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      "Hey T! Open up! I scored the invitation."

      I threw open the door and frowned at Jax, who'd interrupted my train of thought. She was one of the few beings I'd granted access to my demesne because every time she showed up, mischief was afoot. What kind of fae would I be if I passed up on mischief? Not me. I was born to it like a fish to marshmallows.

      Knocking on my front door would send anyone not on my approved list down a chute and into a conveniently located oubliette where I could safely evaluate their offers of magazine subscriptions and popcorn balls at a more convenient time.

      Which reminded me: I really needed to do my weekly oubliette check.

      Jax waved a pale pink paper scented with roses and jasmine in front of my nose, drawing me out of my reverie like a moth to the flame. "Did you hear me, faeness with the mostest? I got us in!" By the self-satisfied smile lighting up her features, I knew I just had to be excited on her behalf.

      "Wait, an invitation to what?"

      Jax rolled her perfectly kohled eyes. She'd dressed in a formal black suit, the buttons of her tailored shirt left strategically open as far as the jacket allowed, baring a dangerous level of cleavage. She looked like a Viking warrior queen with her auburn hair pulled up into a curly, braided mohawk with a few strands of peekaboo white escaping capture. The kitsune demon looked primed for the kill. Luckily, her secret weapons were always at the ready.

      "Let me back up and roll back through it for you slow like. I have an invitation to the most exclusive party in town where I've heard the naughty gents you've been looking for will be in attendance. It's Club Velvet's blowout party. Look at the title!"

      The invitation had the words 'The Boys are Back' emblazoned in gold leaf across the front in a large, scripted font. It also read 'by invitation only' in the fine print.

      Those boys were the five miscreants who'd tormented me throughout our days at Goldenbriar Academy together. It'd been a few years since we'd graduated and gone our separate ways, but I'd sworn to plot, scheme, and deliver the perfect retribution, and I wasn't about to let that go for some dirty drinks and dancing.

      Or was that drinks and dirty dancing? Whichever. No dirty drinks nor dirty dancing. Not until they paid for what they'd done to me.

      I scowled in Jax's general direction. "Jax, I didn't ask you to take me to a party with those dastardly dudes. I asked you to help me plot the downfall of my enemies. Why would I want to go to a party with them?"

      "Because..." She slow-blinked at me. "They'll all be together, and this fab five rarely ever hangs together, much less in public. This is a rare and valuable opportunity I've delivered for you, fae. Appreciate me," Jax demanded, tossing her hair over her shoulder.

      I relented, not just because Jax was the smoothest kitsune I knew, but also because she was right. "You're right, it's a perfect opportunity. You are the cleverest fox in town!" I'd been waiting for this opportunity for far too long, and this sly gal had delivered. "How did you get the invitation?"

      She shrugged, like it was nothing. "My bear-shifter friend Dusk knows the bouncer, Marcos. Dusk traded some specialty shifter hooch for this invite. I overheard him bragging about it at the supe bar last night, and not so gently reminded Dusk that he owed me one. Thus, now I also have my very own petal pink paper."

      I felt my left eye twitch at the mention of the panther-shifter Marcos' name. He was on my list. One of the five who'd wronged me.

      "You're one shrewd fox, Jax."

      She inclined her head slightly. "And you love it."

      My fingers itched to snatch the paper out of Jax's hands, but I knew better. She might not be fae, but the sly demon was every bit as diabolical and clever as one of us, which was part of the reason I respected her.

      "What will the invitation cost me?"

      Jax's golden eyes twinkled. "For the low, low price of a favor, you can be my plus one tonight."

      "I'll give you a favor, but only if you hand over the invitation. I'm going alone." I reached for the paper, but Jax pulled it back toward her chest, the corner of her mouth hiking up.

      "No can do, my flighty fae friend. The invitation was issued to me and me alone, so I have to be the one to redeem it. Plus, there's a ban on using magic in the club. You're going to need my help."

      I rankled at the thought of needing anyone's help, but Jax had a point. Me going without magic was like a thunderstorm without rain. "What kind of miscreant bans magic? Wait, even portals?"

      "Especially portals. Franc runs it as neutral ground. No active casting means no settling scores with spells, no compelling the guests, no brawls that take out the furniture. Very civilized."

      "Boo." I pouted. "I mean, not like I was planning anything."

      "Of course you weren't. One more thing: there can be no stipulations on my favor."

      I rolled my bottom lip between my teeth. Maybe it was good to go with her? Perhaps I'd fit in more than going it alone. And not just a favor, but an unbounded one? Just how much was this going to cost me to get my revenge?

      Jax patiently awaited my response as she tapped the invitation against her chin.

      Luckily for Jax, I would pay quite a hefty fee to accomplish my ends. "You want everyone to owe you," I whined.

      Undeterred, Jax shot me a knowing smile and then shrugged. "Got to keep life interesting. I know you understand. So what do you say? Are you ready to party?" She tap, tap, tapped the invitation, waiting patiently for my answer.

      "It's a big favor just to get inside Velvet," I hedged.

      "You know it's not just the party," Jax replied. "Rumor is, they're boldly showing off some priceless artifacts to commemorate the event."

      My breath caught in my throat. Priceless? I'd been looking for leverage over them for years. What she'd suggested was a perfect opportunity to force those awful gents into some richly deserved payback. "You're certain the rumors are true?"

      Jax nodded. "Dusk confirmed that the fab five have been partying all day long and they have some sort of ridiculous case set up in a trophy room to show off their shit too. But my point is, all five will be there, we have a ticket, and you can go right up to them and get your sweet, sweet payback."

      Jax knew nothing about my plans, only that I'd offered her a worthy payoff for helping me exact revenge. She didn't know the particulars, and I preferred it that way.

      "A display?" I leaned in closer. "Tell me more?" I asked in a whisper.

      Jax rattled off a lot of rather boring details about the gaudy trophy display Franc, the owner of Velvet and one of the five who'd earned my ire, had set up. I tried to pay attention, but I was already three steps ahead of her, plotting out how to hook these fickle fishes.

      I grabbed Jax by the wrist and pulled her inside, slamming my door shut behind her. "I've got my plan, now it's time to get dressed."
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