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            Chapter One

         

         ARCHER ANDRAS WAS NOT HAVING A DAY THAT WOULD be awarded any gold stars for excellence.

         It started off bad and gradually went downhill from there.

         “Who is it?” Miles asked that morning when, squatting next to a shallow tide pool, Archer turned over a waterlogged body and looked down into a face he knew.

         “Davide.” His lips tightened as he touched the gray powder that ringed the man’s eyes, nose, ears, and mouth. He didn’t have to smell the residue to know what it was.

         “Christus Rex,” Miles said softly. “Has he been—”

         “Yes.” Archer stood up and gestured to the other four storm dragons who stood awkwardly holding a canvas stretcher. “Someone blasted dark power through him.”

         “Someone?” Miles’s jaw worked for a few seconds while the four men laid a blanket over their dead tribemate, then lifted him onto the stretcher. “I think we all know who is responsible for this, just as he’s been responsible for the others. The question is, what are you going to do about it?”

         “The same thing I’ve been doing,” Archer said, the grimness in his voice originating from the cold fury that gripped his soul. Not even his fire warmed him—he felt as icy as the gray-green water that lapped at the tide pool. “Try to protect my tribe. Find those who attack us. Build more defenses.” He gestured toward the house that sat on a slight rise above the narrow strip of beach. “Take him to the basement,” he told the men. “We’ll hold the pyre after his family has been contacted.”

         “The shadow dragons have much to answer for.” Ioan, one of the stretcher bearers, watched Archer, his eyes filled with anger. “They must pay for this murder.”

         “They must pay for all the murders,” Miles responded automatically. He waited until Ioan followed the men to the basement before grabbing Archer’s arm as he headed toward the house. “How many more members are we going to lose before you get off your ass to do something?”

         Archer’s dragon fire rose, but he kept it leashed, simply pausing to give the man next to him a long look. “You forget yourself, cousin.”

         Miles’s jaw worked again. They were alone now, the other members out of earshot. “You have to do something,” he said at last, his voice gritty. “You have to draw him out. This is intolerable.”

         “Do you think I’m not aware that my own tribe is being decimated, slowly but surely, one dragon at a time?” Archer snarled, slamming his cousin up against the white stone wall of the house. “They are my family, Miles, as surely as you are. It is my family that is being killed, my family’s homes that are being destroyed, their businesses ruined, their protections smashed. I feel every indignation suffered by all the members of my tribe, from you, my oldest friend, on down to the newest dragon to find solace in our numbers. I am doing everything I can to keep them safe and happy, but I can’t work miracles.”

         “If you can just lure him out—”

         “How?” Archer released Miles, frustration heightening the sense of impotence that followed such attacks. “I have tried for over a hundred years, and to what end? I can’t fight someone who hides in the shadows.”

         “Then perhaps you shouldn’t be master of the tribe.” Miles spat the words out, giving Archer a hard shove on the shoulder, making him stagger back a couple of feet.

         Heat flashed through Archer, and for a moment he considered teaching his cousin a lesson, but he ended up shaking his head to himself, feeling that there had been enough death. Miles was obviously just as frustrated as he was.

         “You have done little enough to stop the wholesale slaughter of our tribe. If I were master of the storm dragons—”

         “But you are not,” Archer said slowly, the note of warning clearly evident in his voice. His eyes were narrowed, the icy cold of grief not even touching the dragon fire that always burned inside him. “Do you lodge a formal protest against me?”

         He held Miles’s gaze until the younger man dropped his eyes in an act of submission. He knew just how much it cost Miles, but he had little choice. The storm dragons had been together for a relatively short time, only slightly over a hundred years, and as their first master, Archer had to be firm to those who would gainsay him. Without a strong hand to lead the often fractious dragons, they would devolve to a lawless band who scraped by on the fringes of both the mortal and immortal worlds.

         He’d be damned if they returned to that.

         “No, I do not wish to protest against you,” Miles said, holding the subservient demeanor for the required length of time before looking Archer in the eyes. “I don’t have designs on your job.”

         “Good.” Archer smiled suddenly and punched Miles lightly on the arm. “Because it’s a nightmare I wouldn’t wish on my worst enemy, and certainly not on a cousin of my blood.”

         The corner of Miles’s mouth curled, acknowledging the affection in Archer’s voice. “There has to be something else we can do. Someone, somewhere must have a way we can defeat him. Maybe if we parlay again?”

         Archer walked toward the house, feeling unusually defeated. “We can try setting up another parlay with Hunter, although I don’t expect it to go any different than the past ones.”

         “Perhaps this time—”

         Two dragon patrols approached.

         “It will be no different than before,” Archer said, his eyes on the dragons. “The shadow dragons will profess innocence in the deaths of our members. Hunter will deny any charge I level against him. We will go away from the parlay dissatisfied and frustrated, with no resolution.”

         The patrols bowed and moved on, leaving the two men to enter Archer’s house. They strode along the stone tile until Archer reached the second-floor room he called his office. The entire side of the house facing the ocean was made up of floor-to-ceiling retractable glass doors, allowing him to drink in both the light and the salty tang of the sea air. He loved this house, loved the view, loved the way the light seemed to lift everything to a brightness that filled him with joy. That was his blue dragon sire’s blood in him, making him crave days spent surrounded by glorious sunshine, while the heritage of his green dragon mother ensured that he loved the endlessly restless sea just as much.

         Miles’s phone gave a chirp when Archer sat down at his laptop, pulling up the tribe records to locate Davide’s family so that he could tell them of the tragic loss, noting Davide had been a member for only two years. His heart was sick with the knowledge that there was little he could do to avenge the death, at least nothing that he could do that would not bring more heartache and death to the tribe.

         “This is interesting,” Miles said slowly, looking at something on his phone. “And it might be just what we’re looking for. You remember that manuscript that surfaced in Venice late last year?”

         “No.” Archer pulled up Davide’s record and was relieved to see he had listed no family members, not that he believed Davide was truly without kin. So many ouroboros dragons had cut ties with families when they went outlaw and were removed from the family records and shunned by all.

         Except the tribes. Archer glanced at the database count and took a small amount of pride that seventy-eight lost dragons had found their way to him.

         “I told you about it around Christmas. A parchment had been slipped into the lining of an old sixteenth-century grimoire. It’s mostly indecipherable, but a note at the top of the manuscript leaf was written in Latin, claiming it was the true telling of the Raisa Medallion.” Miles’s gaze was full of unspoken comments as he looked pointedly at Archer.

         “There is no Raisa Medallion,” Archer said, turning back to his laptop. “The manuscript is either a recent fake or an antique fake.”

         “You don’t know that for certain,” Miles pointed out.

         “I’d know if my mother created a dragon artifact imbued with unimaginable powers and bestowed it upon me, making me the first dragon hunter,” Archer said. “In case it escaped your notice, I am not a dragon hunter. I am a dragon. Nothing more.”

         “Your mother gave only half of the artifact to you,” Miles said, still reading his phone. “According to lore—”

         “I don’t need to hear fairy tales, thank you,” Archer said, trying to forestall the inevitable, but once Miles got a bit in his teeth, he didn’t let go.

         “Raisa, daughter of the green wyvern, was cast out from the sept when she declared she was mated to a blue dragon. Namely, your father.”

         Archer flipped browser windows to check on some of the tribe-held businesses. “I know who my parents are. You don’t need to remind me of that.”

         “You may know who they are, but you weren’t raised by them, and you refuse to even look at any of the mentions I’ve found about the Raisa Medallion.”

         “I have no need to concern myself with something so distant in the past. The present is what matters.”

         “And yet the past is what drives the present. If your father hadn’t been cursed at the behest of the green wyvern, he wouldn’t have become part demon. And, of course, you wouldn’t be what you are without him being what he was…”

         Archer tried to stop listening. “How the sire came to be has nothing to do with it.”

         “He was a brilliant alchemist,” Miles pointed out. “If he hadn’t been, he couldn’t have made the Raisa Medallion, which is what we’re talking about. I don’t argue with you simply to hear my own voice, Archer—this history is important to us. Not just the dragon hunters that your father created, but also us. Storm dragons.”

         Archer sighed before saying, “The difference between us is that you believe the tales about the medallion, whereas I know they are nothing but vague references to events that never happened.”

         “You’re just being stubborn,” Miles answered, clearly annoyed that Archer wasn’t rising to his bait.

         “No, I’m being realistic. This is a fantasy, Miles, nothing more than the imaginings of a deranged maniac’s mind, one determined to rewrite history to satisfy his ego. I am not a dragon hunter!”

         “You’re awfully good with a sword,” Miles said with a smile.

         “My father was an insane, homicidal blue dragon who stole my mother from her family, impregnated her, and then slaughtered her when she swore she’d take her own life before submitting to him again. Those are the only important facts about my parents,” Archer said, pushing down deep the little kernel of pain that never failed to manifest when he thought of his blood family.

         Much better to focus on the one he had made.

         Miles continued as if he hadn’t spoken. “Well, that and the fact that your mom gave you and your brother pieces of the medallion.”

         “And then promptly abandoned those sons while they were still babes, leaving them without protection, family, or anyone who gave a damn about them.” Archer closed the lid of the laptop, stood up, and gazed out the retractable door, now open so that the room seemed to extend seamlessly onto a wide balcony. He wriggled his shoulders to loosen them up and thought briefly of taking a swim in the infinity pool before he had to deliver tribe justice to two newer members who didn’t understand that his word was now their law. He sighed, wondering if the day would come when the tribe members would settle down into a peaceful existence. He had a horrible premonition it wouldn’t be in his lifetime. “There were no medallion pieces, Miles. Whatever you think you’ve learned is just a story, nothing more.”

         Archer closed his mind to the sorrow that was his family. He’d worked hard over the centuries to reach the point where he could think about his twin without raging, although the fact that just as soon as he had started the storm tribe, Hunter had formed a tribe of shadow dragons—and quickly became the most feared of all the ouroboros dragons—still rankled.

         “It’s time you opened yourself to the truth about your parents,” Miles said, glancing over to where Archer stood, arms crossed, leaning against the edge of the open door while looking out to sea. “You may not believe any of this is real, but the facts speak for themselves. You and Hunter should be the first dragon hunters, but you’re not. There’s a reason for that, and this Venetian manuscript could tell us what happened all those centuries ago. Why you and Hunter were separated. What happened to your parents. We need the manuscript so we can have it translated. It might give us the edge we need.”

         “Even if it did contain a true history, it can be of no use to me. The medallion wouldn’t have any power over our enemies,” Archer said, rubbing the tension in the back of his neck before turning to go down the hall his bedroom. If he had to mete out justice, he’d do it in something other than jeans and a T-shirt that had seen better days. “It’s all just history of long-dead dragons.”

         “Ah, but you don’t know that for sure, and that’s where things get interesting,” Miles said, still reading from the phone as he followed his cousin. “The manuscript is here. In California, Santa Mar to be exact. A local bookseller bought it at auction and smuggled it out of Italy and into the U.S. last week.”

         “And what do you expect me to do?” Archer asked, peeling off his grubby clothes and marching nude into the bathroom to shave the day’s stubble from his face. “Buy the damned thing? I told you that it’s fiction. Not real.”

         “You don’t know what it says.” Miles smiled. “And, yes, I thought you could buy it. Then we’d have it translated, and we’d be able to find the Raisa Medallion.”

         Archer didn’t like to roll his eyes when faced with things he thought unworthy of attention, but he did so this time, lifting his chin so he could shave around his Adam’s apple. “What the hell would we do with the medallion even if it was real?”

         Miles was silent for so long that Archer lowered his chin and caught his cousin’s gaze in the mirror. “Can you think of a better way to bring him to heel? To make him pay for the deaths?”

         Archer considered that for a moment but shook his head and rinsed off the wickedly sharp straight-edge razor. “You forget one important point.”

         Miles made an annoyed gesture. “I know, I know, there’s no proof it’s real, but if we can just get our hands on it and translate it—”

         “No.” Archer finished shaving, then wiped his face clean of any errant bits of shaving cream. “You forget that if it is real, and if it has as much power as you believe, then nothing in this world or the next will stop every dragon in existence from trying to get their hands on it.”

         “It has importance only to dragon hunters,” Miles said, dismissing Archer’s comment. “Hunter will lust for it, to be sure, but others? I don’t see what good it would do them.”

         Archer’s shoulders twitched as he donned clean clothing. “Do you really think that the Raisa Medallion, if such a thing exists, will be allowed to remain untainted by those who would use it for dark purposes?”

         “Only a demon hunter could wield it,” Miles objected.

         “Or a demon.”

         Their gazes met.

         “Then we have to be the ones to acquire it,” Miles said, his eyes somber.

         Archer hesitated, wondering if it was worth the effort to continue fighting the idea. What was the worst thing that could happen if he agreed to Miles’s suggestion to buy the manuscript? He would be removing it from the grasp of those who might seek to abuse it. There was also a certain amount of satisfaction to be drawn from the knowledge that he was keeping for himself an item Hunter was sure to covet. “Very well. I’ll buy the damned thing.”

         “As a matter of fact, you already have,” Miles replied, grinning. “I came to an agreement in your name a few minutes ago, while you were waffling over the idea. I expect a call from the bookseller about when we can collect it. Are you free this evening? We could run into Santa Mar and pick it up.”

         “I suppose, although I ought to be working on rebuilding some of the tribe businesses that are failing—”

         “You know how the saying goes: all work and no play makes the dragon as dull as a mortal. We’ll have dinner, find a few females, and let them feel the beast inside of us.”

         Archer came perilously close to rolling his eyes again, but agreed to meet his cousin in town later in the day. After all, he mused to himself as he took his seat in the living room, now used to hold tribal meetings, it wasn’t as if anything was going to come of Miles’s grand plans.

         The Raisa Medallion was a piece of fiction. It was just that simple.

         Anything else would be unthinkable.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         “GIRL, WE NEED TO FIND YOU A MAN, STAT.”

         The words danced around me, not penetrating the dark wall of my thoughts for a few beats. The second they did, though, I looked over at my friend Laura. “What? Me?”

         “Yup.” She fanned herself with a flattened Junior Mints box as we trailed the last of a late-night crowd out of the movie theater and stood for a moment on the sidewalk. The air was downright turgid, with no breeze, making me feel like an invisible beast was licking me with a thick, sticky tongue.

         Sweat started between my shoulder blades and trickled its way down my back. “What are you talking about? Why would I need a man?”

         Laura arched an eyebrow at me. Beyond her, Bree, the third member of our party, watched her closely, then arched her brow as well. “Dude,” she said.

         I hadn’t known Bree long, unlike my bestie-since-grade-school Laura, but she seemed pleasant enough, if a bit…eccentric.

         Luckily, I’m all over eccentric.

         “You clearly need a man because you didn’t once drool during the movie.” Laura fanned herself harder and pulled out her phone. “Thus, you are out of practice. Where’s that ride? He should be here by now.”

         “I try to make a habit against drooling in public,” I said calmly, but backed up when a group of men stumbled out of a bar next to the theater, heading toward us with steps that were none too steady.

         “We just sat through an hour and a half of the most gorgeous manflesh alive today, and you didn’t sigh once. Or squirm in your seat. Or even make a single risqué comment,” Laura said, snapping when one of the drunk men bumped into her. “For chrissake! You don’t own the sidewalk, asshat!”

         “Asshat!” Bree repeated, shaking a fist at them. The man gestured rudely before staggering after his buddies. “I like that. Hats of asses. I’m going to remember that one.”

         “So far as I’m concerned, Hollywood can take their policy of inflicting story arcs and plot twists and emotional depth on superhero movies, and dump it all in favor of ninety minutes of buff, shirtless men parading around flexing at things. Damn. Evidently the driver was in a minor fender bender.” She looked up and down the street. “We can try to get someone else, or we can go to Pemm Square and pick up a cab at one of the fancy hotels.”

         “I don’t mind a walk,” I said, hoping no one heard the lie in my voice. Since I had made a promise to myself that I would work at tackling my fears, I added in a voice filled with false confidence, “It would probably be faster to walk.”

         “Smart thinking,” Bree said, nodding. She had two round blobs of long blond hair wound onto the top of her head like little anime animal ears. “Plus, if we walk, we can find a place that has booze. I like booze. Booze is good.”

         “Booze is very good,” Laura agreed, and marched determinedly up the street.

         “Uh…you do know you have to be twenty-one to legally drink, right?” I asked Bree. She looked like she was about eighteen. Nineteen, tops.

         “I’m older than I look,” she answered, then flashed a huge smile at me before whirling on her heel and dashing after Laura.

         I pushed down the little wriggle of uneasiness that we’d be out and vulnerable to comments by the uninhibited folks who frequented the area at night. My stomach felt like it had twisted upon itself.

         A couple of women stood together kissing, breaking apart when I hurried past to catch up to my friends, one of them saying to the other, “Holy jebus, did you see that girl?”

         I shut my ears to it and caught up just as I heard Laura saying, “—you had a bad experience with your ex, who I completely agree was an asshat—”

         “Hat of asses!” Bree interrupted, grinning again. “Lots of hats. More asses. What did he do?”

         “Cheated on her royally,” Laura answered before I could.

         “Cards?” Bree asked, her nose wrinkling as she slid an arm through mine. “Or sexually?”

         I sighed. Evidently tonight was going to be one of those nights where everything made me uncomfortable. “He two-timed me with someone he worked with, but that was a long time ago, and we weren’t really that…together.”

         “Rat bastard still broke your heart,” Laura tossed back over her shoulder to us.

         I said nothing. There wasn’t anything to deny.

         “Wow. What did you do to him?” Bree asked me.

         “Do to him?” I shot her a curious look. “You mean revenge? If so, nothing. I was pretty…well, devastated, to be honest, because I trusted him, and he broke that trust.”

         “She cried for weeks,” Laura said, pausing to wait for a light to change. “He really did a number on her psyche. I wanted to geld him, but alas, the California Bar doesn’t look kindly on its members emasculating the general public. No matter how much they deserve it.”

         “I know a curse to make pubic hair grow really heavy,” Bree offered, giving my arm a squeeze. “I’ll teach it to you if you want.”

         I slid her another look, unsure if she was joking or not. Her expression was filled with concern. “Er…thanks, but as I said, this was all a long time ago. Eight years, as a matter of fact.”

         “Eight years in which you haven’t dated at all,” Laura pointed out.

         “There’s nothing wrong with being by yourself,” I protested, trotting across the street with Bree still glued to my side.

         “Nothing wrong with it if you are truly happy, but you aren’t, and don’t tell me you are because I’ve known you for more than twenty years, and I know sad when I see it.”

         “I’ll know the right man when I find him,” I said with much dignity. “I’ve always been a fall-in-love-at-first-sight sort of girl. I just haven’t found someone to fall for yet.”

         “Out of all the men in Northern California? Methinks the lady protests too much.”

         “Methinks so, too,” Bree agreed.

         “Bah,” I said, trying to dismiss her comments.

         Before I could dredge up a suitable topic to change the subject, Laura continued. “Good Lord, woman, we just saw the most delectable men in skimpy superhero costumes, so you can’t tell me your motor isn’t running at least a little bit. I had to shift into third gear when the Hemsworth guy had that water scene. Mmrowr.”

         “Mmrowr,” repeated Bree, who nudged me, clearly expecting me to reply in kind.

         “Rowr. The difference is that those sort of men aren’t realistic,” I objected as we turned a corner, a fetid smell of rotting garbage wafting up from side yards. The night being as hot and muggy as it was, people sat on the steps of the houses, smoking, laughing, kissing, and in one instance, barbecuing. We climbed the hill that led to a popular area that housed two of the most prestigious hotels in Santa Mar, a growing suburb along the northern California coast. The air seemed to get thicker and moister with every step we took. I plucked the damp gauze of my dress from my sweaty chest, wishing I’d turned down Laura’s offer to see a movie and meet her new neighbor.

         “Superheroes? Of course they aren’t real,” Laura said.

         Bree looked thoughtful. “I liked the one who wore that plastic suit and flew around shooting people. If I could do that, I’d get so much more done every day.”

         We laughed, but there was a note in her voice that had me sliding her a questioning look before saying, “Actually, the superhero part was what I found the least unreasonable. What doesn’t ring true at all is the idea that men who look like those actors, with their perfect hair, and six-packs, and general drop-dead-gorgeousness gave the time of day to the common people on the street. That just doesn’t happen in real life.”

         Laura, who was still walking slightly in front of Bree and me, cast a glance back as we rounded another corner. Ahead of us was the first of the exclusive hotels, the Merit, in all its art deco glory. In front of the curved drive sat a long row of cars, everything from a stretch limo to a couple of sleek, expensive sports cars, and even a handful of more mundane cars and taxicabs. “Why wouldn’t they talk to people? That’s who they were saving, silly—the people in Metropolis. Or whatever town they were supposed to be in. I didn’t hear much of the actual dialogue since I was too busy drooling over the eye candy.”

         I shook my head. “Men who look like that—like actors or models or just guys blessed with really good genes—aren’t interested in people like us.”

         Bree watched me with bright eyes but said nothing. I had a feeling that since Laura and I were in our early thirties, and she was obviously much younger, she was feeling her lack of experience with men and dating.

         “Don’t be ridiculous. Of course they do! Handsome men pay attention to me all the time.”

         I was silent, feeling even more like I was an outsider looking in. Laura was lovely—of course it made sense that the sort of man who wouldn’t give me a second glance would still notice her.

         “Oy. Now the app says the nearest driver is forty minutes away.” Laura slipped her phone into her purse and waved a hand at the hotel. “Let’s go in and have a drink while we wait. The bar is bound to have AC.”

         Bree clapped her hands happily and did a little hopping skip as she followed Laura. My stomach tightened even more when I followed my friends, hesitation making my steps lag. There were beautiful people everywhere—women who were dressed in club wear, all glittery short dresses that exposed a lot of boob and leg, with gorgeous hair, perfect makeup, and impossibly high heels. The men swaggered next to them, clad in equally elegant attire, reeking of money and expensive cologne. They were very aware of themselves and each other, clearly entranced by their partners, their faces showing both satisfaction at the eye candy on their respective arms and a smooth self-confidence that made my stomach drop.

         And then there was me. Sweaty, odd me, standing out like a thumb at a toe convention.

         Behind me, a car purred to a stop, no doubt about to disgorge another gorgeous couple. I took a step forward, rallying my courage and telling myself to just go into the hotel and not worry about anyone else.

         A sudden sharp blow to my back had me stumbling forward a couple of steps, knocking my purse out of my hand.

         A man who was a couple inches taller than me, with shoulder-length reddish brown hair, stood with his back to me as he helped an elegant woman out of the car. She had the long legs and poise of a model or actress, her thigh-high slit dress moving around her like it was made of water. Another long leg emerged from the car, causing the man who’d obviously bumped into me to help out a second lovely example of what I could never be, followed by a second man.

         The first woman flicked an annoyed glance my way before slapping a smile on her face and clinging to the first man’s arm as they glided past me. I bit back a testy comment about people who didn’t have the decency to apologize when they bumped into someone, and bent down to pick up my purse, but another hand was there already.

         “Oh. Thank you,” I murmured, taking my bag from where it was offered by the second man’s hand. He was taller than the first, with shoulders that seemed impossibly broad. He didn’t say anything, didn’t even look my way, just nodded and allowed the second woman to latch on to his arm before they, too, glided their way into the hotel.

         “At least that one had some manners,” I murmured to myself, irritated at my moment of weakness.

         So what if I didn’t have a man who treated me like I was the best thing in the world? I didn’t need adoration. I might have an appearance that kept me from swanning into expensive hotels like the two women I’d just seen, but that didn’t mean I was dirt under their feet.

         With my chin held high, I entered the hotel lobby.

         “The glamorous people are going to do their thing no matter what I think. Although I would like to point out that I couldn’t have predicted their reaction to me any more accurately,” I told Laura and Bree ten minutes later as we sat at a small table in the emptiest of the three hotel bars. Bright neon blue light that traced down the bar cast a weird glow on everyone, but the noise was of a volume that would allow us to converse without having to yell. I took a sip of my gin and tonic. “It proves my point exactly.”

         “What, that some guy who bumped into you didn’t stop to chat?” Laura gave a one-shouldered shrug. “He probably didn’t realize he’d done it.”

         I remembered the strength of the blow to my back. I had no doubt he’d felt the collision.

         “Plus, and I’m not excusing his rudeness in not apologizing and picking up your bag, because politeness costs nothing, but you have to admit that sometimes you aren’t aware of where you are. Spatially, I mean.”

         “Huh?” I asked, plucking out a bit of ice from my drink and crunching it.

         She waved a vague hand. “You do insist on walking with your head down like you’re a hideous monster who is going to stop traffic if anyone catches sight of your face.”

         “You’re not a hideous monster,” Bree told me frankly, somehow having managed to possess herself with three different beverages, all of them of the sweet, fruity variety. She fanned three straws and sipped from all three at once. “I’ve seen a behemoth that was hit by a truck and that stopped traffic because it was so hideous. Well, also its intestines caused three cars to flip, and they blocked the road, but you can believe me when I tell you that it was hideous. You just have”—she plucked a piece of pineapple spear off a plastic swizzle stick from one of the drinks—“patches of white on your hair and eyelashes, and weird-ass eyes.”

         “Bree!” Laura said sternly, consulting a list of bar snacks. She didn’t even look up while she chastised the girl. “We don’t said weird-ass. It’s differently eyed. And streaks of white hair are super trendy right now. Besides, Thaisa has a genetic thing going on. Polioni. So it’s not like she can help it.”

         “Poliosis,” I corrected, taking a big pull on my drink. I welcomed the sweet, sweet burn of gin as it slithered down to my stomach.

         “Right, and it’s not like she has a third arm or something.” Laura waved a hand at me while she drained her margarita, and caught a waitress’s eye before signaling for a refill.

         “Do you want a third arm?” Bree asked me, leaning toward me.

         I gawked at her. “Why on earth would I want that?”

         She shrugged. “It would keep peeps from looking at your hair and eyes.”

         I blinked at her a couple of times and tried to send a “she’s had too much already” eyebrow semaphore to Laura, but the latter was still consulting the menu. “Thanks, but I think I’ll pass.”

         “Your choice,” Bree said, craning to see what the people at the table next to ours had ordered. “Snacks! Mama needs snacks.”

         “I’m getting some. I think we could all use something to soak up the alcohol.” Laura glanced up to smile, considered me for a minute, then reached a hand across the table and gave my fingers a squeeze. “I think your eyes are very pretty. Unique, yes, but the browns and golds and the other colors in them are lovely.”

         “Thank you,” I said, returning her smile, a little ball of warmth easing my knotted stomach a little. Then again, it might have been the gin. “You are a good and valued friend.”

         “I’m not just saying it— Hi, can we have another round, please? Oh, and some wings. Er…and a blooming onion. Thanks. I love those things,” she said in a confidential tone to Bree. “So bad for you, but damn, they go down good.”

         “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Bree said, her face animated, her eyes sparkling with joy. The two little balls of hair on top of her head fairly vibrated with happiness. “But I like watching you talk.”

         “Years of arguments before the bench, my dear,” Laura said. “What were we talking about?”

         “The fact that handsome men like the one who ran into me don’t have the time of day for the average person,” I said swiftly, changing the subject away from my appearance. I knew what I looked like—I didn’t need Bree and Laura to dissect the weirdness that was my genes.

         “Right. Let’s go over this point by point,” Laura said.

         I laughed. “Your lawyer is showing.”

         “You’re just jealous because you’re stuck inside all day poring over moldy books while I get to wear power suits and have expensive lunches on the lead attorney’s dime.” She accepted the beverages and food, and plucked a sodden chicken wing from a plate before shaking it. “Your hypothesis is that handsome actor types don’t seek interaction with those of us of more average looks.”

         “That’s correct, Your Honor,” I said, stifling a little giggle. That definitely was the gin.

         “More booze! Excellent!” Bree said, making obnoxious slurping noises as she hastily guzzled the last of her three drinks in order to make room on the table for the fresh glasses. “I had a boyfriend last week, but then I found out he was just using me.”

         “Oh, Bree,” I said, patting her hand. “I’m so sorry. Men are dogs.”

         “They truly are,” Laura agreed, and shoved the plate of wings toward me. “Eat, Tha.”

         I picked a piece of celery from the plate that didn’t appear to be smothered in the gloopy red sauce. “Did you dump him?” I asked Bree, more than happy to move the subject away from my life.

         “I had to.” She leaned close to my head and said breathily, “Fallen angel.”

         I blinked at her a couple of times. “Pardon?”

         “He was a fallen angel.” Her nose wrinkled. “Nephilim, you know?”

         “No, I don’t,” I said slowly, and waited for her to focus on the food before sending another round of eyebrow semaphore to Laura. This time she caught my look, but totally misinterpreted it.

         “What? Oh, sorry, I got sidetracked by the food. What proof do you offer to validate your hypothesis?”

         I sighed to myself and took another sip of my drink, ignoring the second one that sat untouched. As I was about to speak, a small group of people entered the bar, pausing at the entrance to glance around. There was something about the way the two men stood, looking as if they owned the place, their body language speaking loudly of arrogance and confidence. I nodded toward them. “Your Honor, I would like to enter into evidence Thigh Dress, Sparkle Bosom, Auburn Man With No Manners, and his friend Tall, Dark, and Possibly Dangerous, who at the very least isn’t beyond picking up a woman’s purse even if he doesn’t bother to look at her when he gives it back.”

         Laura turned around to look at the foursome. Bree put both hands on the table and leaned across the glasses and plates to stare at them. “Holy shitsnacks,” Laura said, getting up and hurriedly moving over to my side of the table, taking the empty chair next to me so she could look without being obvious. “That red dress Sparkle Bosom is wearing is gorgeous. The thigh one isn’t half bad either, but would you look at those men? Hoobah! Which is the one who ran into you?”

         “Auburn Hair,” I said, picking up a menu and pretending to look at it so I wasn’t staring so obviously at them. The women in the party didn’t seem to be any too taken with this bar, but Auburn Hair gestured toward the back, and the ladies slunk forward with the sort of forward-hip-action runway walk that I associated with fashion shows.

         “Man, he’s something, isn’t he? And the tall one isn’t bad either.”

         “I like Tall, Dark, and Dangerous,” Bree said, still perched over the table. “He’s pretty. I like the way his hair swoops back. Men who have swoopy hair like that are usually really good lovers.”

         I blinked in surprise at her, not saying anything, other than agreeing with her assessment that he had nice hair. It was glossy, straight, and swept back from a slight widow’s peak. My fingers suddenly itched to touch it.

         “I like them both,” Laura said, making a little purring noise softly to herself as the foursome strolled toward us, clearly heading for a bank of booths behind me.

         “Bree,” I whispered harshly, trying to get her to sit back in her chair lest they see her gawking, but she just stayed where she was, her face filled with merriment.

         “Oh, my Lord.” I half covered my eyes, too embarrassed for words as they approached us.

         “Erp!” Laura said with a hiccup, and hid behind another menu.

         The two ladies passed, the look on their faces reading smug enjoyment of being the center of attention. Auburn Hair was hot on their heels, saying over his shoulder in what I recognized as the archaic Old East Slavic language, “Take your enjoyment tonight. It will ease the sorrow.” The tall man trailed them, and it was he who gave Bree an odd look from the corner of his eye as he passed by.

         “Hi,” she said, grinning like a maniac. “Nice tail.”

         The man paused for a minute, his eyes first widening in surprise, then narrowing on her. Through the screen of my fingers, I could see that he had pale blue eyes, very pale, so pale that it was really just a ring of blue color on the outer edges of the irises, fading almost immediately into an icy gray just barely tinged with color.

         As the man’s gaze slid over Laura and me, I hurriedly slammed shut my fingers, making sure they covered up the half of my eyebrow and lashes that lacked pigment. To my intense relief, he walked on without saying a word, joining his buddy at the booth behind us.

         “See?” Bree said, giving the four people a little wave before sitting down. “He noticed us. Thus and therefore, you were wrong, Thaisa.”

         “Holy shit, Bree! I can’t believe you did that,” I murmured under my breath, my eyes filled with oodles of meaning when Laura moved back to her original chair. “And to say something about the man’s ass…that’s sexual harassment, you know.”

         Bree’s eyes widened until her resemblance to an anime girl was almost overwhelming. “I didn’t say anything about his butt. I said he had a nice tail.”

         “He didn’t have a tail.” I felt obligated to point out the obvious.

         “Not in this form, but you never know what he gets up to when no one is looking,” she said sagely.

         Once again, I had no answer to that comment. I looked to Laura for help with her neighbor.

         Her eyes slid past me to the men for a moment; then she took a long pull on her drink and shrugged. “Well, you have to admit, Bree did get TD and Dangerous to look at her. That does officially disprove your hypothesis.”

         “Bree looks nineteen, is adorably cute, and could charm a lifelong misanthrope,” I pointed out.

         Laura thought about that for a moment, eating another chicken wing. “Yes, but you didn’t include that exception in your opening statement.”

         “We reject your evidence,” Bree said, nodding, then suddenly squirmed in her chair as she dug through the pocket of the black-and-white-striped jersey short skirt, pulling out a handful of what looked like a wad of fabric scraps. “I forgot, I have presents!”

         “Er…” I said, watching as she deftly separated the bits of colored fiber, pulling out an object that I immediately recognized from my childhood.

         “Friendship bracelets!” she announced, presenting Laura with a diamond-pattern cloth bracelet, done in rainbow colors. “Here is one for you, Laura, because you are my neighbor, and friend, and you take me out to watch movies and have booze.”

         “Wow, I haven’t seen one of these since we were in fifth grade,” Laura said, laughing, but immediately slipped it on. “You remember when we spent that summer making them, Tha?”

         I made a face. “My gran has boxes of the embroidery thread we bought stashed away in her basement.” Pain stabbed at me as I spoke. “She did have, anyway.”

         “And here’s one I made for you, because you are my new friend.” I looked up to see the little blue and green circle she held before me.

         “Oh. Uh…thank you.” She dropped the twisted cloth bracelet onto my palm. From the middle of it, a dark, tarnished little metal charm dangled, about the size of a dime, but oval in shape, with a crudely scratched sun visible on one side. “It’s very pretty, but you don’t have to give me anything, you know. I’m happy just to have you as a new friend.”

         She just grinned. “Sasha said I should give it to you because you never know, right?”

         “Sure,” I said slowly, at a loss as to what and who she was speaking about. “Do I know who Sasha is?”

         “No, but that’s all right. You get me instead. I hope you like it.” She looked expectantly at the bracelet.

         “It’s lovely,” I said, quickly putting it on so that I wouldn’t hurt her feelings. She had to be slightly squiffy, but I decided to just embrace her oddities and not worry about trying to understand her conversational leaps.

         “Now,” she said, beaming at us both. “Our friendship is sealed and cannot be broken. Zizi’s pink nipples, is that right?”

         I looked where she was pointing to a big clock hanging above the bar.

         “It looks like it’s accurate,” Laura said, who had her phone out and was tapping on it, obviously sending a text. “Quarter after midnight. Yup, that’s right.”

         “Gotta go. My ride is here,” Bree said, leaping to her feet. “People to do, things to see. Thank you for the movie. See you tomorrow!”

         Before Laura or I could say anything, she was off, racing through the bar like a gazelle, all artless long limbs and fluttering clothing.

         “Wait, she has someone picking her up? I didn’t see her texting anyone. She’s had a lot to drink.…Maybe we should go see who this ride is,” I said, half rising.

         “Damned prosecuting attorney. If she thinks she can pull that shit on me— Hmm?” Laura looked up from her phone, a faint puzzle between her brows.

         “Bree,” I prodded her, gathering up my purse and slipping the strap across my chest.

         “What about her?”

         “Who is her ride? She’s so young, and she’s had an awful lot to drink. I wouldn’t want someone to take advantage of her.” I pulled out my wallet and dropped a few bills on the table. “I’ll just make sure she’s okay, then wait for you outside, all right?”

         “Sure. Just give me five to ream this prosecutor a new hole; then we’ll see if there’s a ride to be had.”

         I hurried out, pausing to look back, curious to have one last glance at the fabulous four. The lights were dim in that part of the bar, but I could see Auburn Hair holding out a hand to Thigh Slit, obviously taking her to the minuscule dance floor. My gaze slid over to the other couple. Sparkle Bosom was leaning across the tall man, angling herself so that her breasts brushed against his arm. His face was turned toward her, where he was quite clearly giving her all of his consideration.

         I heaved a little mental sigh, wondering what it felt like to have the complete attention of a man like him, being the most important thing in his life. “Someday, maybe,” I said aloud, trying to cheer up my suddenly glum spirits. “It’s not like it’s out of the question that at some point, I’ll find a man who makes me happy.”

         As the last word left my lips, the tall man turned and looked straight at me, his eyes almost glowing in the dim light as his gaze caught mine.

         I stumbled backward, blinking, fighting the urge to run, a few seconds later giving in to my brain’s panicked demands that I get the hell out of Dodge. I turned and hurried out to check on Bree, feeling as if I’d been seared down to my soul by those eyes.

         It was a disconcerting experience. One that, oddly, I wouldn’t have minded repeating.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         THE RIDE FROM THE MERIT HOTEL TO ROSSE, THE suburb to the west of the Bay where I lived, was slow, even given the fact that it was after midnight and the local bridge was fogged in.

         “—and I told her that there’s no way I’m letting him testify, because the prosecutor will crucify him. It’ll be a bloodbath, a literal bloodbath, if she gets him to admit to the conviction eighteen years ago. Boy, this is taking us forever to get home. What are you doing?” Laura, now slightly snockered, turned in the darkness of the back seat of the car we’d eventually managed to hire, the bluish white lights along the roadway flashing on our faces and down onto our laps. Unlike Laura, I wasn’t fretting about the time it took to get us home; the slow pace allowed me a few seconds for each pool of light to illuminate the book that lay across my thighs. “Are you writing down what I’m saying?”

         “Of course not,” I said, waiting for the next patch of light before adding a description of Bree’s behavior in the bar, and after a moment’s thought, a note that the man who’d picked her up, the one I’d managed to question before he drove away, did indeed look sober and not at all like a white slaver. Or worse. “I know Bree is just your neighbor, not a close friend, but do you think we did right letting her go off to spend the night with Ramon? He looked nice enough, but she’s so young…”

         “Bah. How could she have bought the bungalow next to mine if she was too young? I think she just has one of those perpetually young faces. You sure you didn’t write down anything I said? Because if anyone found out I was talking about a client, my goose would be cooked.”

         “I changed everything you said so that it was non-identifiable and pretty generic,” I said, smiling. “The last thing I want to happen is for you to be defrocked, or whatever they do to lawyers.”

         “Disbarred, and let me see.”

         I hesitated a second, but there was nothing I’d recorded about the evening’s events that she didn’t know, so I handed the journal to her and pointed to the evening’s conversation. Good friend that she is, she just read those parts and handed the journal back to me without glancing at the rest. “Thanks. I hate to be suspicious, but I’ve had too much to drink and I don’t want that to haunt me.”

         “No one but you and Gran know I journal every day, so I doubt if the prosecutor is going to demand anything I’ve written about you,” I pointed out.

         “You don’t know her. She’s positively psychic at times. What were we talking about?”

         “Bree and her evidently new boyfriend, Ramon.”

         “Oh, yeah, that. I’m sure she’s fine, but call her in the morning if you are worried. Do you mind if I get dropped off first? Like I said, I’ve had a bit too much to imbibe, and if I see Edgar, I’m likely to punch him in his smug face, and I really don’t want to end up having to deal with an assault charge. Judges tend to frown on that sort of thing.”

         “Your ex-husband is, I’m happy to tell you, on the East Coast on a big buying trip. He’s not due back for another ten days.”

         “Oh?” She brightened at that thought. “So the cat’s away, eh? Maybe we could have lunch tomorrow. Or dinner. I want to talk to you about this need you have for a man.”

         “Laura, please—”

         “I am determined to see you happy, even if I am miserable. Lunch tomorrow?”

         “Can’t, I’m afraid. Edgar’s acquisitions have been arriving almost daily, and I have to log and catalog them, not to mention translate anything that is within my purview, and then there’s taking pictures and scanning, and a million other things. As well as dealing with anyone who comes into the shop. I just sold one of the items today for some big money, so tomorrow I will have to make sure that it’s packed up properly for the buyer.”

         “That’s what you have Jamie for,” Laura said. “Is he still pimply and awkward and prone to standing in corners staring at you with his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down like he’s a human-ostrich hybrid?”

         I laughed at the description of my boss’s nephew. “He’s gotten a bit better about the standing in corners and staring bit, but other than that, he’s pretty much the same.”

         “Dinner, then. Surely you can do dinner? I really want to talk to you about finding you a man.”

         I sighed, but agreed. “I’ll see Gran at five, but if you can hang on until six, I should be free.”

         “Awesome.” She sat back, and within five minutes, she was snoring. I continued writing, feeling that my day was never complete till I’d taken down the thoughts and happenings of the last twenty-four hours.

         By the time I made it home, it was almost one-thirty in the morning. I tipped the driver, and after a quick glance around the street, slipped along the side alley where the stairs to the apartment above the shop were located. I trotted up the stairs as quietly as possible, so as not to waken the other occupant of the top floor, an elderly woman beset with insomnia, and made it into my apartment with a sigh of relief.

         I slipped into a filmy pale blue satin negligee before stopping by the bathroom to do my nightly ablutions. I stared at the mirror for a few minutes, trying to see myself through Laura’s eyes, but in the end, I just shook my head and clicked off the light, intending on going straight to bed.

         A thin line of light showed under the door that opened on the stairs leading down to the shop. “Oh, Lord, if Jamie’s left the lights on, Edgar will be furious.” Pausing only to punch in a security code at the top of the stairs, I hurried down the wooden staircase barefoot, the satin nightie making the faintest whisper of sound as it swept each step behind me.

         The light in one of the back rooms was on. I tsked at Jamie’s slipshod store-closing habits and clicked it off, making my way around tables of secondhand books, a couple of knockoff copies of objets d’art, and a back wall filled with vintage posters cling-wrapped onto large pieces of cardboard. When I opened the door to the office, two things struck me at once: the first was that it wasn’t very smart to go downstairs in the middle of the night when I was alone and unarmed, not even so much as my trusty bottle of pepper spray to hand, and the second was that the man with the pretty pale blue eyes was much better on closer inspection.

         Not that I recognized him at first.

         “Hey!” I yelled, startled to find two men in Edgar’s office, one digging through the crate of items that had evidently arrived after I’d left to meet Laura and Bree. “What the hell do you think you’re do— Awk!”

         The two men whose backs were to me spun around, and I recognized the auburn-haired man who’d run into me at the hotel, but before I could finish my sentence, his friend, the tall man with silky black hair, had me pinned up against the wall, one arm across my neck.

         “I think this might be it,” Auburn Hair said, searching Edgar’s desk, tossing aside a small heavily patterned rug before pulling out a black portfolio and opening it to peer inside. “It was beneath the prayer rug.”

         “That’s…not…yours…” I wheezed, and tried desperately to remember the instructions in a self-defense book I’d read years ago. “It’s been sold!”

         “I know,” he said, flipping open the archival portfolio.

         Desperate to save the very old leaf of an illuminated manuscript that I’d sold to a collector earlier that morning, I grabbed both of my captor’s arms and jerked my knees up, aiming for his noogies, but he was too close to me, his thighs blocking my attack.

         “Dammit,” I snarled, wondering if I had it within me to gouge at those pale, startlingly beautiful eyes.

         “Stop struggling. I mean you no harm,” Gorgeous Eyes said, giving me only a swift glance before looking over his shoulder at his friend. Despite him understanding the archaic Slavic language that his friend used at the bar, he had an English accent tinged only slightly with East European. “I’m only taking what is mine.”

         I made a fist and tried to get enough of a swing to punch him in the face, but flat against the wall as I was, I knew such an attack would be ineffectual at best. “You call pressing yourself against me in a wholly inappropriate and extremely repugnant manner while your friend steals things causing no harm? Wait…what? What’s yours? What are you talking about?”

         “The Venetian manuscript. The one you sold to me via my cousin.” He turned to look at me then, his pale eyes bright with anger. “Do not pretend you don’t know what I’m talking about. Or is it that you now wish to demand more money for it after we agreed to a price? I don’t care how many other offers you have received for it—we agreed on a price, and I do not take kindly to a betrayal of our agreement.”

         “Your cousin?” I racked my brain for the name of the collector who had jumped on the manuscript listing the second I had it on the website storefront. “Milo somebody-or-other?”

         “Miles. You will honor the agreement he made in my name. When you did not reply to my messages, we decided to get the leaf before some ill befell it,” Tall, Dark, and Scary said, the lines of his face as hard and unyielding as his body, still pressed so intimately against me. I was suddenly very aware that the heat of his body sank through the thin layer of satin that was all that separated my skin from him.

         “I think you’re confused,” I said, finding it a bit difficult to get air into my lungs. He must have realized that, because he moved his arm off my neck, shifting so that he held both of my hands pinned to the wall alongside my ears. “I’m not trying to do your cousin out of anything.”

         “Did you get it or not?” he asked, watching as Auburn Hair examined the small page of vellum.

         “Yes, this is it.” Auburn tucked the parchment into a leather attaché case and gave his friend a nod.

         “I’ve left the payment you asked for upon on your desk,” Handsome Eyes said when he turned back to me, his anger almost palpable. “Tempted though I am to withhold it after you clearly have received other offers and wish to sell it to a higher bidder. Unlike you, I honor my word.”

         “I would never do that,” I said, outraged at the accusation, my mind partially distracted by the feel of him against me, so hard and foreign and…male. I was no shy virgin despite having had limited association with men, but never had I found myself pressed against one in a manner that made me very aware of the way his chest rose and fell against mine. “I didn’t know you were coming by to pick it up, and I certainly didn’t make any agreement to sell it to someone else.”

         “I’ll be outside,” Auburn Hair said, glancing at me as he passed, his gaze impersonal and clearly unimpressed, saying in Old East Slavic, “Do you need help…cleaning up?”

         “No,” the man holding me said in the same language. I wondered if they were scholars, too. That made sense if they had bought the leaf. “This won’t take long.”

         My eyes widened as the meaning behind the words struck me. Was this handsome, dangerous man not going to believe me? The second he said he’d bought the item his friend was stealing, I’d relaxed, chalking their unorthodox visit up to sometimes overly enthusiastic collectors. But now…was he hinting he intended on killing me?

         “I swear to you, I wasn’t trying to sell your leaf!” I struggled in earnest now, trying to punch and claw and scratch him. I might not be any great addition to the world, but I refused to leave it without so much as a whimper. “I haven’t done anything wrong.”

         “You are only going to hurt yourself doing that,” he commented, his hands like iron holding my arms helpless. “If you did not intend to sell the manuscript, why did you not respond to my messages?”

         “I’ve been gone all day,” I panted, trying desperately to get my hands free, my fingers curling into claws. “Not that it’s any of your business, but my boss is out of town, so I spent the day with friends.”

         “Did your employer take other offers? Is that it?” His eyes lost a bit of their anger, speculation coming into them.

         “God’s nostrils, are you hard of hearing? I did not take another offer!” It skittered through my mind that I wouldn’t put it past Edgar to get a couple of collectors bidding against each other, but since he left the selling of items to me while he was off on buying trips, I figured he hadn’t had time to do that with this particular item. “I was going to contact you tomorrow—today—to find out if you wanted me to send it to you or arrange for you to pick it up. Now, let go of me!” I twisted, attempting to get out of his grip, but it was useless, and we both knew it.

         “Not until you calm down,” he said, the last of the anger in his eyes fading, replaced with amusement that I found highly insulting. “You will harm yourself trying to squirm free.”

         “You bastard! You’re not any better than a common criminal, treating me like this!” I tried again to get my knees up, but the movement just made him step forward until one of his legs was pressed between mine.

         I froze at the intimate position, my brain staggering to a halt at the feel of his hard thigh between mine. I knew—in the sane part of my mind—that I should be terrified, that women who were in my situation were at risk of a sexual assault, that I should be fighting with every ounce of my strength, but the sense of peril that I expected simply wasn’t there.

         “Criminal? Perhaps,” he said with a slight twitch at the corner of his mouth, “but common? I won’t say I’m as rarified as you are—” His gaze moved from my eyes, to my lashes, to my eyebrows, on up to my hair, now pulled back in a ponytail. “But I assure you that I am in no way common.”

         “Your leg,” I said through ground teeth, trying to hang on to what dignity I had left. If I could just get some distance from this beautiful, forceful man, I could think properly.

         “My leg?”

         “It’s between mine.”

         He looked down, which I realized gave him a clear view of my cleavage. I took a deep breath to protest the fact that he could see clear down to my stomach, but that just made my breasts squish against his chest even more than they already were. “Is it? I’m afraid I can’t see past your…er…”

         “It is.” My breath was coming hot and fast, something else I couldn’t control. I wanted to yell and scream and hide in a dark room where I would have time to think, but he kept distracting me by breathing, his chest moving against mine in a rhythmical manner that made my breasts feel heavy and very interested in him. “It’s…it’s rude. I realize you’re angry because I wasn’t around to get your messages saying you wanted to pick up the leaf, but assaulting my person by shoving your leg between mine, and rubbing your chest on me, and holding my hands is…it’s intolerable.”

         “And yet, I find myself of the opposite opinion. You smell like a field of sun-warmed flowers. Spicy flowers,” he said softly. His head dipped down until his mouth was an inch from my ear, his breath hot on suddenly sensitive flesh. “You have a beautiful neck.”

         My mind came to a screeching halt when it struck me that he was flirting with me. Flirting! With me! What was so wrong with my life that I couldn’t find a man who didn’t run screaming from me unless he was the sort who pressed women against a wall and smelled their necks? “I…uh…thank you. I think. Now, release me.”

         He chuckled, the rumble of it in his chest making heat pool low in parts that hadn’t felt such things in years. “You sound offended. It was a compliment, little flower.” His breath steamed my neck as his lips just barely brushed a spot beneath my ear that was suddenly a full-on erogenous zone. “So sweet. So smooth and silky.”

         Thrill rippled down my back, making my breasts even heavier, a strange, restless feeling sweeping over me. I wanted to rub against him, to breathe in his scent just as he was breathing in mine. To bathe in the heat he was radiating…With a snap, I came back to reality, swearing at myself and heartily ashamed that I was evidently so desperate for a man’s attention that I was getting my jollies from what was clearly a dangerous situation. “Right, that’s it, I’m putting myself in Laura’s hands at the first opportunity.”

         “I don’t know who Laura is, but if you are of that persuasion…”

         He let the words trail off, his eyes filled with a steamy heat that I felt myself respond to despite everything that should have sent me running screaming from him. “I’m not gay, if that’s what you’re asking,” I heard myself say.

         “Ah. I can’t help but be pleased by that,” he murmured, his breath back on my neck.

         It struck me then that far from a compliment, what he had said was really an insult. I jerked, relieved when he released my hands at last. I didn’t wait for him to react, though—I jammed both of my palms onto his chest and shoved as hard as I could. “Do you really think I’m so stupid?”

         He didn’t budge so much as an inch, but his head did come up, his eyes narrowed on me.

         “Or maybe you think I’m just naïve.” I tried to shove him back again, but he held me where I was, both of his hands now on the wall next to my ears, using the strength of his body to keep me pinned in place.

         He looked confused. “About what?”

         “Your compliment,” I snapped, giving the word the sneer it deserved as I spoke it. “What you really mean is that my face is so freaky, my neck is nice by comparison. Well, I’m sorry that I’m not drop-dead gorgeous like you are, but some of us have to live with what the genetic shake of the dice throws us.”

         He frowned, two glossy ebony brows pulling together as he considered my face once again. I swear his eyes darkened, the blue leaching inward from the outer rim. “When did I say your face is freaky?”

         I couldn’t help myself. I knew it was stupid to stand there in nothing but a thin negligee, arguing about something unimportant when I should, at the very least, be trying to reach the panic button on the desk, but there was something about this man that enraged me. Annoyed me. Irritated and infuriated and intrigued me. “Oh, come on. My neck is lovely? My neck? You were clearly offering me a pity compliment because there was nothing nice you could say about my eyes or hair or anything else that men normally comment on when they want to flatter a woman, and that, Mr. Your Leg Is Still There, is the epitome of rude.”

         To my surprise, a little smile tugged up the corner of his lips. He leaned in until his breath fanned on my lips, his mouth a fraction of an inch from mine. Heat swept up my chest in a flush that made perspiration prick on my palms. When he spoke, his lips brushed against mine. “I’ve changed my mind. You aren’t rare…You are utterly unique.”

         “Are you…going to…You’re not going to…” I wanted badly to ask him if he was going to release me, but I couldn’t catch my breath. It was like the heat from his body sucked out all the air from my lungs.

         “Kiss you?” he asked, his lips moving gently on the corners of my mouth. “Ah, flower, you tempt me, but unique as you are, I would hate to see your petals wilt under my heat.”

         I stared into his eyes, now completely blue, and tried to think of something to say, tried to remember that I should be doing something to stop him, to regain control over my body, but my mind was too overwhelmed with the sense of him. The pressure of his leg between mine combined with the way his shirt rubbed against my breasts made me feel like I was standing in a shower of flame, effectively shutting down my ability to reason.

         And then he was gone, the soft click of the door—along with the sudden chill that prickled the hairs on my arm now that his body was no longer pressed so intimately against mine—the only sign he’d been there.

         “Dammit,” I said, staggering over to Edgar’s desk chair. “Damn him.”

         The satin of my nightgown rubbed over my now highly sensitized breasts as I sat down, giving me a full-body shiver. “And damn my lack of control.”

         Lying on top of a stack of packing manifests that I’d placed on Edgar’s desk over the last few days was a yellow certified check. The amount was enough to make me wish I owned the shop, instead of just working at it as Edgar’s researcher and general lackey, but my gaze moved quickly to the name of the strange, sexy man who had paid such a staggering amount for a leaf out of a medieval manuscript.

         Archer Andras. I stroked a finger across the name, mentally going through Edgar’s customer list. I had a pretty good memory where such things were concerned, and I’d never seen such an uncommon name. Without thinking about it, I found myself picking up the small prayer rug and folding it before placing it on the desk, digging through Edgar’s inbox until I found a manifest I’d placed there that morning.

         LOT 15A-VENICE. Sold to E. Wendell, Ross, California, USA. Contents: (1) prayer rug, 0.76 m x 1.22 m, wool and silk, c. 1811. (1) blow pipe, 15 cm x 4 cm, wood, c. 1788. (1) manuscript leaf, 188 mm x 137 mm, vellum, dated by scribe on colophon leaf 1474.

         “Manuscript leaf,” I murmured, putting the small wood blowpipe back in the box where Auburn Hair had removed it during his search. “What the hell was on the leaf that Mr. Handsome Eyes Archer was willing to pay triple the amount Edgar spent on it?”

         I pulled up the low-resolution pictures I’d taken of it that morning, but there was nothing that rang any bells in my scholar’s brain. The top had a scrawled hand in Latin, while the rest was in code. I’d planned on trying to crack the cipher, since that was my hobby, but the leaf sold before I had time to really look at it.

         What was so important about it that the two men broke in to get it rather than wait until the morning?

         I was still mulling over that question eleven hours later when Edgar called to check in. As usual, he dominated the conversation, barely letting me get a word in.

         “Be sure you pack the set carefully. Dr. Monroe chewed me out over the last set of books you sent him, and demanded I give him a discount on this sale. I didn’t, of course, because that’s not how you get ahead in the world, but I don’t want him annoyed any more than he is. Did you get the items from the last two auctions?”

         “I think so. We received a small box of jade figurines on Wednesday, and one shipment came yesterday morning. A small box of books came last night, while I was out.”

         “You were out? Why were you out?” he asked suspiciously. “I won’t have you taking unauthorized time off! I pay you to be at the store to receive the shipments and process them appropriately, not gallivanting about wasting my time and money! You can be replaced, you know! There are other unemployed scholars, hundreds of them, just aching to have a cushy job like yours! You remember that the next time you try to cheat me!”

         “Edgar, I’m not cheating you,” I interrupted, knowing it was no use to try stopping him until he was good and ready to listen. Which, sadly, was hardly ever. “I didn’t leave early. I didn’t know there was a carrier coming, or I would have stayed with Jamie.”

         “You’re paid to receive those shipments and get them online!” he snarled into the phone. I held it a foot away from my ear, sighing heavily. “I don’t care how long you have to stay, I won’t have my valuable property being left on the doorstep because you’re out sucking off some man.”

         “Edgar!” I said, shocked by his vulgarity. “I was not out with a man, not that it’s any of your business. I left at my regular time, and as I said, I had no idea that another shipment was coming—”

         “See to it that you know when the next one comes in,” he snapped. I thought about asking him how I was to expect to do that when he didn’t share shipping information with me, but I had a more important subject to bring up. He continued before I could tell him the good news about the manuscript. “There’s a prayer rug in the shipment that I want you to process, but be careful with it. It’s supposed to be imbued with demonic powers.”

         “It’s what?” I asked on a gasp, staring at the innocuous-looking rug that sat folded neatly next to the stack of papers I was idly rifling through. I picked up a stapler and used it to move the rug over a foot.

         “Just process it as usual, but don’t touch it unless you have to. The seller said that his daughter summoned a demon using it, which is why he tossed it into the auction lot. Had to get rid of it so the stupid girl wouldn’t keep using it. Pull up a list of demonologists, and send them the info on it, but don’t give them a price. We’ll see what offers come in before I decide what to ask for it.”

         I eyed the prayer rug. “Someone summoned…a demon?”

         “I’ve told you not to worry about anything odd like that. The people who are involved with the Otherworld aren’t interested in freaks like you; they just want objects of power,” he said, obviously not minding that he had just insulted me.

         I ignored the mention of his pet conspiracy theory—that there was a group of supernatural beings who mingled among normal people—and gritted my teeth for a moment over the sting of his insult. “Just as you like. Oh, I sold the manuscript leaf that came yesterday. It was snapped up almost immediately. In fact, the buyer came by late last night to pick it up—”

         “What? What the hell did you say?” Edgar’s voice rose an octave. “What the fuck did you do with my manuscript?”

         “I sold it. For the maximum amount,” I said, knowing that Edgar’s policy of setting an initial price that was way above what an object was worth should make him happy. I decided to leave out that the men had taken me by surprise and the odd reaction I had had to Archer. “The buyer came with a certified check and took the leaf away with him last night.”

         “WHAT THE HELL DID YOU DO?” he screamed into the phone, loud enough that it made pain lance my eardrum. “You stupid bitch! Are you telling me you sold that manuscript? For how much?”

         I told him, wondering what was going on. My palms pricked with sweat at his reaction, worry flaring to life within me. “It’s well above what you normally ask—”

         “You stupid bitch!” he repeated, screaming in my ear. “Who did you sell it to?”

         “A man named Archer,” I said quietly, my stomach twisting on itself again. “The price was good—”

         He raged even harder, calling me names that I pretended not to hear. I gritted my teeth while he worked off the worst of his bile.

         When he paused for a breath, I spoke as calmly as I could, despite shaking and feeling sick at the attack I’d just survived. The irony that Edgar could make me feel a hundred times worse than Archer’s unexpected visit didn’t escape me. “You didn’t tell me not to sell the manuscript, Edgar. I had no idea you wanted to keep it—”

         “Get it back,” he snarled, his voice low now, but his breath came as fast and rough as if he’d just run a marathon. But it was the undertone of pure, unadulterated threat that left goose bumps prickling along my arms. “You will get it back, or I will break every bone in your body, and when I’m done with you, I’ll break your precious grandmother. Do you hear me? Get the fucking thing back, or you will wish you had never been born.”

         I was shocked into silence. Edgar was not the best employer by any stretch of the imagination, but there weren’t a lot of jobs available for someone with degrees in art history, medieval history, and art restoration. Especially for someone who shunned museums with staff members constantly staring and commenting about people who looked different.

         “What was the problem with selling it?” I asked, sick with fear. “If you had told me you didn’t want it sold—”

         “I could get ten times that amount, that’s what the problem is, you stupid slag! You have until tomorrow to get it back. If you don’t…well, you brought it upon yourself. And your grandmother. Don’t forget that. If she suffers, it’ll be your fault.” His voice seeped horror from the phone, making me shiver.

         He hung up before I could do anything more than sit in a stunned state of shock and disbelief. He hadn’t really threatened Gran, had he? He knew how vulnerable she was, how frail, and how hard I worked to keep her in the care facility where they treated her with compassion. Driven by a need too horrible to face, I called the facility and asked to talk to my grandmother.

         “Thaisa? Isn’t this your day to visit?” one of the carers asked. “I will hold the phone up for her, but I’m afraid she’s having one of her foggy days.”

         “That’s okay. I just want her to hear my voice, even if she doesn’t realize it’s me,” I said, and spent the next ten minutes prattling mindlessly, talking about nothing and anything and not getting any response other than a few unintelligible murmurs.

         “I’ll see you in a few hours, Gran,” I said at the end of my time. “I’ll bring you some puzzle magazines, all right?”

         “Puzzle books?” My grandmother stopped mumbling to herself. I could almost see her eyes light up. “I like puzzle books.”

         “I know you do. I’ll bring some tonight. Love you.”

         “What am I doing with this phone?” I heard her ask the attendant, who said a brief goodbye to me before hanging up.

         I have never been a forceful person, preferring reason rather than passion, and never have I acted in an aggressive manner toward anyone, but as I sat there on Edgar’s chair, sightlessly staring at his desk, resolve was born deep in my belly. I would do whatever it took to protect that dear, lovely, gentle woman. If it meant demanding that handsome Archer give back the manuscript, then demand I would. And when I was done, when I had given Edgar his damned manuscript leaf, I would quit. I would rather live on the streets and give the care facility every cent I earned from some menial job rather than continue with a man who could so callously threaten a harmless old woman.

         The door opened, and a laconic Jamie wandered into the office, picking at his teeth. “Hey, Thaisa, there’s a man here who wants to buy that Spinoza set, and the check is for over a hundred bucks. Can you come approve it?”

         A red wave of anger washed over me, foreign to my normally less volatile nature, the strength of it forcing me to my feet. I slammed my hand down on the desk, snarling, “And if that bastard ever messes with me again, he’ll be the one who will suffer. I’ll kill him myself before I let him so much as touch a hair on Gran’s head!”

         Jamie’s eyes widened, and he backed out of the office, his Adam’s apple bobbing frantically. “Holy shit! Okay, I’ll tell him he has to use plastic!”

         The anger ebbed away at his words. I looked up but saw only Jamie’s back as he scurried out to the cash register in the main room. “What? Did you want me, Jamie? Oh…hell!”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four

         

         MY PHONE RANG WHILE I WAS SNARLING ARCHAIC obscenities at a website that refused to give me what I wanted unless I paid a large sum.

         “What?” I snapped, answering it absently without even looking to see who was calling. Immediately, guilt pinged me. “Er…sorry, hello.”

         “Wow. If you worked for anyone else, I’d ask you what bee got up your butt, but knowing the man formerly known as my husband, I don’t have any doubt he’s been working your nerves. What’s the matter, Tha? What’s the bastard done to you now?”

         “Oh, Laura,” I said, a sudden rush of tears making my eyes swim as self-pity swarmed all over the anger that had been my constant friend the last few hours. “He really is a bastard.”

         “Uh-oh.” Her tone, which had been light, sobered instantly. “He totally is, but you almost never admit it. What’s up? Wait, can you tell me in…er…two and a half minutes?”

         “I don’t…I guess,” I said confused. “Why the time limit?”

         “I’m on a plane and we’re about to take off. I’ve been called to the Portland office for a couple of days. What did Edgar do to make you so upset? You sound like you’re crying.”

         “Not quite, but it’s a close thing.” I swallowed back the lump of tears that made my throat ache. “He threated to hurt Gran.”

         She said something very profane. “Call the cops.”

         “I can’t. I mean, I did, and asked if a verbal threat was enough to get a restraining order against him in Gran’s name, and the police said no, mostly because he’s on the other side of the country, but if he continues, then I can lodge a harassment complaint. But other than that, they won’t do anything.”

         She swore again. “Why is he being such a dick?”

         “You remember last night at the bar?” I asked, trying to pick out what I wanted to tell her. For some reason that I didn’t understand, I felt almost reluctant to explain how Archer had held me against the wall. I decided that hiding behind my embarrassment at my reaction to his body being pressed against mine was a sign of cowardice and blurted it all out in one garbled sentence. “The man with the pretty eyes, the tall one not the auburn-haired one, he was in the office when I came home, but he wasn’t alone. He had the other guy here, too, and they were rifling through some items that Edgar had sent here, and when he saw me, he pushed me up against the wall and squashed me against it with his body, saying that I’d tried to trick him and not give him a manuscript he bought, but I was going to send it to him today, so I let him take it and holy hellballs, was he hot, really hot, not just sexy hot but physically hot, and I think you’re right after all that I’m going to need a man because if I could get so hot and bothered by one man leaning on me, then what does that say about my life?”

         “Wow. That was a hell of a sentence. Dammit, can I just…Fine. Sorry, Tha, I have to turn off my phone now. I’ll call you as soon as I’m free, okay? I just wanted to tell you that I can’t do dinner tonight after all, but Bree said she’d fill in for me. Love you!”

         The phone went dead before I could respond.

         I glared at the laptop screen, frustration making my skin feel itchy. “Why is nothing going right today?”

         The door of Edgar’s office creaked open just enough for Jamie to stick his nose through it. “Uh, Thaisa? It’s my lunchtime. I was going to get a burger, but if you don’t want to come out and watch the store—”

         “No, that’s okay,” I said, glancing at the clock and stretching as I stood up. “I didn’t realize it was so late. You go off to lunch, and I’ll do my research out at the register.”

         Jamie was still a bit skittish about me after the morning’s episode, despite my copious apologies about my behavior. He flashed me a few nervous looks while he got his skateboard and headed off to a burger place near a local skate park. I went out to the front desk, but there were only two people in the store, and I could tell at a glance that they were browsers, neither one likely to buy anything. I settled behind the cash register and pulled out my phone, about to continue the Internet search on the term Archer Andras California, but at that moment the shop phone rang.

         “The Illustrated Grimoire,” I answered, making a face to myself at the search results.

         “Good afternoon,” a smooth voice said, one that instantly had me setting down my cell phone. It had a husky quality, and a mix of an English and Irish accent. “Do I have the pleasure of speaking with Thaisa Moore?”

         “Speaking,” I said, a little prickle of awareness skittering down my back.

         “Excellent. My name is Vehar, and I understand that you are the finest scholar on the subject of medieval Europe to be found in Northern California. I wish to discuss a little project with you.”

         “I’m…I’m flattered,” I said, uneasy for some reason I couldn’t pinpoint. “But I assure you that I’m far from being the finest scholar. There are any number of good ones at the university—”

         “Ah, but they are evidently away attending a conference in Frankfurt. And you, fortunately, are here. Would you be available to meet with me? Say this evening?”

         “What does your project entail?” I asked.

         “The translation of an obscure French work dating to the late fifteenth century. I believe it to be a fable, but alas, it’s written in a cipher, which I understand is your specialty.”

         “It is.” If I convinced Archer to let Edgar have his manuscript back, then I could quit and thus would need the income a freelance job would provide. “I would be delighted to look at your manuscript and am available this evening. Er…are you in the Santa Mar area?”

         “Indeed I am. Since I am aware women of your standing are no doubt loathe to meet with a stranger in a private home, shall we meet in a public venue? There is a club whose atmosphere I can recommend, one where we might discuss the details of the project.”

         “Thank you, I appreciate you picking a public place.” He gave me the address and suggested nine as a meeting time. I did a fast check on the club, decided the overwhelmingly good reviews meant it would be a safe place to meet, and agreed to do so. “I’ll be there,” I promised, my mind already returning to the problem of finding Archer.

         “I look forward to seeing what you make of this,” he said in that silky voice that sent another peal of warning bells off in my head. I couldn’t quite pinpoint what worried me about this man but figured so long as I was aware of what was going on around me in the club, it would be fine.

         Besides, I had much more important problems to tackle than a man who made me vaguely uneasy. A half hour later, I was still struggling with a search for Archer’s information. All I found was a man bearing that name associated with a coastal town a half-hour drive from me, so I knew it had to be the correct Archer, but how was I supposed to find his house number without paying for that information?

         Suddenly, I remembered the e-mail printout and ran to fetch it.

         “Got you now, Mr. Sexy Eyes,” I said, going back out to the register, almost immediately disappointed when the e-mail lacked a physical address.

         “Really? That sounds good, unless all you have are eyes.” Bree sat on the counter next to the register, swinging her legs and leafing through a small book the size of a modern-day cell phone. My eyes widened not just at her outfit (hot-pink velvet corset and bloodred tulle skirt), but also at which book she was holding.

         “Bree!” I dropped the e-mail printout and sprinted to her, doing a little dance in front of her. “That’s the Liber Salomonis! How did you get that? It was locked up in the case. Please, be careful with it. It’s very old, and very fragile.”

         “It’s not a very good grimoire,” she said, flipping through a couple more pages, almost giving me a heart attack at the thought of what the oils on her fingers would do to the fragile pages. “There are loads of mistakes here. Take this…” She pointed at one of the pages. I eeped, and ran back into the office to grab a pair of the cotton conservation gloves I wore whenever touching fragile objects.

         “Their suffumigation of Hermetis is all backward. They have the days mixed up, and the four Nota Orationem are just dead wrong. Ha! Dead wrong! Pun!”

         “Let me just take that from you,” I said, gently prying her hands from the book, sighing in relief when there was no visible sign of damage. I placed it back in the climate-controlled case that sat next to the register, propping it back up on a stand, a discreet price tag next to it on the archival cloth that lined the case. I made sure it was locked tight before turning back to Bree. “I don’t know how you got that out of there, but please don’t do it again. The books in the climate cases are all very fragile, and extremely valuable. This one is such a prize that Edgar doesn’t want to sell it. Unless, of course, someone has the price of a small house; then he’d probably let it go.”

         “I don’t see why anyone would want it when it’s just wrong about so many things,” Bree said, pulling another book onto her lap. This one was slightly bigger. “Let’s see how badly this Liber Iuratus Honorii gets things wrong.”

         “No!” I squawked, all but snatching the book out of her hand. I gave her a long glare before I replaced it in the second case, also climate controlled and also locked. “That is a very rare copy I only just finished transcribing.”

         “Really?” Bree tipped her head to the side as I counted the books in the two cases. They were all present. I don’t know how she’d gotten them out of there while leaving the cases locked, but so long as they weren’t hurt, I wasn’t going to lecture her.

         Not overly much, anyway.

         “Yes, really. That’s what I do—I translate the works that Edgar finds. A lot of them are copies made by scribes who intentionally—or unintentionally—slightly tweaked the original text, and it’s actually quite interesting to see what changes were made, and speculate why. In that Iuratus Honorri, for instance, I found a section talking about making a type of amulet that I’ve never seen referenced anywhere else.”

         “Dragon amulet,” she said, nodding, and to my utter amazement, recited, “‘After this ye shall know that the first seven-cornered star be made of azure, the second of vert, the third of crimson, the fourth of night, and the round circle of or.’ That was the forming of the dragon race, although I’ve not heard of gold dragons.”

         I gawked at her. “How…Where did you…Have you studied—”

         “Laura says I’m supposed to take you to dinner,” she said, jumping down off the counter. “Did you want to talk about the dragon from last night?”

         My mind felt like it was circling around and around. I couldn’t get over her knowing about the passage on amulets that I’d never seen anywhere else. “The what?”

         “I’m assuming you must have seen him again.” She reached out and touched one of my earlobes with a finger, holding it up to show me. “Dragon scales.”

         “What on earth are you talking about?” I asked, shaking my head and wondering if Edgar had finally driven me stark, staring mad.

         “Could be a dragon hunter, but their scales don’t usually shine like this,” she said, considering her fingertip. “Hey, let’s do Chinese.”

         I stared at her in confusion, finally shaking my head a second time. It didn’t help any more than the first time I tried to clear it. “I would be happy to have dinner with you tonight, but I have to see my grandmother first. Chinese is fine. There’s a good restaurant out by the home my gran is in, so we could meet there.”

         “I’ll come with you,” she said, beaming a happy smile at me. “Old ladies love me! What time?”

         “Er…” I was at a loss as to how to tell her politely that my grandmother had few visitors, most of whom she didn’t recognize. “I suppose it would be all right for you to come, but my gran gets confused easily, and I wouldn’t want her upset.”

         “I’ll bring a puppy,” she promised after I told her the address of the home. She hurried toward the door, pausing long enough to look back and say with absolute sincerity, “Everyone loves a puppy, right?”

         “No animals are allowed at the home—” I started to say, but with a little wave, she was through the door and dashing down the street. “Except service animals,” I finished, suddenly exhausted, like I’d gone five rounds with a boxer.

         I touched my earlobe, then examined my finger. There was nothing on it but the faintest shimmer of iridescent glitter, and I was sure that had come from the dash of powder I’d put on my face that morning in lieu of cosmetics. “That girl is downright loopy!”

         The rest of the day crawled by. I sent an e-mail to Archer asking him to contact me immediately, packaged up a couple of orders that Edgar had indicated needed to go out, was in place to receive the day’s arrival of two silver goblets and an ugly little statuette depicting a man riding a frog, and spent the rest of the time trying to force the Internet to give up its secrets on one Archer Andras.

         By the time I was due to leave, I was thoroughly frustrated and had sent two more e-mails to Archer with increasingly agitated demands that he contact me as soon as possible or provide me with a number where I could reach him. After reminding Jamie that he was in charge of the store and leaving him with strict instructions to make sure the doors were locked, the alarm set, and lights were turned off, I decided that I’d just have to pony up the money to the background check site in order to get Archer’s contact information.

         Bree was waiting when I got to the assisted living home where Gran lived. To my utter relief, the puppy she had brought was of the stuffed toy variety, a cute golden retriever with huge eyes that reminded me of hers. What was even more of a surprise was that Bree was absolutely right—she was the hit of the home, flitting from one elderly resident to another, all bubbly personality and bright chatter. Gran clutched the toy puppy that Bree had given her, cooing over it and stroking it just as if it were a real dog, making me feel ashamed of myself for a few minutes that I hadn’t thought to give her such a gift.

         When we left an hour later, several of the more mobile residents gathered around the door to wave us off, extracting promises from Bree to visit them again.

         “That was fun,” she said, taking my arm as we wove our way around people doing their evening shopping. I had donned a pair of sunglasses as I usually did in daylight hours, finding solace in the way it hid so many of my oddities. “I like your gran. She’s very smart.”

         “She used to be, yes. She’s a bit more…vague…now, but when I was little, we’d work books of cryptic puzzles together. Our favorites were the ciphers. Gran was a whiz at them. Bree…” I hesitated, not wanting to ruin what had been a surprisingly pleasant evening so far, but at the same time, victim of my own curiosity. “How did you know about that passage from the Liber Iuratus Honorii? I only translated that a few months ago and haven’t sent it to any of the academic groups yet.”

         “Oooh, this place has almond chicken. Mama loves almond chicken,” she said, peering at the menu posted on a restaurant window. “We can get loads of that, unless you don’t like it.”

         I followed her into the restaurant, smiling when a harried young woman nodded and pointed us to a table near the window. “As a matter of fact, I try not to eat too much meat, but I suppose a little chicken wouldn’t hurt. Is there a reason you’re changing the subject, or do you just not want to answer my question?”

         “Why would I do that?” she asked, taking great enjoyment in loudly slurping the cup of tea that she’d just poured. “Now, what are we going to do tonight?”

         “Actually, I have plans.” I decided to let go of the fact that she once again hadn’t answered my question; I had more important things to focus on, like getting a hold of a certain pale-eyed man. “I’m sorry if you thought we were going to go to another movie or do something fun like that, but I’m afraid I have a project I’m trying to deal with, and an unrelated appointment for a little medieval cipher-breaking job at nine, so I won’t be able to spend time with you.”

         “Oooh, is your project something fun? I can help.” She clasped her hands and watched me with bright, interested eyes.

         “I doubt if you can. I need to get in contact with a man—”

         “Wow, that was quick,” she interrupted; then she looked out the window and suddenly waved enthusiastically at a woman who was slogging her way up the hill. The woman looked startled at being so greeted, and with her head down, hurriedly charged past. “Did Laura find you someone, or did you find a man yourself?”

         “I…er…found one myself. I guess. Although it’s not a romantic thing. Do you remember anything about last night?”

         “Lots. I jumped Ramon’s bones, then he jumped mine, and then we slept.”

         I paused in the act of pouring myself a cup of tea and gawked at her for a moment, before deciding that was too rude. “I meant earlier, when we were together.”

         “Ah,” she said, her eyes narrowing on me. “The bar at the hotel.”

         “Yes, actually. The two men that we…uh…commented on, in particular.”

         “Dragons,” she said, nodding.

         “They were actually in the office— What? Dragons? What about them?”

         “The two dragons you had the hots for.” She poured herself another cup of tea, examining the little bowl containing packets of various types of sugar.

         I took a deep breath, wondering if Bree took drugs. She didn’t seem to exhibit any signs of an addiction, but there was really no other way to explain the sorts of things she said, unless she was mentally ill, and I’d discounted that idea earlier at Gran’s home. She had been nothing but charming and caring to a bunch of elderly, confused people. “Okay, I’m going to say something that is borderline insulting, and I apologize for it in advance, but are you all right?”

         “Sure thing. Why do you ask?” She tipped her head to the side to consider me.

         “Dragons,” I said succinctly.

         “Yeah. The one you snogged last night. Wait, snogged is the right word, isn’t it?” A little frown creased her forehead. “It means kiss, right? I saw it in a movie, and next to hats of asses, it’s my new favorite phrase.”

         “It does mean that, but I didn’t kiss a dragon last night. I didn’t kiss anyone, as a matter of fact,” I answered, pushing aside the memory of Archer’s hot breath steaming the shivery spot behind my ear. Just thinking about that made my thighs feel weak. “Even if I had, I would have kissed a man, and not a mythical being with wings and a penchant for virgins.”

         “Yeah, about that…”

         The waitress arrived with our food just at that moment, which made Bree—who had ordered five different dishes that she wanted to try—cheer.

         I waited until she had a loaded plate (and wished I still had the sort of metabolism that allowed me to eat anything and everything without a care), before suddenly blurting out, “How old are you?”

         She looked up, sucking in a noodle, her nose scrunching as she clearly thought. “One thousand, seven hundred…No, that’s not right.” She set down her fork and counted on her fingers, her mouth working silently. “One thousand, eight hundred, and forty-two.”

         “Not in days, silly, how many years are you? Wait.” I did my own mental addition. “That wouldn’t even be right if it was days. Did you count in weeks?”

         “Years,” she said indistinctly around a mouth of food.

         “I see.” I just stared at her, my gut filled with sadness. If it wasn’t drugs, then clearly she had a mental illness, one that left her delusional. But it wasn’t my business to point that out to her. I made a promise that I would be supportive and helpful if she wanted either, but I wouldn’t push her to seek help unless she made noises along those lines.

         “How old are you? In days?” she asked.

         I pulled up my phone’s calculator. “Discounting leap years, thirteen thousand, one hundred, and forty days.”

         “Cool,” she said. “Do you have a date to snog the dragon tonight after seeing the cipher dude? Or can we hang together because we’re besties and Ramon has practice with his band?”

         I had just sworn to myself that I would be supportive and helpful, and here I was already wishing to tell her I was busy later. “I don’t mind spending time with you, but what I have to do is going to be extremely boring. I have some computer research to do, although perhaps you might like to browse through some of the books in the shop while I do it. The ones that aren’t worth a fortune. I don’t know about later…” My uneasiness rose again at the memory of that man’s silken voice in my ear. I thought for a minute, my eyes on her, trying to weigh the comfort of having someone with me to the practicality of her annoying a potential customer.

         In the end I decided that I had enough on my plate without the cipher breaking, so if I lost the job because the client didn’t like Bree, it wouldn’t really matter. “All right,” I told her. “You can come with me to the club to meet the cipher man.”

         “Awesome! I’ll be your protector and keep you safe,” she said, flexing one arm.

         “Mmm-hmm.”

         “What are we doing before that? Your project that you have to do?”

         I ignored the loud slurping sounds as she guzzled sweet and sour soup, saying carefully, “The two men we saw in the bar last night showed up in my boss’s office later on. The tall one, whose name is Archer, bought a manuscript leaf from Edgar, and he came to claim it. However, Edgar…well, Edgar is being a hat of asses and changed his mind about selling to Archer, which means I have to get the manuscript leaf back. I’m trying to find Archer’s house or a phone number without having to pay a month’s salary, that’s all. It’ll be just me and the laptop, so if you have more exciting things to do…” I let the sentence drift off, hoping she’d lose interest.

         “So, you’re trying to find this Archer dragon dude?” Her nose scrunched up again as she chewed a massive mouthful of kung pao beef. “Why pay all that money for something that you can get easily?”

         “Easily?” I shook my head. “I’ve spent the whole day investigating how to get Archer’s contact info. You know how the news stations always say it’s dead easy for anyone to find out anything about you online? That’s absolutely not true about Archer. There’s almost nothing about him. Nada. Zip.”

         Bree belched, giggled, and excused herself, then, evidently sated after consuming all the food before her, looked around the restaurant. “There’s more than one way to skin a behemoth.” She looked thoughtful for a moment. “Four ways, actually. Come on, if you’re done, let’s go see what you have in your shop that can help you.”

         “In the shop? Wait, Bree…dammit.” I hurried over to settle the bill, more than a little peeved that I was stuck paying for everything she consumed, before running up the street after her.

         By the time we reached the shop, I was out of breath from the hills in our neighborhood. I unlocked the front door, turned off the alarm, and flipped on a couple of lights before collapsing onto Edgar’s chair in his office. “No wonder you can eat anything you like,” I panted, picking up a sheet of paper to fan myself. “One more block would have killed me.”

         Bree was nosing around the room, poking into the various items Edgar had bought that were waiting for processing. She set down a bone goblet and moved over to the desk. “What’s that?” she asked, pointing to where I’d stuffed the prayer rug into a large plastic bag.

         “A demonic prayer rug.” I turned on the laptop and returned to my Google search for info on Archer.

         “Really? Cool!”

         “It’s not real, obviously. I mean, the rug part is, but the demon bit is just a story,” I said, giving her a look that said she ought to know better. “Edgar spun some song-and-dance about it summoning a demon, but it’s not the truth. He only does it to entice buyers.”

         She took the bag and dumped the rug onto the desk, holding her hand over it for a second before snatching it back and shaking it, as if she’d been stung. “Why do you think that?”

         “Because demons aren’t any more real than dragons are. Hmm. I wonder if a private detective would be cheaper?” I tapped a few keys, making a face at the rates listed.

         Bree got a giant pair of fire tongs that were leaning in the corner of the room and used them to pick up the prayer rug, hauling it over to the center of the office before spreading it out on the floor. “You spend your days translating grimoires and other magical texts, and you don’t believe in demons?” She shook her head. “That just don’t make sense, son.”

         I glanced at her, thought about it for a few seconds, then admitted she had a point. “People a few hundred years ago believed in a lot of stuff that isn’t real. What are you doing?”

         “Setting up the demon rug. Normally I frown on calling up demons because the place I work for discourages that sort of thing, but since you’re stuck and need a little push getting to the Archer dragon, then we’ll risk it. You have some salt?”

         I blinked at her a couple of times, unsure if I should take her aside and have a mental health talk with her now or if that was too invasive. “I…yes. Are you talking about drawing a circle of salt?”

         She grinned. “Who better to summon a demon than a woman who has read all the instruction books?”

         “Bree…” I was silent for the count of six, half of me feeling my online search was a waste of time and the other half genuinely worried about her mental state. On the other hand, I was tired of feeling frustrated and helpless. I hadn’t gotten anywhere trying common sense and the organized method; maybe it was time to try the unorthodox and unrealistic. “You know what? Let’s do this.”

         “That’s the attitude! You get the salt and gold, and I’ll get the dead man’s ash.”

         “We don’t have any—” I stopped when she pulled a small glass jar from behind a couple of Edgar’s personal book collection. “Oh. I guess we do.”

         “Your boss knows how to do things right,” she said, opening the jar and sniffing at it. “This stuff is fresh. You’ll have to draw the circle. I’d get into all sorts of trouble if I did it.”

         “Sure, why not. I’ve got nothing better to do until nine. Thank God Jamie has an addiction to hard-boiled eggs and likes them salty.” I fetched a small bottle of salt from Jamie’s snack drawer and trotted back to Edgar’s office, where I smoothed out the prayer rug, noting as I did so that some moths had gotten to it at some point. It was a muddy sort of red, with little yellow threads running through it, but mostly it was so faded and dirty that the original pattern couldn’t be determined. “Right, drawing a circle made of salt now.”
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