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      I dove to the side just in time to avoid the hammer blow of the demon’s descending fist. This guardian spirit had been summoned more than a millennia ago to watch over the resting place of my current quest, the Star of Azothine. I’d been working at this dig location in central Iraq off and on for three years to uncover the hidden temple. Word had come two days ago they were close to finding the hidden temple.

      The demon recovered faster than I expected, coalescing into its full corporeal form. Deep crimson scales covered it from head to toe. It stood upright, its horned head reaching the ceiling nearly fifteen feet above the floor.

      A clawed finger pointed at me as I rolled back to my feet. “You defile this place, Woman. Know that others will defile you and yours.”

      What a strange thing to say. I took several steps to the left as I tried to circle around closer to the altar behind the demon. “I came for the Star of Azothine. Let me have it and you may go back to your eternal rest.”

      A loud, bellowing laugh was the only response I got. The demon charged at me; arms outstretched to crush me in a clawed embrace.

      I realized I’d moved into a corner which gave me few avenues to escape past the massive arms. My only option was to run straight at the temple guardian.

      The move caught it by surprise. The creature stumbled a little in an effort to slow his advance and bring his arms in faster to catch me.

      I slashed to the right and then back to the left before dropping to my knees and laying backward to slide between the demon’s stubby legs. The smooth flagstone floor aided my escape.

      Rage filled the roar from the demon. It stomped its cloven hooves on the floor in an attempt to crush me beneath them.

      I rolled to the right until I came up against the altar that held the object of my quest. There was no time to admire the large star sapphire set into the stone carvings adorning the front of the stone table. The demon had twisted around and raked a clawed hand at me.

      “Uhnnn,” I grunted as one of the claws pierced my body armor. Fiery pain lanced through my side where the claw dug into my ribs.

      I spun away, avoiding the grasping hand trying to close around me. My sword scored a deep slash down through the guardian’s wrist. The magical silver blade was the only weapon in my arsenal that could touch the creature.

      The altar at my back, I twisted, and half climbed, half leaped to stand on the ceremonial table. It brought me eye to eye with the demon.

      “Defiler, you will pay for corrupting this unholy place with your presence.”

      “Yeah, yeah, why don’t you stop complaining and do something about it.”

      The demon let out another angry roar that shook the pillars holding the ancient roof in place. Dust and bits of stone dropped from above. It ignored the impending collapse, instead charging at me once again.

      This time I waited for the demon to come to me while I called upon my Fae magic to infuse the sword with even more energy.

      When the guardian spread its scaly arms to strike at me, I dashed off the altar, leaping high enough to pass over the demon’s shoulder. As I passed, I stabbed deep into the creature’s neck, piercing the scaly hide with ease.

      The howl that erupted turned quickly into a gurgling cough as black ichor fountained from its mouth.

      I slid down the demon’s back, landing on the floor behind it.

      Clawed hands clutched at its throat as more of the demonic blood spurted from the open wound I’d left in passing. It fell to its knees where it wobbled a little before falling over onto its side.

      I watched it for several seconds to be sure it wasn’t going to rise again, then marched past the guardian’s corpse to stand in front of Azothine’s altar. I wiped my sword blade on a rag from my pocket then sheathed it.

      The gem set in the altar called to me. I had spent so long tracking this artifact down and now I had found it. All of that garbage about the curse upon those who found it now set aside. I’d performed the necessary rituals to dispel the curse and wash any effect from me. That should be enough.

      I knelt and pulled my camp knife from my belt. Using the tip, I carefully pried the gemstone free until it fell into my outstretched palm. It nearly filled my hand. This would be an excellent addition to the museum foundation my family had set up long ago.

      The gemstone slid easily into my pocket as I turned to make my way back out through the narrow gap in the cavern discovered beneath the dig site. As I crawled out on my hands and knees, I remembered the strange pronouncement from the demon during the fight. What had the guardian meant by others defiling mine. My what?

      I reached the surface, emerging from the tunnel inside the white tent erected to ward off the scorching Iraqi sun high above. My dig master stood waiting for me. He was loyal to me and my family, as his family had been for centuries before.

      “It’s good to see you made it back, Rose.”

      “Do I detect a hint of doubt I would return, Taren?”

      “Why, because you foolishly opted to enter without any backup?”

      “I was the only one who had been cleansed of the curse from the temple’s guardian.”

      “Well, you survived, so it’s a moot point.” He picked up a small metal box with a velvet-lined interior.

      I dug the gem from my pocket and dropped it inside. When it landed in the cushioned center of the box, it flashed blue as it settled into the cushioned interior.

      Taren’s eyebrows shot up. “Did you⁠—?”

      “I did. It’s nothing. I dispelled any potential magical harm before entering.”

      “You think you did.”

      I shook my head. “I’m a powerful enough spell caster to have detected anything that might have eluded my protections.”

      He closed the box, which clicked as the simple locking mechanism engaged. “I’ll put this with the other things you want forwarded to the museum for exhibit?”

      “Yes. It should be the center of the new collection in London.”

      A soft buzzing sound came from the table at the far side of the room.

      Taren smirked. “That’s your personal phone. It’s been buzzing off and on like that since you went inside.”

      “You didn’t answer it, did you?”

      “No, your instructions to leave your things alone were perfectly clear.”

      I nodded. “Good. Take the box to the truck. They’re packing it to go to the airport today.”

      “As you wish.” Taren bowed and left the tent.

      The phone buzzed again with an incoming call. I went over and pulled it from my shoulder bag laying on the table. The screen read “Allura.”

      If my aunt was calling, it couldn’t be good news. I swiped to open the call and turned it on speaker so I could get out of my body armor and inspect my injuries from the fight.

      “Yes, Aunty, what is it?”

      “Rose, you need to return to the States right away.”

      “Why?” The anxious tone worried me. Allura was never fazed by anything.

      “It’s your sister.”

      “What’s happened to Lili? Is she okay?”

      “Rose, she’s dead. So is Bobby. They died in a car accident last night. I just received notification from the authorities since they couldn’t reach you.”

      I crumpled into the camp chair beside the table, trying to wrap my head around the news. Lili was dead, along with her husband. How? Immediately another question occurred to me.

      “Are we, are we sure it was an accident?”

      “That’s what the human police are saying, but you know my thoughts about such things. You need to come home and look into it.”

      “Who’s taking care of the children? Has someone told Sadie yet?”

      “No, she’s just four. I told her that her parents are away for a while.”

      My heart sank. Sadie and her little brother Addison were orphans now. My older sister and her human husband were gone forever. I wiped at the tears filling my eyes.

      “I’ll catch the first flight back. I can be there in twenty-four hours.” I paused while I ticked off the items the family needed to do. “Has anyone contacted the brother?”

      “I left a message with Chip’s answering service,” Allura said, referring to Bobby’s jet-setting elder sibling. “They assured me he’d get the message.”

      “I will want to talk with you about him. I know Lili and Bobby had plans for him should something like this happen, but⁠—”

      “That is a matter for the Counselor when the last wishes in the will are formally read. I will not entertain any interference from you, Rose. Lili was the senior of the two of you and it pertains to her children. She and her husband have the final say.”

      Allura’s voice had a tone of finality I recognized. She wouldn’t accept any further discussion on the subject.

      “I’ll send you my flight details as soon as I have them arranged. Can someone pick me up at the airport in Baltimore?”

      “I’ll see that a car is sent for you.”

      “Then I’ll see you when I get back. Take good care of Sadie and Addison until I get there.”

      “I will always protect the future Fae queen, Rose. That has been our family’s purpose for almost five hundred years.”

      Allura hung up the phone on her end, cutting off the call. I sat there staring at the blank screen for several minutes before I shook myself and pulled my sleeve down over my hand to wipe at the tears streaming down my face. There would be a time to mourn my older sister. First, I intended to find out if this was truly an accident or not. My thoughts went back to what the temple guardian had said during our fight. Had something defiled me and mine, as in my sister and her husband?

      The answer lay in a small town in the center of Maryland. I intended to find out.
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      I pulled my Tesla to the curb in front of the unassuming two-story home. The normally quiet cul-de-sac had filled with vehicles today as the funeral goers returned to the family’s home following the graveside ceremony.

      Mia, my girlfriend, tapped me on the arm as I stopped. “You don’t have to be all brave with me, Chip Proctor. It’s okay to let your walls down when we’re alone.”

      “I suppose you want me to cry and let it all out.”

      “If that’s what you feel inside, then yes, that’s exactly what I want you to do.”

      I turned in my seat to face her. Damn, she was hot, even in the plain black dress she’d selected for today. Of course, hot was what supermodels did, even at somber moments like this one. “Mia, I can’t let this get to me right now. You know everything I have going on. I’m in the middle of the biggest mutual fund release of my career. If I let Bobby and Lili’s deaths in a fiery crash pull my attention away, even a little bit, I could miss a detail that would put the whole deal at risk.”

      “That’s what you have a partner for. Eddie can handle it. You always say, ‘Eddie can handle anything,’ so let him deal with it for a few days. The final release isn’t for a month or so anyway. You know he’d agree with me. I’ll bet he even told you exactly that.”

      I stared past Mia through the window at the mourners walking into the front door of what had been his little brother’s home. The service at the funeral home had been packed with friends from the community as well as the expected family members from both sides.

      “I need to get inside. I have to check on the kids, Sadie especially. She’s old enough for this to scar her if we’re not careful.” At four, my niece was asking awkward questions of the adults around her about when she’d see her parents again. The heart-wrenching anguish of having to tell her each time that her mommy and daddy weren’t coming back, that they were in heaven, still ached inside. My nephew, Addison, at almost six months old, was lucky enough to be mostly oblivious to the loss.

      “Go, be with them,” Mia said. “I’ll be right there, nearby if you need me. I have to check in with the agency to make sure they’ve cleared my photo shoots for the next few days. I think we should stay here a bit longer than we’d planned.”

      “You’re the best, Mia. I don’t know how I would’ve gotten through this without you by my side.”

      “I’m not the heartless supermodel they make me out to be in all the tabloids, darling, at least not with those I love.”

      I smiled and popped open the door to head inside. As I got out, I spotted the candy-apple red restored Pontiac Firebird parked in the driveway. A twinge of annoyance pulled at my attention. Rose had gotten back first from the graveside. She’d been staying with the kids since the accident. I shouldn’t be angry about Lili’s sister stepping in to care for the little ones, but something about it struck me as wrong. I don’t know why it bothered me. It wasn’t like I’d ever been the type to settle down and have kids. That had always been Bobby’s path in life. He took to it like a fish to water, which made me the perfect rich uncle, who visited often and spoiled the kids rotten.

      I shook off the feeling of wrongness. Despite our history, I wouldn’t let Rose get under my skin today. She was the better option to care for the kids despite her usual penchant for traveling the globe to dangerous places on her archeological expeditions. If she had stepped in to take over full time, I should be glad the kids had family there to watch over them. I had to be strong for Sadie and Addison, and that included not letting Aunt Rosie push my buttons.

      As I approached the house across the freshly cut grass of the front lawn, a strange sensation tugged at the awareness at the back of my mind. It was like I knew what the kids, especially Sadie, were doing and feeling at any given moment. I’d been having these feelings for days now, ever since the accident. Right now, I had a vision of Sadie crying alone in a room full of adults who could do nothing to soothe her pain.

      She needed me.

      I picked up speed and burst through the front door, my head swiveling as I searched for my niece. I spotted her sitting on a chair placed in front of a wooden snack tray. A paper plate with a half a ham and cheese sandwich and a dollop of macaroni salad on it sat in front of her. She hadn’t touched the food. Her eyes searched among all the faces around her, adults in conversation with each other and paying no attention to the sad little girl in their midst. Her big, wide eyes brimmed with tears.

      In an instant, I found myself down on one knee next to her, my voice taking on a bad British accent. “My lovely Princess Sadie, your loyal knight Sir Chip is here to deal with any who would do you harm. Tell me where the dragon is, and I’ll slay it.”

      Her sad eyes brightened, and she flung herself from the chair, wrapping her small arms around my neck. She squeezed with surprising strength for a little girl. I worried she’d started crying all over again until I heard a light giggle escape her. She let go and settled on my knee.

      “Uncle Chip, you’re silly. There are no dragons here.”

      I gave her a wide-eyed expression of shock. “No? Well, that’s because you don’t know where to look. Dragons can disguise themselves, you know. Why, any of these people could be monsters of one sort or another. Let me stay close and protect you while you eat your lunch.”

      Sadie giggled again and slid off my knee to climb back into her chair. She took a bite of her sandwich and pointed across the room. “There’s a monster, Uncle Chip. Protect me.”

      I glanced toward the door, following her pointing finger. Mia had just entered. “Surely not Aunty Mia? She’s the nicest lady in the whole world.”

      Sadie shrugged and picked up her cup to drink some milk, her four-year-old mind already distracted and on to something else.

      I marveled at how easily she was able to shift her mind away from things. It must be something all kids were able to do. I wondered where it went by the time people became adults. Being able to forget, even for a moment, would’ve come in handy at times like this.

      Lost in my thoughts, I didn’t hear Rose walk up behind me.

      “Sadie, dear, don’t let your uncle distract you from eating your lunch. You haven’t eaten a thing all day, and I don’t want you telling me you have a tummy ache later on.”

      “Yes, Aunt Rose. See, I took bites already.” Sadie held up her sandwich to display how much she’d eaten.

      “Well, good. Keep it up. You want to grow up big and strong like me, don’t you?”

      Sadie nodded and took another bite, washing it down with more milk from her cup.

      I stood and leaned close to Rose. I inhaled a whiff of her sweet perfume as I said, “She wasn’t eating anything and looked like she was about to cry when I came in, Rose. I was just trying to distract her from her sad thoughts so she could eat something. Is that so bad?”

      “She’s been through a lot, Chip. All these people here are disrupting her day even more. Soon they’ll all be gone, and then she’ll be all alone to go to bed and try to understand why her mommy and daddy aren’t there to sing her to sleep.”

      I felt the same strange ire I’d experienced outside in the car at the thought of anyone but me taking care of the two kids. I tamped it down once again. “Look, Rose, I know you’ve been here since everything happened and have stepped in to take care of Sadie and Addison. I know everyone in the family is thankful for that. But don’t take it out on us that you have to do it. I know it’s been hard.”

      “No, Chip, you don’t. That’s the point. You got the news and put off coming down here until last night. Your latest business venture couldn’t be put on hold, I suppose. Now you’re here and you want to tell me what to do when I’ve been the one who’s been here doing what was needed the whole time.”

      I held up a hand. “You’re right. I’m sorry. You’ve done so much. I know you and Lili were as close as Bobby and I were. Can we declare a truce for the next day or so? Honest. I don’t want to fight with anyone. I just want what’s best for them.” I glanced down at Sadie who sat carefully stabbing a piece of macaroni with her plastic fork before shoving it into her mouth. She didn’t need to see her two closest remaining adult relatives bickering at a time like this.

      “Where’s Addison?” I checked around the room, expecting to see someone holding him.

      Rose nodded toward the stairs. “He’s up in his room, down for a nap. At least he’s keeping to his usual schedule pretty well, despite all this mess.”

      I smiled. “At least one member of the family is sleeping well.”

      Rose’s mouth quirked up in a half smile of her own. “The gods will always bless the little ones at times like this.”

      I let her strange turn of phrase pass by. I knew their family wasn’t particularly religious, but I’d never looked into what they believed. I didn’t really care. It wasn’t like I was up to evangelizing anyone. I hadn’t set foot in a church since I was a teenager. I still remembered the fight with my mom and dad about being old enough to choose my own spiritual path.

      As if on cue, both my parents walked up at that moment.

      “That was such a lovely tribute to your brother at the funeral home, Chip,” my mother said, pulling me close for a one-armed hug while she held her plastic cup in the other. I wondered if she’d raided Bobby’s liquor cabinet to spike her iced tea or if she was drinking it straight for once. I couldn’t detect any alcohol on her, but that didn’t mean anything. She’d always been good at hiding that part of her life as a mostly functional alcoholic.

      “Thanks, Mom. I only said what was true. Bobby had it all, the perfect wife, family, and kids. It was too sad it all had to end so suddenly.”

      My father clapped a hand on my shoulder and gave it a squeeze. “She’s right, son. What you said set the tone for the service. I guess I should say you both did.” He smiled and reached out to take Rose’s hand as well. “Your words about Lili said so much about how much you looked up to your big sister, Rose.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Proctor. It’s hard to know what to say at a time like this. I hope I was able to memorialize her in a way that did her justice.”

      “I think everyone here would say you did,” my father said. “And please, remember to call us Chuck and Nancy. We’re all family after all, especially at a time like this.”

      “Yes, dear,” my mother added. “By the way, has there been any word about a will or who will look after the children? Surely, they left some instructions on who they’ll live with now.”

      Rose stiffened a little at the question. “It’s not been determined for sure that I know of. I think there is supposed to be a Counselor around later this afternoon to dispose of at least some of that.”

      “Well, Chuck and I want to throw our hats into the ring. We would love to be the ones to raise the two of them if no one else is available. I mean, your parents are dead as well, Rose, and you have your career.”

      “No.”

      My eyebrows shot up in surprise as both Rose and I echoed the same response to the suggestion simultaneously. While my parents wouldn’t do anything to overtly harm the kids, they were getting older and both had underlying health issues, not to mention my mother’s drinking problem.

      “I’d assumed Rose would be taking on the job,” I said. “I mean, she’s been here since the accident and the kids seem to love her.” Even as I said it, something about it felt off to me. It left a bad taste in the back of my mouth. I pushed past the odd feeling and put on a smile of support for my sister-in-law.

      Rose returned my smile. “Thank you, Chip. I hope I’ll have your support when the Counselor arrives. I’m unsure how things will shake out.”

      A tug on the sleeve of my sportscoat pulled me away from the conversation. Sadie stood at my side again.

      “Uncle Chip, can you come out back and push me on the swing?”

      “Sure, kiddo. I was finished talking with Gram, Pop, and Aunt Rose anyway.” I let her lead me away from the others and walked out into the yard to play in the fresh air and sunshine. Maybe I’d forget about the events of the morning for a little while.
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      I watched as Chip took Sadie by the hand to go out to the back yard. As I stood there, I realized I’d started grinding my teeth and forced myself to relax.

      “Has anyone told him what’s about to happen yet?”

      I turned, recognizing the voice that sounded like a metal box dragged across a gravel parking lot. “Hello, Warren. I’ve been trying to reach you for two days now.”

      The werewolf and part-time private investigator put on something approaching a sympathetic smile across his bearded face. “I had other business out of town to attend to. I came back as soon as I could after I heard about your sister and Bobby. I figured your family would want all available resources on deck. So sorry about what happened, Rose. Has anyone taken up the investigation yet?”

      “The human investigators called it a tragic car accident, but they wouldn’t be looking for the same things we would. This is one of those times I’m glad most of them are blind to the magical world around them. And the answer is no. We have not assigned another investigator. Aunt Allura has allowed me, as the arms mistress, to lead that effort.”

      “And you were waiting for me? I’m flattered.”

      “Don’t be. No one else wants the case. They all know it has to be a deliberate attack on the family, and they don’t want to get caught up in another Fae civil war of succession.”

      “Does that make me loyal or just plain stupid?” He let out a grunting chuckle. “Don’t answer that. I know what you think of me most of the time. I’ll take a look at the police report and check the vehicle for magical residue. Anything else I should know about?”

      I grimaced. “No. There won’t be much there when you get to the junkyard. Whatever happened out there to them set the SUV ablaze. There wasn’t much but a metal frame and engine block left. We aren’t even sure all the ashes we buried today are from the bodies.”

      Warren reached out and placed a gentle hand on my forearm. “I’m sorry, Rose. I truly am. They were good people.”

      I stared down at the hairy-knuckled hand on my arm until he removed it. He promptly shoved the offending member in the pocket of his slacks. “Uh, look, I didn’t mean anything by that. I know you and I don’t have that kind of history. You have my sympathy. It’s just a tragedy, that’s all.”

      I decided to ignore the inappropriate sign of concern. He knew better than to touch me and he wouldn’t do it again. There were protocols for members of the royal family, even though we were in hiding. Instead, I turned my attention back to watching Chip through the rear family room window. He pushed Sadie on her swing out back. The look of pure joy on her face made my heart ache. “That tragedy, Warren, is exactly why we have to figure out who’s behind the attack, and soon. They’re bound to come after the kids next. They’re especially vulnerable during this transition period until the new Guardian settles into their powers.”

      “Which brings me back to my original question.” Warren moved around to interrupt my view of the yard. “When are you going to tell Chip about what he must do?”

      “That’s up to my aunt and the royal Counselor. I’m still hoping Lili changed her mind at the last minute and came to her senses. We’ll see when they read the documents this afternoon.”

      “I thought you tested him for this. Isn’t that why your sister asked you to check him out before Sadie was born?”

      “It is. And I haven’t changed my opinion that Chip cheated on that test, somehow.”

      Warren laughed. “You administered the test. How’d he manage that with you watching him?”

      “I don’t know,” I snapped back at him. Angry at losing my temper, I shifted to the side, restoring my view of the back yard. The warrior in me wanted to make sure I knew where Sadie was at all times and who was with her. Chip’s latest glamor-queen girlfriend, Mia something or other, had joined them by the swingset. “Do me a favor. While you’re checking into the accident, spend a little time on Chip and what he’s been up to lately. I still think he’s completely unsuitable to fill this role. Maybe if we can dig up enough dirt, Allura will overrule the will.”

      “I wouldn’t bank on that happening anytime soon. Your aunt’s always been a stickler for following the letter of the law, especially when it came to the royal family and lines of succession.”

      “Do it anyway. Don’t worry, you’ll be paid your usual rate.”

      “What if you don’t like the results? If there was something shady about your brother-in-law, you’d have sniffed it out a long time ago.”

      “You’ll get paid either way. Just give it your due diligence once you’ve looked into the crash.”

      Warren nodded. When I kept my gaze on the little girl outside and didn’t say anything more, he took the hint and drifted off towards the deli platter and collection of casseroles on the table in the dining room. I didn’t begrudge him a free meal. He had taken the time to come see me and pay his respects. There were so few in the Unusual community around Westminster that did that anymore. Just because the family had come here to keep a low profile didn’t mean that certain local leadership couldn’t be courteous to the Fae royal family in exile.

      I shook my head, my brunette shoulder-length curls bouncing a little beside my ears. Lili had always been so much better at this part of the role than I had. She’d learned at an early age how to impress the right people and build bridges rather than burning them down. I tended to be a fight first and ask for allies later type of person.

      I watched as Mia took over pushing Sadie on the swing. The two were chatting about something that had the little girl smiling and engaged. Damn it, this wasn’t fair. I wasn’t the one who was supposed to raise the next Fae queen, Lili was. She’d reveled in the challenge and welcomed it. Now she was gone. I was all Sadie had left, other than her human Uncle Chip, that is.

      A slight commotion behind me at the front door drew my attention away from Sadie again. A few people clustered around someone who’d just entered. One of them bobbed their head in a bow and one woman curtsied in an archaic and unusual show of respect when out in public like this where normal humans were around. It had to be the arrival of my Aunt Allura. She insisted on the proper protocols from the supernatural community and most people obliged her. Indulged her was more like it.

      The matriarch of the family, my mother’s younger sister pushed through the cluster of fawning funeral goers by the door and searched the room until her eyes fell on me. I noticed them narrow a little and then she jerked her head in a way that left no doubt in the command it carried. She stood off to the side in a black satin dress with a matching pillbox hat that had a black lace veil hanging down to the tip of her nose. The lace was thin enough such that her stern eyes were still plainly visible to all who looked her way. Allura’s toe started tapping almost immediately, typically impatient when her requests weren’t fulfilled immediately.

      Hurrying over to her, I nodded a slight bow, ignoring the slight frown at my minimal deference. “Aunt Allura, I saw you at the graveside, but you left before I could come see you.”

      “I had some business to attend to on my way here.” She waved her hand at the surrounding house and sniffed to show her disapproval at the lifestyle Lili and Bobby had chosen for their home. “Where is the brother? The Counselor will be here presently with the documents and talisman.”

      I nodded towards the rear of the house. “He’s out back with Sadie at the moment. That’s a good thing because I wanted to talk with you⁠—”

      “I will not go against your sister’s wishes in this matter, Rose Aldreth Eldersdottir. Our family has followed the strict protocols regarding our charge to carry on the royal lineage for almost five hundred years. Now that the time is near to crown a new queen, you will not destroy that legacy because of your own foolish pride. Why weren’t you here when Lilian was killed? That was your opportunity to do your duty and you failed it.”

      I tried to keep my eyes from widening even though the heat rushing to my face revealed my anger. She’d said it all aloud for everyone in earshot to hear. The cluster of fawning mourners by the door gasped, then began whispering amongst themselves.

      Gritting my teeth and forcing a half-smile on my face, I said, “Aunt Allura, you know as well as I that following up the lead on that artifact in Iraq had been important. It could have proven dangerous if someone unprepared had found it before I did.”

      “But that’s always your excuse, isn’t it?” Allura sighed and reached up to lift the black lace from in front of her eyes, folding it back across the top of her hat. She lowered her voice and said, “Rose, I know it wasn’t your fault. In hindsight it’s obvious the reports were a lure to get you away from your sister so this attack would succeed. But it’s all about appearances, my dear. Appearances are that you ran off to fight a demon over an archaic gemstone rather than stay and do your duty. Now we must show that we understand that duty even more. The people who support the family must have faith that we will follow the old ways and customs so that the new queen will take her place and restore the Fae to their rightful place at the head of the Unusual community.”

      The old woman wasn’t wrong, at least in how it all looked. Didn’t she know I was painfully aware of all that? I’d take it all back, give up my powers and more if I could make it so that Lili and Bobby hadn’t gone out for that drive. No one even knew what they were doing out on that back country road alone in the middle of the night. They’d left the children alone at home when they did it. Why? None of it made sense.

      The mystery of it all caused me to glance across the room to where Warren stood with a heaping plate of food. Even though he was across the crowded room, I knew his enhanced werewolf hearing could make out everything Allura had said. His eyes met mine and he gave a quick nod. He knew I was counting on him to find out who was behind all this. He set the plate down on the credenza, took the overstuffed sandwich from his plate, wrapped it in a napkin and headed for the front door.

      Good, he’d taken the hint and started doing what he was being paid for. His exit wasn’t lost on my aunt.

      “You hired that wolf shifter to track the killer? Are you sure he’s up to the task?”

      “He’ll do what needs to be done. All he has to do is identify them. I’ll take care of the hard part.”

      “You can’t just kill them, Rose. You must make sure you know who sent them and why.”

      “I know why. They came to kill Lili.”

      “Yes, but why didn’t they come for the children as well? There’s more going on here than we understand. That is why, when the Counselor arrives, you will do everything according to protocol and your sister’s wishes. I want no interruptions that would sow doubt in the Guardian’s mind about what must be done. It will be hard enough to get him to take on the task before him.”

      “I’ll do what is necessary, Aunt Allura.”

      I knew the vagueness of my statement wasn’t lost on her. But she didn’t press the issue. The front door opened and the crowd in the entry foyer spread apart to allow a short, squat man with a long gray beard and shiny bald head walk into the living room. His head swiveled from side to side until his eyes settled on Allura and me. The gnomish attorney lifted up a brown leather briefcase and looked around the room.

      Allura gestured down the hallway by the stairs and started that way herself. “Go and fetch the brother. It’s time we got this over with.”

      She continued with the Counselor towards the study, leaving me to go get Chip in from the yard. I took a deep breath and headed out to do my duty. I could kill a four-hundred-pound tarantula demon with nothing but a battle axe. What did I have to fear from a New York stock fund manager?

      Not. A. Thing.
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