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Augustine planted a hip against the end of the counter and tipped his head at Harlow, those stormy eyes of his taking her measure.


“You want to see the house now?”


“I can wait until it’s light out.” Traipsing through this big house with him in the dark seemed like a bad idea. Besides, there was no point falling in love with anything here. She was selling the house. Had to. A stain on his shirt caught her eye, giving her a chance to happily change the subject. She pointed at his chest. “Is that blood?”


He glanced at Lally, who met his gaze, then tucked her head down and busied herself with washing a bowl. “Must have cut myself. I should change.”


Harlow watched him go. That blood was fresh, his shirt still damp with it, but the shirt wasn’t cut, so any injury had been to his bare skin. She knew from personal experience that fae healed quickly. That wound should have scabbed over before he’d had a chance to put his shirt back on.


For once, she didn’t need to touch someone to know they were lying.
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Prologue


New Orleans, Louisiana, 2040


Why can’t we take the streetcar?” Walking home from church at night was always a little scary for Augustine, especially when they had to go past the cemetery.


“You know why,” Mama answered. “Because we don’t have money for things like that. Not that your shiftless father would help out. Why I expect anything from that lying, manipulative piece of…” She grunted softly and shook her head.


Augustine had never met his father, but from what Mama had told him, which wasn’t much, his father didn’t seem like a very nice man. Just once, though, Augustine would like to meet him to see what he looked like. Augustine figured he must look like his father, because he sure didn’t look like Mama. Maybe if they met, he’d also ask his father why he never came around. Why he didn’t want to be part of their family. Why Mama cried so much.


With a soft sigh, he held Mama’s hand a little tighter, moving closer to her side. Unlike him, Mama only had five fingers on each hand, not six. She didn’t have gray skin or horns like him, either. She didn’t like his horns much. She kept them filed down so his hair hid the stumps. He jammed his free hand into his jacket pocket, the move jogging him to the side a little.


“Be careful, Augustine. You’re going to make me trip.”


“Sorry, Mama.” The sidewalks were all torn up from the tree roots poking through them. The moon shone through those big trees with their twisty branches and clumps of moss, and cast shadows that looked like creatures reaching toward them. He shivered, almost tripping over one of the roots.


She jerked his arm. “Pay attention.”


“Yes, Mama.” But paying attention was what had scared him in the first place. He tried shutting his eyes, picking his feet up higher to avoid the roots.


Next thing he knew, his foot caught one of those roots and he was on his hands and knees, the skin on his palms burning from where he’d scraped them raw on the rough sidewalk. His knee throbbed with the same pain, but he wouldn’t cry, because he was almost nine and he was a big boy. Old enough to know that he must also control the powers inside him that wanted to come out whenever he felt angry or hurt or excited.


“Oh, Augustine! You ripped your good pants.” Mama grabbed his hand and tugged him to his feet.


“I’m sorry about my pants.” He stood very still, trying not to cause any more trouble. Mama got so angry, so fast. “My knee hurts.”


With a sigh, Mama crouched down, pulled a tissue from her purse, spit on it and began to dab at the blood. “It will be okay. It’s just a little scrape. And you heal … quickly.”


The dabbing hurt worse, but he kept quiet, biting at his cheek. He looked at his hands, opening his twelve fingers wide. Already the scrapes there were fading. It was because of his fae blood, which he wasn’t supposed to talk about. He dropped his hands and stared at the tall cemetery wall next to them. On the other side of that wall were a lot of dead people. In New Orleans, no one could be buried underground because of the water table. He’d learned that in school.


The wind shook the tree above their heads, making the shadows crawl toward them. He inched closer to her and pointed at the cemetery. “Do you think there’s ghosts in there, Mama?”


She stood, ignoring his pointing to brush dirt off his jacket. “Don’t be silly. You know ghosts aren’t real.”


The cemetery gates creaked. She turned, then suddenly put him behind her. Around the side of her dress, Augustine could see a big shape almost on them, smell something sour and sweaty, and hear heavy breathing. Mama reached for Augustine, jerking them both back as the man grabbed for her.


The man missed, but Mama’s heart was going thump, thump, thump. That was another fae thing Augustine wasn’t supposed to talk about, being able to hear extra-quiet sounds like people’s hearts beating.


“C’mere, now,” the man growled. Even in the darkness, Augustine’s sharp fae eyes could see the man’s teeth were icky.


Mama swung her purse at him. “Leave us alone!”


“Us?” The man grunted, his gaze dropping to Augustine. Eyes widening for a second, he snorted. “Your runt’s not going to ruin my fun.”


“I’m not a runt,” Augustine said. Fear made his voice wobble, but he darted out from behind his mother anyway, planting himself in front of her.


The man swatted Augustine away with a meaty hand.


Augustine hit the cemetery wall, cracking his head hard enough to see stars. But with the new pain came anger. And heat. The two mixed together like a storm in his belly, making him want to do … something. He tried to control it, but the man went after Mama next, grabbing her and pushing her to the ground. Then the man climbed on top of her.


She cried out and the swirling inside Augustine became a hurricane dragging him along in its winds. Without really knowing what he was doing, he leaped onto the man’s back. The hard muscle and bone he expected seemed soft and squishy. He grabbed fistfuls of the man’s jacket—but his hands met roots and dirt and shards of concrete instead.


Mama’s eyes blinked up at him, wide and fearful. She seemed a little blurry. Was he crying? And how was he seeing her when he was on the man’s back? And why had everything gone so quiet? Except for a real loud tha-thump, tha-thump, tha-thump, everything else sounded real far away. He pushed to his knees, expecting them to sting from his fall, but he felt nothing. And the man attacking his mother was somehow … gone.


“Don’t, Augustine.” She shook her head as she scrabbled backward. “Don’t do this.”


“Don’t do what, Mama?” He reached for her but the hand that appeared before him was too big. And only had five fingers. He stuck his other hand out and saw the same thing. “What’s happening to me, Mama?”


“Get out of him, Augustine.” She got to her feet, one trembling hand clutching the crucifix on her necklace. “Let the man go.”


He stood and suddenly he was looking down at his mother. Down. How was he doing that? He glanced at his body. But it wasn’t his body, it was the man’s.


“I don’t understand.” But he had an idea. Was this one of the powers he had? One of the things he was supposed to control? He didn’t know how to get out. Was he trapped? He only wanted to protect his mother, he didn’t want to be this man!


The storm inside him welled up in waves. The heat in his belly was too much. He didn’t understand this new power. He wanted to be himself. He wanted to be out. Panic made bigger waves, hot swells that clogged his throat so he couldn’t take deep breaths. The thumping noise got louder.


The man’s hands reached up to claw at Augustine, at his own skin.


Mama backed away, her fingers in the sign of the cross. He cried out to her for help. He was too hot, too angry, too scared—


A loud, wet pop filled his ears and he fell to his hands and knees again, this time covered in sticky red ooze and smoking hunks of flesh. The thumping noise was gone. Around him was more sticky red, lumps of flesh and pieces of white bone. All he could think about was the time he and Nevil Tremain had stuffed a watermelon full of firecrackers. Except this was way worse. And blowing up the watermelon hadn’t made him feel like throwing up. Or smelled like burnt metal. He sat back, wiped at his face and eyes and tried to find his mother. She was a few feet away, but coming closer.


“You killed that man.” She stood over him looking more angry than afraid now. “You possessed that man like a demon.” She pointed at him. “You’re just like your father, just like that dirty fae-blooded liar.”


Augustine shook his head. “That man was hurting you—”


“Yes, you saved me, but you took his life, Augustine.” She looked around, eyes darting in all directions. “Sturka,” she muttered, a fae curse word Augustine had once gotten slapped for saying.


“I didn’t mean to, I was trying to help—”


“And who’s next? Are you going to help me that way too someday?”


He was crying now, unable to help himself. “No, Mama, no. I would never hurt you.”


She grabbed him by his shirt and yanked him to his feet. “Act human, not like a freak, do you understand? If people could see what you really looked like…” Fear clouded her eyes.


He nodded, sniffling, hating the smell of the blood he was covered in. He didn’t want to be a freak. He really didn’t. “I can act human. I promise.”


She let go of his shirt, her lip slightly curled as she looked him over. “This was your father’s blood that caused this. Not mine.”


“Not yours,” Augustine repeated. Mama looked human but was part smokesinger, something he knew only because he’d overheard an argument she’d had with his father on the phone once. He’d learned other things that way, too. Like that his father was something called shadeux fae. But not just part. All of him. And he’d lied to Mama about that. Used magic to make Mama think he was human. To seduce her.


“I never want to hear or see anything fae ever again or I will put you out of my house. I live as human and while you’re under my roof, so will you. Am I clear?”


The thought of being without her made his chest ache. She was all he had. His world. “Yes, Mama.”


But keeping his fae side hidden was impossible and five years later, put him out is exactly what she did.




Chapter One


Procrastination assassinates opportunity.
—Elektos Codex, 4.1.1


 


 


New Orleans, 2068


Augustine trailed his fingers over the silky shoulder of one of his mocha-skinned bedmates. He dare not wake her, or her sister sleeping on the other side of him, or he feared he’d never get home in time for lunch with his dear Olivia. He felt a twinge of guilt that he’d spent his first night back in New Orleans in the company of “strange” women, as Olivia would call them, but only a twinge. A man had needs, after all.


The woman sighed contentedly at his touch, causing him to do the same. Last night had been just the right amount of fun to welcome him home. He eased onto his back and folded his arms behind his head, a satisfied smile firmly in place. The Santiago sisters from Mobile, Alabama, had earned their sleep.


Outside the Hotel Monteleone, the city was just waking up. Delivery trucks rumbled through the Quarter’s narrow streets, shopkeepers washed their sidewalks clean of last night’s revelries and the bitter scent of chicory coffee filled the air with a seductive, smoky darkness. Day or night, there was no mistaking the magic of New Orleans. And damn, he’d missed it.


His smile widened. He wasn’t much for traveling and that’s all he’d done these past few months. Things had gotten hot after he’d given his estranged brother’s human friend entrance to the fae plane. Ditching town was the only way to keep the Elektos off his back. The damn fae high council had never liked him much. Violating such a sacred rule as allowing a mortal access to the fae plane had shot him to the top of their blacklist.


Smile fading, he sighed. If two and a half months away wasn’t enough, then he’d have to figure something else out. He didn’t like being away from Livie for so long. He could imagine the size of her smile when he strolled in this afternoon. She’d been more of a mother to him than his own had, not a feat that required much effort, but Olivia had saved him from the streets. From himself.


There wasn’t much he wouldn’t do for her.


With that thought, he extricated himself from the bedcovers and his sleeping partners and began the hunt for his clothing. When he’d dressed, he stood before the vanity mirror and finger-combed his hair around his recently grown-out horns. They followed the curve of his skull, starting near his forehead, then arching around to end with sharp points near his cheekbones. He preferred them ground down, but growing them out had helped him blend with the rest of the fae population. Most fae also added ornate silver bands and capped the tips in filigree, but he wasn’t into that.


His jeans, black T-shirt and motorcycle boots weren’t much to look at, but the horns were all it took for most mortal women to go positively weak. Standard fae-wear typically included a lot of magically enhanced leather, which was perfect for a city like NOLA, where being a little theatrical was almost expected, but you had to have plastic for spendy gear like that.


Satisfied, he walked back to the women who’d been his unsuspecting welcome-home party and stood quietly at the side of the bed.


Pressing his fingertips together, he worked the magic that ran in his veins, power born of the melding of his smokesinger and shadeux fae bloodlines, power that had blossomed when he’d finally opened himself up to it. Power he’d learned to use through trial and error and the help of a good friend.


He smiled. It would be great to see Dulcinea again, too.


Slowly, he drew his fingers apart and threads of smoke spun out between them. The strands twisted and curled between his fingers until the nebulous creation took the shape of a rose.


Gentle heat built in the bones of his hands and arms, a pleasurable sensation that gave him great satisfaction.


The form solidified further, then Augustine flicked one wrist to break the connection. With that free hand, he grasped the stem. The moment he touched it, the stem went green and royal purple filled the flower’s petals. He lifted it to his nose, inhaling its heady perfume. Fae magic never ceased to amaze him. He tucked the flower behind his ear and quickly spun another, then laid the blooms on the sisters’ pillows.


Pleased with his work, he picked up his bag, pulled a black compact from the pocket of his jeans and flipped it open to reveal a mirror. The mirror was nothing special, just a piece of silver-backed glass, but that was all any fae needed to travel from one place to another.


“Thanks for a wonderful evening, ladies,” he whispered. Focusing on his reflection, he imagined himself back at Livie’s. The familiar swirl of vertigo tugged at him as the magic drew him through.


A second later, when he glanced away from his reflection, he was home.
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Harlow Goodwin held paper documents so rarely that if the stark white, unrecycled stock in her hands were anything else than the death knell to her freedom, she’d be caressing it with her bare fingers, willing to risk any residual emotions left from the person who’d last touched it—it wasn’t like she could read objects the way she could people or computers, but every once in a while, if the thing had been touched by someone else recently, something leaked through. In this case, she kept her gloves on. This wasn’t any old paper, this was the judgment that was about to bring an abrupt and miserable end to life as she knew it.


They couldn’t even have the decency to wait to deliver it until after she’d had her morning coffee. For once, she wished it had been another of her mother’s missives pleading with her to come for a visit.


She read the sum again. Eight hundred fifty thousand dollars. Eight five zero zero zero zero. She’d heard it in court when the judge had pronounced her sentence, but seeing it in black-and-white, in letters that couldn’t be backspaced over and deleted, made the hollowness inside her gape that much wider.


How in the hell was she going to pay off eight hundred and fifty freaking thousand dollars? Might as well have been a million. Or a hundred million. She couldn’t pay it, even if she wanted to. That queasy feeling came over her again, like she might hurl the ramen noodles she’d choked down for dinner. Moments like this, not having a father cut through her more sharply than ever. She knew that if her mother had allowed him into her life, he’d be here, taking care of her. He’d know what to do, how to handle it. That’s what fathers did, wasn’t it?


At least that’s what Harlow’s father did in her fantasies. And fantasies were all she had, because Olivia Goodwin hadn’t only kept that secret from the paparazzi; she’d also kept it from her daughter.


Oh, Harlow had tried to find him. She’d searched every possibility she could think of, traced her mother’s path during the month of her conception, but her mother had been on tour for a movie premiere. Thirty-eight cities in twelve different countries. The number of men she could have come in contact with was staggering.


Harlow’s father, whoever he was, remained a mystery.


Heart aching with the kind of loss she’d come to think of as normal, she tossed the papers onto her desk, collapsed onto her unmade bed and dropped her head into her hands. The five-monitor computer station on her desk hummed softly, a sound she generally considered soothing, but today it only served to remind her of how royally she’d been duped. Damn it.


The client who’d hired her to test his new security system and retrieve a set of files had actually given her false information. She’d ended up hacking into what she’d belatedly guessed was his rival’s company and accessing their top-secret formula for a new drug protocol. Shady SOB.


She shuddered, thinking what her punishment might have been if she’d actually delivered that drug formula into her client’s hands, but a sixth sense had told her to get out right after she’d accessed the file. Something in her head had tripped her internal alarms, something she’d be forever grateful for if only it had gone off sooner. She’d ditched the info and hurriedly erased her presence. Almost. Obviously not enough to prevent herself from being caught.


Times like this she cursed the “gift” she’d been born with. Well, the first one, the ability to feel people’s emotions through touch, that one she always cursed. And really it was more than emotion. She saw images, heard sounds, even picked up scents from people. Which all added up to an intense overload—sometimes pleasurable but too often painful—that she preferred not to deal with. The second gift was the way she seemed to be able to read computers. She didn’t know how else to describe it, but they responded to her like she could speak binary code without even trying. Finding her way into a motherboard took no more effort than opening a door. That gift had given her a career. A slightly questionable one at times. But a job was a job. Except when it brought her clients like this last one.


A client who was now in the wind, the twenty large she’d charged him not even a down payment on her fine. She should have known something was up when he’d paid in cash, his courier a shifty-eyed sort who was probably as much fae as he was something else. She shuddered. That cash, tucked away in a backpack under the bed, was the only thing the court hadn’t been able to seize. Everything else was frozen solid until she paid the fine or did her time.


She flopped back on the bed and folded her arms over her eyes. She was about as screwed as a person could get.


Her eyes closed but it didn’t stop her brain from filling her head with the one name she was doing her best not to think about.


The one person capable of helping her. The one person who’d been the greatest source of conflict in her life.


Olivia Goodwin.


Her mother.


Harlow hadn’t really spoken to her mother in years. Not since their last big fight and Olivia’s umpteenth refusal to share any information about her biological father. For Harlow, it was difficult to say what hurt worse—not knowing who her father was or her mother not understanding the gaping hole inside Harlow where her father was missing and yet her mother somehow thinking she could still make things okay between them.


The cycle usually started with Olivia barraging Harlow with pleas to move to New Orleans. Harlow ignored them until she finally believed things might be different this time and countered with a request of her own. Her father’s name. Because that’s all she needed. A name. With her computer skills, there was no question she’d be able to find him after that. But without a name … every clue she’d followed had led to a dead end. But that small request was all it took to shut Olivia down and destroy Harlow’s hope. The next few months would pass without them talking at all.


Then Olivia would contact her again.


Harlow had made one attempt at reconciliation, but that had dissolved just like the rest of them. After that, their communication became very one-sided. Emails and calls and letters from her mother went unanswered except for an occasional response to let Olivia know she was still alive and still not interested in living in New Orleans.


She loved her mother. But the hurt Olivia had caused her was deep.


If her mother was going to help now, the money would come with strings attached. Namely Harlow agreeing to drop the topic of her father.


The thought widened the hole in her heart a little more. If she agreed to never ask about him again, she’d have to live with the same unbearable sense of not knowing she’d carried all her life. And if she didn’t agree, her mother probably wouldn’t give her the money, which meant Harlow was going to jail. A life lesson, her mother would call it.


A deep sigh fluttered the hair trapped between her cheeks and her forearms. Was she really going to do this? The drive from Boston to New Orleans would take a minimum of twenty-four hours, but flying meant being trapped in a closed space with strangers. It also meant putting herself on the CCU’s radar, and until her fine was paid, she wasn’t supposed to leave the state. At least she had a car. Her little hybrid might be a beater, but it would get her to Louisiana and there’d be no one in the car but her.


Another sigh and she pulled her arms away from her face to stare at the ceiling. If her mother refused her the money, which was a very real possibility, Harlow would be in jail in a month’s time. Her security gone, her freedom gone, forced to live in a cell with another person.


She sat up abruptly. Would they let her keep her gloves in prison? What if her cell mate … touched her? That kind of looming threat made her want to do something rebellious. The kind of thing she’d only done once before at a Comic Con where her costume had given her a sense of anonymity and some protection from skin-to-skin contact.


She wanted one night of basic, bone-deep pleasure of her choosing. One night of the kind of fun that didn’t include sitting in front of her monitors, leveling up one of her Realm of Zauron characters to major proportions. Not that that kind of fun wasn’t epic. It was basically her life. But she needed something more, the kind of memory that would carry her through her incarceration.


One night of careful physical contact with another living, breathing male being.


The thought alone was enough to raise goose bumps on her skin. She’d do it the same way she had at Comic Con. A couple of good, stiff drinks and the alcohol would dull her senses and make being around so many people bearable. With a good buzz, she could stand being touched. Maybe even find it enjoyable, if things went well. Which was the point.


She was going to New Orleans. The city was practically built on senseless fun and cheap booze, right? If there was ever a place to have one last night of debauchery before heading to the big house, New Orleans seemed custom made for it.


On her Life Management Device, the one she could no longer afford and that would soon be turned off, she checked the weather. Unseasonably warm in New Orleans. Leaving behind the snowpocalypse of Boston wouldn’t be such a hardship, but she wasn’t about to ditch her long sleeves just for a little sunshine. On the rare occasions she had to leave her apartment, she liked as much skin covered as possible.


She jumped off the bed, grabbed her rolling bag and packed. Just the necessities—travel laptop with holoscreen and gaming headset, some clothes, toiletries and the cash. Not like she’d be gone long. She changed into her favorite Star Alliance T-shirt, set her security cameras, locked down her main computer and servers and grabbed her purse. She took a deep breath and one last look at her apartment. It was only for a few days. She could do this.


A few minutes later she was in the car, a jumbo energy drink in the cup holder and the nav on her LMD directing her toward Louisiana.
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Augustine tucked away his traveling mirror and inhaled the comforting scent of home. The weeks of rarely staying in one spot for longer than a few nights had worn thin. He’d tried a stint in Austin, Texas, another fae Haven city, but a week there and he’d begun to feel eyes on him. Being back in New Orleans was pure happiness. This was the only ground he’d ever considered home, and this house, the estate of retired movie star Olivia Goodwin, was the only place that had ever felt like home.


Protecting Olivia and this place was why he’d run to begin with, but she knew he hadn’t been the cause of the trouble. Not really. That landed squarely on the shoulders of his estranged half brother, Mortalis. They shared a father but that was about it. They’d never seen eye to eye on anything. Mortalis disapproved of Augustine’s life in more ways than he could count and took every opportunity, rare as they were, to make that known.


Despite that, Augustine had helped one of Mortalis’s very pretty, very persuasive female friends gain access to the fae plane, specifically the Claustrum, the max-security prison where the fae kept the worst of their kind. Livie had agreed it had been the right thing to do, but she hadn’t really understood the consequences.


The sounds of female voices reached his ears. Olivia and Lally, her companion and housekeeper, were out on the back porch enjoying the unseasonably warm weather. He set his bag down and moved softly from the hall and into the kitchen. Their voices were louder now, filtering in through the screen door along with the afternoon breeze. Ice clinked in glasses and the scent of mint and bourbon followed.


He smiled. Livie loved herself a julep on the porch. He leaned in close to the screen, but left the door closed. “Miss me so much you have to drink away your sorrows, huh?”


Both women jumped in their rockers, clutching at their hearts and slopping bourbon and soda over the rims of their glasses.


Olivia shook her cane at him, her shock widening into an unstoppable grin. “Augustine Robelais, how dare you sneak up on two old women like that.” She threw her head back and laughed. “Oh, Augie, you’re home. Praise our lady Elizabeth Taylor. Get out here and let me hug your neck.”


He pushed through the screen door and scooped Livie into his arms. She squeezed him hard, her form somehow frailer than he remembered. He whispered into her silver-white bob, “I missed you more than I have words for.”


“And I, you, cher.” Her hand cupped the back of his head as she kissed his cheek. “I am so glad you’re home.” She released him, her amber eyes glittering with tears.


He turned to Lally and caught her in a hug as she stood. “I’m sure you didn’t miss cleaning up after me, huh?”


Lally clung to him, her voice catching when she finally spoke. “Silly child.” She patted his back as she let him go and sat down. “I had so much free time, I read half Miss Olivia’s library.” She laughed. “I’m still not used to seeing you with your horns grown out, but I’m happy to have you back, no matter what you look like.”


He leaned against the porch railing. The warmth of their love was almost palpable, soothing the ache in his heart from being away. “I appreciate that. I’ll be grinding the horns off soon enough.”


A wash of concern took away Livie’s smile. “Everything all right then? Didn’t have any trouble did you? No run-ins with any Elektos?”


“Not a bit.” He couldn’t stop smiling. Even the air smelled better. “How about you?”


She snorted softly. “Nothing I couldn’t handle.”


Which meant they’d been here. That knocked the smile off his face. Anger fueled a fire in his belly, but for her sake he just nodded. Obviously she didn’t want to talk about it right now. Or maybe just not around Lally, but there wasn’t much Olivia kept from her.


“You home to stay, Mr. Augustine?” Lally looked hopeful.


“Yes.” He sighed and tipped his head back, inhaling the earthy, heady scent of the Garden District. Tiny green tips were beginning to show on the trees. In a few weeks, spring would overtake the place. “I hope I never have to run again.” He would, though, if it meant keeping these two women safe.


“Good.” Lally smiled. “We had enough of you bein’ gone.”


“That we did.” Livie sipped her mint julep, then held it up to him. “You want a drink, darling?”


“No, I’m good. All I really want is to sleep in my own bed.”


She took another sip before setting the drink down. “Well, I’ll be. You mean you’re not heading into the Quarter to see what young thing you might woo into your arms for the night?”


He laughed. Olivia didn’t need to know he’d already been there. “I thought I’d take one night off. Besides, tomorrow night is Nokturnos. I’ll do plenty of wooing then.”


“Is that tomorrow? With you gone, I guess it slipped my mind.” She looked at Lally. “Did you realize it was the new moon?”


“I knew that much, but I can’t be bothered with the rest.” Lally waved her hand. “All that mask wearing and kissing strangers and carrying on like fools. Humans do enough of that during Mardi Gras.”


Augustine raised a brow. “We don’t carry on like—well, okay, a little bit like fools, but it’s the fae New Year. There’s got to be some celebration. Plus the fae need their own party before the tourists invade for carnival and the town isn’t ours anymore. This is a big one, too. Since the covenant’s been broken and humans know we exist, it’s the first Nokturnos we can celebrate publicly.” He shook his finger at Olivia. “You’ve got a good bit of haerbinger blood in your system, Ms. Goodwin. You should be celebrating, too.”


She waved him off. “Please, cher. I’ve had enough celebrating in my days.”


“My lands,” Lally exclaimed with a smirk. “You sure came back from your sojourn with a lot of sass, didn’t you, Mr. Augustine? Hmph.”


He laughed.


“I missed this, I surely did.” Lally tipped her head up toward Augustine. “So you’ll be kissing a stranger tomorrow evening? Guess that’s not much different than most of your evenings.” She laughed, clearly tickled with herself.


“And I’m the one full of sass?” But he grinned. “Hey, you want me to have good luck for the New Year, don’t you?” A yawn caught him off guard. Before he’d returned home, sleep had eluded him the last few nights, replaced by nightmares so real, they’d driven him to return home. Probably earlier than was prudent, but enough was enough.


Livie immediately looked concerned. “You really are tired, aren’t you, cher?”


He hadn’t slept much last night, either, but he wasn’t about to tell them that. He scratched the base of one horn. “You know how it is when you’re not in your own bed. It’s just not the same.”


Lally nodded. “I hear that. You going to make it till supper, Mr. Augustine, or should I put up a plate for you?”


“Depends on what you’re fixing.”


“Nothing special. Just a little RB-and-R and some hot sausage.”


“Nothing special.” He snorted. “You know I love red beans and rice. Especially yours. Yes to supper, but first I should probably run down to Jackson Square and see if Dulcinea is around. Let her know I’m back.” He’d stayed clear of the Quarter’s main areas last night, too, keeping as low a profile as he could without becoming completely invisible to the pretty tourist girls he so enjoyed.


Lally stood. “I’ll just go take another sausage out of the freezer.”


After she left, Livie gave him a sly smile. “I’m sure Dulcinea’s missed you.”


He rolled his eyes. “You know it’s not like that between us.”


“Mm-hmm. I know what you two get up to.” She swirled the liquid in her glass. “I know you’re both adults and consenting and all that.”


He knew what Olivia was hinting at, but the past was the past. “We’re just friends.”


“Friends with benefits, that’s what they used to call it in my day.” She lifted her glass to her lips as Lally came back out.


“Y’all still talking about Miss Dulcinea?”


“Yes, why?” Augustine answered.


Lally settled into her chair and pointed toward the back corner of the yard. “She was out here one night. Just sitting in the gazebo past the pool there. I gave her a little wave, but she didn’t wave back. Didn’t see her again after that, but the next night, a stray cat showed up. Sleek gray thing with darker stripes and these two different-colored eyes that just looked right through a person’s soul.”


Augustine looked at Livie the same time she looked at him and in unison, they both said, “Dulcinea.”


She was one of the oddest fae he knew, not just personality-wise, but because even she didn’t know her bloodlines other than that they included fae and varcolai, or shifter. The strange stew of her lineage had given her some rare powers, including the ability to take on random animal forms. In othernatural terms, she was a remnant, a label applied to anyone with mixed othernatural heritage. But in the neighborhood, most called her a changeling.


Lally sat back, resting her arms across her plump stomach. “I figured that was her.”


He nodded. “Thanks for letting me know.”


She lifted one hand to shake a finger at him. “You definitely should go see that girl. She’s pining for you.”


Augustine laughed. “Dulce pines for no one. Except maybe this city.” It was nice to know she’d kept an eye on Olivia and Lally while he’d been gone. He hadn’t asked her to do that and was a little surprised she had, but then maybe he wasn’t. Nothing Dulcinea did could really be considered shocking.




Chapter Two


Augustine strolled toward Jackson Square with a little extra swagger in his step despite his sleeplessness. That was the power of being home again, of being back where he belonged with Livie. But the closer to the square he got, the deeper the invasive itch of the iron fencing dug into him. Iron was a fae’s worst nightmare, a death sentence in great enough quantities, which was why most of the ironwork in New Orleans had been replaced over the years with look-alike aluminum. He shook the itch off. He wouldn’t let it bother him. Not even the tourists plowing past could ruin his mood. It was too beautiful a day, too good to be home and too hard to be grumpy in a city that had so much going for it.


Ahead of him, under her customary black umbrella, sat Dulcinea, her back to him. She kept to the square’s far side to put as much distance between herself and the iron fencing as possible, but he still didn’t know how she could take such prolonged exposure. For a fae, being so close to that much iron was like having your skin peeled off. Slowly. But that was Dulcinea. One of a kind.


A fat strand of bloodred yarn tied back her silvery gray dreads so that the beads, feathers and bones woven into the matted strands clinked against one another when she moved. That slip of red was the only color she wore. The rest of her outfit from her long, flowy dress to her casually torn leggings to her combat boots was black or a shade of gray. Combined with her dusty gray skin and her nearly six foot height, she made a striking figure. One that looked very much the mystical fortune-teller. And the tourists loved every inch of her, even her bicolored eyes, one blue, one green.


Since the breaking of the covenant that had enabled mortals to see all the othernatural creatures around them, New Orleans had enjoyed a boom in visitors interested in gawking at the fae that called the Haven city home.


Dulcinea was very happy to take advantage, literally, of those visitors. And was doing just that as he approached.


She had a victim—ah, tourist—at her table, her fae tarot cards laid out between them, no doubt spinning some grand tale that would result in the tourist forking over more money to hear what else their future might hold, or where their great-aunt Sally had buried a stash of gold coins or what numbers they should play in next week’s lottery. It seemed likely to Augustine that Dulcinea’s mulligan stew of a gene pool must hold a healthy dollop of haerbinger fae, the same as Livie’s did, because both women had a good knack for knowing the truth about a person.


Dulcinea just embellished the truth with liberal abandon as befitted the needs of the poor sap in front of her. He sidled closer to listen.


“This card means death.” She tapped one black-painted fingernail on the tarot card. The female tourist gasped, fear obvious in her eyes. Dulcinea raised her hand. “This death is not yours.” She passed her hand dramatically through the air. “It’s the death of all ill will against you. The death of your enemies’ desire to bring harm against you.”


“My enemies?” The woman wore jeans with a matching jean jacket and a bright white T-shirt that read “I got Bourbon on Drunk Street.” Her fingers strayed to the St. Christopher medal around her neck. “I don’t feel like I have any enemies.”


Dulcinea leveled her gaze at the woman, cocking her head slightly. “I see someone at your church. Another woman. She has dark hair and is a bit meddlesome.” Dulcinea squinted and tapped the side of her head like she was on the verge of a psychic breakthrough. “She desires to…”


The woman’s mouth went open. “Helen Kettell! I knew it. My coconut cream cake outsells her German chocolate every year at the bake sale.” The woman covered her mouth with her hand for a moment. “What’s she planning?”


Augustine snorted. Dulcinea glanced back, her eyes lighting when she saw him. She turned to the woman and sat forward in her chair. “You’ll have to come back tomorrow. I’m closed.”


“What? Closed? But you’re talking to me right now.”


“And now I’m not.” Dulcinea jumped up and walked toward Augustine, ignoring the sputtering woman behind her. She flung her arms wide. “Gussie!”


He laughed, even though he’d kill anyone else who tried to call him that. “Hey, Dulce. I didn’t mean to interrupt.”


“You didn’t. I was done.” She kissed him on the mouth, then stepped back and grinned, crinkling the skin around her heavily lined eyes. “Really good to have you back in town. I guess you were too busy last night to say hello.”


So she had seen him. Not surprising. “Yeah, well, I’m here now.” He shook his head at the lip-to-lip contact. Also not surprising. “And it’s good to be back. I owe you one for checking on Olivia and Lally while I was gone.”


She hitched up one shoulder. “You would have done the same for me.”


“You know it.” Not that Dulcinea seemed to have any family for him to check on. She claimed not to know anything about her parents and that she was raised as an orphan by a distant aunt until she’d ended up in the same gang as him. Then the crew had become her family. He looked at her now-deserted table. “Business been good?”


“Crazy good, but I can only stand so much contact with these people.” She hissed at a couple as they passed by, causing them to shrink back and almost run into another artist’s stall. Then she gave the side eye to one of her competitors. “And then there’s that one.”


Augustine turned to look. Right in front of the fence, under a beautiful ivory pavilion, sat a woman who was as sleek and sophisticated as Dulcinea was not. “Ah.” He nodded. “Giselle.”


“Witch,” Dulcinea spat.


Augustine smirked. “That’s not much of an epithet considering she is one.” Giselle Vincent wasn’t just a witch. As the daughter of New Orleans’s coven leader and High Wizard, she was witch royalty. Her father, Evander, was a fourth-level wizard and the final authority when it came to all things witchy in NOLA. Well, until the Elektos got involved. They were really the final authority due to the treaty established after the messy business of the curse.


He could see why Dulcinea would feel threatened by her, though. Giselle’s reputation also made her one of the most sought-after fortune-tellers. Combine that with her rank and yeah, Dulcinea wouldn’t be Giselle’s bestie anytime soon.


“Yeah, well the High Priestess of Mean can get bent for all I care.”


“What’s she done to you?” Dulcinea and Giselle had never been friendly, but this blatant animosity was something new.


“I overheard her telling some tourists I have bedbugs living in my hair.” Dulcinea flicked two fingers at Giselle in some sort of Dulcinea sign language for suck it.


Augustine popped a brow. “Do you really think she’d say that? Maybe I should have a talk with her.” When they ran the streets as part of the same crew, he wouldn’t have hesitated to come to Dulcinea’s defense, but now that they were living more separate lives, he didn’t want to overstep.


“No. Don’t say anything. When it’s time, I’ll deal with her.”


Giselle looked up, pushing her long black hair out of the way. From under the fringe of heavy bangs, her dark eyes pierced straight into Augustine. He held her gaze. She might be a witch, but she didn’t scare him. Actually, she was kind of hot in an untouchable, pristine way. He couldn’t imagine her hair messed up or her pristine white outfits dirty or wrinkled. Or maybe he could. He pulled his gaze back to Dulcinea. “If you’re sure.”


“I am. Leave the freak to me,” Dulcinea added. “I mean, who wears white in this city? It’s witchcraft, I tell you.” She made crazy eyes. “Witchcraft.”


“O-kay, how about we get you out of here for a bit?” He rolled his shoulders uncomfortably. “Forget Giselle, I think being next to all this iron is starting to affect you.”


She stared at the fence for a second. “Yeah, that is kind of bothersome. Whatevs.” Then she turned to him and smiled brightly. “Let’s go drink. But not Belle’s. I don’t go there much anymore.”


Dulcinea’s standard hangout, La Belle et la Bête, was the same as the rest of the othernatural population in town because it was the oldest othernatural bar in town and specifically designed to keep mortal eyes from prying. He’d ask why not there later. “Fine with me. I need to be a little more inconspicuous at the moment anyway.”


“Elektos doesn’t know you’re back, huh?”


“Nope.” He looked at her a little harder. “Is that why you stopped going to Belle’s? Were the Elektos hassling you about me?”


“Nobody hassles me. Except for you.” She winked. “It was just … this and that. You know. C’mon. I know a good place.” Without another word, she turned and started walking.


Damn, the Elektos going after her made him mad. He could understand the high council looking for him at Olivia’s, but bothering his friends crossed a line. He jumped to catch up with her. “I’m sorry about that. Anything else going on?”


“Yes, but…” She shot him a look. “When we’re settled.” Then Dulcinea’s gaze traveled higher. “I like the full-on horns. I bet those fae-loving female tourists do, too. You letting them grow now?”


He touched one self-consciously. In truth, he was kind of over them. “I’m not keeping them this way. Just did it to blend.”


She shrugged. “Your head.”


They crossed the street and swerved through a few blocks of tourists until she pushed through a nondescript wood door. A simple hand-painted sign above read “Stella’s.” He followed after her. The place was lit mostly by a bunch of holovisions showing various sporting events. The few solar tubes there looked like they hadn’t held a full charge in years, which was fine with Augustine because he wasn’t sure the place would hold up to bright light. The sticky floor grabbed at his boots with every step and dust coated the Mardi Gras beads that hung off the beer signs.


Dulcinea had already found a spot at the bar. He took the stool beside her, hoping nothing in the joint was communicable. “Nice place.”


“Isn’t it?” She perked up. “Stella’s is my other joint. They leave you alone in here.”


“They leave a lot alone in here by the looks of it.”


The bartender stopped leaning and walked toward them, nodding at Dulcinea. “The usual?”


She held up two fingers. “Double it.”


“Really,” Augustine started, “you come here that often? What’s your usual?” With Dulcinea, nothing was a given. Once upon a time, it had been white Russians, heavy on the white.


“I come here enough, I guess.”


“Must have started since I left because you’ve never brought me here.”


“You’re too fancy for joints like this.” She stuck her tongue out at him.


“Fancy?”


“Yeah, you like the kind of places where the beautiful people hang out.” She batted her lashes at him, then gave him a wry smile. “I guess I should say the beautiful women. That you then seduce and take home.”


“Hey, now.” He pointed a finger at her. “I never take them home. It’s their hotel or nothing.”


She laughed. “You’re such a man whore.”


He waggled his eyebrows. “That didn’t stop you from taking a dip in this pool.” A dip that had happened ages ago and only that one time, as they’d quickly come to the mutual understanding that being friends was more valuable.


The bartender set two bottles of Abita, the local beer, down in front of them, answering the question about what her usual was. She took a long pull off hers before responding. “That’s because I liked to swim and your pool was always open. Also, we were young and stupid.”


“That we were.” He sipped his beer. “Dulce, you know you could swim in any pool you wanted.” She might be odd, but there were plenty of humans who’d developed a fae fetish since the covenant had fallen and to them there was no such thing as a normal fae anyway. Something he’d taken full advantage of.


She leaned in, clinking her bottle against his. “Maybe, but I don’t want some mouth breather following me around, moon-eyed and dopey with love. I want what I want until I don’t want it anymore.” She tipped her bottle in his direction. “With you, it was just like you said. We were young and dumb. No emotional strings. Just like all those tourist chicks you pick up. Except I never tried to hunt you down afterwards.”


He nodded, slightly sobered by her frankness. “None of them have tried to hunt me down.”


“That you know about.” She set her beer on the bar, her expression growing earnest. “I really am glad you’re back. Things are getting a little hinky in town.”


“This about what you wouldn’t tell me outside?”


She glanced around, but the few other patrons in the bar were some distance away and definitely not interested in what they were doing. “Vamps.”


Not what he’d wanted to hear. He shook his head. He hadn’t seen a single vampire on his walk here, despite the fact that they could daywalk within the limits of the Orleans parish thanks to a nearly two-century-old curse leveled against the city by a heartbroken witch. “Is that why you were over at Olivia’s?”


She kind of half shrugged. “That and you were gone. Figured it couldn’t hurt.” The label on her bottle slowly disappeared under her fingernails. “Khell’s got his hands full, but you ask me? It’s his people to blame. I’m sure there’s a soft spot in his ranks.”


“So someone’s getting greased, letting them in.” Bribes were as much a part of New Orleans history as the vampires, but Augustine had thought the new Guardian, Khell, wouldn’t have stood for that garbage. He didn’t know Khell well, but the guy seemed a by-the-book type. Maybe his lieutenants were dirty. Augustine shook his head. Maybe? More like definitely. Few people in this city turned down a bribe.


Her odd eyes went a little darker. “Worse. I think one of them might be bringing the vampires in. Promising La Ville Éternelle Nuit to whoever can pay the price.”


“Damn. That is hinky.” La Ville Éternelle Nuit was what the vampires called New Orleans—except they didn’t really know it was New Orleans they were referring to as the City of Eternal Night. After the witch had her heart broken by her fae lover and cursed the city into becoming a vampire playground, the ruling Elektos had been able to temper the curse with a secondary spell that erased the memory of New Orleans from a vampire’s mind when they left.


Now La Ville Éternelle Nuit existed in vampire legends, more a myth than a real place. Like Atlantis or the Lost City of Gold.


Still, there was something in the witch’s curse that caused the city to act like a beacon to the pasty bloodsuckers, drawing them to the place over and over to the point that New Orleans had at one time seemed synonymous with vampires.


Even in current times, the leeches managed to evade the fae checkpoints and bribe their way in on occasion. They might not understand why this place held such allure, but the draw remained. Eliminating the original witch’s curse would probably be the only way to break it, but so far no one had found a way to do that.


“Told ya.” She emptied her bottle.


He was only halfway through his, but he took a good swig in an effort to catch up. “Just one more reason I’m glad I never got sucked into that Guardian business. Bunch of hypocrites. You can’t tell me Khell doesn’t know what’s going on right under his nose.”


“Maybe he does. Maybe he doesn’t. Just giving you a heads-up, I know you’re out and about a lot. You might run into one.”


“I appreciate the intel. I’ll keep my eyes open.” He squinted at her. “You haven’t had any issues, have you?”


She smiled, eyes glinting. “You know I never go anywhere without a reasonable amount of steel strapped to me somewhere.” She swung her leg out to rub against his. “Care to check the blade currently sheathed to my inner thigh?”


He snorted. “I believe you.” He had a dagger in his boot but that was it, unlike the old days when he wore as much weaponry as he could, like the rest of his crew. Seemed it was a habit Dulcinea hadn’t broken. Wasn’t that unusual, really. Most fae went out pretty heavy, but he was trying to put that part of his life behind him for Livie’s sake. Besides, when you had the amounts of smokesinger and shadeux blood that he did, weapons were extraneous. Some days he wondered what Mortalis or their father could have taught him, considering he’d learned to master his skills on his own and with some help from Dulcinea, but he was already lethal. What more could there be? “Maybe there’s a bright side to these vamps in town.”


“For real?”


“Well, if Khell and the Elektos are busy with that issue, maybe they won’t care that I’m back.”


She stared at him like he’d suddenly sprouted a third nostril. “Dude, you let a human into the Claustrum. They’re never going to let that go.”


He sighed. “That’s what I was afraid of.”


“But,” she added, “they are plenty racked with this other business. Maybe if you catch a vamp or two, the Elektos would let things slide. You know, perform a couple of good-faith stakings.”


He shook his head. “That’s not my way anymore, you know that. I’m a lover, not a fighter.”


“You used to be both. Hey, you going to do Nokturnos this year? Or you think the Elektos will be watching for you?”


“I’m sure they will be, but I’ll have a mask on so how are they going to find me? I wouldn’t miss it.”


“Cool. Meet me at Mena’s beforehand and we’ll grab some dinner, then do a little pub run before the festivities get under way.”


“It’s a date.”


She gave him a look, then inhaled, lifting herself up slightly. “Okay, I gotta run. This is on me.” She slapped some plastic bills down on the bar top, hopped off her stool and without so much as another word, she left.


Typical Dulcinea. He sat awhile longer, thinking about what she’d said. It wasn’t a bad idea for him to bag and tag a few of the vampire intruders—if he could find any. Bringing the vamps in could help, but it would also put him squarely in the Elektos’s crosshairs. Not only would they know he was in town, but they might get the wild idea that he was angling for the Guardianship next time it came open.


He crossed himself, a habit instilled by his mother and one he’d yet to shake. He hadn’t meant to wish any ill will toward Khell. Although no doubt the Guardian was under orders to bring Augustine in, probably alive but with the Elektos, that wasn’t a guarantee.


Someone behind him dropped a bottle. The pop of shattering glass set his nerves on edge. He shouldn’t be out anyway. He slipped off the bar stool and headed for the john.


Once inside the cramped stall, he pulled his mirror from his pocket and left Stella’s behind for a dinner of Lally’s RB&R, followed by his bed and a long night of hopefully dreamless sleep.
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“Please tell me you’re kidding.” Harlow stared at the fourth desk clerk she’d talked to in the last hour and a half. Driving twenty-four hours nonstop wasn’t really as fun as it sounded, even while listening to the entire Lord of the Rings trilogy. Her last energy drink had worn off in Mississippi. Now every blink felt like sandpaper scraping her eyes. On top of that, she was being forced to talk to people. And they were everywhere in this crowded city. “I called from the last hotel. You said there were rooms.”


He sighed like he didn’t have the time for the conversation. “You didn’t speak with me.”


“Whoever I spoke with said there were rooms. They said they would hold one. I gave them my credit number.” A risk considering it might alert the CCU she was out of town, but as soon as she was in her room, she’d log on and take care of that.


He sighed. “Your name again?”


“Harlow Goodwin.” She rubbed at her eyes, which only made them worse. All she wanted was a bed.


His brows rose. “Any relation to Olivia Goodwin? She lives here, you know.”


“No relation, sorry.” It wasn’t fair to use the power of her mother’s name when they weren’t even on speaking terms.


“Ah, yes, Miss Goodwin. I see now. Your card was denied. Not that it matters. We are completely booked.”


“Denied? That can’t be—oh.” She’d forgotten about the freeze on her assets. Damn, damn, damn. “I have cash.”


His smile was syrupy. “Good for you. Perhaps the next hotel can help you.”


“The next? This is the fourth one I’ve been to. I need to sleep now. Why are there no rooms?”


His expression screwed up into something akin to disbelief. “I expect the entire Quarter is booked. Tonight is Nokturnos.”


Whatever that was. “You must have something.”


With a sniff, he tapped the keyboard in front of him again. “Nothing.” His fingers stopped and his gaze flicked across the screen. “Wait…” More tapping.


“Wait? For what? Did you find something? I’ll take anything.”


“It looks like I have one suite left.” His emphasis made it plain he thought the room was well out of her price range. Which it was, but that didn’t mean she deserved his attitude.


That alone made her want to take it. “And how much is this suite?”


“Twenty-two hundred.”


“A night.” Of course, it was a night. Lack of sleep was making her dumb. “For that kind of money, it should come with a butler.”


“It does. And a chef, should you require one.”


“For real?”


He looked up. “Yes.”


“Wow. I don’t need that much attention, but I’ll take it.” If she was going to jail, she might as well have a little luxury first. Anyway, she’d only be here two nights, tops. And if she was going to entertain some strange man for one last night of fun before she was locked up, why not do it in style?


He looked skeptical. “And how will you be paying for that, Miss Goodwin, since your credit was declined?”


She dug into her leather jacket and pulled out one of the rolls of plastic she’d brought for this very reason. “I said I had cash. If that’s okay with you”—she read his name tag—“Milton.”


He watched as she counted off bills, smacking them down on the counter so the plastic coating slapped the granite with a satisfactory thwap. His smile was half the size of his original one. “Very good, Miss Goodwin. I’ll just take care of that for you.”


“Thanks. Make sure you give me a receipt.”


He nodded, then started pecking away at his keyboard. She turned to inspect the rest of the patrons milling about the lobby. There were so many. She cringed and tried to shake off the first twinges of a panic attack. None of these people cared what she was doing, none of them were bothered by her presence, so she shouldn’t let them bother her. She concentrated on the details of the situation, a technique that often helped. A lot of them carried elaborate masks, some covered in feathers and sequins, some leather, some papier-mâché and spangles. “Is there some kind of party going on?” she asked without looking at him.


“Yes, ma’am. The Nokturnos I mentioned.”


A sense of victory rose in her that he’d answered without condescension. Amazing what a stack of plastic would do for a person’s attitude. “It’s a masked ball type thing?”


“It takes place in the streets, much like Mardi Gras, but there are no floats. Just general revelry and drinking. And beads, of course.”


She turned to face him. “So a standard night in New Orleans?”


He smiled, genuinely this time. “Sort of. From what I understand, it’s considered good luck if you kiss a stranger during Nokturnos. Wearing a mask when you go out means you’re game.”


She checked out the people carrying masks again. “How about that. And it starts tonight?”


“Yes. One night only, that of the first new moon before Mardi Gras.”


She’d planned on going to see her mother first, but maybe it was better to save that unpleasant, inevitable business until after she’d had her fun, especially if the streets were going to be filled with willing strangers tonight. Hopefully not so filled she couldn’t handle it. She’d deal with it later, though. All she wanted now was sleep. She checked her watch. Not quite 1 p.m. “What time does this thing start?”


He checked a piece of paper on the desk. “The new moon sets at eleven forty-three p.m., marking the beginning of the fae New Year, but Nokturnos really starts at sunset.”


The word fae sent a jolt through her, reminding her she was in their territory now. Her mother’s territory. “Good. Thanks.” She had some time to sleep and recover from the drive. She could go out and have her night of fun before she faced her mother.


After that, she probably wouldn’t need a reason to drink.




Chapter Three


Augustine rolled over and stretched, smiling as he did. Last night’s sleep had been amazing. Deep, dreamless and restful. He stared out the big leaded-glass window that lit up his entire attic apartment, contentment washing over him. He’d have to deal with the Elektos at some point, but right now, he was just happy to be here. One day at a time. No reason to get worked up about what hadn’t happened yet.


With that thought, he extricated himself from the bedcovers and blinked at the clock on his nightstand. Already well past lunch.


He stretched lazily and scratched his chest, standing for a moment before the vanity mirror. He frowned at his horns. Well, he was home now. After Nokturnos, he’d grind them down again.


Home. The word filled him with all kinds of satisfaction. He snapped the covers straight on the bed, sending dust motes swirling through the sunlight filtering in through the big window. Damn, it was good to be back.


Now all he really needed was a long, hot shower before lunch with Livie, something he’d missed while he’d been away.


Livie might be getting on in years, but she had enough fae blood in her to keep her sharp and spry, and her stories about her life as a famous actress never failed to entertain. Living with her was about the easiest thing he’d ever done and easy was sort of his life motto. He shucked his sleep pants and headed for the bath.


He rounded the corner into the white-tiled bath and nearly ran into Lally. If Olivia was like a mother to him, Lally was like his older, sweetly bossy, well-meaning sister. Fluffy white towels filled one arm.


“Lands, child, I’m so used to you not being here, you gave me a scare!” She clapped her hand to her chest, her fingers tangling in the gold chain that disappeared beneath the neck of her blue housedress. Then, as if she’d suddenly realized he was in his altogether, she canted her eyes toward the ceiling and handed him a towel. “Mr. Augustine, I do not need to see your business again. I’ve already seen it too many times.”


He held the folded towel in front of himself. “You’re the only woman who’s ever said that, Lally.” He kissed her cheek as he slid past. “It’s good to be back.”


She left the room, but lingered by the door, gaze aimed away from him. “You promise you’re here to stay?”


“Yes.” No matter what he had to do to make that true. “I said that yesterday and I meant it—did something happen while I was gone?”


She hesitated long enough for him to question her answer. “No, just that Miss Olivia missed you something awful. Now, hurry up. You already missed breakfast and I am just about to serve lunch.” Eyes still averted, she started for the stairs, then hesitated. “I know you’ve got your Nokturnos tonight, but it’s Valentine’s Day today, in case you didn’t realize. And you missed Christmas. And regular human folks’ New Year.”


He grinned. “If you think I came back without a present for you or Olivia, you don’t know me very well, Lally Hughes.”


With a little smile, she left, pulling the door shut behind her.


A hot shower later and he was in jeans and a long sleeve T-shirt headed down to the dining room and the delicious aromas of Lally’s cooking. When he’d been traveling, the memories of her food had made his mouth water. Now his stomach grumbled along with it. His present for Lally was tucked under his arm, the one for Olivia clutched in his hand.


And there at the bottom of the stairs stood the woman herself in all her glory, which this morning meant a fringed peacock-printed caftan and turquoise turban.


Olivia Goodwin leaned on her cane, face beaming up at him. “How did you sleep, my darling? Or did you slip out of bed and end up in someone else’s dreams?”


He laughed, winding his arm around her in a quick hug. He’d missed her scent of lemon verbena perfume. “Not last night. I stayed in my own bed and slept like a rock. It was just what I needed.”
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