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      Perfer et obdura, dolor hic tibi proderit olim

      

      —Ovid
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      The snow outside lashed at the glass shop-front windows, the wind buffeting and screaming down the narrow street. The flurries were thick enough that it was hard to see the other side of the road, the sky a dark gray, the day growing darker by the minute. Sunset was minutes away, but it was already dark enough to count as night, the sun impossible to see past the heavy cloud cover.

      Winter in Boston was always freezing cold, wet, and dirty, the narrow streets crowded with chaotically placed snowbanks, thick patches of ice, and deceptive slush puddles concealing shin-deep potholes.

      The air was full of ozone from vehicles, muffled honks from impatient drivers, and the crunch of tires over uneven road surfaces. There was the occasional thump of a body hitting the sidewalk and some choice curse words as an unlucky pedestrian picked themselves up off the wet ground.

      Inside Res Antiquae, Camden Russell was warm, comfortable, and bored. The antique artifact shop was brightly lit, full of magical treasures and mundane antiques from various points in history. The most common color was gold, from gilded wooden chairs to solid gold jewelry enchanted to never scratch or warp, and sometimes he thought he might need to wear sunglasses to handle the glare off the glass display cases and the impossibly bright gems and precious metals within the cases. When he was in the shop by himself he liked to tweak the dimmer for the lights to a more comfortable setting.

      The shop was a maze of standalone displays, shelves, waist-high cases, and everything was either behind glass or bespelled securely in place on a shelf or stand to prevent accidents or theft. The street out front was deserted, and Camden was the only person in the shop, though Darrell, the security guard, was seated at his oak desk by the doors, reading on his tablet, occasionally looking up to check the street and clock Camden’s position in the store. Darrell liked the quiet afternoons, since they allowed him to get a lot of reading done in between his rounds and letting people in and out of the store.

      Such was the content of the shop that guards like Darrell were a necessity—smash and grab thieves were a realistic threat, and burglars hitting when the shop was closed was also a potential risk. Danielle handled the first shift, Darrell handled the second shift, and Markham, a vampire, was the overnight guard. No one could get into the shop without being buzzed in by the guard or Camden himself when the guard was on a break or checking the rear of the building on his rounds. A limited number of people were allowed inside at a time, and Darrell was armed with a gun, a taser, and a collection of non-lethal but debilitating charms to be used against anyone deemed a threat inside the shop.

      The entrance doors were made of thick glass, steel, bronze, and spells to make them nearly impenetrable. They could withstand a car driving into them at top speed. Maybe not a tank, though…perhaps they could stop a small tank.

      In the few years he’d worked at Res Antiquae, he’d never been in danger, not directly. Sometimes people complained about the wait times to enter when the shop was at capacity during tourist season, but one look at the guard armed to the teeth shut down the most vocal of complainers. Each display case was under lock and key, with layers of security spells to keep the artifacts from being lifted from their stands or cushions without permission from a shop associate. Camden had free rein in the shop—he was added to the wards, shields, and active spells on every display case, allowing him to pick up and show off any artifact to an interested patron. He could move freely through the magical fields within the shop, same as any other associate or guard, and he made sure to keep his inner vision locked down unless actively needed—otherwise he would be blinded by the complicated and extensive spellwork on the shop and its contents.

      The owner had spared nothing when it came to the shop, the artifacts, and the security.

      The shop was quiet, the wind outside a dull roar, and Camden doubted they were going to see any customers that evening. The weather was forecasted to get worse, dropping a foot or more of snow on the city by morning. Thankfully, Camden lived close by and had the skills to keep himself warm and shielded on his walk home in a few hours.

      Darrell grunted something and heaved himself to his feet, the big man heading to the front door. He took a long look outside, and then hit the button that unlocked the door with a buzzer tone. The double doors opened, wind howling, and some flurries came inside with the person, who stopped just inside and let the doors swing shut behind them, knocking snow off their dark wool coat and brushing back burnished auburn hair, dislodging more clumps of snow.

      Camden carefully approached the newcomer, weaving around display cases, greeting the potential customer with a practiced smile and pleasant expression. “Welcome to Res Antiquae. Are you all right? The weather is quite bad; can I get you a hot beverage? Coffee, tea, perhaps?”

      Eyes as silver as polished metal flashed red for a swift moment, so quick Camden thought he might have imagined it, but the charming smile on the man’s face revealed two sharp, white fangs. The vampire slowly pulled off his leather gloves, tucking them into a pocket of his coat before loosening his scarf and letting it hang casually around his neck.

      “No need for a hot beverage. At least not the kind you’re offering.” The accent was Italian, not too heavy, the English flawless, and the vampire looked around the shop for a quick second before those silver eyes locked on Camden. “Are you Camden Russell?”

      “Yes, hello.”

      The vampire smiled again, pleased, and gave Camden a short bow at the waist, longish auburn hair flopping over his high brow.

      “I am Nicolo Barbarigo. Your boss, Achilles, sent me in your direction. I hope you can help me.”

      Achilles Feybourne was his boss and the owner of Res Antiquae. He was fae, an undisclosed species, and incredibly long-lived and powerful. And something of a hoarder, though Camden was never going to call him that directly. Most of the shop’s inventory were items from Achilles’ personal collection he no longer desired to keep, or were extraneous items acquired at auctions or estate sales in the pursuit of a particular item in a lot.

      His phone beeped at that exact moment, and it was the tone he assigned to his boss. “Forgive me,” Camden said, and pulled out his phone to check the text.

      Nicolo Barbarigo will be coming by for your assistance. Help him with whatever he needs—Achilles

      “That’s Achilles texting you, I’m assuming?”

      Camden slid his phone back in his pocket, giving the vampire a crooked smile. “Sorry about that, and yes, it was. I’m here to help. What can I do for you, Mr. Barbarigo?”

      The bright smile he got was near blinding. He knew he wasn’t being Charmed—a talent vampires hand for beguiling and controlling humans and weaker supes—but the beauty of that smile was hard to contend with and he mentally girded his spine and made himself focus. Nicolo Barbarigo was dangerously attractive when he smiled in that manner, as if Camden was the center of his world and nothing made him happier.

      “Please, call me Nicolo.” Nicolo looked around the shop, eyes curious as he took in the maze of wares. “I am looking for a gift for my sire. She is an eclectic soul, and she often laments that her most enjoyable years were during the Italian Renaissance.” Nicolo chuckled, gesturing effusively as he spoke. “I tell her she is showing her bias, as that is when she met and Turned me. I am her favorite child, you see. Well, I am also her only child, but I don’t let that little fact get in the way of being the favorite.”

      Camden couldn’t help the amused chuckle that burst free, knowing his professional mask was off, and making Nicolo grin unrepentantly back.

      “What’s your sire like? Can you tell me about her?” Camden asked, both curious and needing an idea of what she might like for a present.

      “Priscilla Mancini, my sire, a noblewoman of old Roman descent, Turned in the late 300s AD. She was an adventurous widow, childless, and was delighted to join the ranks of the sentient undead when given the chance. She enjoys life—the vigor, the pain, the chaos—and has a fondness for the arts and natural sciences.”

      “No wonder she has a preference for the Italian Renaissance,” Camden said, and Nicolo nodded in agreement. “We have several pieces from that time period, if you’d like to see them.” Camden gestured to the far wall.

      “Lead the way, and thank you.” Nicolo cheerfully followed Camden as he led the way through the cases and displays to the wall farthest from the doors. He heard the clinking of keys as Darrell returned to his desk, though he knew the guard would keep an eye on Camden and their guest while he was in the store.

      Camden slipped behind the glass and bronze counter and went to the center section, Nicolo stopping opposite him across the counter. Inside the display case were a variety of artifacts, some as small as a thumbnail—an enchanted glass rabbit to bring luck to the wearer—and all the way up to an ornate parrying dagger bespelled to catch and break an opponent’s blade in a duel.

      There were easily a dozen items in the case, arranged by year of origin, maker, and magic. Some details were lost to time, but Camden was exceptionally good at deducing pertinent details about an artifact the longer he had close proximity to an item. His affinity was for the earth, but more specifically, the minerals, metals, gems, crystals, and woods used in the crafting of artifacts, allowing him to determine authenticity, age, function, and many times the maker of artifacts. Earth-based magical psychometry was the official specialty, bolstered by training, education, experience, and skill.

      His personal magic made his job fun and interesting, and he loved the puzzle of authenticating new artifacts when Achilles sent them to the shop. Aside from being a sales associate, that was Camden’s job—figuring out artifacts, determining their value, and pricing them.

      He knew the history of every object in the shop, and their purpose and magics. The entire building whispered to him of ages past, with hints of hundreds of different craftspeople and previous owners adding to the mix. If he were less in control of his magic, the shop would be a chaotic and difficult place to work, let alone step inside.

      Camden ignored the weapons and instead went for the artifact in the center, by an artisan named Sylvia de Pizan, a sorceress and noblewoman. She made hundreds of artifacts in her lifetime, including many private commissions and gifts to friends and contemporaries, and even commissions for several royals in the early 1500s.

      His goal was a necklace resting on a dark-blue velvet tray, and he reached through the spells without issue and lifted it free from the case, setting it on top of the counter. It was fashioned from gold and sapphires, and its central stone was a large red ruby shaped into a fat red apple, gripped in the fanged mouth of a golden viper, eyes a brilliant blue from the sapphires. The coil of the viper was the length of the necklace, the head of the viper holding the apple would rest just above the collarbone of the wearer. It was a large piece, meant to be worn with shoulders bared, exposing the throat and the viper with its prize.

      “Crafted by Sylvia de Pizan in 1503 in Rome, and given to Anne of Brittany, the Queen of France.” Camden was fond of this piece—the de Pizan women at the time of its making were fiery, outspoken people, and had surprisingly progressive attitudes about women’s rights. “Solid gold, sapphires, and rubies, handcrafted, and the spellwork is locked and functional to this day.”

      “De Pizan? Truly?” Nicolo asked, excited more by the name of the maker than the materials.“I knew a Christine de Pizan, an extraordinary person of learning, wit, and talent. An exceptional author, she wrote for the French Royal Court.”

      “Sylvia de Pizan was her cousin, and shared many intellectual pursuits with Christine,” Camden said, excited as well. He loved talking about history with immortals—they had first-hand experience about some of Camden’s favorite topics and people. “It was Christine’s connection to the French Court that got Sylvia the commission to craft the necklace.”

      “This was owned by Anne of Brittany?” Nicolo leaned in carefully to examine the necklace, getting a hair too close. Camden tried to warn him, but things happened too quickly.

      With a sharp hiss, the viper came to life, depositing the red ruby apple in its coils and then striking outward at Nicolo’s face with a sharp snap of metal, the coils clinking softly as the artifact moved.

      Nicolo blurred back from the viper, standing upright, blinking down at it in surprise. The viper relaxed once Nicolo was out of range, opening its mouth to reclaim the ruby and settling down once again into perfect stillness.

      “Are you alright? I’m sorry, I didn’t warn you in time,” Camden apologized.

      “That was marvelous!” Nicolo gasped out. “Simply marvelous! Snapping at men who get too close to the apple, how delightful. And it would keep away unwanted touches and protect personal space, as well. Simply perfection.”

      Pleased that Nicolo figured out the artifact’s purpose, he grinned and nodded. “Yes! Exactly so. Anne of Brittany had it commissioned to do exactly that—protect the wearer from unwanted touch and attention. The defensive spells aren’t locked onto gender, though; it will bite anyone it doesn’t ‘know’ if they get too close. It needs to be introduced to anyone who wants to wear it, or is allowed to get that close and intimate with the wearer while in use.”

      “And how does one get introduced to a magical necklace?” Nicolo asked, silver eyes alight with curiosity and good humor.

      He was so handsome. Camden was thoroughly charmed.

      Camden shook his head with a rueful, gently teasing smile. “The secret is revealed only with purchase, I’m afraid.”

      “Ahh, of course,” Nicolo murmured, amused, if his gently crinkled eyes and the small twist to his full lips were anything to go by, and the smooth rumble of his voice made Camden’s belly tighten. “How enterprising.” He eyed the viper on its luxurious cushion of velvet, and seemed to come to a quick and decisive decision. “I’ll take it.”

      “Wonderful,” Camden smiled, pleased. He hoped the vampire would be just as willing to buy it once he learned of the purchase price. “We take cash, credit, and cashier’s check, or an equitable trade. The price of the necklace is 125,000 USD.”

      Nicolo didn’t even flinch at the price. He reached into his coat and pulled out a slim leather wallet, placing it on the counter, just out of range of the golden viper. “Not a problem,” Nicolo said, watching the artifact with a complicated mix of fascination and wariness before focusing on Camden. His eyes were beautiful, and Camden struggled not to blush at the thought. “Out of curiosity, what would an equitable trade look like?”

      “A few pints of vampire blood; a sack of mint condition ancient Roman coins from the Republican period; or an old dragon scale about the size of my pinkie nail.” Camden listed off the most recent trades he’d taken as payment for artifacts that were within the same price range, give or take a few thousand dollars.

      The vampire blood was sold immediately to medical researchers and hospitals—Achilles had no use for it, and it would help more in the medical field than sitting on a shelf behind glass. Nicolo didn’t even blink at the mention of the blood but didn’t seem excited at it either—not an option for him it seemed, not that Camden was upset by that at all. He wasn’t squeamish about blood, but he wasn’t a fan of watching a vampire cut their own wrist over a goblet, either. He let Achilles handle those transactions if it came to it.

      “Credit card for me. Nothing as exciting as a bloodletting, I’m afraid.” Nicolo pulled out a black card and slid it across the counter, careful of the viper. Camden took the card, happy to make a sale on such a slow day. Camden locked the display case before he carried the card and tray holding the necklace down the counter to the closest point of sale device, typing in the artifact’s SKU and matching it with the information on file.

      Nicolo followed at a sedate pace, idly perusing the display cases as he joined Camden. He slid the chip card into the reader and didn’t blink when the approval came through immediately—he had been working there long enough that the large transactions stopped shocking him ages ago.

      He handed the card back to Nicolo, asking, “Would you like it gift-wrapped?”

      “Yes, please.”
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