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Her encounter with that undead creature had left permanent damage. Some kind of supernatural scar.

She slumped down and hugged her knees to her chest. Was this what it meant to be fae? To be this vulnerable? She wasn’t tough and street-smart like Augustine, she was a computer geek who preferred the indoors to direct sunlight and email to actual conversation.

What would her mother do in a situation like this? Olivia had been strong and fearless. The kind of woman Harlow would love to be someday, but getting there was going to take courage. Something she wasn’t sure she had. At least not in the kind of quantities she was going to need.

She should talk to Augustine and hope that all this craziness happening to her wouldn’t scare him away. He had promised to teach her to defend herself. Maybe that would help somehow. And if it didn’t … he’d know what to do. Or he’d find someone who would. He was the Guardian of the city. It was his job to protect the citizens of New Orleans and now that she lived here, that included her.
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To my readers, the real reason I do this.



Chapter One

Life is an unwinnable game. Only the playing time may be prolonged.

—Elektos Codex 13.4.1
New Orleans, Louisiana 2068

Harlow woke with a gasp. Her heart raced in her chest. She swallowed, trying to get air. Sweat glued her tank top to her body. A few deep breaths eased the nightmare’s grip on her, but its claws still dug deep into her subconscious. A few more breaths and the sharp edges wore away, leaving her with a residual fear that clung like secondhand smoke.

She forced herself to lie down and relax. It was just a dream. The coolness of the dark room eased the heat of her skin. This is reality, not the nightmare. She grabbed her Life Management Device off the nightstand and tapped the screen to see the time. A little after three in the morning.

Tossing the LMD onto the nightstand, she kicked the covers off. The whirling ceiling fan wafted cool air over her as she tried to concentrate on something besides the terrifying dream that had yanked her from sleep. She failed. The nightmare filled every synapse. She couldn’t recall exactly what the dream had been, but the dread of it remained, impossible to shake. Something—or someone—had tried to drag her into an abyss. Or had chased her toward it.

Either way, she never wanted to feel that bone-deep sense of fear again.

Minutes slipped by, taking the panic with them. At last she closed her eyes, praying the nightmare wouldn’t return.

It didn’t, but neither did sleep. She focused on the whir of the ceiling fan. The subtle hum drowned out all other sounds. Except for one.

The unmistakable eddy and lap of water.

She got up and padded barefoot across the room, pushed back the sheers, opened the balcony door, and stepped out into the cool night air.

Augustine was swimming laps in the pool below.

She sighed. Seeing him anchored her firmly in reality. His lean, muscled form cut the water cleanly, sending smooth ripples to kiss the pool’s edge. In the submerged light, his skin seemed a darker gray, sleek and seal-like against the water’s aqua blue.

She walked closer to the railing. There was something otherworldly in the way he slipped through the water, the effortless way he spun and pushed off the wall as he turned, the boneless way his body undulated. Even if his horns hadn’t grown back, with his gray skin and the six fingers on each hand—and now she could see six toes on each foot as well—no one would mistake him for human. He was utterly, completely, regrettably fae.

And she was utterly, completely, regrettably attracted to him. She exhaled the breath she’d unwittingly held. Sure, she was fae, too, but she’d spent her entire adult life trying to live as if she weren’t. Now her new life in New Orleans made those bloodlines impossible to ignore. She was the daughter of the city’s most famous fae, movie star Olivia Goodwin. And thanks to her mother’s curious will, Harlow and Augustine had become co-owners of the house. And roommates. Hard to ignore your true heritage when you shared a house with the city’s fae Guardian.

Who was practically naked in the pool below her.

Steam rose from the water but the trails evaporated before reaching her second-story balcony. He must be using some of his fae skills to heat the water. That would be a wicked cool power to have. Unlike hers, which were mostly bothersome.

She leaned against the metal railing, causing it to creak.

He lifted his head, twisting seamlessly into a backstroke to smile up at her. “Hey, Harley. Come on in, the water’s fine.”

She pulled away from the railing. “I was just going back to bed.” And don’t call me that. But those words never left her tongue.

“Funny. Looks like you’re standing there watching me.” With a smug look, he ducked under, flipped around and pressed off the wall to glide the length of the pool underwater in one long, easy movement. The water calmed, bringing into definition just how very small his black trunks were.

When he surfaced, he picked his head up and made eye contact again. “You can’t sleep or you’d already be doing that. You might as well swim.” He spread his arms out and floated lazily.

“I don’t have a swimsuit.”

His wicked grin returned. “I can ditch mine if it makes you feel better.”

She bit her bottom lip and tried to keep her gaze from traveling below that smile. “Okay. Wait. No. Keep your suit on. I meant okay I would come swimming.” Her tank top and boy-short underwear would work fine. It was dark. Sort of. And all that seemed to matter at the moment was that she get in the water.

She slipped back into the house, wrapped herself in a towel from her bathroom and then went down to the first floor as quietly as she could so she wouldn’t wake Lally, the housekeeper. Outside, the grass muffled her steps. She shivered despite the towel. The unseasonably warm weather they’d been having was gone. At the pool’s edge, she stopped, clutching her towel. She shouldn’t be down here. She should be in bed. Asleep. Alone.

Augustine stood in waist-deep water. Vapor trails rose off his sleek gray skin to mingle with the steam from the surface, making him look like some kind of horned god of the underworld. He coasted his fingers over the surface, but his eyes stayed on her.

She shivered again. Standing beside a pool shouldn’t feel this dangerous. This wicked.

He sank down to his neck and pushed back, sending out a small wake. “I can make the water as warm as you like.”

If she didn’t move forward, she was going to turn and run. She willed herself to drop the towel, then forced her feet down the steps. She could do this. She could be this bold. The pool was like a bath. She kept going, sinking down until her hair floated around her. “It’s warm enough.”

Warmer toward Augustine. Like the heat was radiating off him, which she guessed it was. She didn’t know exactly how his power worked, but as skills went, this was a pretty good one.

He kept his distance, drifting about arm’s length from her. “Couldn’t sleep, huh?”

“No.” When he didn’t say anything, she filled the space with, “I had a nightmare.”

He nodded. “Those suck.” Then he moved a little closer, his brow furrowed. “You okay?”

She stayed put. “I’m fine. I’m not eight. I can deal with it.” She hoped.

He shrugged. “I had nightmares after your mom died that felt as real as anything.”

She dropped her gaze to the water’s surface. “It wasn’t about that. I don’t even remember it now, really.” Mostly true. Just the sense of that dark, threatening abyss remained.

“Cylo and Dulcinea should be back with your stuff today.”

He was less than a foot from her, his voice soft. Lally’s room was on the first floor, not that far away. She nodded, keeping her voice down, too. “I appreciate you sending them to Boston to clear out my apartment.”

His face went serious. “Not something you needed to be doing with Branzino unaccounted for.”

She backpedaled to lean against the pool wall and rest her head on the rounded edge. “I don’t want to talk about him.” Her biological father was a monster, not someone she wanted in her brain after that nightmare.

“Me either.” Augustine joined her at the wall, so close his shoulder almost kissed hers. The heat coming off him felt like a blast furnace. He pointed skyward, water dripping off his hand. “See those five stars forming that wide W shape? That’s Cassiopeia.”

“Who was she? Some Greek goddess, right?”

“Close. A Greek queen.”

“They’re very pretty.” She glanced over at him but his eyes were still on the sky. “How do you know about the stars?”

He turned toward her. “I like beautiful things.”

A dark light flickered in his eyes. Her insides knotted with rare, unused feelings. She faced him, gripping the pool’s edge with one hand while she pushed at him with the other. It was like trying to shove a stone wall out of the way. “Nice line, but I’m not falling for it.” He’d have to try a lot harder than that.

He inched closer. The steam rising off him left little droplets in her bangs. “It wasn’t a line. You’re beautiful.”

She swallowed, unsure how to respond. She didn’t have to. His mouth closed on hers, the kiss unexpected, but not entirely unwelcome. His hands slid up her arms, stopping below her shoulders. She leaned into him, into his warmth. Into the press of a mouth both soft and firm. The surge of emotion she expected never came. Had he figured out how to squelch her gift? Or maybe he’d found a way to control what came through him.

She kissed him back, pleased that for once the only emotions skin-on-skin contact made her feel were her own.

His fingers tightened on her arms and his mouth bore down on hers. The pressure became painful. She pulled back to end the kiss and failed. He forced his mouth against hers harder. Panic jolted down her spine. The water chilled. She opened her eyes and struggled to break away.

A shadow passed in front of the pool light, causing it to sputter.

Except it wasn’t a shadow. A crack had opened in the bottom of the pool. The blackness spilled out of it and spread toward her. The abyss had returned. She hit Augustine with her fists, but he didn’t budge. They were locked together. She screamed into his mouth. The abyss came closer as a great emptiness opened inside her.

Augustine was sucking the soul out of her, draining the light and spirit from her body. She could feel it leaving as the blackness reached her. The water lapped over her, climbing up her arms, covering her body, choking the breath from her—

She bolted upright, gasping for air, clutching handfuls of the sheet like they were a lifeline. She was still in bed. It was just another dream. But the pounding of her heart was very real. She panted open-mouthed to get enough oxygen into her lungs. Just a dream, she repeated. Just a dream.

She checked the time on her LMD. Quarter after four in the morning. Her pulse was easing, but the panic was slower to subside. The water, the kiss, the heat of his skin … it had seemed so real. She jumped out of bed, ran to the balcony doors and peered out. The pool was empty and dark, lit only by the moon.

She turned and leaned against the door, her back flattening the sheers to the glass. She spread her hand over her heart. The darkness was still there. Darker than the room she was in. She could feel it. Feel the way it strengthened with every nightmare. It sat in the empty place she’d always had inside her.

She’d lived with that all her life, a longing she’d thought had been created by not knowing her father, but she’d met him and that introduction had done nothing to take away the ache. Maybe because Branzino had turned out to be a horrible, manipulative monster of a man, but maybe there was another reason. Maybe she was defective in some way. Like a part of her was missing.

Either way, touching the vampire who’d killed her mother had awakened something in her. Made the hole more apparent. Created a sense of emptiness so intense, she’d assumed it was just temporary. Obviously she’d been wrong. Her encounter with that undead creature had left permanent damage. Some kind of supernatural scar.

She slumped down and hugged her knees to her chest. Was this what it meant to be fae? To be this vulnerable? She wasn’t tough and street-smart like Augustine; she was a computer geek who preferred the indoors to direct sunlight and email to actual conversation.

What would her mother do in a situation like this? Olivia had been strong and fearless. The kind of woman Harlow would love to be someday, but getting there was going to take courage. Something she wasn’t sure she had. At least not in the quantity she was going to need.

She should talk to Augustine and hope that all this craziness happening to her wouldn’t scare him away. He had promised to teach her to defend herself. Maybe that would help somehow. And if it didn’t … he’d know what to do. Or he’d find someone who would. He was the Guardian of the city. It was his job to protect the citizens of New Orleans, and now that she lived here, that included her.

[image: image missing]

Augustine came down to breakfast to find Lally cooking eggs and Harlow already at the table. She was bundled in Olivia’s old chenille robe, her cranberry-black hair knotted on top of her head. Even rumpled with sleep she intrigued him. Or maybe that disheveled look just fueled the fire she’d already started in him. He wanted to plant a kiss on the side of her neck. Smiling at what the consequences of that might be, he grabbed a mug for coffee instead. “Morning. Cool out there today, huh?”

Lally nodded. “Morning, Augie. I like that cool weather. Makes for good sleeping, don’t you think?”

“It does, but Mardi Gras’s going to be on the cold side this year if this spell doesn’t pass.”

Lally grinned. “Guess that means people just have to drink a little more to keep warm.”

He glanced at Harlow. She’d yet to speak. “You okay?”

She nodded, but said nothing. Her gloved hands were wrapped around her coffee cup as if she were afraid it might try to get away. Purplish-gray semicircles bruised her under-eyes.

He took the chair next to her, fighting the urge to touch her. To comfort her. He stopped himself because she wouldn’t welcome it. “Didn’t sleep well, huh?”

She shrugged, her gaze never leaving her coffee. “I was … up late playing Realm of Zauron.”

He’d passed her room at midnight. There’d been no light under the door from her computer.

She sipped her coffee. “My stuff should be here today, right?”

The sudden change of subject wasn’t lost on him. Obviously whatever was bothering her wasn’t something she wanted to discuss. Maybe if he’d been human she would have felt differently, but she was still coming to terms with being fae and that included him. He pulled out his LMD. “Uh-huh. I got a text from Dulcinea around seven a.m. She figures they’ll pull in from Boston sometime this afternoon.”

“Thanks for taking care of that.” She raised her head a little, but still didn’t make eye contact. She seemed reluctant to be around him this morning, more so than usual, and he had no idea why. Whatever had kept her up, maybe. He hoped whatever she wasn’t telling him wasn’t serious.

“Of course. With Branzino in the wind, it was the smartest way to handle it.”

Lally set a platter of eggs and bacon on the table, followed by a basket of biscuits and a bowl of grits sprinkled with cheese. “I’m glad that man has stayed away. I’m guessing he knows when he’s been beat.”

“Let’s hope so.” Augustine took a biscuit and slathered it with mayhaw jelly. Truth was, it was more likely that Branzino was biding his time, and he was sure Lally knew that, too; she just didn’t want to put the truth out there in front of Harlow. “That reminds me, I can’t hang out too long this morning. I’ve got to meet Fenton.” Fenton Welch served as the Elektos liaison to the Guardian, a role the member of the fae’s high council took very seriously.

Harlow looked up. “I thought we were going to train today.”

Was that part of what was bothering her? “I know, I promised I’d give you some self-defense lessons—and I will. Fenton just needs me for a bit this morning, then I’ll be home.”

She nodded. “Okay. Good.” But her mouth bunched to one side and she sighed.

Damn it. She was obviously disappointed. He’d do whatever he could to make the morning meeting quick. “I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

Lally sat at the end of the table and helped herself to a spoonful of scrambled eggs. “Do you have a lot to do to get ready for Mardi Gras? As Guardian, I mean.”

“Some.” Mostly he was going to nudge Fenton about getting the house warded before they returned to finalizing the investigation into the death of Dreich. The fallen fae had been the late Guardian’s cousin and one of his lieutenants. Hard to believe the man had been involved in letting vampires into the city. Vampires who’d killed not only some tourists and the last Guardian, but Harlow’s mother, Olivia Goodwin.

But the man both Augustine and Harlow truly suspected to have been behind the whole thing was Joseph Branzino, Harlow’s biological father, raptor fae and known killer. They just didn’t have any hard evidence, and without hard evidence, there was no lawful action Augustine could take. Unlawful action, on the other hand, was something he was coming to believe would be his only recourse. He was okay with that. Before becoming the Guardian, unlawful action was all he’d known.

He shifted his attention to Harlow. She stared at the tabletop, taking a sip of coffee now and then and looking very much like a troubled soul. Maybe he should tell Fenton he needed a day off. “I could try to cancel, maybe push the meeting until tomorrow—”

“No.” Harlow shook her head and the briefest of smiles bent her mouth. “I’m not even awake yet. Go do your Guardian stuff and we’ll train when you get back.”

Lally pushed the platter of eggs toward her. “Eat something, child. You need the energy just to keep yourself warm.”

“Thanks.” She took a piece of bacon, finally seeming to perk up. “I was thinking about how nice it will be to have all my stuff back. If it’s okay with you two”—she turned her gaze to Lally—“I’d like to set up shop in one of the spare rooms.”

“Shop?” Lally asked. “You’re not going to get yourself into trouble again, are you?”

“No. Nothing like that.” Harlow glanced at her. “But I still have clients and I need to work. It’s not in me just to live off my mother’s estate. If it was, my life would have been very different.”

“True words.” Lally nodded.

“I need to do something.”

Augustine sat back. “What about the business you were already doing? Hacking into companies to test their security.”

“Penetration testing. Word about my conviction has spread through the community.” She frowned. “The jobs have dried up. And while I realize New Orleans may not have the same kind of business going on that Boston did, there’s got to be some opportunity in a tourist town like this. I’m thinking I could do web work, maybe some graphic design stuff. I’ll even do repairs. Whatever people need. There have to be people in this town who’d like a website designed. Most businesses here still have them, right?”

Lally shrugged. Augustine raised one shoulder. “I guess. Is that a thing most businesses do? My LMD is the closest I’ve been to a computer in a long time.” The Great War had created a huge divide in who could afford things like electricity and technology. Once upon a time, connectivity had been an almost inherent right. Now it was a luxury for those who had the funds.

Harlow toyed with her fork. “I hope so. I’d like to do something with my time besides read my way through my mother’s library. Not that that’s such a bad way to pass the time…”

“You’ll be plenty busy when we get this training schedule figured out.” Augustine would keep his promise, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t having mixed feelings about teaching her to fight. It would be good for her to be able to defend herself, but he worried she’d get overconfident and do something with lasting results.

“I know.” She chewed a bite of bacon. “But I still want to start this new business.”

“I get it,” Lally said. “No shame in wanting to feel productive.”

“Take whatever space you want. It is half your house,” Augustine added. “Just don’t take the ballroom, that’s going to be our training space. I’m requisitioning the stuff from Fenton today.” If lack of activity was behind Harlow’s unhappiness, then he was all for her starting up a new business. How busy she’d actually be, he had no idea, but it would give her something to do. With that and the training, she should be well occupied. And, hopefully, starting to feel like this place was really her home.

He popped the last of the biscuit in his mouth and pushed his chair back. “I should be back before Cy and Dulcinea get here.”

“Wait.” Harlow dug something from the pocket of her robe. “Take these.” She held out a handful of business cards. She shrugged. “You know, in case you run into someone who needs computer help.”

He took them. “Sure. Happy to spread the word.” He pulled his coat on, covering his only visible weapon, the sword that hung at his hip, and tucked the cards into his pocket before heading out to the Thrun, the amazing piece of machinery he now drove thanks to his position as Guardian.

He trailed his fingers over the car’s sleek black hood as he approached the driver’s side. He tapped the unlock icon on his LMD, then opened the door and got in.

He smiled at the quiet-as-a-tomb interior when the door shut. Being Guardian came with a lot of headaches. This was not one of them. He pulled out one of Harlow’s business cards and studied it.

His LMD vibrated with an incoming call. He tucked the card back into his pocket. “Answer.”

The com cell behind his ear allowed the conversation to take place in his head, something that was still taking some getting used to. “Augustine, it’s Fenton.”

“I’m on my way.” He started the engine and pulled the car out of the garage. The Pelcrum, their headquarters, was only a few blocks away in the heart of the Lafayette Cemetery. “I’ll be there in five.”

“No, meet me at Loudreux’s.” Fenton sounded tense.

“What’s up?”

“I can’t discuss it on an unsecure line.”

“This is an unsecure line?”

“In this situation, yes.”

Augustine rolled his eyes. Hugo Loudreux’s position as Prime, head of the Elektos, had certainly filled him with a grand sense of importance. What the man wanted now, Augustine could only imagine. “On my way.”

But he kept the car going in the same direction. Being called to the Prime’s house was a lot like having the police come to your door. Even if they weren’t there to arrest you, they probably weren’t bringing you good news. And that could wait a little while longer.

With Dulcinea out of town, he wanted to check in on Beatrice. The late Guardian’s widow had agreed to become one of his lieutenants, only finding out afterward that she was pregnant. There’d been no reason for him to displace her from the Guardian’s house, since he’d become owner of half Olivia’s estate, so he’d let Beatrice continue living there with the understanding that Dulcinea, who’d never had an address since he’d known her, would also live there. It wasn’t that Beatrice couldn’t take care of herself, but her pregnancy was proving difficult and Augustine felt a certain responsibility for her going through it alone.

Her late husband had been killed by Branzino’s vampires, after all.

The Guardian house was technically his, but he certainly didn’t need it to live in. Not after Harlow had asked him to stay at Olivia’s. That house was half his, but if she’d asked him to leave, he probably would have. Although staying was definitely the option he preferred. Especially since the beginning of something unexpected and wonderful had blossomed between them.

At least it might be wonderful. Harlow was still adjusting to claiming her fae side and living in a city where it was all fae all the time. And he was about as fae as you could get. If she couldn’t accept her heritage, whatever was happening between them would die on the vine. Being fae was who he was.

Regardless, he’d promised Olivia he’d protect her daughter and that was exactly what he was going to do. Hell, as Guardian it was his job to protect every citizen of New Orleans. Getting to live with Harlow was just a bonus. A really good bonus. Now if he could just figure out what was bothering her.

He pulled into the driveway at the Guardian’s residence and turned off the engine, but his head was stuck on Harlow. Since the night the leader of the vampire gang had taken her hostage, she’d started pulling away from him in small increments.

Was it because she’d seen him slip inside the vampire and destroy the leech in a way only a shadeux fae could? Harlow had wanted nothing to do with anything fae when she’d first arrived at the house, though she was opening up to her heritage more and more with each passing day. Seeing him in battle mode like that must have been quite a shock.

Hell’s bells. Of course it had shocked her. He tipped his head back against the seat. He’d vowed to protect her and yet he’d killed that creature right in front of her. No wonder she’d been avoiding him these past few days. He’d scared her. Damn it. That had not been his intention. He smacked the steering wheel, his anger at his own stupidity blinding him.

If she needed some space, he’d let her have it, but there was no way he was letting this go. He’d find a way to fix things. To show her she had nothing to be afraid of from him. There was something between them. Something he wasn’t willing to give up just yet.

But as much as he’d begun to care for her, he couldn’t change who he was. He’d spent his childhood pretending to be human for his mother, and all that had done was make him miserable. He was not about to spend his adulthood the same way.


Chapter Two

The walls of Olivia’s vast library made for a beautiful prison, but Harlow was done feeling trapped. She had to do something about the ever-present hollowness inside her. She scanned the shelves for a book that might give her some insight into what was going on. The emptiness was as impossible to ignore as a toothache, except there was no pain involved. To the contrary, the hollowness seemed to absorb any overflow of emotion. Made her almost crave the onslaught that skin-on-skin contact brought. She’d hoped to get a moment with Augustine after breakfast to talk about it, but his job as Guardian took precedence.

She was torn about that. Part of her was disappointed they wouldn’t be spending time together today and part of her was okay with it, because she was knew training with him would put her face-to-face with being fae. And face-to-face with her growing feelings for him. She rolled her shoulders, trying to come to terms with what being in a relationship with him might mean.

Definitely that she was okay with being fae, right? How could she admit to liking him without liking herself? And she did like him. So that had to mean she was getting more comfortable with being fae herself. Or did it? She sighed. It was all so confusing.

She knew he liked her. Knew that his skipping out on their training this morning was only because of his job. Being Guardian wasn’t something he could put off. Which was part of why she needed a job herself. To occupy more of her time and get her mind off whatever was happening to her. Which she still intended to work on. She would find a way to make herself right and hope that her descent into madness was stoppable. The Guardian of the city couldn’t exactly spend his time with a sociopath. Not that she was that far gone yet.

She blew out a hard breath. None of her mother’s books seemed to deal with suddenly coming into your own as a fae. She wasn’t giving up, but maybe it was time to take a break and think about getting her stuff back and setting up shop for her new business.

She already had a room picked out for her office. It was a small one on the third floor that faced the front of the house and looked like it might have been used for an office before, based on her finding the blank stock she’d printed her cards on in the closet. The room got nice light, but not so much that the sun would overheat her precious equipment.

Besides giving Augustine the cards, she’d already emailed the Times-Picayune and taken out a classified ad. Websites weren’t exactly her first love, but with her fae ability to read computers as if she were part of the machine, designing them was fairly easy.

If only her other gift were as useful. She sat on the couch and spread her gloved hands on her thighs. Skin-on-skin contact filled her with a rush of emotion from the other person, often bringing with it visions, sounds and scents. To make matters worse, the same thing happened when she handled recently touched objects. She was slowly learning to control it, but the fae who was helping her with that, Dulcinea, had been in Boston the last few days packing up Harlow’s old apartment.

She’d been practicing, but the truth was, the idea of doing anything that might widen the emptiness within her made her hesitant. She’d put more effort into learning to control what she felt when Dulcinea was back to help. Harlow liked Dulcinea better than she had when they’d first met, but they weren’t about to get matching tattoos.

Dulcinea’s loyalties clearly lay with Augustine. And while Harlow was over being upset that the two of them had slept together as teenagers, she couldn’t help but feel she’d never be as confident about being fae as Dulcinea was. Harlow wasn’t sure she could get half that comfortable. The woman wasn’t even full-blooded. Dulcinea was, as she’d explained, a remnant. A mix of fae and varcolai, or shifter, with no real idea of exactly what her bloodlines were.

But two reasons kept Harlow from ditching the changeling’s help altogether.

One, Harlow truly wanted to be okay with her faeness. It would be so much easier to embrace who she was than fight it, but that meant learning to control the power that had handicapped her life. And two, there was the added bonus of being able to find out more about Augustine. About his life before he’d been taken in by Olivia, about how he’d met Olivia in the first place, what had happened with his own mother.

All the past history Dulcinea had been a spectator to. Harlow knew that she and Augustine had run in the same gang during their wild youth and they’d slept together. Both claimed it was a singular incident that had happened during those gang years, and Harlow had let it go at that, but that didn’t change the reality that the bond between them was greater than friendship.

Theirs was the kind of relationship Harlow had never had with anyone. The kind of relationship she had no clue how to create. Or nurture. But that didn’t stop her from wanting one. With Augustine. The hole in her heart called out to be filled and she was afraid that if she didn’t find an answer for it soon, it was going to swallow her alive.

The doorbell rang and Harlow jumped, happy for the interruption, but then immediately wary. Branzino’s return seemed more of a when than a what-if. She peered into the foyer from the library, but the figure behind the leaded glass double doors looked nothing like the man who’d fathered her. “I’ll get it, Lally.”

Harlow opened the door as Lally murmured a response from the kitchen, but Harlow’s attention was focused on the man before her. He was both beautiful and intimidating. She tried not to stare at the band of silver tattoos that ran across his nose and cheekbones. They almost sparkled against the blue-black of his skin. A few more draped his knuckles, but leathers covered the rest of him from head to toe. Here and there, the hilts of a few blades protruded. If this was one of Branzino’s men she was in trouble. Panic crept into her throat, tightening her voice. “Can I … help you?”

“I’m Nekai.” The gravel of his voice was softened by the slightest edge of bayou honey. “I’m here to ward your house. Augustine requested I come.”

If Augustine had asked him, he definitely wasn’t one of Branzino’s. She relaxed a little. “Ward the house?” Tiny silver hoops and studs lined the pointed ears peeking out from the mass of braids that fell to his waist. She really needed to stop staring. Making eye contact seemed far too intimate.

“I’m a weaver. You’ve had some problems?”

“You’re fae.” Brilliant response. Of course he was fae. “Yes, we’ve had some—do you have some kind of badge or something?” Speaking of problems, she didn’t want to add another one and she was past the point of taking people at their word. Just because he knew Augustine’s name didn’t mean he was one of the good guys.

“No. I suggest you call Augustine. He can confirm who I am.”

“I’ll do that.” She pulled her LMD out and hit Augustine’s number while Nekai waited on the porch. She tugged her sweater coat a little tighter.

Augustine answered on the third ring. “What’s up? Everything all right?”

“There’s a guy here, a weaver. Name’s Nekai. Says he’s here to ward the house?”

“Hang on. Fenton, what’s the name of the weaver you sent over?”

Harlow heard talking in the background but couldn’t make it out.

Augustine came back on. “Yep, Nekai. Fenton says he’s a tall dude, dark skin, long braids, silver tattoos. Sound like him?”

“Exactly. Thanks.” She hung up and nodded at Nekai. Maybe a little too much. “Okay, all clear. Come in.” She stepped out of the way. “Sorry about that, but these days—”

He held up his hand. Six fingers. Just like Augustine. Definitely fae. “Don’t apologize. I wouldn’t be here if you didn’t have a reason to be concerned. You’re Harlow, I take it?”

“Yes. My mother was Olivia Goodwin. She owned this house.” Another completely irrelevant response. Apparently beautiful, intimidating fae rendered her dim.

“My condolences.” He nodded as he entered. The foyer shrank in his presence. “I understand someone else lives here?”

She closed the door, then looked up at him. “Me and…” His pupils were ringed in silver. Her tongue got a little stuck to the roof of her mouth. “And … Augustine. But you already know that. Lally. She lives here, too. I mean, Eulalie Hughes.”

Nekai shifted to look around, then back at Harlow. His eyebrows lifted. “Could you call her?”

“Oh. Sure.” Harlow turned toward the rear of the house, happy to have something to do. Nekai’s presence was a little overwhelming. “Lally? Could you come here, please?”

Lally walked out from the back, her gaze latching onto their visitor. “You the weaver Augustine called for?”

“Yes. I need to sample both of your energies in order to keep the wards from affecting you.”

Living in this city with these people had prepared Harlow for a lot of weirdness, but this was new. The oddness helped shake off some of her nerves. “Sample our energies?”

Lally crossed her arms. “You don’t need mine. No ward is going to keep me from finding this house. I been here long enough.”

Nekai smiled patiently. “Everyone who lives in the house must have their energy included in the ward or it will affect you.”

Lally looked like she wanted to argue. She raised her brows. “How do you propose to ‘sample our energies,’ exactly?”

Nekai held out his hands. “I need to touch you. It won’t hurt and it won’t take long.”

Harlow stepped back, whatever curiosity she’d felt about this man replaced by panic. “No.”

Nekai sighed. “It won’t hurt. You won’t even feel it.”

Lally took a few steps forward to stand at Harlow’s side. “She will feel it. The child is real sensitive to touch.”

Nekai studied her for a moment, his gaze slipping from her face to her gloves. “Haerbinger?”

“Yes,” Harlow whispered. Would she ever be comfortable admitting her fae bloodlines? “Isn’t there another way?”

“No. But I’m skilled enough to keep you from reading me.” Nekai looked at Lally. “How about you go first? Then she can see it’s nothing to be worried about.”

Lally nodded, reaching back to give Harlow’s hand a reassuring squeeze. “All right then, I will.” She moved toward Nekai. “What do you need me to do?”

“Just give me your hand.”

Lally held out her hand, a tentativeness in her movement that Harlow was unaccustomed to seeing. Lally was afraid of no one.

Nekai closed both his hands over hers and shut his eyes for a moment. The air around his clasped hands wavered for a second before returning to normal. His eyes widened as they opened. He released Lally and looked like he was about to speak.

“Keep your knowledge to yourself, boy.” Lally’s stern expression underlined the warning in her voice.

“All the energies I sample are kept confidential. I use them for the ward and nothing else.” But Nekai’s gaze shone with the brightness of new information. What on earth had he read from Lally?

Lally interrupted Harlow’s thoughts. “It’s okay, child. I didn’t feel a thing. A little warm, that was all.”

But what had he read off her? Harlow’s head spun with questions. She bit her tongue and focused on the task at hand. “I have to take my glove off?”

“Yes.” Nekai tipped his head. “I can’t do it any other way.”

Reluctantly she shucked her glove and offered her hand. “Do your best to control what comes through then.”

He dipped his chin and the corners of his mouth turned up the slightest bit. “You have my word.” He took her hand between his, the warmth of his skin seeping into hers immediately. She inhaled, expecting the flood of emotion, sights and sounds that always accompanied such contact. But nothing happened. The warmth increased, the air wavered as it had with Lally, and then he released her.

“See?” He held his hands up. “Not so bad.”

She tugged her glove back on. “I guess not.”

He turned to Lally. “Thank you. That’s all I need.”

If that didn’t sound like a dismissal, Harlow hadn’t heard one. Lally looked at her before leaving. “You want me to stay?”

“No, it’s fine. Thank you.”

Lally gave Nekai one last appraising glance before she left.

Harlow lifted her face toward his. “Now what?”

“Now I need to walk the perimeter.” He looked once in the direction Lally had gone. Was he checking to see if she was coming back? Was Nekai afraid of Lally? That was an interesting thought. “Would you like to join me?”

Not exactly, but she was curious about what he was going to do. “Okay.”

He opened the door. “After you.”

They walked across the property until they were in the farthest corner of the backyard. He pointed to the wall. “I’ll start and end here. Once I’m done, the ward will repel unkind forces.”

“Unkind? So it knows who the good guys are?”

“I’ve designed it to read intent. Neutrals, like neighbors or the mailman, shouldn’t be bothered by it.”

“Why did you need our energies then?”

“Ever come home in a bad mood?”

“Ah. I see.” She thought a minute. “So if a messenger is delivering a package that contains a bomb, but they don’t know it contains a bomb…”

“That’s a gray area.” He rocked his head back and forth. “They might get through, but this is a tough ward. Let’s just say it has bomb-sniffing capabilities. Anyone willingly bent on harm won’t stand a chance.”

She leaned against the high plastered wall that surrounded the estate. She’d never been this deep in the property before. Even the gazebo stood between them and the house. “So this will keep out vampires?”

He shifted his weight. “Are you asking me if the ward could have saved your mother from them?”

“Would it have?”

“Possibly. It’s a line of defense but it’s not an absolute. Very little is, when dealing with such … darkness.”

The way he said the word made the breath catch in her throat. She already knew he’d picked up something from Lally.

Had he picked up something from her, too? Did he know about the hollowness inside her?

He peered at her. “You okay?”

She nodded, probably too quickly. “I’m fine. Just wondering how you kept me from reading anything off of you. No one’s been able to do that.” Except for the vampire she’d been held captive by, and comparing the very alive Nekai to the undead wasn’t exactly apples to apples.

“I am a weaver.” He’d positioned himself facing the corner of the wall. Now he turned to look at her, his gaze too guarded to read. “I am highly trained to shield myself against intrusion and to prevent any of my power being siphoned off.”

“Siphoned off?” The idea that his power could be stolen was interesting. “What kind of fae has that sort of skill?”

He shrugged. “There are a few, but they’re rare. More likely to come from a magic crafter who isn’t fae.”

She tried not to dwell on what that implied. “So you can cast spells?”

He looked down his nose at her, amusement sparkling in his gaze. “I weave spells.”

What the difference was, she had no idea. She shrugged. “I have a lot to learn about the fae. All the different types and what their powers are.”

“The fae?” Those dark brows rose again. “You talk like you’re not one.”

“That’s kind of how I lived my life until I got here, but I’m working on it. Slowly.”

His eyes narrowed but he said nothing. He turned back to the wall.

“Do you mind if I stay? If I watch?”

“No.” He lifted his hands, spread his fingers and began to work them through the air, as if he were conducting an invisible orchestra. Trails of pale light drifted in their wake, lines filled with odd shapes. Letters from an alphabet she’d never seen. Faeish, she guessed.

“Holy cats,” she muttered. “That’s amazing.”

He stopped to look at her again. The lines of light disappeared.

She cringed. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to interrupt. I’ve just never seen anything like that before. Those … things you’re drawing, they kind of look like your tattoos.”

He smiled. The wattage almost buckled her knees. “These marks aren’t tattoos. They’re my spells. Once my skin is covered, my ability to create new magic is gone. That’s why each weaver only does certain spells, because only new magic creates new marks.”

“Amazing.” She shook her head. “I really should take a class or something.”

His smile finally reached his eyes. “I’d be happy to teach you.” He walked toward her, then leaned against the wall a few feet away. “If I’m not doing spellwork, I have a lot of free time.”

She stared up at him and smiled back. The tingling in her belly was the same one she got when she was about to start out on a new quest in Realm of Zauron, her favorite RPG. He wasn’t Augustine, but he also wasn’t hard to look at. And Augustine was so busy lately. But Nekai was just as fae as Augustine was. She gnawed on her lip. “I don’t know.”

“I don’t bite.”

“That’s what they all say.” She couldn’t find the words to explain that his being so very fae was the same thing that both made him interesting and scared her off. If she didn’t get over feeling nervous about other fae, she was never going to be comfortable in her own skin.

He moved back toward the corner. “Your call. I’m free after I finish this.”

Her desire to find peace with who she was won out. “Strictly educational.” That wasn’t exactly true, unless you called pumping someone for information educational. She really wanted to find out what he’d read from Lally.

He nodded. “Of course. I know you’re the Guardian’s woman.”

Her mouth dropped open. She belonged to no one. “What? Like hell I am. Who told you that? Augustine? Phht.” She spun on her heel and stalked back toward the house. “Hurry up and do your warding. I have a lot to learn and you’re going to teach me.”
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When Augustine walked into Loudreux’s, Fenton’s narrow face announced plainly that the delay in his arrival had caused some consternation.

“Where’ve you been?” the cypher fae whispered. “Loudreux’s been waiting. All the Elektos have. They’re getting impatient.”

“I can hear that.” From the study down the hall, the sound of many voices discussing something serious filled the air. “I promised Dulcinea I would keep an eye on Beatrice while she and Cy are in Boston.”

Most of Fenton’s displeasure disappeared. “How is Beatrice?”

“She’s definitely carrying a wysper’s child. She’s losing her voice more and more as the days go by.” It wasn’t unheard of for a pregnant fae to pick up some of her child’s powers during gestation, and Beatrice’s late husband had been more than half wysper fae. Full-blooded wyspers were mute except for a powerful scream that could kill a vampire, a skill that could have been the late Guardian’s saving grace had the vampires who’d killed him not slit his throat. “She needed help with a few things around the house, so I took care of them before coming over here.”

Fenton seemed mollified with that answer. “She might lose her voice entirely. Khell’s bloodlines must be stronger than we thought.”

Augustine shrugged. “Even if she does, it’ll come back after the baby’s born. She’s a hundred percent ignus fae.” He gestured down the hall. “Is this about the investigation into Dreich’s death?”

“No.” Fenton sighed. “But I got word from Detective Grantham that he’s hit a dead end. His grandmother confirmed that the powder found at Dreich’s was bokura, but she had no idea which of the voodoo practitioners might have made it.”

“Great. Does that mean we have a problem with the voodooers then?”

“I don’t know.” Fenton shook his head. “Might be worth you going to see Father Ogun, though.”

Augustine squinted. “Remind me who that is?”

“He’s their most powerful practitioner. If anyone knows who made that zombie powder, it would be him.”

“Or maybe he made it himself. Either way, talking to him sounds like Grantham’s job. If he can’t get anywhere, then I’ll take a crack at Ogun, but I don’t want to start something I don’t need to.”

Fenton nodded. “Agreed. I’ll ask Grantham to speak to him.”

Augustine peered down the hall. “What am I here for if not the investigation? I’m not trying to shirk my duties as Guardian, but I promised Harlow I’d give her a few lessons in self-defense. I need to make time for that.” He turned back to Fenton. “That reminds me, I need training equipment at the house. Some mats, a heavy bag, that sort of stuff.”

Fenton nodded. “I’ll take care of it, but maybe you should hire someone else to teach her unless it can wait until Mardi Gras is over. I’m going to need your full attention these next few days.”

“Then you really need to tell me what’s going on.”

Fenton pushed his glasses up on his nose, gritted his teeth and sighed. “Loudreux tried to pass a motion at the council meeting last night prohibiting the Guardian from attending the Exemplar Krewe Ball tomorrow night.”

“Sturka, the ball’s tomorrow night? I knew it was coming up.”

“Didn’t you get an invitation?”

“No.”

Fenton rolled his eyes. “Loudreux.”

Augustine snorted. “So what if he doesn’t want me at the ball? Did it ever occur to him I don’t want to go to the damn ball?” Except that he did. The Exemplars were the oldest of the Mardi Gras krewes and the only one that was exclusively fae. He’d never officially been invited to any of their balls, but he’d crashed the legendary party a few times in the past. Being there as an invited guest? He shook his head. From street kid to city Guardian … how far he’d come.

“You must go.” Fenton’s eyes rounded in emphasis. “It’s part of the Guardian’s job to be there. To show your support for your people and our traditions and—”

“Of course I’m going. Especially if Loudreux doesn’t want me to. He doesn’t have the power to keep the Guardian out anyway. I’m his equal, not his underling. But what’s his beef? Why would he try to keep me out? It’s just a party.”

Fenton tugged at his cuffs. “I’m sure he thought most of the Elektos would vote with him, but after you took care of the vampire situation, the Elektos are almost entirely on your side. Loudreux keeps bringing up your history. He’s claiming there’s no guarantee you won’t cause some sort of … embarrassment.” Fenton snorted. “He’s just an old fool who can’t stand having a Guardian in charge who doesn’t kowtow to him.”

Augustine stared down the hall. “Bala’stro.” He adjusted the sword on his hip. “All of the Elektos are in there?”

“Yes. Like I said, most of them are on your side, but there are a couple who would rather stay in Loudreux’s graces by voting as he wishes. Passing such a resolution wouldn’t keep you from attending; it would just be Loudreux’s way of making his objections public record.”

“I’m a very different man than I used to be.”

“I know that, as do many of the Elektos.” Fenton sighed. “But Loudreux doesn’t care.”

“Then it’s time I remind him who I am now.” Augustine strode down the hall with purpose. He was tired of Loudreux’s constant undermining. Tired of being judged by his wild, reckless past. He hadn’t been Guardian long, but his actions since taking on that title should have been enough to prove he was serious about the job. He stormed into the study, Fenton trailing behind.

Quite a few uncertain faces looked up at him. Loudreux’s held a scowl and his tenor matched his expression. “I see you finally deigned to grace us with your presence.”

“Excuse me for being unable to rush over here to discuss whether or not I’m invited to a party. A pregnant widow needed my assistance.”

Yanna, one of the Elektos known to support him and an ignus fae like Beatrice, smiled. “How is she doing?”

“Well. Although losing her voice. If you could stop by and see her, I know she’d appreciate it.”

Yanna nodded. “I will make a point of it. Regularly.”

“Thank you.” He returned to Loudreux. “What’s your issue with me attending the Exemplar Krewe Ball? It’s part of my job to be there and we both know you don’t have the authority to keep me from attending. Even so, you’d better have a damn good explanation for what you’re trying to do.”

Loudreux stood, adjusting his vest. The man was cypher like Fenton, tall and thin and lightly freckled with birthmarks that were actually tiny numbers. Legend said that if you could “get a cypher’s number,” you’d own him. There were times Augustine thought about doing just that, but then he remembered that would require stripping Hugo down to his altogether and checking every inch of the man’s skin. Never going to happen.

Loudreux cleared his throat. “There is some concern—”

“You mean you have concerns or the entire council does?” In his peripheral vision, he saw Yanna cross her arms and stare Loudreux down.

Loudreux’s jaw jutted out in frustration. “Whose concerns these are is none of your business.”

Augustine held his stance. “It is if the entire council that voted me in is now suddenly doubting their decision.”

Yanna sighed loudly, her gaze still directed at Loudreux. “Augustine, I have no concerns about your presence at the event, but there are some who believe you would forget your position at the Exemplar Ball. That you might not behave in a fashion suited to your rank.”

He pushed his coat back to put one hand on his hip and the other on the hilt of his sword as he surveyed the room. “So some of you think I might forget my position as Guardian because I’m in the same room as booze and pretty women? Would that be because of your own behavior? Because I’ve been to the ball numerous times in years past, and I’ve seen the way some of you carry on.”

A few who’d been glaring at him suddenly found great interest in the carpet.

He narrowed his eyes at Hugo. “Do you think I’d also forget that I got this position because vampires killed the woman who raised me? That I’d forget the amount of bloodshed that put me here? That the burden of protecting every citizen within these parish boundaries could be so easily tossed aside?” He leaned in until barely a breath separated them. “If so, you’re an idiot.”

A few of the Elektos gasped. Yanna’s mouth curved toward smugness. Hugo hmphed. “I am the Prime. I will not be spoken to in such a way. You agreed to abide by my wishes when you were sworn in—”

“Actually,” Yanna interrupted, “he didn’t.”

Fenton nodded. “She’s right. He didn’t. And as Guardian, he’s not required to. Prime or not, Hugo, the Guardian doesn’t answer to you.”

It was possible the top of Loudreux’s head might explode. He pointed a finger at Augustine and took a step back. “My daughter is the Faery Queen this year. I will not have Rue’s moment ruined. Do you understand me?”

Augustine frowned, although he was glad to finally know the real reason the ball was such a big deal to Loudreux. “I understand your desire to protect your daughter. It’s admirable, in fact. But if you think that I would do something to ruin her night just because she had the misfortune of being saddled with you for a father—or for any reason—you’re wrong again. Why would you even suggest such a thing? I won’t be anywhere near her.”

Loudreux’s pale skin flushed with anger. “Your ignorance is showing, Augustine. Of course you’ll be near her. The Guardian is part of her court. You’re her escort for the presentation.” He jabbed his finger for emphasis. “I suggest you bring a date. One you attach yourself to. I don’t want Rue or any of her friends on the court getting stupid teenage romantic notions about the city’s wild new Guardian, understood?”

Augustine raised a brow. “I will be the perfect example of a Guardian, something I’d do regardless of who the Faery Queen was, but beyond that, I can promise you that yours is the last family I want to get any further in bed with.”

He wheeled around and strode out of the room, Fenton on his heels. Anger coursed through Augustine’s veins. He put his hand on the front door, ready to shove it open. “Let’s go to the Pelcrum and discuss whatever it is we need to discuss. I’m done with Loudreux’s nonsense.”

“Guardian Robelais?”

The soft, small voice stopped him. He turned. A slip of a girl stood behind him, eyes wide, mouth bunched to one side with nerves, hands clasped behind her back.

“Yes?”

“I’m Rue.”

He’d guessed that much. She was a slight thing, clearly the child of two cyphers with her wispy build and lightly freckled skin. “What can I do for you?”

“I…” She swallowed as she looked down at the floor for a moment. “I wanted to give you this.” She took her hands from behind her back and held out a purple foil envelope. “It’s your invitation. I know my father didn’t send you one because…”

“Because he thinks I’m going to ruin your evening.”

She held the envelope up a little higher. “But I don’t. He’s just overprotective.” She lifted her chin. “I’d be happy to have you as my official escort, so I hope you’re going to be there.”

He took the envelope and smiled, then bowed at the waist. The kid had guts. “It would be my honor. I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”


Chapter Three

I don’t know,” Harlow said. “Tell me more about it.” Nekai grinned. “Well, then, at the end of the evening, right before the ball is over, a horde of monsters come in and pretend to kidnap the Faery Queen.” He sat back. “Of course, they’re just members of the Exemplar Krewe in masquerade. Her ransom is paid, which goes toward funding next year’s ball, and she’s released to eventually ride front and center on the Exemplar float. Which the tourists will be clamoring to see this year with the covenant gone. A real live Faery Queen.” He threw his head back and laughed. “They’ll be insane.”

“You know, this whole ball sounds weird enough to be really entertaining.” His mood was infectious. She grinned as she sipped her sweet tea, then set the glass down on the table so it stood exactly on the ring of condensation it had left behind. Lally had stayed well away from the kitchen after Harlow had announced she was inviting Nekai in for lunch. No matter. Harlow had managed some roast beef sandwiches and chips. Nekai had been tight-lipped about what he’d read off Lally, refusing to do more than repeat it was a matter of confidentiality.

He wiped his mouth after finishing the last bite of his sandwich, then draped one arm over the back of his chair. “It can be. Depends on how theatrical they make it, and I expect them to really push it at this ball. The Faery Queen this year is Rue Loudreux. She’s the Prime’s daughter.” He rolled his eyes skyward. “She’s also an only child and I think her mother’s been planning for this day since Rue was born.”

“The Prime is the head of the fae council. The Elektos, right?” Nekai was a pretty decent teacher. The sight of him occasionally made her forget what he was talking about, but then she’d always found beautiful men distracting.

“That’s right.” He picked up a chip from his plate and used it to gesture at her. “You’re a quick study.”

She shrugged, feeling the heat of his compliment rise in her cheeks. “I have to be, now that I live here.”

“So what do you think about my question? You never really gave me an answer.” He popped the chip in his mouth, the sparkle in his eyes making her want to say yes.

She started to respond but Augustine’s sudden entrance through the back door interrupted her.

“Hey, Harlow—” Augustine paused, glancing at her lunch partner. “You must be Nekai. Everything go alright with the warding? I didn’t feel anything when I pulled in, but I assume that’s because I was already included in the ward.”

Nekai stood. The otherwise spacious kitchen seemed cramped with him and Augustine in it. “The warding went fine. And yes, you didn’t feel it because I’d already added you to the ward.”

Augustine stuck out his hand. “Thanks for taking care of the house.”

Nekai shook it. “It’s my job.” He turned his gaze to Harlow. “And Harlow was very accommodating.”

The look on Augustine’s face said that was new and different. She refrained from kicking him in the shin. He turned toward her. “It’s good you’re here.” Where else would she be? “Can you find a ball gown and mask for the Exemplar Krewe Ball by tomorrow night? I have to go and I’d love for you to be my date.”

She bit her lip as her stomach sank with regret. She’d love to go with Augustine, but his late request complicated things. “There might be a problem with that.”

“What? Why?” He looked puzzled. “Is it the crowds?”

Nekai shifted and crossed his arms, his gaze filled with curiosity.

“Not exactly.” She flipped her gaze to Nekai before returning it to Augustine. “Nekai already asked me.”

Displeasure flickered in Augustine’s gaze. Or perhaps it was jealousy. She hadn’t had enough experience with men to really recognize that emotion. In fact, there was definitely some disappointment there, too, and that tugged at her. He was the last person she wanted to disappoint. “And you agreed to go?”

Was this what it felt like to have the interest of more than one man? She’d always wondered. It was a heady feeling. Like a flush of power. Even better than the rush she got right before her guild set off on a quest. She hadn’t been on a decent quest in a long time, so she decided to let this new game play out. “I didn’t get that far.”
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“A word outside.” Augustine tipped his head at Nekai, trying to temper the anger heating his blood. “Now.”

“Why?” Harlow asked. “Why can’t you talk right here? Because you’re going to be talking about me? You can hash it out here.”

With a look that might have killed a lesser fae, Nekai shoved his chair back and stood. “No, maybe we should go—”

“Sit.” Augustine stood his ground. “She’s right. Let’s have it out here.” He crossed his arms. “Why would you ask her to the Exemplar Ball?”

Nekai sat. “Why not? She wasn’t going with anyone and she’s trying to learn what it means to be fae. What better place than the ball?”

“Fair enough, but she should go with me.”

Harlow leaned back, the bemused expression on her face a sure sign she was enjoying the conversation.

Nekai snorted. “And why’s that?”
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