had been my main stomping ground while growing up – located in Witchwood, the southeastern city of Triopolis. And I had to inform Gammy of my plans before going anywhere.

      Frustration had plagued me on occasion, but I squashed any resentment toward her for wishing to keep me close. I completely understood her reason.

      See, my parents had died in a horrible car accident when I was three. Only a few foggy memories remained of them – mostly their voices, faces always a blur in my mind. Gammy had lost Glory, her only child, so she kept me close, refusing to lose her granddaughter, too.

      Though cloistered, I’d wanted for nothing. My tech magic had awoken during puberty, and Gammy converted the basement into a workshop, allowing me to tinker to my heart’s content. Plus the variety of people who frequented the Morsel had expanded my horizons. Many a night, I’d find myself lost in the stories of the patrons.

      Now I was creating one of my own stories, and an elation I normally experienced when inventing a new gadget gripped me. Maybe I’d been fooling myself all these years about being content hiding under Gammy’s wing.

      I peered down the alley where Sierra had vanished. Purple swirled around me, a trail leading into the darkness.

      Resolved, I followed the thread to Fortune Street, then turned right. The sparse traffic and quiet at this time of night stirred fantasies in my mind of exploring an abandoned city.

      I stuck to the sidewalk, thrilled the purple line persisted, eager for it to lead me to the treasure.

      But was I prepared to face the ice elf? I’d jumped into this pursuit without any consideration of what I’d do once I caught up to her. Damn it, I should have brought more gadgets. Too late.

      My stomach lurched, worry nibbling at my brain. By the moon and stars, what had I gotten myself into?

      The eeriness that clung to the neighborhood deepened my trepidation. What was normally a bustling and busy area during the day appeared to be a ghost town. Even the bums and pickpockets had turned in. The lights along the street did nothing to banish the emptiness.

      That fantasy adventure was turning into a horror story.

      I shivered, a chilly wind slashing at my face. Too cold for a summer night. I should have asked one of my friends to join me, to shatter the loneliness and obliterate the thought that I was about to die like in one of the thrillers I enjoyed reading.

      The silence haunted me, as I was used to the lively voices in the restaurant. I even blasted music while tinkering in my workshop, to chase away the quiet.

      A fantastic adventure, yes. Not a spooky scene. I pressed on, shoving my doubts away.

      The Sniffer led me across Fortune Street, down another alley, and to Wishing Well Way. Purple swirled at the curb and abruptly ended.

      Shit. Sierra had gotten into a vehicle.

      Now the thrill of the hunt dipped, dispelling both adventure and horror in my mind, and I crashed. Exhaustion soaked into my limbs. It had been a long night. Way too long.

      “Sorry, Gammy. Looks like I failed you.” I glanced down the alley I’d emerged from, the darkness mirroring my heartache.

      A glimmer of purple twisted further in, along the left wall. I winded my way to the spot where the Sniffer was indicating Sierra had lingered.

      Only a dim glow from the streetlights reached this far in, so I patted around the area, hoping my fingers avoided any of the numerous disgusting items found in alleyways. I quickly found the solid, rectangular object – the black briefcase, tucked behind a dumpster. I fished it out, the excitement heightening again, quickly followed by another plummet.
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