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      My fingers trembled as I hit the button on the grinder that chewed up our coffee beans and made them into fodder for the brewers. We were running low on the new medium roast I’d been playing with before the bombshell of an announcement from my Royal Auntie arrived. A debutante ball? For me? Tomorrow?

      A moment later, I slid an empty carafe under the brewer, dumped the grounds into the filter basket, slid it into place, and poked the brew button.

      Then a stab of fear hit me, and I slid the basket out enough to see peek in. I was relieved that I’d remembered to put the filter in before adding the grounds. My mind was whirling with fear and stage fright, and a bit of anger at my auntie.

      Deep breath. Breathe in. Slowly. Now release it.

      I opened my eyes and glanced around Mystic Brews, the cafe I co-owned with my other auntie, Rhosyn Dymestl. For once, no spirits of the newly deceased floated around the cafe. Perhaps this crazy week wouldn’t get any crazier.

      A few patrons sat in the cafe enjoying their morning coffee or tea. A debutante ball tomorrow would be easy peasy, I tried to cheer myself up.

      Fat chance! I blew out a breath.

      Mia darted over in Pixie form, popped tall, and started on a new drink order at the espresso bar. “Relax, Ebrel. One more day and it will all be over.”

      One more day. I absentmindedly polished a teal blue mug I didn’t remember grabbing. The smooth ceramic was a slight comfort against the churning in my stomach. One day until the blasted debutante ball. Then this will be over and back to normal.

      “You’re stressing, Ebrel!” Mia zipped past, teal highlights flashing. Her teal apron, a canvas of flour, cream, and coffee stains, trailed behind her like a whimsical banner. “Nothing to worry about. Just a debut ball, right?”

      “A terrifying ball, more like. I’ve got no dress, and Ari might not be back in time to escort me.” I grimaced, twisting the cleaning rag between my fingers. Deep breaths, Ebrel.

      “I’m going down to the roaster and start counting the beans until after this debutante thing is over, and Ebrel is back to her normal levels of narked-off.” A gruff Welsh voice sounded from under the espresso bar. Punkin darted out and ran down the stairs. “Let me know when she’s back to her regular level of grumpy.”

      “Lady Rhosyn said you’ll have a fine ball gown,” Nia giggled, a high-pitched, tinkling sound. “Don’t worry, you’ll look stunning. I wish I could go!”

      Hattie looked up, wiping down the vacated tables. “Me too! Imagine all the fancy clothes! The hats! Oh, I want to go see all the ladies’ fancy hats! I wish we could go.”

      “Dastardly Dewi gets to go,” Nia growled, helping her sister Mia clean the pastry case. “He’s snagged a bartending spot for the ball. Lucky dog.”

      Mia glanced over at her sister. “Now, don’t you worry about Dewi. You know how he is.” She turned toward Hattie. “And you! Do you even have a fancy hat for the event? You won’t be allowed in with your normal scallie cap.”

      “Of course I do!” Hattie chimed in, rolling her eyes. “Thirty seven fascinators, fifteen… no, sixteen wide-brimmed hats in various styles and colors, and an entire chest full of cloche caps. Not to mention the bandeaus, the percher hats, cocktail hats. I’ve even got a few boater hats I could use if this were a daytime event. But I wouldn’t dare wear one to an event Her Grace is hosting. It’s not formal enough.”

      My phone buzzed. A glance at my smartwatch showed the caller ID. Dad. I shook my head and pulled my earbuds out to take the call.

      “Monkey! How are you?”

      “Fine, Pops. Just working at the café.” Don’t mention the ball. Don’t mention the ball. “What’s the occasion for your call? Did I miss Cynthia’s birthday?”

      “Not at all. You’ve got two more months. Thanks for trying to remember her. Thought you were always good with dates? I need an assistant to keep it all straight.” Dad chuckled.

      “Things are a tad crazy here right now.” I volunteered, reminding myself to keep quiet about why it was crazy. “What’s the occasion for the call, Pops?”

      “I’m in Paris! Cynthia and I just purchased a penthouse apartment here. She’s in a decorating frenzy, so I thought I’d better get out of her way. I’ll be in Wales tomorrow afternoon. Want to show me your world? And around the village where you and Logan are spending all of Storm Enterprise’s working capital on our resorts?”

      “Sure, Pops. I’ll show you my world.” My very magical, very secret world. I swallowed hard.

      Of course, he wants to show up on the day I’m supposed to have my debutante ball to be introduced to the fae royal court. Oh, boy. If he found out about that, he’d insist on attending. “Are you coming with Logan? I hadn’t heard he was in Paris.”

      “I’ve left him a voicemail. He and Ace are still in London, shifting what we can out of the States right now.”

      “Ah…” No wonder Logan wasn’t running interference to keep my mundane father away from all the magical creatures and events here in Misty Valley. “Next week might be better for me. Any chance of a delay?”

      “Getting pushed off by my own daughter and business partner?” He chuckled. “I’m on the Eurostar right now. Didn’t feel like chartering a plane for such a short jump across the channel. I texted Logan and Ace to meet me in London tonight.”

      “Sorry! It’s just…” how not to tell him about the ball, and make him understand? “Are you getting a room in London?”

      “Yes. A suite near the eye, so Logan can show me what he’s thinking about in the Thames Valley. He’s got a line of inquiry open on an estate that the local lord or whoever wants to develop into a resort. That will kill a few hours. Maybe we can grab dinner tomorrow evening? Just you and me and catch up?”

      I blew out a breath in a quiet sigh. Dinner. That was out. But I’d need Logan to think up a delaying tactic. “Sure, Pops. I’ll do what I can to clear things up around here.”

      “Wonderful! I should be in Misty Valley in the afternoon.” I heard the dull null space in the background noise that indicated he was getting another call ringing in. “That’s Logan, Monkey. Gotta take that. Talk to you tomorrow.”

      “Bye, Pops,” I said as the call ended and my music stream resumed in my earbuds.

      I flashed a quick text to Logan:

      Delay Pops tomorrow

      He wants to do dinner with me

      I need to see if I can get him invited to the ball

      It took a moment, but Logan responded

      Sure thing, Ebrel. Good Luck

      Ace says ask Rhian

      She might get him on the guest list

      Breathe, Ebrel. I slid my phone into my magical storage pocket in my slacks, my heart pounding. Dad had already found out about my magical heritage because of an unfortunate incident on his wedding day to my new stepmother. We’d been talking about his visiting Misty Valley. But why did he have to pick tomorrow? Especially right before this ball.

      The zap of the teleport crystal crackled upstairs. A moment later, Elain strode in, her dark hair pulled back in a practical ponytail.

      “You’re late,” I accused, then smiled. She’d been away for a couple of weeks. I’d kept one end of the barista counter ready to handle late arrivals, and waved off Nia as she headed towards it. She went out to help Hattie with the tables.

      I could get my bestie her usual latte. I hoped. With her here, my anxiety seemed to drop a few notches. “Did I pull you away from chasing a bad guy?”

      “I’m late because of teleport traffic. M1-13 is busy right now. Took a while to get a teleport pad.” Elain shrugged, taking a seat at her normal table. “So, the ball? You look like you’re stressing.”

      “One day?” I stared at her while the milk for her latte steamed. “There’s an event coordinator and everything coming in! How can they expect me to⁠—”

      “Her Grace is known for her… spontaneity,” Elain interrupted, her eyes twinkling. “Besides, there’s always an ulterior motive.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Let’s just say the Fae Queen rarely throws parties just for fun. You’re a distraction. A shiny, new magical niece to divert attention from… something else.”

      “Great,” I muttered, pouring the hot milk into the teal ceramic cup, over the espresso shots and caramel sauce. “Just what I need. To be a pawn in some fae political game.”

      The bell on the front door chimed again. A woman stood in the doorway, wrapped in a long, grey-green overcoat. Her silver hair, streaked with darker undertones, framed a face that was creased with a hint of weariness. Behind her, another woman stared into the cafe, her eyes scanning everything.

      Elain shifted in her seat, straightening, but her hands didn’t slide toward the lapels of her jacket. That’s where she stored her magical knives, ready to throw at whatever baddies wandered into our little coffee shop.

      The blonde woman stepped into Mystic Brews, and carried herself confidently, and with purpose.
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