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      Word of advice: if a shady-looking bloke comes into your place of business and offers you enough money to buy that thousand-dollar dustkicker you’ve been eyeing up for weeks in exchange for a quick trip into dragon territory, you say no. Hell, no.

      I opened my mouth to utter those very words, but the shady dude cut me off with a raised hand and a set of apologetic eyebrows.

      “Please, hear me out,” he said in a low, raspy voice. “I wouldn’t be here with such a huge request if the lives of children weren’t at stake.”

      And there it was. The dreaded hook—children. The hell, no died on my lips because there were rules—you could steal, lie, cheat, and manipulate, but you left the kids out of it. My thoughts must have penetrated my poker face because the shady dude was staring at me all expectant-like. His patchy moustache twitched as if itching to crawl off his sneaky face. The guy had dodgy stamped all over him, and I hadn’t come this far in the investigative business by taking on dodgy jobs. But sometimes exceptions needed to be made, especially when kids were involved.

      I set my teacup on the desk. It was an antique, all china and fragile, and damn did tea taste good in it; wouldn’t drink my tea in anything else.

      “Will you do it?” the potential client asked.

      How could I not? “How many kids?”

      “Pah, you aren’t seriously considering this?” Trevor’s tiny canine body quivered with indignation. The Jack Pomeranian sat up in the second office chair where he’d been browsing our local newspaper, The Daily Vine. He fixed me with his best glare. “You have a case already, remember? You should be headed out to deal with the tip-off we just received. Besides, he smells off. Tell him to leave.”

      My canine advisor was right. A call had come through less than thirty seconds before this shady guy had walked into the office. The creature I’d been attempting to track for the last two days had been spotted in central Southside Cemetery. The Other had killed three nephs in the past two weeks. I needed to get out there now, and yeah, this guy was setting off all the alarm bells, but if there were kids involved…

      “Let me deal with this, Trev.” I kept my gaze on our potential client.

      “Pah!” Trevor slapped a paw on the newspaper in annoyance. He hated it when I ignored his advice, which wasn’t often. In his former life, before the curse, he’d been a private investigator, totally old school noir movie style, and now he worked reception at Bastion Investigations. Step up if you ask me, not that Trev saw it that way.

      The man took a step forward, his hands clasped before him as if in supplication. “I can pay you five hundred now and five hundred on extraction. Please.”

      He did sound desperate.

      Trevor is right, a voice whispered in my ear. There is something off. Look at him, really look. Push him and see.

      Gilbert Smyth, my trustee resident ghost and the best tea brewer in Arcana City, patted my shoulder encouragingly. He’d come with the building, my very own counsel and phantom shoulder to cry on. These two were my family and their advice meant everything. Ignoring them had proven to be foolish.

      It was time to pop on the investigator spectacles and give the guy a deep sweep. Unkempt hair, bloodshot eyes, and unshaven face gave the impression of someone hard up. The suit went with the whole image, probably fifty dollars off the rack, but he’d fucked up on the shoes. Those shoes were at least a grand on their own, and the gold watch strapped to his wrist was no knock-off.  He was playing the poor card, the desperate card, because he’d done his research, he knew poverty was my Achilles’ heel. Word must have gotten out about the two pro bono cases I’d taken on last month. Trev and Gilbert had been on the money, and it was time to see what this guy was all about.

      I sat up straighter. “A grand? Nah, that’s not gonna work for me. You want me to take a walk on the dark side?  You’re going to have to pay the price.”

      His eyes narrowed, giving his slender face a hard edge that was at odds with his whole demeanor. “How much?”

      Shit. How much did you charge to walk into a den of scaly, shape-shifting beasts that could tear you from limb to limb? I stared at the picture I’d taped to my wall, the beautiful leather dustkicker I’d been coveting for months, but a coat like that didn’t come cheap and savings were low.

      What would fill up my indulgence piggy bank? “A grand now and a grand once I get them out.”

      He held up his hands, palms upward, and gave me the doe eyes. “I’m a poor man, Miss Bastion. I came to you because word of your generosity has spread. I would ask that you employ that generosity now.”

      A low chuckle rose up from the corner of the room where Gilbert was hovering. Our smarmy guest glanced sharply in the direction of the sound.

      “Hey.” I snapped my fingers. “Eyes on me.”

      He blinked slowly and turned his attention back to me.

      “I’m generous, but not to people who can afford designer shoes and gold watches.”

      He glanced down at his feet, his brows flicked up, and then he sighed heavily.

      I couldn’t help the smug smile that tugged at my lips. “Yeah, shit happens. What I want to know is what kind you’re trekking into my place of business and what the heck you really want me to retrieve, because you have to know that no sane person would head into dragon territory without an invitation or a fucking death wish. So, the question remains, who the fuck are you?”

      He straightened, and his weasel expression smoothed out into something less check-out-your-knicker-drawer and more price-your-antiques. “Very well, Miss Bastion, I see that we must approach this differently.”

      His body was swallowed by smoke and then an altogether different dude was standing in my office—tall, swimmers build, blond with eyes as blue as robin eggs. He had the kind of face you could stare at for hours.

      “My name is Adam. Adam Noir.”

      Trevor made a choking sound. “Fucking Arcana.”

      My hand was already in my desk drawer, fingers closed around the talisman I should have been wearing in the office, the talisman that would protect me from Arcana magic and would have allowed me to see through his glamour. Fuck me and my complacency. A tingle ran up my arm and the final vestiges of glamour clinging to the man fell away, and if he’d been good looking before, he was stunning now. But he’d also tried to pull the wool over my eyes so, yeah, points off for that.

      He stared down at me levelly. “I apologize for the subterfuge, but as you said, going into dragon territory is no easy task.”

      “And you hoped you could emotionally blackmail me into it by using the magic C word?”

      His brows snapped down. “There are children involved. I didn’t lie about that. I may have come to you in disguise, but there is a reason for that, if you’ll allow me to explain.”

      He was Arcana, a fucking magic wielder, and he was standing in my office with a retrieval job involving children. The Arcana didn’t come to freelancers like me. If they had a job, they went straight to The Collective and used one of their operatives. So, yeah, I was intrigued.

      “Why me?” I shrugged. “Why not go straight to The Collective, and why the whole cloak-and-daggers shit?”

      His perfect lips tightened. “Believe me, Miss Bastion, if I could have involved The Collective in this, then I wouldn’t be here.”

      In other words, he was scraping the bottom of the barrel with me. “Wow, you really need to work on your sales pitch.”

      He had the grace to wince. “I apologize. That came out wrong.”

      “No. No, I think you said exactly what you were thinking.” I held up my hands. “To be honest, I don’t give a shit what you think of me. What I do want to know is why you’re here.”

      He exhaled through his nose. “Because this isn’t something the Arcana will care about and it’s not something I can go to The Collective with.”

      “This isn’t some fucking soap opera where you need to draw out the scene to give the climax more impact. Just fast forward to the damn point.”

      His jaw tensed. “The children that were taken are neph orphans living on the Southside. Their orphanage was invited into Draconi territory on an educational trip.”

      Everyone in Arcana City was a neph aside from the Draconi, the Shedim—demon like creatures—who served them, and the host of mysterious Others who’d snuck into our world when the breach had occurred. As neph, we all carried a smidge of Black Wing blood in our veins, or so legend said. It’s what made us different, what divided us from humanity. The Black Wings had been divine beings who’d fallen from God’s grace, or so the stories said, but hell if anyone knew the truth of the matter or where the heck they were hiding now.

      What we did know was that to live in Draconi territory you needed to work for the dragons, and the next generation was always welcome for a visit. I’d heard their territory was pretty awesome to look at.

      Slipping the talisman into my pocket, I made a steeple of my fingers. “Yeah, the Draconi like to invite the next generation of workers to their part of the city from time to time, dazzle them with the joys of living dragon-style .... Buuut it’s usually high-profile schools, not a Southside orphanage. The Draconi want only the best for their industrial endeavors.”

      “Exactly. The orphanage is still empty; they never returned from their trip.”

      “Fuckers,” Trevor said. “Fucking cold-blooded killers. They’re at it again, aren’t they?”

      He was referring to the dragons’ penchant for neph flesh and the rumors of the black market trade having picked back up again. Missing persons reports had been on the rise for months now, but only on the Southside where law enforcement was weak and poverty had a grip that made people invisible. The Treaty the Arcana had strong-armed the Draconi into signing specifically forbade the dragons from feeding off any neph. It forbade them from crossing the border from Westside into the rest of Arcana City with permits. But when had that stopped the scaly fuckers from doing what they wanted? And neph kids were a delicacy to them. It was a viable theory, all right. And this Adam Noir had to know it. So the bullshit about the Arcana not caring was just that, bullshit, and the fact that he was here didn’t make sense.

      “Why do you even give a shit about a bunch of orphan kids?”

      He swallowed hard. “My daughter was on that bus.”

      “Ah.” I snapped my mouth closed.

      It happened too often these days. The pure blood Arcana mingled with us lowly neph, procreating and leaving little babies behind, babies that would either have the luxury of being raised by a single parent or end up in an orphanage, because Arcana didn’t like to muddy their bloodlines. Their connection to the magic that infused Arcana City was too strong to compromise, and while some other neph could tap into it, their mixed bloodlines and hybrid natures made their relationship to the magic weaker. The Arcana Institute was a way of life, a whole fucking institution, and you could fuck and sire to your heart’s content as long as you never brought these progeny into the fold. And did anyone complain? Nope. Because we had no choice but to bow down and be grateful to the magic wielders who’d fought the Draconi when they’d invaded our world and ripped it to shreds, creating pockets of magic across the globe. The Arcana had beat back the scaly monsters with the power of the arcane and forced them to sign a binding Treaty. They’d shackled the beast, but every day was a battle to keep it chained.

      And where were the humans who’d dominated this world? They’d been forced out of the magic-saturated cities while neph had been forced into them. Whereas before the breach humans had been able to live side by side with neph, afterwards the magic had changed, becoming toxic to them, mutating them and turning them into beasts before killing them all together. They’d been no choice but for them to leave, moving into pockets where magic barely breathed. The Arcana were the only humans left in the magic saturated pockets, because something in their DNA allowed them to tap into the arcane magic and wield it. Another reason they steered clear of procreating with neph—they risked diluting this gene, risked losing the magic.

      The mundane world still ticked on outside of the pockets, ignoring our existence, thankful that the monsters that could kill them were tucked away behind shields of arcane magic.

      So, Mr Noir had a neph kid. Rule breaker, right here. “What happened to your child’s mother?

      “Her mother died in childbirth,” Adam said. “I wanted to keep my daughter ... I had no choice.”

      I snorted. “So, you pick the fucking Southside?” I turned to Trev. “Give this man a father of the year award.”

      Noir’s eyes sparked dangerously. “I picked the most loving home. Miss Hamilton, the woman who runs The Gables, is a wonderful woman.”

      My throat was suddenly dry. “The Gables?”

      “Wila ...” Trevor nudged me with his nose.

      I took a breath. “How many days has it been since they left?”

      “Two,” he said. “They’ve been gone for two days. It was meant to be a day trip.”

      “You need to bring in The Collective. If Trevor’s theory of black market dealings is correct, and it’s looking real likely right now, then it’s a violation of the Treaty. The Collective have the right to go in with guns blazing. The Arcana Institute would want to know.”

      He swallowed hard. “I know, but if they find out about Amber then they’ll kill her.”

      “What?”

      He sighed. “I’m a Noir, Miss Bastion.” His lips curved in a wry smile.

      “Ah, shit,” Trevor said. “I knew that fucking name meant something.”

      “One of the three founding families,” Gilbert said from by the window. “You’re an heir, aren’t you?”

      Adam’s lips twisted. “Yes. And the rules for heirs are different. Our progeny must be pureblood. If not, they are put to death.”

      My blood pressure ratcheted up a notch. Killing children? “Hell, no. That cannot be an actual practice.”

      He ducked his head. “It’s not something we advertise, and not many people know about it.” He glanced at the window. “Your friend, however, seems to.”

      Gilbert was ominously silent.

      “What I’m telling you now must stay between us. I’m putting my life at risk just by being here. I would have offered you more money but all Arcana Institute funds are tracked through the Central Bank. Any large withdrawals are flagged and must be explained on audit. I can’t risk that.”

      But a grand would be peanuts to them; they wouldn’t bat an eye. “I’ll take the case.”

      His shoulders sagged in relief. “Thank you. I did my research, and outside of The Collective, you’re the most trusted investigator in the city. You have a 100% retrieval rate. I wouldn’t be here otherwise.”

      Damn straight I did, which was why The Collective had been trying to recruit me for the past six months. But there was no way I was letting them test me for the gene marker that allowed select neph to travel between pockets. Being prodded and poked wasn’t on my to-do list, and puppet strings weren’t a good look on me. Yes, it meant I was grounded, stuck in Arcana City for life, but so were ninety percent of the population. The world existed in pockets now. Cities like Arcana dotted between the mundane pockets of reality with the Arcana Institute at the helm of each one. Stepping outside of the magical borders would kill me in minutes if I didn’t have the gene marker. Best to stay put. There was plenty to be getting on with right here.

      I rapped my fingers on the desk. “Draconi territory is unmapped. They could be anywhere.”

      “The equinox celebration,” Gilbert said softly. “It’s tonight.”

      Noir paled. “How did you know that? It’s not common knowledge.”

      I looked from Noir to where I was certain Gilbert was hovering. “Okay, can someone please fill me in?”

      “The equinox celebration is when the Draconi gather to give offerings to their liege,” Gilbert said. “A ceremony of thanks for the liberation she provided in bringing them out of their supernatural prison and into this world.”

      This was the thing about Gilbert. He seemed to know stuff about stuff that other people didn’t—another reason for my 100% retrieval record.

      Adam was staring at the window now, his eyes narrowed. The tickle of magic scratched at the back of my nose. He was trying to force Gilbert to appear. The air beside me shifted and Gilbert’s ghostly breath tickled my ear. “Make him stop.”

      I cleared my throat. “If the Draconi have the kids, then they may be taken to the equinox ceremony as an offering.” The words stuck in my throat as the implications sank in. “But you already know that, don’t you?”

      His shoulders sagged. “Yes. If they are offered, it will be as a private tribute. There is nothing I can do, which is why I’m here asking you for help.”

      “Let me get this straight. I need to say it out loud to get the full impact of exactly what you’re expecting from me.”

      His lips tightened, but he didn’t speak.

      “You want me to somehow get over the border without a pass, infiltrate the Central Keep, scope it out, and find the kids?”

      “Yes, Miss Bastion. That is exactly what I’m asking.” He pushed his shoulders back. “Can you do it?”

      “Wila ...” Trevor’s voice was saturated with warning, but this wasn’t a job I could turn down, not now that I had all the information.

      “You got a map of the layout of the place?”

      “No.”

      “Ridiculous!” Trevor barked.

      I patted him to sooth his hackles. “I’ll do it. I’ll find them. But getting them out may be a problem.”

      Adam Noir blinked and refocused on me. “I’ve thought about that. You can use this to get them out.” He walked forward and placed something on the desk with a soft chink.

      I stared at the transponder. A flat, blue disc used by Arcana for fast travel around the city, impossible to get hold of, even on the arcane black market, and extremely powerful.

      “As long as you’re all touching, it will shift you all to a set of pre-inputted coordinates.”

      “And where is that?”

      “The Gables. It will take you to The Gables.”

      The disc was cool and smooth in my hand. “And how does this thing work?”

      “There’s a button in the center. You hit it three times in quick succession.”

      Sure enough, there was a slight indent that could be a button. The urge to press it, to check, was almost too much.

      “Don’t.” He laid a hand over mine, sending electricity zinging up my arm.

      I yanked my hand away. “Whoa. No touchy.”

      His baby blues sparked again, as if set off by the physical contact. He blinked, killing the sparks. “I apologize. But you mustn’t press the button until you’re ready for transport.”

      A quick glance out the window showed a mid-afternoon sun. “Go home, Mr. Noir. And let me do my job.”

      “Thank you, Miss Bastion.” Adam vanished in a puff of smoke, and I slumped in my seat, heart pounding way too hard in my chest, because this whole encounter and the punch-in-the-gut details were playing havoc with my tea-deprived nerves, but that was something you didn’t show a client. Ever. Not if you wanted to instill confidence and build reputation. But if any investigator claimed they were fearless, then they were either missing the primal part of their brain responsible for keeping them alive, or they were lying.

      “Gilbert, can you check the archives for any information on the Central Keep?”

      “Of course, Wila.”

      It was a long shot because the Draconi were private creatures, and the territory was officially unmapped, with tales passed down orally. But our archives consisted of some of the oldest texts, another gift from my elusive benefactor. If that failed, Gilbert would ghost into the Northside Infoweb and see what he could dig up. Still. Long shot.

      A steaming cup of tea appeared in front of me courtesy of Gilbert. I picked it up and drained it. The heat didn’t burn my tongue or throat, part of my neph constitution, whatever that was, because who the fuck knew what I was. The caffeine would hit en route to my next stop. But now, it was time to gear up.
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      “This is a death mission,” Trevor said, following me up the steps as I jogged up to the third floor of our quaint and sometimes creepy residence.

      The building had come into my possession five years ago, around the same time that my official stay at The Gables was coming to an end. I’d been a doorstep baby, left in a basket in the dead of winter. Fucking miracle I survived overnight until matron found me in the morning. Most children in the orphanage made up stories about their parents, about the reasons why they’d been abandoned, and fantasized about how their parents would return one day to reclaim them. Me? I just plotted ways of making mine pay for abandoning me. For not having the common decency to hand me over to Matron personally, for being careless enough to have a child they didn’t want. At eighteen, when it had been time to move out and give my room to another kid in need, the documents had landed on our doorstep like a godsend—some inheritance from a relative who hadn’t wanted anything to do with me while they’d been alive. The law firm had been unable to provide any details about my benefactor due to a privacy clause in the will. My benefactor left me a house, but it would have been nice if he’d left me a family name, a legacy, some idea of who the fuck I was. Not knowing was like a thorn in my side.

      So, here I was—owner of four stories of mostly empty, dusty rooms. The ground floor was office space, a waiting room, and a tiny kitchenette. The second story was Gilbert’s domain, a library, and a study where Trevor chose to lay his canine head. Third floor was mine, and the fourth we’d left unused. Decorating wasn’t my forte, and the place was all burgundy rugs, old antique furniture, and creepy paintings of dead people. We stopped outside the room I called home.

      “Wila, stop ignoring me,” Trevor whined. “Did you hear me? Death. Mission.”

      “I heard you, Puppy, but hunting a five-foot hound in a cemetery isn’t exactly a walk in the park either.”

      “Don’t call me Puppy, and you know that infiltrating Draconi territory without an invite is like waving your bloody knickers in the air for them to scent.”

      “You’re gross, you know that?”

      He snorted. “You know it’s true.”

      Hand on doorknob, I looked down on him with a smirk. “You want to come in?”

      He took a hasty step back. “I’ll wait here.” He let out a very human-sounding sniff.

      “Are you sure?” I sing-songed.

      His eyes narrowed to slits. “Shove it, Bastion. You know I can’t stand it in there. You’re a sick dame, you know that. Real sick.” He looked me up and down. “To look at you, you would never think ...”

      Rolling my eyes, I shouldered open the door and stepped into an explosion of pink and white. Okay, so the black leather jacket and biker boots and shit were great for on-the-job. They blended into the night and hid blood stains and gore, but this was my princess haven, my detox from the shit that crawled through the streets. Two wardrobes stood flush against the wall. The first was for clothes—everyday outfits and several leather and padded trousers. But it was the second one that held the prize. Yanking it open, I pulled out Killion, my trusty crossbow. Heat shot up my arm. Ooo, he was pissed. It had been a while since I’d busted him out for a job, and the runes etched into his perfect frame flared to life in admonishment. He wasn’t sentient, of course, not really, but damn if he didn’t always have my back.

      “Sorry about shelving you, dude. It’s been a quiet couple of weeks. You up for a little excursion? Some hound spearing and then possibly some dragon piercing?”

      The runes pulsed.

      “Oh, goody. Cos that’s exactly where we’re gonna be headed.” Popping several armor-piercing arrows into my bolt bag, I slipped it on then flicked the switch to fold K into a pocket-sized piece. Yeah, Killion was state-of-the-fucking-art, cost-an-arm-and-a-leg weaponry, and he never ever missed. Pulling my long, dark hair into a low ponytail, I shrugged my jacket on to cover the bolt bag and headed back out to where Trevor waited. His tiny body vibrated with agitation.

      “This is a suicide mission,” he pointed out for the third time.

      “Maybe, but it’s not one I can turn down.”

      “Dammit, Bastion, be smart. I get it, you have a thing for saving kids, but this is dragon territory—too many unknown variables, too much that could go wrong. Stick to the hound job and come home for supper.” He cocked his head. “Gilbert’s making jam roly-poly.”

      My stomach grumbled. “God, you’re evil, you know that.”

      His eyes lit up in triumph, but he didn’t know the truth, because it wasn’t something that we’d ever talked about in detail.

      “Those kids have no one else to look out for them, Trev, No one is going to go looking for a bunch of orphans. I’m all they’ve got. But this isn’t just about the kids, it’s about The Gables. It’s about the only home I ever knew. It’s about the woman who was like a mother to me.”

      Trevor’s nose twitched. “That’s the orphanage you grew up in?”

      “Yeah, and there is no way I’m letting those scaly fuckers get their teeth into my matron.”

      He snapped his jaws shut and twitched his nose.

      “I’ll bag the hound first, okay. Look, tell Gilbert I’ll call in a bit to see if he found anything on the Keep. If he does, he can scan it and upload it to the catseye.”

      “Be careful, Wila.”

      Yeah, it was dangerous, like certain-death dangerous, because if I was discovered, they’d be within their rights to skin me alive and serve me up as an aperitif. What I needed was a dose of luck, and lucky for me, I knew just where to get one.
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      Lower Eastside Arcana City was the place to go if looking to trade goods or pick up a black market magical item. It was also the home of my longtime associate Barnaby Winkle, an empath with a strong affinity for the magic that surrounded us, not Arcana level but still pretty impressive. Killion was one of his finest creations, and the runes had been his little piece de résistance. They’d personalized my weapon, making it work only for me, turning it into an extension of me.

      Yeah, Barnaby was my go-to guy for magical defense, but his client list was small and intimate, consisting of people like me who worked outside of the Arcana Institute influence—freelance investigators looking to load up before a job. For everyone else, Barnaby was just an old dude running an antique store. Except this antique store was tucked away down a narrow alley where only those who knew where to look would find it.

      Navigating the heaving, rain-slicked streets was always an exercise in vigilance. Lower Eastside was a den of pickpockets and slitters—neph who’d cut your throat and grab your goods before you could blink—a far cry from the Northern part of the city, home to the pure blood Arcana, where tall glass buildings and neatly trimmed gardens were the norm.

      Hood up to protect from the worst of the downpour, I dodged and sidestepped, maintaining my personal space to avoid any deliberate bumps and brushes with other bodies. My senses were on high alert, on the lookout for any Others that may have found their way into Arcana City. There was a small bounty for every one brought in to the Other Immigration Office, and once they were at the OIO, they’d be processed, quarantined, and then integrated into society. So far, I’d only come up against the kill-on-sight Others, the monsters that couldn’t be reasoned with. Gilbert had spent the last four years cataloguing my finds, making notes and sketches of the creatures that had spilled out of the supernatural prison realm where the Draconi and Shedim had been held until something had ripped a hole in reality and allowed them into our world.

      The alley was up ahead, just after the Chinese food place and before the boot repair shop. The spicy smell of black bean sauce tickled my nostrils, and then a sharp left placed me between the walls of the alley. My pace quickened, eating up the distance between me and the entrance to the store before my claustrophobia could get the jump on me. The doorbell jingled, announcing my arrival. The smell of freshly baked scones filled the air, but there was no baking being done here; this was the smell of Barnaby’s magic, his signature scent that those of us who knew him for what he was had come to recognize.

      Shelves of books and ornaments and strange objects lined the store. I’d spent ages in this very room. It’s where I’d found my very own special teacup. But tonight wasn’t about browsing.

      “Yo, Barnaby!”

      “Hello, Wila,” a voice said directly into my ear.

      I jumped, hand on heart. “Fucking hell, walk into a room, why don’t you? Do you need to do the whole teleporting thing?”

      “Only for you, my dear. It does tickle me so to see you flustered.”

      He smiled, showcasing even, white teeth. He’d been handsome once, was still handsome in a regal, old way.

      I snorted. “Yeah, well, I guess you need to get your kicks somehow when you’re over halfway to the grave.” Okay, so he wasn’t that old, but still.

      He laughed, his eyes crinkling warmly. “Ah, an ageist comeback, how perfectly trite.” He walked away and then jerked his head in a come-along gesture. “Let’s talk out back, shall we?”

      The back of the store was a wall with an archway design built into it, visible only if you really looked for it. Barnaby glanced over his shoulder with a wicked gleam in his eye that lifted the veil of age and gave him an air of mischievous youth, and then he stepped through the wall.

      God, I hated this part. Yeah, it was magic, my brain knew that, but my body rebelled every fucking time. Deep breath, Bastion, and go. Three quick steps, a tingle that teased gooseflesh across my skin, and it was over.

      Barnaby stood in the center of his chamber of secrets, arms out in a welcome gesture. “So, what can I do for you this fine evening, Miss Bastion?”

      Of course, it was Miss Bastion now that we were about to do business. In this room, we were no longer friends, we were customer and seller. In this room, filled with bottles and vials, books and trinkets that could make you grow or shrink or dance the bloody fandango like a pro, there was only Mr. Winkle and Miss Bastion. Yeah, I’d play along, because he had the goods I needed, and damn he was good at what he did.

      “Luck, Mr. Winkle. I need a dose of luck.”

      He made an ‘o’ with his mouth. “Well now, Miss Bastion, you know that particular potion takes time to brew. Three days, to be precise, and some very expensive ingredients to boot. You know the risks ...”

      I grinned. “Yeah, I know. And I also know you keep a stockpile of it, so let’s cut to the chase and do some business.”

      His eyes narrowed. “Yes. Yes, I do, but the Bastion I know has never needed luck. She makes her own, always has done.”

      My scalp prickled, because he was right. Luck had never been an issue for me before, but then I’d never planned to infiltrate the most dangerous place in Arcana City. “Let’s just say this time a little assurance would be nice.”

      He sighed and tucked in his chin. “I can sense your fear.”

      Ah, shit. “Hey. We discussed this. You don’t use your empath ability on me and there’s no need for me to use my fist on your face.”

      “I’m not trying to read you, but your fear and your doubt are too strong to ignore.”

      Oh, great. I smelled of wuss. “Ignore it. I’m fine. I’ll be fine.”

      “What’s the case you’re working on, Wila?”

      He’d taken us straight back to friends-mode by using my first name. It was a cheap shot but a welcome one, because damn, did I need to talk about this. “I’m headed into Draconi territory to find a bunch of missing orphans.”

      His eyes widened. “I knew it!”

      “What? How?”

      “The Gables, isn’t it? The Ivy has been buzzing with talk. They went into Draconi territory two days ago and never returned. An acquaintance of mine even went so far as to go up to border control and check with them only to be told no bus had come through. There’s no record of the trip. None.”

      The Ivy had hold of this? The underground newspaper reserved for the plebs had been running for over a decade now despite the Arcana Institute’s strenuous attempts to root out the nephs responsible for it and put an end to the publication. The Ivy told the truth stripped bare of propaganda and false assurances, and in a climate where compliance was everything, the Arcana couldn’t afford to lose control of the information that was cascaded down to the public. The media was their weapon, and the Ivy was a thorn in their side. But if the Ivy was reporting this, then Adam Noir’s theory that the children had been taken by a black-market organization to be sold off as food was no longer a theory, which meant time was running out for the children and Miss Hamilton.

      “You can’t be serious about going after them?” Barnaby said.

      “I’m not afraid of the Draconi.” I could do confident with the best of them.

      He exhaled through his nose. “It’s not the Draconi you need to worry about. They’ll stay in their Keeps. It’s the Shedim that you need to watch for.”

      “The Draconi’s watchdogs?”

      “Oh, they’re more than that,” Barnaby said. “The Shedim are powerful, strong, and their appetites for the flesh are of a different kind.”

      Wait. Was he talking about ... “Sex? They like to have sex?”

      He cleared his throat. “Or so I’ve heard. But it’s complicated. They have their own rituals and rules and goodness knows what. What I do know is that if they find you, they may decide to keep hold of you, and I don’t know what would be worse, death by Draconi or death by Shedim.” His eyes flared and then he strode toward the back of the room and returned with a tiny notebook. He flipped through it and then pressed his lips together. “It’s the equinox.” He looked up, locking gazes with me. “Wila, the Shedim will be out in force tonight. The streets will be crawling with them as they patrol to ensure order. All the Others will be crawling out of the woodwork to pay fealty to the Dragon liege. The Central Keep will be a hub of activity.”

      “Well, thanks for that. I feel much less nervous now.”

      His brows snapped down. “This is no joke, Wila. Do you have a plan?”

      “The plan is to get into the Central Keep, find the kids—who will probably be gifted to the liege—and get the fuck out. Simple.” Then why the heck were my knees quivering?

      “How are you going to get past the border without an official invite? How are you even going to get out?”

      I arched a brow. “I was hoping for a stroke of luck.”

      He snorted and shook his head. “I have a two-for-one special on this week.”

      I blinked at him. “What?”

      “Two for one. Two vials of luck for the price of one.”

      Like hell he did. He was doing this to help me out because he thought I was going to need all the luck I could get, and damn if that didn’t give me the warm fuzzies.

      “What do you say, Miss Bastion?”

      We were back to business, then. “I say it must be my lucky day.”

      He chuckled and headed for the back of the chamber, vanishing behind a freestanding unit draped with what looked like a rug. The urge to lift a corner and take a peek washed over me, but experience rooted me to the spot. Barnaby didn’t like you touching his shit, not in here, and not without permission.

      He reappeared, clutching two small vials filled with amber liquid between index finger and thumb. “They take a half hour to kick in and last for maybe three hours max. You have six hours of luck there, Miss Bastion. Use that time wisely.” He handed the vials over.

      I pocketed them and then rolled up my sleeve, because it was time to pay. There was no cash exchange here, and every client paid in a different manner. For me, it was in blood. My blood. Barnaby pulled a syringe and empty vial from his pocket and then filled it with my blood.
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