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    Hallow Hill at Hallows 
 
      
 
      
 
    PROLOGUE 
 
      
 
    I was sure I would never again experience anything more wonderful than October in Hallow Hill. In the words of John Denver, I felt like I’d come home to a place I’d never been before. The weather cooled to forties during the day. The low-lying fells that watched over our village had donned snow caps. Olivia kept cheery fires going in the study and kitchen during the day, and laid a fire in the bedroom for me to light at will.  
 
    In addition to the change of weather, there was undeniable excitement in the air, not just about John David’s upcoming murder mystery dinner party, but about the Hallowstide Court Meet. 
 
    I’d been a resident of Hallow Hill long enough to observe that my fae neighbors were commercially industrious. I suspected that they didn’t need to be. They could’ve chosen to spend their time dancing on a beach in Bimini drinking pina coladas garnished with pineapple slices, decorated with colorful umbrellas. But instead, they took pride in work and found satisfaction in being successful at business.  
 
    Yes. I admired them for choosing the dignity of work and accomplishment over idle hedonism. I would soon learn that all magic kind are not as admirable. 
 
    They spent their days increasing inventory and preparing for the influx of crowds. There were three eateries that I hadn’t known existed because they opened only during Court Meets.  
 
    I visited Aisling and the puppies every day. For an hour I sat on the floor and played with the two that were to be mine or relaxed contented with my back against the wall while they slept in my lap.  
 
    “Have you named them?” Lochlan asked one day out of the blue. 
 
    “I’ve been tempted, but I seem to have a notion that I should wait. That somehow they’re going to tell me their names.” 
 
    Lochlan chuckled. “Seems every day, you’re more one of us than human, Magistrate.” 
 
    “Being human isn’t bad, Lochlan.” 
 
    “Oh,” he hurried to say, “I know. I know. But there are undeniable advantages to being you.” 
 
    How could I argue with that? But it reminded me of a persistently nagging question.  
 
   


  
 


 
    “Lochlan, do you know what Geoffrey is? Keir always seems to get distracted before he answers that question.”  
 
    “I know I’m an elf.”  
 
    “Very subtle sidestep.” I sighed. “It was worth a try.” 
 
    Lochlan smiled. “Why don’t you just ask him?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Seems like it might be rude. ‘By the way, Dude. What the heck are you anyway?’” 
 
    “Well. I understand your reluctance to pry.” 
 
    I took Lochlan’s response to mean that I needed to let it go. I was sure that, if Geoffrey was one of the magic kind who go berserk and eat people, someone would do me the courtesy of mentioning it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TEN John David’s Jam 
 
      
 
    The residents of Hallow Hill were as atwitter about John David’s dinner party as high school seniors a week before prom. After he’d decided to go with a 1920s theme, all the talk was about clothes. You would think I wasn’t the only one attending who hadn’t actually lived through the 1920s.  
 
    I’m not saying that I wasn’t just as excited. How often do you get a chance to glam to the max and pretend to be attending a robber baron party? If you’re like me, the answer to that question would be never. Until now.  
 
    I fussed over what I was going to wear, pored over the internet, and changed my mind a thousand times. Whenever I asked Keir what he was wearing, he just laughed and shook his head. 
 
    As for me, I fell in love a dress, only to find that it was a Pinterest photo and not for sale anywhere. Ugh! 
 
    So, I printed the photo and went to Esmerelda’s shop.  
 
    “Esme!” I called when I entered but didn’t see her. 
 
    Within seconds she appeared. “Magistrate.” 
 
    “Yes. It’s me, the magistrate. Help!” 
 
    “What’s the problem?” 
 
    “I know exactly what I want to wear to John David’s dinner, but I can’t find anything like it for sale.” 
 
    “That is a problem,” she said.  
 
    I thrust the printout in front of her face. “Can you make this for me?” 
 
    She didn’t take the paper from my hand, but studied it as I held it in the air. 
 
    “This dress is not a weave,” she said. “It’s sequins and beads.” 
 
    “Well. I know.” 
 
    She motioned to her store. “Do you see sequins and beads?” 
 
    I let the hand holding the photo drop, anticipating a profound disappointment on the horizon. I also made a conscious decision to keep to myself that I’d noticed there was extra snippiness in that question, even for Esmerelda.  
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then why did you think I’d be able to help you with this?” 
 
    “Because…” I waved my hand in the air. “You make things happen.” 
 
    She threw back her head and laughed. I tried to remember if I’d ever seen her laugh like that and decided that I hadn’t.  
 
    “Can I get a referral then?” I wiggled my eyebrows. “You know, of the magic sort?” 
 
    She drew in a big breath through her nose. “I didn’t say I wouldn’t do it.” 
 
    I brightened instantly. “That’s right! You didn’t!” I tracked the twinkle in her eye. “So, will you?” I hurriedly added. “I’ll pay premium. For the record, it’s not a bribe because there’s absolutely no corruption here. No indeedy.” When she gave no response, I mumbled. “Move along. Nothing to see here.” 
 
    “You waste far too much energy with your very human concern over being a good person, Rita Hayworth.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to say something, but couldn’t figure out what that might be. So, I finally settled on changing the subject.  
 
    “What are you wearing? Inner wear and outer wear.” 
 
    “Inner wear?” 
 
    “Yeah. What does your dress look like? And what are you wearing to keep warm and dry until you get inside? 
 
    She smiled her cat at the canary smile. “That information is under wraps.” 
 
    I gaped. “Esme. You made a joke.” 
 
    “I don’t joke. You know that.” 
 
    With an insistent shake of my head, I said, “Nope. Now the best you can do is say you rarely joke.” 
 
    “What’s that other photo you’re carrying?” 
 
    I looked down, “Oh. I had a plan. If you said yes to making this dress happen, somehow, my next stop was going to be Braden at The Braid.” I showed her the photo of the gold, elven ear cuffs bejeweled with black stones to match the dress.  
 
    “Hmmm.” 
 
    “Hmmm” should be forbidden as a thing one woman can say to another woman when discussing what the first woman is wearing to a party. It’s just all kinds of wrong. 
 
    “You know you can’t leave that hanging in the air.” I looked at my printed photo again. “Is there a problem with the cuffs?” 
 
    “Well, Lochlan and Ivy will be there.” 
 
    “Yeesssss?” 
 
    “They have pointed ears.” 
 
    I swallowed my scoff. It’s not politic to challenge the person charged with making the dress that might very well be my spirit animal.  
 
    “I’ve noticed that.” I did my best to keep my voice even and not sounding as sarcastic as the duh I was thinking. 
 
    “Well.” She paused. I waited. “You wouldn’t want to offend them.” 
 
    I would’ve bet my guest cottage that only appears when I need it that neither Lochlan nor Ivy would be offended. They might even be complimented.  
 
    “Okay then. Just to be sure, I’ll ask Lochlan.”  
 
    With a single jerk of a nod, she pinched a corner of the paper between two fingers and pulled the dress photo from my grasp. “I can give you the look of this dress, but instead of beads and sequins, I’ll use black silk shantung for the background and weave the pattern with gold metallic thread.” 
 
    I almost gasped out loud. “OMGs, Esme! That sounds incredible!” 
 
    “Unlike this…” she glanced at the photo with a hint of disgust, “it will be comfortable and lightweight. The dress in this photo would weigh so much you wouldn’t be able to climb the stairs without assistance.” 
 
    “You’re a genius.”  
 
    On impulse, I grabbed Esmerelda and gave her a kiss on the cheek. She froze, wide-eyed, looking so stunned that my evil twin made a mental note to do it often.  
 
    “And it will fit me like it was made for me.” 
 
    Her surprised expression instantly transformed into her usual surliness that warned of snark incoming. I braced.  
 
    “No. It won’t fit like it was made for you. It will be made for you.” 
 
    “Well, you know what I mean.” I was elated and excited and choosing to focus on that. “So how long do you need?” 
 
    “When do you want it?” 
 
    I gasped out loud. “Shoes!” I tried to slow my breathing so that I wouldn’t hyperventilate. “Good golly, Miss Molly. I thought of everything else. Gloves. Shawl. Long crystal beads. You know, like they wore back then. I even ordered a glamorous, long cigarette holder and some of those little thin black cigarettes.” 
 
    Esmerelda cocked her head. “You smoke?” 
 
    “What? No. It’s pretend, to complete the look. The point is, HOW COULD I POSSIBLY FORGET SHOES?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said, as if that was not a rhetorical question. “But I do know I’m not Molly.” 
 
    “What?”  
 
    “You called me Molly.” 
 
    “No, I…” Pause. Slow down. Gather composure. There are still shoes for sale in the world and, even if there weren’t, there’s a nasty little booger of a bootmaker three doors down. “It’s a song. Little Richard I think.” 
 
    “Little Richard? He’s a dwarf? Or goblin? Is that name a slur?” 
 
    “Esme. Have you always been so uber politically correct?” I shook my head. “Never mind. He’s departed. But when he was alive, he wasn’t magic kind. He wasn’t even little.” 
 
    “Then why…?” 
 
    Exasperated and ready to steer the conversation in another direction, I said, “Maybe he started in show business when he was a kid. I don’t know. Like Little Stevie Wonder became Stevie Wonder only Little Richard never…” I trailed off. “We’ve wandered far, far off track. You asked when I want the dress. I’m American which means the answer to that question is always now. I trust you enough that I could get it an hour before the party. But I’d love to have it a week ahead?” 
 
    “It will cost you a rush fee.” 
 
    “I’m good with that as long as we’re talking pounds sterling and not years off my life or something of the sort.” 
 
    Esmerelda looked at me as if she thought I was a walking science exhibit. “Where do you get such ideas?” 
 
    “Fairy tales.” 
 
    “Um. Um. Um,” she said in three descending tones.  
 
    “So. If you don’t need anything else?” 
 
    “That will do.” 
 
    “Thanks, Esme. You’re a marvel.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    I’d told Esme that I would check with Lochlan and Ivy about the ears, but I felt certain they wouldn’t be offended. And, since I was walking right by The Braid, I stopped in. 
 
    “Bray!” I called out. 
 
    He appeared immediately with a huge grin on his affable face. “My favorite judge!” 
 
    “My favorite smith!” I responded in kind.  
 
    “You came to insist I come to lunch? And you’re in luck. I am free today.” 
 
    Lunch was, in fact, full up, but I how could I say no? What I could do is eat on a stool at the island instead of at the round table. It wouldn’t be the first time. 
 
    “Yes. We’re having teriyaki stir fry.” 
 
    “I’m in!” he said. 
 
    “And since I’m here anyway…” 
 
    “Oh. Business! I’m all ears.” Braden loved that joke and used it often. He didn’t have pointy ears, but he did have huge ears that were made to seem even bigger by his diminutive stature. I’d learned it’s a characteristic of dwarves. Bradesford, his uncle, had kept his covered up with thick hair worn shoulder-length. Braden had no ear issues. 
 
    I whipped out the photo. “I want some of these and I want them to fit my ears comfortably and stay in place.” 
 
    He studied the photo and looked up, through his lashes, without moving his head. “The party.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “I can do this. They will fit your ears. They will cost a lot. You will love them.” 
 
    “Shave a little off in exchange for a free lunch?” 
 
    He laughed. “Done.” 
 
    “Oops. Never mind. Forget I said that. It might be interpreted as bribery instead of barter. Which is what it would be. Barter, I mean. But regardless, we’re not doing that. I’m paying full price.” 
 
    “Of course.” He nodded. 
 
    “So. See you at twelve.” I stopped midway through my turn to leave. “Braden. You don’t think Lochlan or Ivy would be offended by this, do you?” 
 
    His smile dropped. “Why? Did they want to come to lunch?” 
 
    I smiled. “Probably. But I was talking about the elven ears?” 
 
    I could tell by his blank look that it took a minute for him to understand the reference. “You mean because they have pointy ears?” 
 
    “Yes. Esmerelda thought they might be offended.” 
 
    “Pshhhhhh. Silly as a sloth in a spider’s web.” Okaaaaay. “I think it’s just the opposite. Everybody wants those ears.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought!”  
 
    “If anything, they’ll be flattered.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought! But it’s a relief to get a second opinion. When will they be ready?” 
 
    “When do you want them?” 
 
    “What are you wearing?” 
 
    “Monkey suit. Bren calls it black tie.” 
 
    Bren was short for Brendolyn, Braden’s fiancé.  
 
    “When are you two going to…” 
 
    “Tie the knot?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Beltane. You’re invited.” 
 
    “Thanks very much. Nothing could keep me away.” I was amazed at the capacity of women, even those who’d been used and abused, to still believe in true love.  
 
    He chuckled. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I just… Nothing.” 
 
    “No. What?” 
 
    “I just got the feeling that your first thought was about what you’re going to wear.” 
 
    “My first thought was about what to give you for a wedding present,” I said indignantly. “My second thought was about what I’m going to wear. What is Bren wearing?” 
 
    “I’m not supposed to know.” 
 
    “I don’t mean what is she wearing to your handfasting.”  
 
    “Oh, you mean to John David’s. I don’t know.” He looked worried. “Is that something I should know? Am I supposed to ask her that?” 
 
    I laughed. “No. I would’ve been shocked if you’d said you knew. I’ll ask her myself the next time I see her.” 
 
    The green was deserted. No one was out and about, probably because of the wind. Fie must’ve been in a snit about something. Again. The town was going to have to insist that he and Olivia settle into a pacific relationship. Olivia was sometimes over-asserting her newfound feistiness. The combination of being co-hostess of Hallow Hills’ version of society luncheons, the romantic attentions of the unelected mayor, and becoming a home owner had prompted her personality to surge and thrive. She was like a dormant hothouse flower forced to its best bloom. 
 
    I’d gone straight to Esmerelda’s then to the Braid before stopping at The Hallows. Maggie was studiously flitting about with a feather duster.  
 
    “Hey,” I said.  
 
    “Top o’ the mornin’ to you, Magistrate.” 
 
    “Maggie. I keep telling you that the feather duster is a waste of time. It just sends dust up into the air. The minute you turn your back everything you just ‘dusted’ gets recoated, courtesy of gravity.” I put ‘dusted’ in air quotes. 
 
    “Agree to disagree. Anytime you want to take on the tidy-up chores, you can do it any way ye see fit.” 
 
    I sighed. “Yeah. You’re right.” 
 
    “Hmmmph.” 
 
    “Maggie.” 
 
    “Aye?” 
 
    “Do you think Esmerelda has Asperger’s?” 
 
    “I’m sure of it.” After a brief pause, she said, “What is it?” 
 
    “Um. Not important. Anything come in last night?” She turned her back and said nothing. “Maggie?” 
 
    “Aye?” 
 
    “Don’t do that thing where you pretend to be hard of hearing. We both know you have the ears of a bat.” 
 
    “Ears and eyes,” she said. 
 
    “Sure. Answer the question.” 
 
    She put both hands on her hips and smiled. “Got somethin’ you may like.” 
 
    “Magic or mundane?” 
 
    “Go see.” 
 
    “Is Dolan here?” 
 
    “I think he’s at the pub. He likes to eat breakfast over there and stare at Molly while she works.” 
 
    “You know, for such a tiny little village, we have a lot of people in love.” 
 
    “Had no’ thought about it, but ‘tis true. Somethin’ in the water maybe?” 
 
    “Magic in the air?” I smiled. “Let’s go see what it is.” 
 
    The workroom was dark. I felt the wall for the switch and flooded the room with light. Apparently, before heading out for breakfast, Dolan had stopped in, carefully unpacked the overnight deposit, and left it set up for me to find. Like a glorious present. 
 
    “Maggie,” I whispered, feeling that she was right behind me. “This is just…” I wanted to do it justice, but it escaped me. I finally settled on… “Gorgeous. Is it magic?” 
 
    “No’ a bit,” Maggie said. “Well, perhaps you might say ‘tis as close as humans come. I like it, too.” 
 
    It was a chess set, but not just any chess set. The board was a half inch thick, black-and-white marble checkerboard with white apron. The pieces were delicate, intricately formed porcelain, each looking like a museum-quality work of art. The white pieces were Greek gods. The black pieces were Roman gods.  
 
    I was in love.  
 
    “This is not for sale,” I said, too mesmerized to take my eyes off it. “It’s mine.” 
 
    Maggie giggled. “Had a feelin’ you’d say somethin’ of the sort, I did.” 
 
    “How did you know I’d love it so much that I’d have to have it?” 
 
    “Like I said, just a feelin’.” 
 
    “Well, set a fair price and deduct it from my stipend.” 
 
    I didn’t know what my stipend was. I’d never had to think about finances since my arrival in Hallow Hill. The deal was if I wanted something, I said, “Send the bill to Maggie.” And it was paid. Like magic.  
 
    “Will you ask Dolan to pack it back up and bring it over to my house?” 
 
    “Certainly. Do you know where you’ll be puttin’ it?” 
 
    “I think that rosewood table by the fireplace in my study.” 
 
    “Aye. I can see that. Do you play?” 
 
    “I know how.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    Time was gobbling up the remaining days of October fast. The excitement circulating about John David’s party had eclipsed the Hallowstide Court Meet. The party was scheduled for a week before so that none of the guests’ businesses would miss out on holiday commerce.  
 
    My dress was an art deco masterpiece; sleeveless, long, and draping. I was sure the morning walks with Lochlan that included lots of incline were responsible for the somewhat improved figure the dress was draping. It certainly wasn’t due to a too-careful diet.  
 
    If Brayden wasn’t as good a smith as Bradesford had been, you could’ve fooled me. The ear cuffs were even more spectacular that the photo; stones set into webs of gold filigree so fine it looked like storybook fairies had done the work.  
 
    All the accessories had arrived. Over-the-elbow black velvet gloves and black velvet heels. The piece de resistance was a cape of black ostrich feathers. It made me feel so glamorous I considered keeping it on for the entire evening, but wearing it around my house for a few minutes convinced me otherwise. Feathers are warm.  
 
    With only five minutes to go time, I was admiring the result of all that planning in the full-length mirror in my bedroom. The one departure I’d taken from being true to the age was hairstyle. I left it down, slightly curled at the ends Rita Hayworth style, and tucked behind fake, but beautiful elven ears. As a final touch, I did something I’d said I’d never do, blood red lipstick and nails to match.  
 
    Looking in the mirror was a little disorienting because the red lipstick made my blue eyes pop like neon. I’d just pulled on the second glove and was reaching for my black beaded bag when Keir sauntered into the bedroom looking like the last ever cover of GQ, last because how could you follow this?   
 
    I wasn’t able to fully appreciate the admiring whistle he gave me. I was too busy being stunned by his own version of glam. He was wearing traditional black tie, but on Keir, it was beyond fabulous.    
 
    “I can’t go,” I said.  
 
    He looked confused. “Can’t go? What do you mean? Why not?” 
 
    “I can’t show up with a date who’s that much more beautiful than I am.” 
 
    With a relieved laugh, he said, “Wish you could see yourself through my eyes, love.” 
 
    He closed the distance between us and lowered his head in a way that left no room for doubt. He was coming in for a kiss. 
 
    “NO!” I almost shouted as I stepped back. 
 
    “No?”  
 
    I pointed at my mouth. “Do you know what this stuff can do? It would leave us both looking like clowns for days. And no amount of makeup remover would scrub it off our faces.” 
 
    He started loosening his tie. “You’re right. We can’t go.” 
 
    I laughed and halted the tie loosening. “Come on. Three hours. We’ll be back here. I’ll get the lipstick off and then I’ll be all yours. And I’m pretty sure this will never be a problem again.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
    “Because a red lipstick occasion has never presented itself before.” 
 
    “I’m torn.” 
 
    “What about?” 
 
    “I don’t like being denied those lips. But you do look really, really good.” 
 
    “So, you’re not just beyond beautiful, but smooth tongued as well. You’re the whole package.” 
 
    “Back at you,” he said.  
 
    “Romeo.” I heard a faint, but undecipherable sound. “Will you come around to the front and pick us up?” 
 
     I heard the garage door rolling up in what we’d come to call the ‘car room’ next to the kitchen.  
 
    I picked up the feather cape from the bed and handed it to Keir. He draped it over my body with expert ease and tied the little satin tie under my chin. I refused to dwell on how he’d become so proficient with women’s outerwear.  
 
    Not being able to resist another look in the mirror, the complete plan having come together, I took his arm, looked at the both of us together and said, “Hmmm. Not bad. Let’s go.” 
 
    I noticed the huge full moon when Keir opened Romeo’s passenger side door for me. Romeo was perfectly capable of getting us there safely without help, but Keir liked to drive. So… 
 
      
 
      
 
    If there was ever a place that was absolutely perfect for a murder mystery dinner, it had to be John David’s residence. It was what one would call an English country house if you were a member of the royal family. Or an English manor house if you understood the historical feudal distinction.  
 
    The first time I’d visited, I’d been reminded of my one and only claim to acting fame; Rebecca in high school. Twenty-three rooms in three stories of polished wood, priceless carpets, paintings by Dutch masters, and bronze sculptures. When John David had told me he wasn’t really a prospective customer of the Hallows, it was because he could open a dozen art and antiques shops, and spend years stocking inventory from his house before anything would be missed.  
 
    While there was much to admire and beauty everywhere you looked, the house could also lend itself to a certain creep factor, if seen through that lens. That was mitigated to an extent by the fact that the house was lit like Yule. Coming up the long drive earlier, I’d remarked to Keir that the place is striking with lights on in every room.  
 
    He’d said, “Pretty to look at, but no doubt a strain on old breaker boxes.” 
 
    Yes. There was that. 
 
    “So, you think it’ll be the old murder-when-the-lights-went-out plot?” 
 
    “It’s a fan favorite.”  
 
    My British fae lover had a thing for American sports references.  
 
    I’d expected that John David would hire help. But he’d hired an army of domestic professionals to put on a version of Downton-Abbey-hosts-the-queen. As the gloved butler was taking our coats and showing us toward the drawing room, I was thinking about the fact that, to my ex, a big anniversary splurge was dinner out with no coupon. I’d definitely landed on my feet. 
 
    I didn’t know how it was possible that we’d been right on time and still were the last people to arrive. Perhaps magic kind believed in being fashionably early. It was great fun to get to see everyone decked out in the costumes of 1920s rich people.  
 
    Four people I’d never seen before made a point of introducing themselves. I assumed they were hired actors and, when I heard their names, I was sure of it. Professor Smite. Colonel Connolly. Clan Destin. And Lorca Scarlet, who was an attractive young woman with a slender build and exotic violet eyes. 
 
    Ms. Scarlet burst into laughter when I told her my name. 
 
    “Rita Hayworth. Good one,” she said. “I wish I’d thought of it.  
 
    “You and my grandmother.” 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” 
 
    “It was my grandmother’s big idea. Rita Hayworth is my real name.” 
 
    Lorca looked crestfallen. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean…” 
 
    “Forget it,” I said. “They’re so few people who know the name in this day and age that it was kind of fun to run into somebody who appreciates the irony of me having a name like that.” 
 
    She cocked her head. “Why is that ironic?” 
 
    “You know,” I said, “Because she was a sexy, siren, heartthrob.”  
 
    Scarlet didn’t seem to get the joke. “I think the real irony is that you’re unaware there’s no irony. I’d tell you to go find a mirror, but you know…” she raised her eyebrows, “vampire’s house.” 
 
    I looked around. “Are there really no mirrors?” I was trying to remember if I’d seen mirrors the one other time I’d been there. 
 
    She laughed. “Of course, there are mirrors. I was just having you on.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Yeah. Well, you got me.” 
 
    John David breezed in looking too handsome and too well dressed to be real. “I’m told dinner is ready. Shall we advance upon the game?” He motioned toward the grand foyer. “Right this way.” 
 
    We followed along. “Lily,” I said. “Can you believe all these fresh flowers? At this time of year? Incredible!” 
 
    She beamed. “Yes. I had to bring in a truck from London. It was so fun. I should probably give you a commission for making John David outgoing enough to throw parties. He spent as much as I’d normally make in half a year.” 
 
    “I’m so glad you got the job. Glad John David patronizes local establishments.” I stopped at an enormous arrangement in the center of the grand foyer. “Nobody does it better. You should get photos.” 
 
    “Just wait till you see the table.” 
 
    I didn’t have to wait long.  
 
    There were four dining rooms altogether, but we were being treated to dinner in grand dame, the one that would make formal dining in the Newport mansions look like poor relations.  
 
    Eighteen places were set with enough silver flatware for five courses and enough stemware to give the wine cellar a workout. Flowers and half tapers lined the table end to end and I really did think someone should’ve been taking pictures.  
 
    “Your place cards are little envelopes, as you can see,” John David announced. “After dessert, we’ll open them to learn who’ll be playing the part of the investigator and solve the evening’s murder mystery.” 
 
    We all exchanged looks then set about looking for our names.  
 
    As I casually hunted for my name, I passed Esme. Her dreads were wound into a complicated updo and accentuated with a modest tiara that was flattering on her, as was the deep, red color of her striking sequined and beaded dress.  
 
    “Esmerelda. Love the beads and sequins.” She sniffed and might’ve looked the tiniest little bit embarrassed, which was not like her at all. “I’m just teasing. Of course, you had to wear this dress and none other. It’s perfect for you.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she said quietly. 
 
    John David was seated at one end of the long table. Maggie was seated at the other. Between were the four actors, Bren, Braden, Dolan, Olivia, Esmerelda, Fie, Molly, Ivy, Lochlan, Lily, Keir and me.   
 
    It was a good thing I’d once had a friend who catered dinner parties for people with deep pockets or I wouldn’t have known my way around a complicated table setting. We began with a lobster souffle paired with chardonnay and worked our way up to Beef Wellington with claret. Then came a cheese and apple offering with port.  
 
    John David had provided six waiters in addition to however many people were working in the kitchen behind the scenes. The waitstaff had plenty of room to move around easily without bumping into each other. The space was so large that the table, which could have seated twenty-six, almost looked small centered in the room with three ten-foot stone fireplaces on one side and a bank of leaded glass windows on the other.  
 
    Keir was seated across from me, which couldn’t have been better because, gosh, he was scrumptious. Ivy was on his left and Lorca Scarlet on his right. She was wearing a champagne-colored satin dress. Very plain but elegant in its own way. I was seated between Lochlan and Colonel Connolly.  
 
    I turned to the Colonel, looked between him and Ms. Scarlet, and said, “So, you’re actors?” 
 
    They were really, good actors because both looked at me like I was crazy.  
 
    “I don’t know what you mean, young lady,” said Colonel Connoly. “I’ve just recently come home from India.” 
 
    Lorca Scarlet said, “I’ve been on the continent with my cousins for a season. When I received an invitation to visit my old friend, John David, I couldn’t resist.” 
 
    “You’re friends with John David?” I asked.  
 
    “Oh yes. We’re old friends.”  
 
    I wondered if the repetition of her claim that they were old friends was a clue because I it was my understanding that all John David’s ‘old’ friends had passed away long ago. 
 
    “Save room for dessert. And coffee, if you wish,” John David said loudly enough to be heard over conversation and the clinking of silver on china.  
 
    Keir and I looked at each other and said, “Dessert,” at the same time. He was saying it like he couldn’t wait. I was saying it like eating another bite of anything was impossible.  
 
    When the dishes from the cheese and fruit course had been cleared away and fresh dessert plates were delivered, John David stood and lightly wrapped his water stem with a silver spoon. Everyone looked his direction as if compelled. 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen, the hour has arrived to learn the identity of the investigator. Who will it be?” He looked around letting the words lend an air of drama that didn’t need the support of significant emoting. “Open your envelopes.” 
 
    There was a rustle as people reached for their place card envelopes. The paper was heavy cotton of a quality rarely experienced by ordinary folk. Each name had been expertly handwritten in black calligraphy with a suggestion of the art deco style of the era. 
 
    I didn’t know about the others, but I was keeping mine as a souvenir.  
 
    All around I heard people asking each other, “What does your say?” 
 
    Eventually silence fell and everyone looked to John David for direction.  
 
    He held up his envelope and said, “It’s not me. But perhaps it should have been because, by the process of logical deduction, I conclude that means it’s one of you.” 
 
    Light laughter accompanied my amazement that John David attempted a joke.  
 
    “Well?” he asked. 
 
    “I, um… I guess it’s me?” All eyes turned toward me. I held up the card. “It says Inspector Hayworth?” 
 
    “Well done, Rita!” John David almost emoted. “You’re our sleuth.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure why I was getting a, “Well done.” I hadn’t done anything but open an envelope.  
 
    “Let’s have dessert,” John David said as he motioned to the man who appeared to be in charge of the waitstaff. “We have a special treat. If you’ll all come to this end of the room, Chef Alain Dupere, from Rive Gauche in London, is going to demonstrate the process of creating perfect crepes la orange flambé.” 
 
    That sounded fun. Not that an attempt at perfect crepes la orange flambé was in my future, but I hoped Olivia was watching closely. On second thought, Olivia could probably take over the demonstration and teach Chef Dupere a thing or two. 
 
    Dutifully following instructions, we pushed back our chairs and made our way to the end of the room to stand in a horseshoe cluster around the flaming dessert station on wheels. Elbow to elbow so that everyone could see, the chef put on a show that would rival hibachi theater. We laughed at his jokes, oohed and ahhed at his antics, and decided we’d make room for dessert even if we regretted it later.  
 
    Chef Dupere asked us to return to our chairs and prepare for the ingestion of a culinary masterpiece. Judging from the way it looked and smelled, I didn’t think that was hyperbole. As soon as we sat, the sommelier came round and filled tiny dessert wine stems with, you guessed it, a superb orange dessert wine.  
 
    The process at the demonstration station was, apparently being replicated in the kitchen at the same time, because a parade of wheeled carts filed through the butler’s pantry door and delivered the promised paradise to crystal plates that sat on larger plates with hand painted recreations of scenes from the Sistine Chapel. The idea of a Christian vampire struck me as comical, but the dinnerware probably came with the house. It was beautiful and I could see why he’d want to show it off, religious or not.  
 
    I was at occupied with my second bite of crepes la orange and thinking it couldn’t get any better. Then I sipped the dessert wine and realized that, oh yes, better was possible. Looking across the table I noticed that Keir hadn’t touched his.  
 
    “You don’t like the dessert wine?” I knew it sounded unabashedly hopeful, but I had every intention of snagging his if he didn’t want it.  
 
    “First, it’s a little on the sweet side for me. And second, there’s a murder mystery afoot. I want to stay sharp.” He mimed smoothing an imaginary mustache in imitation of Agatha Christie’s, Hercule Poirot.  
 
    I laughed just before pulling up short. Maybe Keir had a point. The inspector, and that was me, unbelievable as it might seem, should be reasonably sober. I hated leaving the dessert wine on the table, but I hated even more the idea of being sloppy with everyone staring at me for answers.  
 
    “Absolutely right,” I said, giving the orange wine a parting look of longing.  
 
    There was an empty chair where Lorca Scarlet had been. She’d never returned after the dessert demo. The initial assumption was that she’d chosen the occasion of everyone being on their feet to make a discreet visit to the ladies’.  
 
    There was also an empty seat at the head of the table, but by the time I’d enjoyed the last bit of crepes, I saw John David return to the dining room with hands in his pockets and a toothpick dangling from his mouth. He slid back into his chair and was laughing at something Braden said before he’d put his full weight down.  
 
    My host was pretty far away from me, but not so far that I didn’t notice that he didn’t touch his dessert. I reasoned that he probably thought it would be rude for the host to hold up the progress of the party.  
 
    Again, John David stood. “I trust you enjoyed Chef Dupere’s signature dessert.” We all acknowledged Chef Dupere and gave a small round of applause as he took a bow. “Shall we retire to the drawing room for coffee?” 
 
    I didn’t have a bucket list, but if I had, there surely would have been an item that read, At some time in my life, be a guest at a dinner party where the host says, “Shall we retire to the drawing room for coffee?” 
 
    Lorca Scarlet still hadn’t returned and I wondered if someone should check on her. Of course, the thing that came to mind was a telltale bloodstain on that immaculate champagne-colored, satin dress. If that happened, there’d be no way in hell to clean it or cover it up.  
 
    As we started away, Molly came up beside me and said, “This is so great. Who would’ve ever thought the reclusive vampire would turn out to be such fun?” 
 
    “Life is full of surprises. You look incredible tonight.” And she did, wearing a midnight-blue velvet dress with a sheer silk overlay that stopped at the band encircling her hips.” 
 
    “This dress was one of my all-time favorites. So, I saved it.” 
 
    I looked at her incredulously. “You mean it’s a hundred years old?” 
 
    She chuckled. “Yes.” 
 
    “You don’t smell like mothballs.” 
 
    “Rita, precious, by now you should know. Magic doesn’t smell.” 
 
    “Well, I guess that’s true. Say, you know that actress? Lorca Scarlet?” 
 
    Molly cocked her head. “Did she say she was an actress?” 
 
    “No. She said some stuff about being just in from the continent and being an old friend of John David’s. But I didn’t believe her.” 
 
    We’d reached the grand foyer, just outside the drawing room entrance. I touched her forearm, signaling for her to hold back.  
 
    “But even though I think she’s a liar, she hasn’t returned since before dessert. Do you think someone ought to check on her?” 
 
    “Probably a good idea. I’ll go.” 
 
    “Oh. Alright.” 
 
    Molly hurried away. I turned to join the others.  
 
    “John David,” I said, as he was standing near the drawing room entrance talking to Fie. “So far as I can tell you’ve set the bar on Hallow Hill social events. This is marvelous.” 
 
    “You’ll not be getting out of having me to lunch that easily.” His tone was serious, but his eyes were teasing.  
 
    “Yeah. No. It’s not a contest. If it was, you win. I give up. Uncle. Uncle. Uncle.” 
 
    John David smiled. “Are you having coffee?” 
 
    “I would love coffee.” Molly returned without Lorca Scarlet and shook her head. “Excuse me.” 
 
    I stepped over to Molly. 
 
    “She’s not there.” 
 
    “Maybe she’s in another restroom?” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “Let’s ask John David.” 
 
    I waited until Fie was finished with his story and said, “John David, did Lorca Scarlet leave early?” 
 
    “No. Why?” Of course, he looked around the room as if he expected to spot her. 
 
    “She didn’t come back to the table after Chef Dupere’s demonstration. Molly went to check the restroom, but she wasn’t there.” 
 
    “Oh.” He looked worried. 
 
    “She probably got directions from the butler. Is there just one toilette he would’ve sent her to?” 
 
    “I believe he would have suggested the one under the stairs.” 
 
    “Do you think we should ask him if he’s seen her?” 
 
    He nodded, stepped out of the room and said, “Jarvis?” The man appeared instantly out of nowhere so that I almost jumped. “Did one of my guests ask for directions to facilities?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Where did you direct her?” 
 
    Jarvis looked confused. “Her, sir? The person I spoke with was an elf. Nice fellow. He’s standing right over there next to the pixie.” 
 
    Jarvis pointed at Lochlan.  
 
    “No young lady?” I asked. 
 
    “No, madam. Just the elven gentleman.” 
 
    “Very good. That will be all,” John David told him. 
 
    At this point I was thinking it coincidental that one of the guests had mysteriously disappeared, right after dessert, on mystery night.   
 
    With narrowed eyes, I said, “Okay. I get it. This is part of the game.” 
 
    “Game?” John David showed sufficient surprise to make me question that her absence was planned. 
 
    “She said she’s an old friend and that she came to England specifically for a visit with you. So, is she staying here?” 
 
    “As a matter of fact, she is,” he answered smoothly. 
 
    “Well then wouldn’t it be logical to check her room? Perhaps she isn’t feeling well.” 
 
    “That would be the logical thing,” John David agreed.  
 
    He recalled Jarvis and asked him to check Ms. Scarlet’s room. The three of us watched as Jarvis climbed the stairs. A few minutes later we were still waiting when he came back into sight. As he began descending the stairs he noticed that we were staring. He stopped and shook his head.  
 
    I walked back into the drawing room.  
 
    “Alright, everybody! I need your attention.” I used my schoolteacher voice. I’d never been a schoolteacher, but every woman comes equipped with that voice just in case she decides to use her uterus for procreation. 
 
    To my amazement, the room quieted. “Look. This is probably not related to the night’s theme. And it’s probably nothing. But Lorca Scarlet left the table before dessert and didn’t return. She’s a guest of John David’s, but she’s not in her room. We’ve also checked the toilette under the stairs. I think we should look for her, just want to make sure she’s okay. And, considering the size of the house, the most efficient way to do that will be in groups. 
 
    “John David and Esmerelda are with me. Keir, you’re with Maggie and Mr. Destin. Bren and Braden, take Professor Smite with you. Ivy, and Lily. Fie and Olivia, take Colonel Connolly. Dolan and Molly, you’re on your own. Keep an eye on the others. When you find her, give us a shout. And be careful. There’s a full moon.” 
 
    As the little hunting parties formed into their assigned groupings, I turned to John David. “Any ideas?” 
 
    “I don’t know any more than the next person. Except that I have access to the work areas in the rear and the servants’ rooms on the upper floor.” 
 
    “Let’s assume that everyone else is searching common rooms, should we go up or down? As a good friend of hers, you’re in the best position to guess where she might’ve gone.”  
 
    “She’s definitely the adventurous sort,” he said smoothly. “It could go either way, but she’d probably drift in the direction of the action.” He leaned closer like he was sharing a secret. “When I say action, I mean she likes boys and there weren’t any available males at the table.” 
 
    “Wow.” Rats. I’d said it again. I felt like I needed to create a punishment piggy and put a tenner in whenever I said the word ‘wow’. “Lead the way.”  
 
    I glanced at Esmerelda, who was watching me like a cat watches a mouse.  
 
    “You’re not going to help me at all, are you?” I hissed at her. I got the classic Esme expression that left me guessing. It might’ve been a slight smile, or it might’ve been my imagination. “Thanks a lot. When this is over, I’m going to spread it around that you’re a secret bedazzler.” 
 
    She laughed.   
 
    The kitchen and satellite rooms on the other side of the butler’s pantry were still buzzing with clean up and break down activity. There had to be eight people wearing the accoutrements of cook or wait staff.  
 
    “Got to hand it to you,” I said to John David. “You went all out.” 
 
    “What sort of friend would I be if I withheld hospitality?”  
 
    “Well…” I never got a chance to answer that question. I suppose answering that question would’ve been silly since it was clearly rhetorical. So, no loss, but I digress. 
 
    We froze in place when we heard raised voices coming from somewhere in the building.  
 
    “Sounds like someone found something,” I said. “Let’s go.” John David stepped back for me to pass. I said, “Nothing doing. Inspectors always go last.” 
 
    John David cocked his head. “Is that true?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Sounds right though.” 
 
    He accepted that and set off, arm in arm with Esmerelda. 
 
    Jarvis was moving toward us quickly when we emerged on the dining room side of the butler’s pantry.  
 
    “Sir.” He ran toward John David, looking truly freaked out. The man was excellent at his craft. I almost believed he was beside himself. “The young woman has been found.” 
 
    “Oh good,” John David said.  
 
    “Ah…” Jarvis attempted speech but failed.  
 
    “There’s more?” Jarvis nodded. “Then spit it out, man,” John David told him in a lord-of-the-manor tone. 
 
    “She’s dead, sir.” 
 
    “Dead?” I had to hand it to John David. He seemed authentic in his surprise. “Where?” 
 
    “The billiard room.” 
 
    Those three words removed all doubt. I burst into laughter. “The billiard room? There’s a body in the billiard room? Seriously? How cliché can you get?” I slapped at the vampire’s hard-as-stone bicep, then turned to Jarvis while still trying to get the giggles under control. “Tell me, Jarvis. Did the butler do it in the billiard room?”  
 
    Three faces stared at me as if I was certifiable. They were better at acting than I was.  
 
    “Alright.” I gave in. “I’m your patsy. Onward to the billiard room.”  
 
    I’d been to the manor house before and could’ve found my way there, but I halfway believed what I’d said about inspectors always going last. 
 
    The location of the billiard room was a twist of architectural interest. Halfway up the grand staircase we came to an expansive landing. Turn left and continue upstairs. Turn right and enter the billiard room.  
 
    We were the last to arrive. 
 
    The billiard room was adjacent to a music room with grand piano and other instruments. When the large French doors were open, as they were at the moment, it could’ve functioned as one room. Other than being exceptionally large, it was everything you’d expect, including a few exotic trophies hanging at intervals with grotesque glass eyes. But nothing in imagination could be as grotesque as the sight of Lorca Scarlet lying half on, half off the ornately carved pool table. Her throat had been ripped out. Streaks of drying blood made a stark contrast to the champagne-colored dress, and also accentuated the violet of her eyes, which were open and staring. 
 
    When I began to feel queasy, I kickstarted an internal chant.  
 
    It’s not real. It’s not real. It’s not real. 
 
    I told myself that makeup artists can work miracles, but that bit of self-comfort was quickly followed by the realization that makeup artists can’t help an actor stare indefinitely without blinking.   
 
    “Well, Inspector,” said Colonel Connolly, “it would seem you have a murder on your hands.” 
 
    “Did someone check to see if she’s really, um, dead?” I said lamely. 
 
    “I did,” Keir said. “She’s really dead. See for yourself. Check her pulse.”  
 
    “You want me to check her pulse?” 
 
    “Only if you doubt that she’s really dead.” 
 
    I was getting more uncomfortable with every minute that passed when Lorca didn’t blink. Just then I saw a bubble of blood rise and pop on her neck. I was sure I was going to be sick.  
 
    Also, those satin dresses from the twenties come with two problems. One is that they look equally bad on everybody. The other is that the tiniest little movement looks like tsunami waves of jiggle. It seemed to me that, if she was breathing, the dress would give it away.  
 
    My friends and neighbors didn’t appear to be having fun any longer. They looked serious as the grave.  
 
    “She can’t be really dead,” I whispered to the room. When no one said anything, I reasoned that I had to force myself to feel for a pulse.  
 
    Systems check. Big girl panties raised all the way to the natural waist.  
 
    I walked slowly toward Lorca’s haphazardly reclined form, forced myself to take hold of her wrist, but dropped it like I’d received a jolt of electricity. There was no point in checking for a pulse, her body was room temperature, which feels very, very cold on another person.  
 
    “No. No. No. No. No. No. No. She can’t be really dead.” 
 
    Keir brushed past me, apparently on his way to the music room. “Why not? You knew he was a vampire.”  
 
    My lips parted into a dumbfounded gape as I watched him sit down at the studio grand and begin playing “As Time Goes By”. I’d just been confronted with the fact that the fun murder mystery dinner party had turned into the most gruesome reality of a real murder. But I must’ve been jaded from decades of movies and TV because I managed to think, “Keir can play the piano?” 
 
    I quickly forgot about that when my eyes returned to what was left of poor Lorca Scarlet. My ears were starting to whir. It felt like I might be on the verge of having an out of body experience. The idyllic existence I’d believed I’d found was feeling like I’d stepped into a nightmare. 
 
    “Maggie,” I pled. “Tell me this isn’t real.” 
 
    Maggie shrugged and took a sip of orange dessert wine, which she’d refused to leave behind. I was thinking, That was smart. I wish I’d done that. Then she said, “You know what they say. Vampires will be vampires.” Her nonchalance was so jarring it took my breath away. 
 
    I remembered that John David had been gone from the dining room at the same time as Lorca Scarlet. I also remembered that he’d returned alone with a toothpick. 
 
    Ew! I took a deep, shaky breath then wheeled on my host. There was no avenue by which to escape the obvious conclusion.  
 
    “John David! You’ve been a VERY, VERY, VERY, BAD VAMPIRE!” 
 
    At the end of that utterance, I heard a familiar snort coming from the music room. That small sound functioned as a signal that gave everybody the permission they’d been waiting for to begin laughing.   
 
    “But,” John David said, “she’s an actor from London. It’s not like she’s one of us!” 
 
    That caused the little gathering to laugh even harder.  
 
    “Are you all insane?” I cried. “There’s a dead body in the room.” 
 
    “Look again,” John David said.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    My eyes jerked back to the pool table in time to see the air shimmer around the corpse, which then blurred into a white aqueous goo. Within a couple of seconds Lorca Scarlet’s body was gone, replaced by a very-pleased-with-himself Geoffrey, straightening his cuffs and looking quite the catch in his perfectly fitted tux.  
 
    My eyes panned the room of smiling faces all staring at me and landed last on John David.  
 
    “Coffee?” he asked.  
 
    My head was spinning, but I was starting to put it together. I’d had the fright of my life and been punked by the entire village. My entire village. Including Keir. My face must’ve been as red as Lorca’s fake blood.  
 
    “J… J… Jeff. You’re a…?” 
 
    “Lorcan,” he said. “A true shapeshifter. You name it. I can be it.” 
 
    “Wow.” 
 
    Keir slipped in beside me and put his arm around me. I wanted to smack him, but remembered how much it had hurt the last time I’d tried that. And I’m no masochist. 
 
    As the initial shock began to wear off, I managed a smile through gritted teeth and whispered in his ear. “That was so mean. Tonight you’re sleeping on the couch in your room with all those TV monitors for company.” 
 
    He laughed. “Oh, come on. It was all in good fun. It just means everybody likes you.” 
 
    “Yeah? Well, maybe I want to be liked a lot less.” 
 
    People were filing out, heading downstairs to have a parting cup of coffee and share more laughter about the look on my face when I’d thought John David had ripped poor Scarlet’s throat away and casually picked his teeth with a toothpick.  
 
      
 
      
 
    On the way home, Keir said, “You really were a good sport, love.” 
 
    “You only think that because first, you don’t think I was serious about you sleeping on the couch and, second, you don’t yet understand the width and depth of my need for payback.” 
 
    “Should I be worried?” He smiled.  
 
    “If you’re smart. While everybody was laughing, I was plotting.” 
 
    “So, you really didn’t have a good time?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say that. Exactly. But claiming it was all in fun won’t save any of you from what’s to come. It’s on now. It may take years, but someday, when you least expect it, I will be there like a goddess of retribution.” 
 
    “Very dramatic.” 
 
    “You only think it’s dramatic because you haven’t been on the other side of the joke. Just wait.” 
 
    “I guess I don’t have a choice.” 
 
    I grinned wickedly. “That’s right.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Trials Begin 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER ELEVEN Jitters and Judgment 
 
      
 
    “It’s a good thing I look good in red,” I said as I turned to the side to check myself out in the full-length mirror in my chambers at the Tregeagle court. Traditionally, magistrates had always worn scarlet. I supposed I could’ve made a play for a color change, but why do that if it works? I was thinking that the eight pounds I’d dropped, probably because of Keir Culain’s ‘nocturnal exercise regime’, was completely hidden by the flowing robe. Realizing that Keir had said nothing, I spoke to his image in the mirror without turning around. “Nothing to say?” 
 
    “Was there a question?” 
 
    I chuffed and faced him. “I do look good in this, right?” 
 
    The big smile that made him otherworldly gorgeous also looked genuine. “I’m not the best person to ask.” He shrugged. “I’ve never seen you look anything less than spectacular, clothed or unclothed.” 
 
    Wow. The boy was good for my ego. Seriously thinking about keeping him. 
 
    “Seriously. I’m trying to calm my nerves by assuring myself that I at least look okay.” 
 
    All the time I’d spent with my hair was thoroughly undone by the gale of a wind in Hallow Hill. I’d gotten ready ten minutes early so that I could hurry across the way and give my pups a little cuddle before I left. I wouldn’t want them to think I forgot about them. Lochlan’s door was less than two minutes’ walk from mine, but that’s all it took. Lochlan told me word on the street was that Fie’d had a spat with Olivia. He seemed to think that was enough said. I gathered that when Fie’s emotions weren’t under control, neither was the wind. 
 
    “First, I was being serious,” Keir said. “Second, you look far better than okay. Third, no cause for nerves. Nerves are for people who aren’t in complete control. Your power at court is close to absolute.” 
 
    “Close to?” 
 
    “Of course, you would focus on that. The little bit that’s left up for grabs is covered by me.” 
 
    I smiled with pride. “My enforcer.” 
 
    “Technically I’m the court’s enforcer. The bailiff really, but let’s not quibble.” He smiled his best cat smile. “Because I am yours.” 
 
    Hearing a light knock on the door, I raised my voice and said, “Come in!” 
 
    Lochlan smiled at me, nodded at Keir, and closed the door behind him. During the twenty seconds while the door was open, I heard the combined din of a large crowd in conversation. 
 
    “Lochlan. That sounds like a lot of people out there.” My nerves jacked.  
 
    He shrugged. “To be expected. It’s natural for people to want to get a look at the new magistrate.” He looked me up and down. “They won’t be disappointed. You look every inch like you were born for this.” He chuckled. “And I guess you were. The Powers That Be probably had you in mind before you were conceived.” 
 
    “That sounds very airy fairy, Lochlan.” 
 
    Lochlan’s face was somehow still pleasant looking even when he scowled. “What is ‘airy fairy’?” 
 
    While I was trying to decide how to answer that, I heard fanfare. Not a recording. That was clearly an announcement made with wind forced through actual brass instruments.  
 
    Lochlan came to full attention and forgot all about everything but the sound of the horns.  
 
    “Get ready,” he said. “The dignitaries are being seated.” 
 
    I’d thought I had my nerves under control, but when faced with the reality of my new life (the real reason I was there), I found that I was oh so wrong. Two fingers went to my throat reflexively to see if my heart was beating as fast as I thought it was.  
 
    Keir must’ve seen the color drain from my fact, or some other indicator that I was experiencing an acute case of stage fright. He stepped closer. “You were born for this. Every single hours of every single day of your life has resulted in the cumulative experience that made the Powers choose you. Out of billions. Just remember that, in your courtroom, you’re the Man.” His pep talk had been going so well, but seeing the look on my face change, he tried to backpedal. Fast. “You know what I mean.” 
 
    Unfortunately, I did know what he meant. And hella resented it. 
 
    “Ready?” Lochlan had moved to the door and was holding it open. 
 
    No. No, I wasn’t. 
 
    “Is Sprigley here?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Lochlan. “Here and at your service.” 
 
    Over the past few weeks I’d given some thought to my own journal legacy and decided to implement twenty-first century advantages, like my version of a court reporter. I’d decided that if someone would record and transcribe the proceedings in word processor format, it would be easy for me to annotate later. The final product would be an exact reproduction of what took place, along with my notes on how and why decisions had been made. 
 
    Jeff overheard me telling Keir my thoughts on the subject one night and said his girlfriend was a sprite with an upbeat personality and also an expert in PC applications. I’d asked if she was looking for a job, and he said he thought she’d be over the moon about such an opportunity.  
 
    He was right. She was perfect.  
 
    “I’ll go first,” Lochlan continued as if I wasn’t having an internal meltdown. “Keir will come after. You already know where to sit. If anything comes up that we didn’t anticipate, just turn aside and ask me.” 
 
    With a nod, I said, “Got it.”  
 
    Intellectually I knew there was no reason to be overanxious. Why? Because Esme told me everything was going to be fine, and I’d learned to believe her when she makes definitive pronouncements. Now if I could only get my nervous system to trust Esmerelda with the same conviction as my mind.  
 
    I let out a long slow breath then began putting one foot in front of the other. If being alive for almost half a century had taught me anything, it was that. Just keep putting one foot in front of the other. “There will be a bottle of water out there?” I asked Lochlan for the eighth time.  
 
    “Bottles of room temperature water are within our reach, lined up like little plastic soldiers,” he said.  
 
    “Lochlan. This is not the time to try to be funny. What do I do when I need to visit the ladies’?” 
 
    Lochlan assumed that confused look the fae get whenever I’ve thrown one of them for a loop. 
 
    “She means how does she signal that she needs a visit to the toilet?” Keir supplied. 
 
    “Oh.” Lochlan had the decency to look slightly embarrassed. “Just turn to me and signal that you want a recess.” 
 
    Recess. It was my favorite thing in elementary school. It might be my favorite thing as a magistrate as well. 
 
    “Okay.” For a moment I thought I was out of reasons to stall, but fortune was with me even if bravery wasn’t.  
 
    “Wait!” I almost shouted, realizing I’d forgotten the most important thing. I dashed for the navy blue velvet box in my oversized bag and pulled out the medallion I’d gotten from the Silver Braid before the dwarf master smith, Bradesford Skeech, passed on. I squeezed the intricately formed wolf’s head in my hand for a few seconds before draping the chain of state over my shoulder. 
 
    As I adjusted the chain, the calm of supreme confidence settled over me. I said a silent, “thank you,” to Brad.  
 
    I had no way of knowing the beautiful jewelry had such profound magical powers, but I was grateful beyond measure. When I graced Keir with a big smile, he said, “What just happened?” 
 
    “Brad.” No time for lengthy explanations. 
 
    Turning to Lochlan, high beam smile still in place, I said, “Show time!” 
 
    Lochlan’s good-natured chuckle was even more comforting than usual. Being sandwiched between two fae officers of the court, who’d held their jobs for centuries, was further comfort. He stepped through the door and held it open.  
 
    “It can’t hurt to begin by making them wait for a couple of minutes.” 
 
    Keir nodded his approval. “Right. Send a message. Let them know in no uncertain terms who the most important person in the building is.” 
 
    I confess that I felt my ego swelling as I soaked that into my core, then vowed for the thousandth time to refrain from believing my own press. The magistrate’s office would not be well-served by a person who actually believed she was the ‘most important soul in the building’. 
 
    When I turned the corner so that the cathedral-sized courtroom came into view, I could see that it was packed. So much so that the most creative of engineers couldn’t have devised a way to get more people inside, unless they were given permission to rearrange the VIP seating enjoyed by high-ranking members of the seven fae monarchies in attendance. These roughly, though not precisely, corresponded to territories known in modern times as England and Wales together, Ireland, Scotland, Scandinavia, France, the Germanic Commonwealth, and Italy. My jurisdiction included Slavic regions, but since they weren’t named in any cases on the docket, they’d chosen to stay home.  
 
    A hefty, red-headed man in full kilt, plaid, and bonnet drew my attention when he pounded the floor with a walking stick as tall as himself and announced in a loud, clear tone, “All rise. Court is in session.” 
 
    I supposed that was the fae version of “Here come da judge.” 
 
    As we passed the Celt, Lochlan said, “Well, Hen, I see you’re wearing the warrior tartan today.” 
 
    “The mornin’ brought a feelin’ with it, lad. And MacLeods are always prepared.” 
 
    “Prepared for a fight, you mean.” 
 
    The big man shrugged to indicate that went without saying. 
 
    Hundreds of people getting to their feet all at once was noisy, but voices were absent from the sound. All attendees seemed to know that “all rise” meant get up and shut up. To my surprise. I half-expected a revolt in the form of, “You expect us to get to our feet for her? Seriously? Go get the real judge.” But no such protest was in evidence.  
 
    The faces turned toward me were openly curious, but not unfriendly so far as I could tell.  
 
    If I had to sum up my overall first impression of the crowd in one word, it would be easy. Costumes. They were colorful as Bourbon Street at Mardi Gras and fashionable to a fault; so long as you put the fashion in context of the era it represented. The long-lived fae clearly had individual preferences for clothing styles across the spectrum. 
 
    Togas, medieval robes, belle epoch hats and multi-layered dresses, psychedelic SoHo hotpants, ripped jeans and bandanas (thanks to a misunderstanding that the Guns N’ Roses signature look was cool and not poverty), and everything in between. It looked like a choose-your-fashion-moment themed party and I wondered if I was going to be able to focus on matters before me with such a spectacle assaulting my undiagnosed ADD.  
 
    My own style choices wouldn’t be up for the gossip mill because of the magistrate robes and thank goodness, because I was wearing my favorite running shoes underneath. The hem of the robe was just long enough to cover everything, but not drag on the floor. Brilliant design!    
 
    Today my priority was not fashion. It was calm and authority.  
 
    I once knew a tennis player who told me that half the game was about the cute outfit. She said, “Get the right clothes and you’ll feel like you can win.” I’ve since found that sentiment generalizes to just about everything in life. For instance, on this occasion, a pair of old, ratty-looking sneakers made me feel strong and steady.    
 
    Plus, it never hurts to know you can run if you need to.  
 
      
 
      
 
    I took my seat, which was as comfortable as if it had been custom designed for my tush, and pressed the wolf’s head medallion against my palm. My chair was on a riser, which put my head higher than every other person in the room and looked out over the room. My eyes were first drawn to Maeve, possibly because she was a familiar, if not entirely friendly, face. She was seated in the seat nearest the bench, in the first row of the Irish gallery with people who bore a striking family resemblance. 
 
    Lochlan’s writing surface was to my right, more or less an extension of my workspace, except that it was stepped down, on a lower dais. He stood and began speaking. “Now comes before the court, the Bureau of Behavioral Oversight versus Pais Alexilia of House Sforza.” 
 
    I glanced at Keir, who sat a few feet away to my left. His body language indicated boredom, but he was alert as a hawk on the hunt and watching the crowd like he was trained by the Secret Service. 
 
    I looked down at the two tables on the floor in front of me, three or four yards away. The parties to the suit made their way forward and took their places.  
 
    “All present?” I asked in a clear and commanding tone that surprised the fool out of me.  
 
    The table to my right was occupied by a young woman with exceptionally sharp cheekbones, who might’ve been beautiful if not for the haughty and superior expression on her face. The unbidden comparison to Natasha Fatale from Rocky and Bullwinkle flitted across my consciousness. She was accompanied by an elderly man, who was exceptionally short of stature, but clothed in a charcoal-grey, Italian silk suit; the sort worn by human mob bosses.  
 
    The occupant of the other table was a man who was extraordinarily handsome even in a room peopled by flawless fae. He had dark mahogany hair that curled around his temples and collar, and piercing, intelligent blue eyes. He looked like he’d been dressed by John David Weir, in jodhpurs, boots, and a black knit sweater over a white collared shirt. He’d come forward with a briefcase and a swagger stick, which he laid across the table in front of him. I supposed that if anyone could get away with carrying a swagger stick, it would be him. In unison with the man I’d already dubbed “Tony” in my head, he said, “Yes, Magistrate.” 
 
    “Both parties are represented?” I asked. They answered in the affirmative. “Fine. The two of you approach the bench, please.” 
 
    When they stood directly in front of me, I said, “And you are?” 
 
    Swagger stick said, “Maxfield Pteron, Ombudsman for the Bureau of Behavioral Oversight, Eurys Ops Division, Your Honor.” 
 
    “That’s quite a mouthful. Give me something brief by which to call you.” 
 
    He looked down momentarily, seeming surprised by that question. “Max?” 
 
    “Sure. Done. You’re representing the aggrieved party?” He looked uncertain about how to answer. “Don’t be bashful, Max. Just say what you want to say. It’s just the three of us here at this sidebar.” 
 
    “Very well, Your Honor. I have no wish to give offense.” 
 
    “Noted.” 
 
    “But technically, I’m representing the bureau, which is bringing matters to your attention on behalf of several aggrieved parties this Court Meet.” 
 
    “A fine distinction. Understood. So, you’ll be a regular fixture.” I turned to the other man. “How about you?” 
 
    “Gote Mazza Murelli,” he said, in a voice so gruff I had to listen carefully to understand. “Representing the House of Sforza.” 
 
    “Mr. Murelli,” I began, but stopped when he cleared his throat. “Did I get your name wrong?” 
 
    “It’s Gote Murelli, Your Honor.” 
 
    I made a mental note to ask Lochlan where to look in my book for Gote Mazza Murelli. “Very well. Thank you for the correction. Now I’d like to offer one of my own. House Sforza is not a party to this proceeding. The pais sitting at the defendant’s table is your client. True?” 
 
    He looked uncomfortable with the distillation and seemed to be conflicted about how to answer. He glanced toward the gallery where Sforza royalty was seated before saying, “That is true, Your Honor.”  
 
    I glanced down at the brilliant red of his raw, silk tie. Nothing absorbs color with intensity like silk. “I like your tie.” 
 
    The man glanced down like he’d forgotten what he’d put on then back up again. As his hand slid lovingly down the red tie from top to bottom, his eyes dropped to my medallion. “Nice jewelry,” he said.  
 
    I allowed a ghost of a smile in response before shifting my attention to Max. “Where is your client, Ombudsman?” 
 
    “Technically…” 
 
    “Don’t make me impatient, Max. Overuse of the term ‘technically’ has all the necessary ingredients for trying my patience and prejudicing the case brought by you and…” 
 
    Max’s eyes widened slightly. “Me and…” He dragged that out like he was searching for what I wanted. “The phoenix?” 
 
    “Yes. If you don’t like the word client, how do you want to describe your relationship to the creature you’re representing in this hearing?” 
 
    He nodded slowly. “I see no reason why client won’t do.” 
 
    “Good. Then we’re agreed. Where is it?” 
 
    “The bird?” 
 
    “Yes, Max. The bird.” 
 
    “She is far too shy to agree to appear in front of a large gathering. And her emotional state is… fragile.” 
 
    He’d made a point of assigning gender to his client with an emphasis that said he resented my use of “it” as a pronoun. I was certain he was right to correct me on that, but just as certain that it would be unproductive to allow the familiarity of too many corrections. I was already making a mental list of tightrope walks that came with the job.  
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “How do I know?” he repeated, sounding quite baffled. Seeing no reason to repeat myself since he’d obviously heard me clearly, I simply waited. He shifted and looked at Lochlan, perhaps for help. When none was forthcoming, he said, “Some of us can communicate without words.” 
 
    “Telepathically?” 
 
    “Yes, Magistrate.” 
 
    “I see. Are you such a person, Max?” 
 
    “I am. Yes.” 
 
    “So you’ll be prosecuting on behalf of the phoenix and answering for, um, her, as well?” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “Understood. Now step back,” I added, looking between the two so that there was no misunderstanding that I meant both. 
 
    I may have been a little terse with the Ombudsman, but I sensed it might be important to establish a clear understanding that I would not be swayed by sparkling blue eyes, an athletic build that Adonis would envy, or a swagger stick with all that might imply.  
 
    Actually, I told myself, wearing riding clothes to court was rather stupid.
Just then the fellow in the three-foot-tall striped hat caught my eye. I sighed. 
 
    I knew enough from reading the journals of magistrates who’d preceded me to know that the plaintiff presented their case first. “Ombudsman, you may present your case.”  
 
    As I reached for a bottle of water and loosed the cap with a loud-ish plastic crack, I realized that all trace of nerves had left me the moment I’d taken my place.  
 
    Good gravy. What if the Powers That Be had been right about me? 
 
    “I want to hear the facts of the case along with the damages to your client, as you see them, and your recommendation for resolution.” 
 
    A loud murmur rippled through the crowd as the fae turned to each other and conversed in loud whispers. Apparently, I’d said something unexpected. Good. It was about time somebody shook the magic kind out of their complacency with ugly behaviors.  
 
    Max hadn’t had time to sit before I’d delivered instructions for him to begin. I detected some uncertainty on his part, but it was clear he was committed to work with whatever departure from the norm I threw at him. 
 
    “Yes, Your Honor,” he began. “Phoenices are special, even to our kind. And rare. At any given time, in all the world, there would be only a few. They are treasured by fae for their rarity and the mesmerizingly brilliant light that shines all around them.” He paused. “It might be compared to the human idea of angelic aura.”  
 
    He looked to me as if waiting for confirmation, but I gave nothing away. It was not a conversation. It was a hearing.  
 
    “The capture of phoenices for pets was cited as highly inappropriate long ago because of their fiercely independent nature. Allow me to cite that as a precedent of which we are all aware.” He stopped and looked at the pais pointedly for effect. “It would have been frowned upon if the daughter of the House of Sforza had taken the phoenix for a pet with the intention of showering her with luxury, nurture, and affection. But the treatment the bird received at the hands of this pais was as sadistic an act as I’ve heard in the many years I’ve been working for the bureau. 
 
    “The pais kept the phoenix caged so that flight was impossible and frequently amused herself and friends by dousing the phoenix’s feathers with an accelerant and setting the bird on fire so that they could witness the death and resurrection. In the normal course of a phoenix’s life, combustion and rebirth would occur once every five hundred years. That would be, on average, six times. The phoenix was forced to undergo the transformation dozens of times.” He stopped and looked at the pais seated at the other table. “For entertainment.”  
 
    After a lengthy pause, he turned to me and said, “So far as damages, I’m at a loss to name damages for a protracted period of captivity combined with the most heinous torture imaginable. But the phoenix is suffering from irreparable damage that might best be called psychological.”  
 
    As Max seated himself, I formed an appreciation for the work of this bureau of Behavioral Oversight and for the expert delivery and eloquence of Max’s case. Short. To the point. And emotionally devastating. At least to me.  
 
    I turned to the other table. “Gote Murelli. What do you have to say in defense of your client?” 
 
    As Max sat down, Murelli pushed his chair back and stood. “As the bureau knows, fae are self-governing. While there may have been a citation at one time regarding the capture of phoenices, techni…” He stopped mid-word, remembering what I’d told Max. “It should be viewed as more a guideline than a rule. The incident may represent an error in judgment, but the pais is young.” 
 
    I looked at Natasha. “How old is the pais?” 
 
    “In human years, she is about two hundred fifty years old.” 
 
    I laughed. I couldn’t help it. It was way inappropriate, but come on.  
 
    “Gote Murelli. I don’t think the deliberate and systematic torture of other creatures is a matter of a lapse of judgement or a behavior that will be corrected by maturity. You’re not suggesting that the pais did not commit this crime then.” 
 
    Another round of collective murmurs rose to an almost deafening level. I banged the gavel in front of me and leaned toward Lochlan. 
 
    “What was that about?” I asked. 
 
    “The response from attendees?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “The word crime.” 
 
    “Because essentially nothing is illegal to the fae?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “If nothing is illegal, on what grounds does the bureau bring suits?” 
 
    Lochlan looked apologetic. “When victims of grave offenses cannot speak for themselves, the bureau speaks for them. What determines ‘grave’ is, as you said, subjective. What determines that something is court-worthy is, as Murelli said, more a guideline than a rule.” 
 
    “How will there ever be anything other than chaos so long as the fae live by no organizing principle?” 
 
    “The royal families are the organizing principle.” 
 
    “And the royal families live by a code of moral and legal anarchy.” 
 
    Lochlan pulled in a deep breath. “Well said.” 
 
    After weeks of poring over the history of Court Meets, the bigger picture suddenly came into full focus as I sat on the bench listening to my very first case on my very first day as magistrate.   
 
    “How much authority do I have to change that?” 
 
    Lochlan’s eyes went wide, but he replied dutifully. “Full. Authority. Magistrate.” 
 
    I nodded, drew back, and returned my attention to Gote Murelli.  
 
    “Does your client have anything to say on her own behalf?” 
 
    “No, Your Honor…” 
 
    The pais interrupted. “Yes, I do.” She gave me a look that said she couldn’t believe she was expected to engage someone such as myself in dialogue and would just as soon have a conversation with a cockroach. “This is nonsense. Name the fine and let’s be done.” 
 
    I almost didn’t recognize my own voice when I said, “You will stand when you’re addressing the court.” 
 
    There was a brief and hushed, but extremely animated exchange between the pais and Murelli. It involved a lot of facial expression and hand-waving.  
 
    “Gote Murelli,” I warned. 
 
    “Yes, Your Honor.” He looked pink around the ears. 
 
    “Let your client know that her reluctance to comply isn’t helping her case.” 
 
    He turned to the pais with a look that got her attention.  
 
    With a grand show of disgust, she got to her feet.  
 
    “I want to hear, in your own words, what you were thought the phoenix was feeling when you were forcing its unnatural resurrection.” 
 
    She scowled while her chin retracted toward her spine. “Feeling?”  
 
    “I’m certain you’re familiar with the word, Alexilia.”  
 
    I guessed by the noise that followed that I’d stepped in it again. I turned toward Lochlan and said in hushed voice, “Was I not supposed to say her name?” 
 
    Lochlan made a funny face. “Well, ‘supposed to’ is hard to define.” 
 
    Looking the other direction, I saw that Keir’s right forearm was thrown over his glorious abs while his left hand attempted to cover uncontrollable laughter.  
 
    Turning back to Lochlan, I said, “Why didn’t you tell me not to call them by name?” 
 
    His shrug was accompanied by a wan smile, “Forgot?” 
 
    I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. While my end goal wasn’t the avoidance of offending the royal families, there was no call for unnecessary poking.  
 
    “Should I apologize?” 
 
    He shook his head vigorously. “Definitely not. It would be interpreted as weakness.” 
 
    “Great.” I sighed.  
 
    By the time I swiveled my chair back to face the room, the noise had died down, no doubt because the fae were waiting for my next norm-busting, sensational trick.  
 
    “Excuse the interruption,” I said to no one in particular. To the pais, I said, “You were about to describe your perception of what the phoenix was feeling while she was being burned alive and forced to regenerate.” 
 
    The pais’s scowl didn’t lessen. She glanced toward the gallery where her kin were spectators then leaned down to whisper something to her counsel. 
 
    After a minute or so, I said, “Gote Murelli. Please instruct your client to answer my question.” 
 
    He cleared his throat. “Your Honor, I wonder if I might answer on…” 
 
    “No. You may not. I’ll hear from the pais.” I looked at her pointedly and added, “Now.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t know this,” she said to me, “being human.” Her disdain was so thick she could barely form the word “human”. There wasn’t so much as a feeble attempt to disguise the depth of her contempt. I wasn’t the only one who found this approach cram-jammed with folly. Murelli closed his eyes and paled a little as she spoke. “But in the royal houses of the fae, the only feelings that matter are ours.” She glanced at her family and smiled with an inclination of her head that formed more of a bow than nod. 
 
    “I see.” It was only my first case, but I could already tell this phrase was going to become a habit. “What are you thinking will be the verdict today?” 
 
    “That I did it,” she said without hesitation, haughtiness returned and firmly in place.  
 
    “And what sort of punishment were you thinking you might receive for this offense?” 
 
    Witnessing what happened next made me certain the Valley girl craze of the eighties must have resulted from an encounter with an Italian fae. After giving me an appraising look, possibly a scan for stupidity, and concluding that I fell far short of her expectations, even for a (choke, gag) human, she said, “A. Fine. Of. Course.” 
 
    Gote Murelli’s color was nearing purple because, even though his eyes were still closed, he could see what his client could not; that she’d talked herself into the worst possible outcome. If the rest of the Sforza family was like Alexilia, Murelli would surely take the blame.  
 
    “Gote Murelli.” His eyes flew open. “Please ask your client to sit.” 
 
    When he turned to her, she rolled her eyes, flopped down, and grinned at someone who was, apparently, seated in the mezzanine.  
 
    I looked at the BOBO (Bureau of Behavioral Oversight) representative. “Max.” 
 
    He got to his feet quickly. “Yes, Your Honor.” 
 
    “How many times did you say she set your client on fire?” 
 
    “I don’t have an exact number.” 
 
    “Approximate.” 
 
    “Forty times.” 
 
    I nodded. “What would happen to the pais if she was set on fire?” 
 
    After a round of audible gasps, Max, whose eyes were now boring holes into me, said, “Ordinary fire wouldn’t be of consequence.” I thought that was the end of that line of questioning until he said, “However…” 
 
    At that, a large, dark-haired man dressed in clothes from the Medici era stood and shouted from the House of Sforza gallery. “Say no more to that human bitch, else you be named traitor of your own kind.” 
 
    I heard a growl on my left. It was soft but menacing enough to raise every hair follicle on my body and make me glad the robe was too thick for contracted nipples to be noticed. 
 
    Looking as cool as if there’d been no interruption, Max returned his attention to me and continued. “However…” 
 
    The challenger jumped down from the balcony and started toward Max, but didn’t get close because Keir shifted into his sephalian form faster than my brain could process what had happened. With a roar loud enough to cause a tremor in the mighty stone building, he reached the man in a single lunge, swiped the legs out from under him with a giant paw, and stood purring loudly while pressing that paw to the back of the man who’d been trapped in a humiliating prone position on the ground.  
 
    In the midst of all the shock, awe, and excitement my gaze sought out Maeve. She was looking on with the ear-to-ear smile of a mom watching her golden boy win an Olympic medal.  
 
    To Keir, who was still standing over the prone fae like the man was a trophy, I said, “Retain custody of the disrupter until after this case is concluded. At that time we’ll address this nonsense and discuss a fine.” 
 
    Above Keir’s loud purring, I said, “Continue, Ombudsman.” 
 
    When Max said, “However,” I was thinking third time’s the charm. “Fae are susceptible to the phenomenon known by humans as St. Elmo’s fire.” 
 
    The big guy on the ground tried to speak, but Keir put more weight on his back so that it came out as an oof followed by a groan. 
 
    “It’s painful?” I asked. 
 
    The light in Max’s eyes told me that he was rejoicing in the direction of this questioning. “Oh yes.” 
 
    “Does it do permanent damage?” I asked.  
 
    “It will not end the life of a fae. Both the infliction of wounds and the healing are painful. It will not end a fae’s life. The fae will recover in time. Physically.” 
 
    “Your qualified statement suggests that there might be emotional damage?” 
 
    “Possibly, Your Honor.” 
 
    “What if this was done to the pais forty times?” 
 
    At that, a woman stood up in the Sforza gallery and shouted, “No! The new magistrate is mad! She’s the one who should be…” 
 
    When Keir let out a threatening roar, she immediately quieted and sat down.  
 
    Max was still as cool as if he was standing in the cheese aisle of the grocery store deciding between shaved or ground parmesan. 
 
    “Shall I repeat the question?” I asked the ombudsman. 
 
    “No, Your Honor. Since regeneration would not be quick, it might take twenty years for the pais to complete her sentence.” 
 
    “How long was the phoenix in captivity?” 
 
    “Not quite a year.” 
 
    “Very well. I’m going to consider this in private for a few minutes.” As I said this, I couldn’t help but wonder how many other women judges substituted “take under advisement” for “must pee now”.  
 
    Lochlan practically jumped to his feet. He made a motion to the bailiff, who announced, “All rise. Court is in recess for a third of an hour.” 
 
    I disappeared behind the scenes to the retreat of my chambers, Lochlan close on my heels.  
 
    When he closed the door, I said, “Well, was that a record?” 
 
    “Which part?” 
 
    “Keir being forced to spring into action to stop a potential brawl.” I scowled. “Or possibly worse.” 
 
    “Well…” 
 
    When he didn’t want to finish that sentence, I knew I wasn’t off to an exemplary beginning.  
 
    “So it was a disaster.” 
 
    “Oh. Pshaw. I wouldn’t go that far.” 
 
    “Pshaw?” 
 
    When he said nothing, I grinned. “Keir was magnificent, wasn’t he?” 
 
    “Indeed, Magistrate. The sephalian is magnificent even to those who aren’t in love with him.” 
 
    “You think I’m in love with him?” 
 
    That got a Lochlan look. Lochlan looks weren’t common because he was a diplomat through and through, but now and then one might say something that triggered a, “Come on,” expression.  
 
    “I’m going to visit the ladies’ and think about what’s to be done with Natasha.” 
 
    “Natasha?” 
 
    “Oops. Said that out loud. It’s my internal pet name for the pais.” When I reached the short hallway to my restroom, I turned back. “I don’t suppose you’d like to counsel me about what to do next.” 
 
    “Perhaps I would like that, but like or not, I cannot.” 
 
    “Against the rules?” 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    I cocked my head. “If all of your kind were sticklers for rules as you are, there wouldn’t be any Court Meets.” 
 
    “That might be true if there were rules governing behavior. There are rules surrounding conducting court business, but not…” 
 
    “Therein lies the problem.” 
 
    “I suspect so.” 
 
    “Has anybody ever tried to get the fae to agree to abide by some sort of code?” 
 
    He was shaking his head before I finished the question. “What would be the motivation to agree?” 
 
    “Hmmm,” I said as I turned back to the business of personal toilet.  
 
    No wonder judges so often seem crusty. Having the fate of others in your hands is not for the faint of heart.  
 
    After five minutes of deliberation, I charged out and said, “Lochlan. Please go ask the two counselors to join me here for a few minutes.” 
 
    He hesitated only slightly before saying, “Yes, Magistrate.”  
 
    I knew when he called me by my formal title, it meant that he didn’t wholeheartedly approve. It made me uneasy when Lochlan wasn’t fully on board with my schemes. My respect for his knowledge and history of the court was immense and I wished he’d take a more active role in guidance. Calling me Magistrate was akin to having me bounce off a guardrail. He wouldn’t tell me what to do, but he would leak clues about his opinion.  
 
    I sat behind my desk and waited.  
 
    In a very short time Lochlan returned with the fae equivalents of lawyers in tow.  
 
    “Please sit, gentlemen.” I motioned to the two chairs that sat in front of my monster of a desk. If furniture was a power play, I would win. 
 
    “Max. Is there something the pais might do for the phoenix, perhaps not just the individual but the species, in the way of restitution? Is there something they need?” 
 
    “To be left alone.” 
 
    “How can I assist that?” 
 
    Max looked baffled. “I… don’t know, Your Honor.” 
 
    I looked at Gote Murelli, but found nothing there but stone-faced resolve. 
 
    “Is there something that could insure that none of her kind could be captured again?” Max bent from the waist, leaning toward me with a look of intensity. The passion he obviously felt about wanting the best for his client was commendable. “Is it possible to give them some power of self-defense they don’t currently possess?” Max’s eyes widened slightly as he looked from me to Lochlan. “Could one of the fae queens be persuaded to bestow such a magic on the phoenix and her kind?” 
 
    Max’s eyes sparkled like they were lit with Yule tree lights. “Fae queens like to negotiate.” 
 
    “Where I come from, lawyers like to negotiate, too. Is that true here?” 
 
    Max offered a hint of a smile. “It might be.” 
 
    “What might be offered to a creative to get the protections the phoenices need?” 
 
    “They’re vain. And competitive. They like recognition.” 
 
    I nodded, secretly liking what I’d heard. Faults can often be turned to virtues if rechanneled toward a productive purpose. “Very well. Take your places. I’ll be out shortly.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Honor,” they said in unison, more or less.  
 
    When they’d gone, I said, “Lochlan, would you say that you’re empathetic to other fae creatures. I mean, I would. I’ve seen you with your pets. You love them and care for them and would probably put yourself in harm’s way for them.” 
 
    “If you’re asking if I’m outraged by practices of hurting others, the answer is yes. If it was possible for me to experience sickness, I might say that I’m sickened by it.” 
 
    “So I have the power to direct the bureau?” 
 
    He cocked his head, sat back, and tapped his chin as he thought about his answer. “I don’t believe the question has come up before, but I don’t see why not.” 
 
    “Can I make the bureau, as an entity, an officer of the court? Like an extension of the court?”  
 
    “I might stop short of that, were I you. Your rulings might be seen as foregone conclusions if you’re that closely associated with the bureau.” 
 
    “Alright.” 
 
    “You look like a magistrate who knows what she’s going to do.” 
 
    “I know what I’m going to try. Sure hope it works. All rise,” I joked as I got to my feet, “and lead the way.” 
 
    When I was reseated at the bench and the room had grown quiet, I said, “There are two matters at hand. One is the question of how to address the damage done to the phoenix. The other is what to do to prevent future atrocities such as this.” I paused. “As to accounting for the damage done to the phoenix, what has been done can’t be undone.” I looked at Max. “Please convey the court’s profound sympathy for the wrong done to your client. 
 
    “You,” I looked directly at the pais, “are hereby directed to serve a sentence of a year and a day in community service.” A wave of collective whisper noise went up again. I saw Natasha turn to Murelli and mouth community service with a question written plainly on her face. He held up a hand in an effort to minimize her unwitting self-sabotage. “You will first undergo interspecies sensitivity training.” I turned to Max, almost as an aside. “To be arranged by the bureau.”  
 
    Other than blinking slowly, Max gave nothing away. 
 
    I turned back to Alexilia. “After you’ve received a badly needed attitude adjustment, and when the bureau is convinced of your understanding that might does not make right…” (The Once and Future King was one of my all-time favorite English lit reading assignments. I didn’t memorize it word for word, but I certainly recalled the theme.) “And when you’ve been cleared for field duty, you’ll spend the remainder of your sentence tirelessly seeking out similar incidents of wicked brutality and bringing them to the attention of the bureau so that they may be addressed and corrected. You will work within the jurisdiction of Eurys Ops and report to whomever the Bureau of Behavioral Oversight assigns as your supervisor.” 
 
    “SUPERVISOR!” Having little or no practice with self-control, Alexilia shouted a single-word statement of outrage. The concept of being accountable was, apparently, just too much for her to handle.  
 
    Murelli slapped his hand over her mouth. He knew that touching one of the Sforzas might cost him dearly, but within the blink of an eye, calculated the probability of being less detrimental to his future than allowing the pais to continue unrestrained. 
 
    I continued. “Since it’s my first day and we’re all just getting to know each other, I’m not going to extend this sentence as penalty for that outburst. But let it be known that the integrity of the court depends upon respect and decorum.” To Murelli, I said, “Am I clear?” 
 
    I knew the fae were immune to sickness, but Murelli looked ill. “Yes, Magistrate. Perfectly.” 
 
    I couldn’t tell if that was snark, but oddly, I didn’t care. I pressed on like I was on a roll. 
 
    “You will report to your supervisor on a regular basis. If, at any time during this period, I should learn that you are not fulfilling your duty, to your victim and to this court, you will be remanded to solitary confinement with time to be served restarting at a year and a day.” 
 
    During the course of her trial, the pais’s demeanor had undergone a drastic change from supremely arrogant to worried. She kept looking over at the Sforza gallery as if she expected them to move en masse to save her. From me.  
 
    “Do you understand?” I asked. She nodded. “Gote Murelli, instruct your client to speak. Respectfully.” 
 
    He leaned over and whispered.  
 
    Her response was quiet. “Yes, Your Honor.” 
 
    “You and your bureau supervisor will report to me at each of the next seven Court Meets. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes, Your Honor.” 
 
    I looked at Max. “Max. Will you notify the bureau of my ruling so that they have time to prepare for the pais’s arrival tomorrow?” 
 
    “I will, Your Honor.” Then he added, “With pleasure.” 
 
    I nodded. “Now to the second matter. It’s my understanding that there are seven queens in attendance.” I pointed to the high stone walls on either side of the stained-glass windows. “I’ve decided these bare walls might be better used.  
 
    “The phoenix genus needs an effective means of defense. For obvious reasons. I understand there’s little you cannot do, including that.” Who doesn’t love flattery?  
 
    “So, this is what I propose. 
 
    “Every time one of you assists the court with righting a wrong, a plaque will be wrought to your glory by the magic world’s foremost smith, Braden Skeech, and placed upon this wall.” I saw all eyes follow the gesture I made with my right hand toward the wall behind me. “Upon the natural end of my life, the queen with the most plaques will be known as Queen of Queens, loved and revered by all for her magnificent service to the creatures of her race, in all their forms.” 
 
    The instant I stopped to take a breath, the room again broke out in discussion, this time in conversational tones rather than whispers, which indicated excitement.  
 
    I banged my gavel until it was quiet.  
 
    “Who among you will be first to be honored by the Court?” 
 
    One by one, each and every queen rose and said, “I will,” Maeve being the last. Alexilia’s mother was one of the first to enter into the contest, which earned her a death glare from the pais. 
 
    “Thank you, your highnesses. You’ve done a great honor to your houses by volunteering and I give you my promise that you will have equal opportunities to serve. Please come forward and stand before me.” I could see that they looked uncertain, but after a brief hesitation were beginning to make their way toward the bench.  
 
    “Will someone let me borrow a hat for a minute?” I said to the crowd at large. When I saw the guy in the three-foot hat start forward, I stopped him. “No. Not you. Sorry. That’s, um, a very nice hat, but I need something smaller and shaped like a vessel.” 
 
    I heard a soft growl from Keir and looked his way. The man being held on the floor was wearing a Medici style cap. Perfect. I grinned at my breathtaking winged lion. “Lochlan, the man being held for my ruling would like to volunteer his cap. Would you fetch it please?” 
 
    Lochlan stood, pulled his vest down so that it was straightened to its proper best, and smiled in a way that told me I wasn’t on the wrong track. “Yes, Your Honor.” 
 
    While Lochlan was getting the hat, I ripped the first page off the notepad in front of me and tore it into seven, crude, ragged-edge strips. As quickly as possible I numbered each one, from one to seven, then folded them up. 
 
    By the time Lochlan returned with the hat, seven fae queens, diverse, but each with the otherworldly beauty of a goddess, stood before me. They were more interested in appraising each other than in wondering what I was doing. I, in turn, wondered if they’d ever been in such close proximity to each other; if they’d ever had the occasion to speak to each other. But that was a question for another day. 
 
    I took the hat, turned it upside down, and put the little bits of folded paper inside. 
 
    “Lochlan, please submit the hat to each of our volunteers to draw a number and record it to establish an order of rotation.” 
 
    Hearing where this was going, the queens became intensely interested in the process. I saw what Max meant when he’d said they were competitive. 
 
    I watched the various reactions as lots were drawn and recorded. When the number one was drawn, on the fifth pick, the contestant jumped up and squealed like a tween whose curfew had been extended. 
 
    Lochlan returned to his place at my side and said, “Queen of the French fae. Dames Blanches, of the House of Guivre.” 
 
    I looked at the small beauty who’d leapt and squealed. “Dames Blanches. Congratulations. You have the honor of bestowing the phoenices with protection. If you’re successful, yours will be the first plaque attached to Tregeagle.” She smiled and did that bow of the head thing, barely able to contain her pleasure. “Do you require any sort of assistance from the court to fulfill your task?”  
 
    “Assembly of the phoenices, Your Honor.” 
 
    I nodded and turned to Max. “Can this be arranged?” 
 
    “I believe the phoenices will be happy to cooperate, Your Honor.” 
 
    After nodding acknowledgement, I let my eyes drift over the others. “We will go in order. When a situation arises requiring a service that only you can perform, the next queen in rotation with be given the option to accept the challenge. If the next in line isn’t present, you may have a proxy answer for you. Otherwise, we will go on to the next on the list. If the first to accept the honor isn’t successful, the task will fall to the next in line. My clerk will keep a faithful record along with the guidelines just specified. Thank you for volunteering your services. In addition to being admired and obeyed, you’re also going to be adored.” 
 
    I suspected none of them had ever considered that there might be value in being adored, but if I was any judge of women, they liked the sound of that and were rapidly being converted to the prospect of service.  
 
    When they made no move to leave, Lochlan almost whispered, “You’re free to return to your respective galleries.” 
 
    I leaned over to Lochlan and lowered my voice. “How should I address Keir?” 
 
    “Sephalian,” he whispered. 
 
    “Gote Murelli,” I said in my new judge voice. 
 
    “Yes, Magistrate.”  
 
    “Your client is free to go, but will be expected to report to the bureau tomorrow morning for duty.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Honor.” 
 
    “Is it your intention to represent the person who disrupted my court?” 
 
    Gote Murelli looked at the man being pressed to the floor by Keir’s paw, then back to me. “Yes, Your Honor?” 
 
    “Are you uncertain?” 
 
    Murelli looked at the Italian contingent, apparently got confirmation, and said, “Yes, Magistrate.” 
 
    “Very well. Sephalian!” I called out with confidence and no hint of the way I’d address the beautiful beast privately when he would share my bed later, in his other form, of course. “Release this person to Gote Murelli.” 
 
    Keir immediately transformed into his two-legged self and walked away.  
 
    The man began struggling to his feet, looking red-faced and humiliated. Perhaps that was enough of a punishment, but a message needed to be sent about what was to be expected in my court. 
 
    Murelli rushed over to help him up, but was brushed off with impatience and a distinct lack of gratitude. I watched as Murelli whispered something close enough to be understood by his second client of the morning.  
 
    As the two made their way to the defendant’s table, I looked at Max and said, “Your part of this case is concluded, Ombudsman.” 
 
    Max stood, half bowed, smiled, and said, “Thank you, Your Honor. It was an honor.”  
 
    “Flattering the judge will not be tolerated, Counselor.” 
 
    He smiled in a way that suggested he knew his way around femmes. 
 
    If I wasn’t taken in the most satisfied way imaginable, I’d be game. He gathered up his old, tattered, leather satchel, his swagger stick, and walked the center aisle toward the exit like he held the deed on the grandiose structure. 
 
    “Lochlan.” I said in a low voice. “What sort of fine would be appropriate for an outburst and a pejorative?” 
 
    He pursed his lips and said, “In the past, a typical fine would be two hectares of land for the disruption, one for the pejorative.” 
 
    “Land?” I cursed myself for having made a mental note a hundred times to ask the question about what happens with fines and never following through. I certainly had intended to arrive with this knowledge. I blame Keir’s eyes and abs and tongue. “Where does it go?” 
 
    “It goes to the collective.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” I was getting impatient. “We don’t have all day.” 
 
    “This is a longer conversation,” he said, “but in short, land is created by the queens as reward. If a fine is assessed, the land returns to, em, nothingness, as if it didn’t exist.” 
 
    I pulled back and indulged in staring straight ahead while I tried to process that. “Wow.” I know. Ever articulate. “Under what circumstances do queens, um, ‘make’ land and give it away?” 
 
    “Upon the performance of a great service to their house. It’s not painful for queens to create land, so I understand, but it’s not easy either. Not something they look forward to.” 
 
    “We will have that longer conversation,” I whispered. 
 
    “Yes, Magistrate.” 
 
    “Gote Murelli!” 
 
    He jumped to his feet. “Yes, Your Honor.” 
 
    “Who is your client?” 
 
    “Pavio Lauro, the queen’s consort.” 
 
    “Alright, Pavio Lauro. You’re accused of disrupting my court and calling me a bitch. What have you to say for yourself?” 
 
    “I’m Italian,” he said. Murelli whispered something and the man added, “Your Honor.” 
 
    “That’s your defense? That you’re Italian?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    I shook my head. “You’re going to have to give me more than that. Being Italian is not a defense.” 
 
    “Yes. It is,” he argued. “We’re hot blooded.” 
 
    I half expected him to add, “Check it and see.” 
 
    “If I understand you correctly, I believe you’re saying that you’re genetically predisposed to be out of control and irresponsible. Not unlike immaturity.” 
 
    He blinked and opened his mouth, but Murelli stopped him. 
 
    “Your Honor, may I speak for my client?” 
 
    “Okay. I want to hear this.” 
 
    “My client means that the Mediterranean temperament is by nature more demonstrative than that of the Germanic peoples.” 
 
    I barked out a laugh, which might not have been judge-like, but whatever. “You’re really going with that?” I let my disappointment show before shifting my gaze to Hotblooded. “Pavio Lauro,” I said directly to him, “you’re fined two hectares for the disruption, one hectare for calling names, and another hectare for offering a can’t-help-myself defense. Mediterranean temperaments can be volatile. They can also be stone cold.” To the room at large, I said, “The suggestion that people originating in the region of the Mediterranean cannot control themselves is not just preposterous, it’s ludicrous. And offensive to others.”  
 
    I wasn’t sure where all this public-speaking fervor was coming from, but I was on a roll. Perhaps I’d profited from the experience of spending decades keeping my opinion to myself only to end up kicked to the curb. After realizing that I didn’t regret things I’d said, only things I hadn’t said, I decided to face the future with my brain engaged and my mouth in gear. 
 
    So, I continued. 
 
    “The Greeks camped outside the gates of Troy for ten years. Ten. Years,” I repeated for effect. “Now that’s patience. The Roman Empire lasted for centuries. They didn’t conquer the entirety of Western Civilization and build roads and bridges that are still being used today by being out-of-control hotheads. Not being able to control oneself is not a defense for bad behavior in my court.” I paused. “Unless you’re suggesting that human Italians are superior to fae Italians?” 
 
    A wave of audible gasps washed over the room at the same time I registered a quiet snort from the sephalian sitting off to my left.  
 
    Pavio Lauro said, “No, Your Honor. I’m not suggesting that.” He leaned toward Murelli to hear something whispered, then added, with newfound humility, “I apologize to the court and to you personally, Magistrate.”  
 
    I lifted the gavel to call the case done, but Pavio quietly added. “Your Honor?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Could I have my hat? It has sentimental value.” 
 
    I suppressed the urge to be snarky and say something like, “You have sentiment,” and instead nodded to Lochlan, indicating that he could return the hat. To my amazement my elven clerk stood, angled his body, and expertly launched the hat so that it sailed through the air like a frisbee and was effortlessly caught by its owner. A cheer erupted that almost brought the house down and Lochlan and Pavio each took a bow. You would’ve thought it was a grand slam that shut out a  
 
    World Series.  
 
    This precipitated two thoughts. First, perhaps the fae would never cease to amaze me. Second, they know how to bring the party with them. 
 
    When all was once again quiet, composure regained, I raised my voice for a public service announcement. “Let it be known far and wide that this court will not tolerate a just-couldn’t-help-myself defense. Ever.” 
 
    I banged my gavel. It seemed like a great way to punctuate the conclusion of a case and to release the mad I had going on. For cripes sake. It was only my first case. I thought about pacing myself, but remembered I didn’t need to concern myself with such inconveniences as high blood pressure.  
 
    I was roused from my mental walkabout when Lochlan said, “Would you like a short break before the next case?” 
 
    “Mind reader,” I accused. 
 
    He signaled the bailiff, who announced a recess. I wished I could slip away for a few minutes without all the pomp and loud voices, but… tradition.  
 
    I breezed through the door to my chambers and left it standing open for Lochlan and Keir. I turned when I heard the door close just in time to see Lochlan and Keir launch into a private little celebration that involved something like a combination of secret handshake and little satyr dance.  
 
    When they finished, they shared a laugh. 
 
    “Well,” Lochlan said to Keir, “I knew the Powers are never wrong, but it seems that sometimes they’re more right than other times.” 
 
    Keir nodded and gave Lochlan a fist bump. Finally, the two of them looked at me.  
 
    “What was that?” 
 
    “What?” they asked in unison 
 
    I motioned toward their lower bodies. “That weird little dance thing.” 
 
    “It’s not a weird little dance thing,” Lochlan protested. “It’s a perfectly respectable and quite ancient ritual elf thing.” 
 
    “Oh. Well. No offense.” 
 
    “None taken,” he grumbled, the words not in keeping with underlying emotions. I’d hurt his feelings and needed to find a way to make amends before a rift took hold.  
 
    “So, you should teach me. I don’t want to be left out.” I really did want to be left out. Far out. But I wanted Lochlan happy more.  
 
    He instantly brightened. “Of course. Now?” 
 
    “Um. Maybe not right now. I need a minute to gather my wits. Right after Hallowstide Meet? Can I take it that the performance of the ancient ritualistic elf dance means that I did okay?” 
 
    “Fishing for compliments, love?” Keir smiled as he flopped into an overstuffed chair like a teenager. It was adorable. For a second I got stuck on thinking about the myriad things about Keir that were adorable.  
 
    “Well, yeah. Of course, I want good reviews. Who doesn’t?” 
 
    “Alright,” Keir said. “Here it is. You were beyond magnificent. Creative. Insightful. Large balls of fire, Rita. You’re taking us where no magistrate has gone before.” 
 
    “Like the final frontier.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Never mind. Lochlan, is it okay for me to take a break between cases? To clear my head a little?” 
 
    “Of course, Magistrate. You decide what is and is not okay. The day is yours.” 
 
    “That kind of, um, authority may take quite some time to get used to.” 
 
    “I’ve noticed, over time, that the Powers That Be choose magistrates who have humble backgrounds. I don’t mean poor necessarily, but certainly not wealthy and powerful.” 
 
    “I’m glad I fit in. Not wealthy and not powerful describes me to a T. At least it did until recently.” I looked around the room. “So, if I can take breaks as often as I want, who do I see for a cup of coffee? Not that stuff Molly makes. I always want to say, ‘If this is coffee, bring me tea. If this is tea, bring me coffee.’”  
 
    Keir laughed.  
 
    “Don’t give me credit for that,” I said. “It’s a Mark Twain quote from his visit to jolly old England.” 
 
    “There are many among those in the congregation outside who can conjure any sort of coffee you wish. The bailiff can see to it. What, precisely, would you like?” 
 
    “You mean, like going through a Starbucks drive-through?” 
 
    “I… think so.” 
 
    I clapped my hands together and rubbed with palms. “The perks just keep comin’. Wait. I may be on a path to being disliked by some. I’m sure the pais would poison me if she could. Do I need to worry?” 
 
    “You don’t need to worry,” Lochlan said. “For the remainder of your life you will enjoy certain fae advantages. Like not being sick and not being subject to poison.” 
 
    I sighed, wishing that included a little age regression for my bladder. “In that case, I’ll have a large, half-whole-milk, extra hot, no foam latte with a shot of espresso, no whip, four cubes of raw sugar, a splash of vanilla syrup, and five medium sprinkles of cinnamon.” Lochlan blinked. “Should I repeat that?” 
 
    “No, Magistrate. I’ll pass that on right away. What kind of cup would you like?” 
 
    “Double-wall paper, plus sleeve and lid.” I grinned. This was fun. I hoped I’d never take it for granted. “Oh. And make the cup a plain neutral color. I don’t think little flowers or geometric designs would support respect for the office.” 
 
    When Lochlan stepped out to convey the coffee order, Keir smiled, “You seemed to be having a good time.” 
 
    I looked at him sharply. “Are you insane? There was nothing fun about the phoenix case.” 
 
    “No. Not that. Pavio Lauro.” 
 
    I made a feeble attempt to suppress a smile, but failed. “Okay. I confess. I might have enjoyed that just a little.” 
 
    “Look out, fae world. There’s a new judge in town.” 
 
    Lochlan reentered, advising that time was short. “We have just a few minutes. Anything you want to clarify before we return?” 
 
    “Getting clarification as we go seems to be working. So, I guess I’m good.” 
 
     He nodded. “Regarding the next item on the docket, just keep in mind, every case is different.” 
 
    “I read the briefs as we prioritized cases. Remember?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “What are you trying to say?” 
 
    “The briefs contain facts and evidence, but do not reflect personalities.” With a pointed look, he added, “Colorful personalities.” 
 
    “Spit it out, Lochlan. What are you getting at?” 
 
    After a noticeable hesitation, Lochlan said, “I’m trying to balance preparing you with prejudicing you. I want to do the former. Not the latter.” 
 
    “Understood. Proceed with the preparation. I promise to keep an open mind when I hear the case.” 
 
    Before he could answer, a single, startling rap on the door rang out too loudly to have been done with a hand, any hand.  
 
    “That would be the bailiff,” Keir said, “informing us that the gathering has reassembled and awaits your pleasure.” 
 
    “Too late,” I said to Lochlan. “I’m sure that shortly I’ll figure out what you were trying to say.” 
 
    As I rose, I heard Lochlan mumble, “No doubt of that.” 
 
      
 
    On the walk back into court I asked Lochlan about the bailiff. “Did I hear you call him, Hen?” 
 
    “You did. His name is Hengest MacLeod. Known him for a long time. Did I fail to introduce you?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t call it a failure, but I do think we should meet formally.”  
 
    “I’ll remedy that at the earliest opportunity.” 
 
    I took my seat with a little get-comfortable wiggle while the bailiff ran through his routine. As everyone was being reseated, he came forward and set a tall, mud-brown cup with black sleeve and black lid in front of me. I smiled like he was Santa, took a sip, groaned out loud, then caught myself, hoping no one heard. The chuckle to my left told me that, indeed, Keir had heard and, moreover, knew what I was thinking.  
 
    Lochlan stood and said, “Now comes Hadria Celestine, Walenty Crook, Sojourn Pacey, Taavi Laird, and Cweeven Breen versus Peevish McKnob.” 
 
    I watched as five kids filed in; two girls, three boys. By “kids,” I meant five elves in early adolescence. I knew that their visages as early teens belied the likelihood that they were, in fact, much older than I; in human years, as the fae liked to say.  
 
    The evidence of their complaint was on their faces, hands, and anywhere else not covered by clothing. They’d been afflicted with some sort of skin disease that was gruesome to the point of disfigurement. Horrific lesions of red and purple, amid large blisters and pustules were hard to look at. Judging by the way they kept their heads down and didn’t make eye contact with anyone, they were self-conscious and humiliated by their appearance. And I didn’t have to see the parents to know they were heartsick and would’ve given anything to restore their children to good health. 
 
    The elflings were accompanied by a dark-haired, olive-skinned man who instructed them to sit at the table formerly occupied by the bureau’s ombudsman. He was a striking figure wearing black leather boots and a knee-length, black cassock with a large medallion in the shape of a Maltese cross. If anyone but magic kind was wearing it, I wouldn’t have considered that the large stones were anything but pretty red glass. But given that the man was fae, I knew it might be actual rubies.  
 
    A solitary figure came forward to occupy the defendant’s table. It didn’t take genius to figure out that he was Peevish McKnob, and that every depiction I’d ever seen of leprechauns got it mostly right. His hair and beard were the brightest orange imaginable. On his body he wore stockings, buckled shoes, and a green waistcoat with plaid vest underneath. On his face he wore a sour expression that seemed to have permanently frozen in place. 
 
    I directed my attention to the plaintiff’s table first. “Are you represented?” 
 
    The man stood. “Yes, Your Honor.” 
 
    “State your name.” 
 
    “Dzbog Bogdan.” 
 
    “Tell me the details of the case your clients are bringing, their damages, and what relief you seek.” 
 
    “Very well, Your Honor. My clients admittedly stole Mr. McKnob’s pot of gold as a prank. When their parents discovered this, they insisted that the gold be returned with an apology. Mr. McKnob accepted the return of his property, but not the apology. He cursed my clients and sent them home in the condition in which they come before you. Despite repeated pleas for mercy from their parents and offers to provide more pots of gold, Mr. McKnob has refused to lift the curse.”  
 
    I looked over at McKnob, who defiantly raised his ugly chin, before returning my attention to the plaintiff’s attorney.  
 
    “Normally I’d ask you to state what relief is sought, but the answer to that question is more than obvious.” 
 
    To the leprechaun, I said, “Mr. McKnob, I presume.” 
 
    “Who else would be sittin’ here?” 
 
    “Not a good beginning, sir. Unless you want to take it up with the sephalian, you’ll answer my questions, refer to me as Your Honor, and endeavor to respect this court in all customary ways. That includes standing when you address me. Not sittin’. Do you understand?” 
 
    His lips drew into a tight line as he turned pink, but he managed to stand, walk around the edge of the table so that he could be seen, and croak out, “Aye. Your Honor.” 
 
    “Very good. Please tell the court why you weren’t willing to accept the families’ overtures of restitution?” 
 
    “What sort of lesson would that teach the scilly-wibbles?” 
 
    “Again, I’m asking the questions. You’re providing the answers.” 
 
    “Parents are far too lenient. That’s why.” 
 
    “I see. Are you, yourself, a parent, Mr. McKnob?” 
 
    “No.” I stared until he grudgingly added, “Your Honor.” 
 
    “Doesn’t it always seem that the people who are most outspoken about childrearing are the childless?” I hurried to add, “Don’t answer that. It was rhetorical. Just musing out loud. Here’s a question I do want you to answer. How long has it been since you were a youth?” 
 
    He raised his chin again. “A good long while.” Pause. “Your Honor.” 
 
    “Can you convert ‘good long while’ to human years so that I have context?” 
 
    “I’d say four hundred years, give or take.” Pause. “Your Honor.” 
 
    “And you never personally engaged in any mischief on the way to maturity?” 
 
    He drew himself up and stretched to his full thirty-four inches. “I did no’.” 
 
    “Did you have friends when you were a boy?” 
 
    “No’ to speak of. Association with others is the root of downfall when a young fae’s character is bein’ shaped.” 
 
    I was kind of fascinated by the leprechaun’s twisted perspective, but I wasn’t a psychotherapist and, even if I was, my job wasn’t treatment and the court wasn’t a couch. So, I decided to remain within the parameter of my purview and color inside the lines.   
 
    “What damage was done to you or your property?” 
 
    “I spent a worrisome night without my gold.” Pause. “Your Honor.” 
 
    “Let’s call that emotional distress. I understand that. You deserved an apology. The families and I agree on that. Perhaps you even deserve to be paid for your discomfort. The families and I agree on that as well. It’s the next part that’s woefully troubling to me. What is it you hope to gain by refusing to remove this curse?” 
 
    He seemed to be taking his time finding an answer. At length he said, “Satisfaction.” Pause. “Your Honor.” 
 
    “I see. When was the last time you experienced satisfaction, Mr. McKnob?” His little mouth screwed up as he tried to sort out an answer. “If you don’t know either when or if, saying you don’t know is acceptable.” 
 
    “Of course, I know. What do you take me for, woman? Scibberdiwiggets like these are a plague. If ye do no’ see that, you’re blind as a blade of grass. I have the right to protect my property and discourage little punkinsters from stealin’. ‘Tis one of the reasons why my kind has been gifted with the ability to curse. Since the parents,” as he spat the word, I couldn’t help but notice that his little fists were curling into tight, angry balls, “are no’ capable of raisin’ elflin’s who respect others, ‘tis up to me to make sure of it. Your judgment on the case before me resulted in a sentence of community service. Well, I have already performed my community service by givin’ these meinweysees a lesson they will no’ be forgettin’ soon.” He raised his fist and shook it in the air. “My kind will be erectin’ a statue in my honor…” 
 
    When it looked like Peevish McKnob was just getting warmed up for a rant that could go for a while, I turned to Lochlan and asked, “Is this…?” 
 
    Lochlan nodded. “When leprechauns think they’ve been wronged, they’re known to be bloviators.”  
 
    Turning to face the courtroom, I looked at McKnob, who was still talking, having not missed a beat. 
 
    “Mr. McKnob,” I said.  
 
    He continued with his rant as if I hadn’t spoken.  
 
    “MR. MCKNOB!!” I raised my voice and banged my gavel three times.  
 
    He shut up.  
 
    “Mr. McKnob. You’ve set your feet upon the path to the temple of folly. No good can come from this. The five families will combine their resources and pay you a pot of gold equal to the value of the one that was out of pocket for a day. And you will remove the curse from these children.” 
 
    “I WILL NO’!” the little hothead said defiantly. 
 
    I heard a growl to my left and knew that the leprechaun was one word away from finding out how it feels to fly without wings. I didn’t want to enjoy the image I got, but I’m only human. Or, I used to be.  
 
    “The court has assisted in mediating this dispute, sir. The matter has been settled. Other than a single fitful night, you’ve sustained no damages and have even profited by this event in a manner that doubles your wealth. What exactly is the problem?” I asked calmly. 
 
    “I have my rights.” I waited. “Your Honor.” 
 
    “Indeed, you do. And that is why the Court has been generous with providing a platform for you to express your point of view. Your opinions have been noted by everyone present. My ruling was clear. Remove the curse now or you will forfeit all your possessions including every last piece of gold.” He crossed his arms over his chest. “Since that doesn’t seem to be incentive enough, let me rephrase. You will forfeit all your possessions and be remanded to the custody of the Bureau.” 
 
    At that he laughed, actually bent at the waist, put hands on knees, and laughed. “Stupid human. You can no’ hold a leprechaun against his will.” 
 
    “Really?” I turned to Lochlan and said loudly, “Who’s the next queen on the list?” 
 
    McKnob shouted, “WAIT! Em. Your Honor. Beggin’ your pardon. I see the error of my ways and will be pleased as Paddy to accept a pot of gold for freein’ the lads and lasses from my ill will.” 
 
    “It would’ve behooved you to come to this enlightened perspective when it was offered. Unfortunately, for you, it’s no longer on the table, as they say. If you remove the curse right this instant, you may leave here now with your freedom and your property. No negotiation.” 
 
    The sight of a fuming leprechaun is something not soon forgotten. His face turned such a deep orange that it was basically indistinguishable from his hair and beard. His little chest rose and fell with anger, but the time when I might have felt sympathy for the little devil had long since passed.  
 
    “Well?” I asked.  
 
    He turned to the plaintiff’s table, waved his hand, and the teenagers were instantly transformed to the clear-skinned, flawless beauty the Powers had intended.  
 
    A cheer went up when the kids were freed from their nightmare. The girls high fived each other. The boys did chest bumps. I had my suspicion that these displays were borrowed from human expressions of victory, possibly because fae don’t make movies or shows for TV. At least not that I’d heard. I had no problem with sharing emotive variations with fae. So long as they dropped the thou-art-inferior response.  
 
    After all, they made use of human magics like electricity.  
 
    “Mr. McKnob. You’re free to go.” 
 
    Without a word, he held up his hand and, from thin air, a shillelagh appeared in his grasp. With a final glare at the kids, he turned and walked down the long center aisle, not a friend in the world. All those present observed every step of his exit. The crowd was so quiet that the only sound to be heard was the forceful strike of his walking stick against the floor, undoubtedly the last form of protest available to him.  
 
    When the heavy door closed behind him, I turned to the plaintiff’s table to address the elves. They were so pretty I was afraid of tearing up. 
 
    “Young people. The leprechaun was right about one thing and that is that life is for learning. I trust you’ve learned that mischievous deeds can offer short-lived amusement, but may come with unexpected costs.” 
 
    Their attorney whispered to them in a huddle after which they said, at roughly the same time, “Yes, Your Honor.” 
 
    “I acknowledge that you’ve already apologized to Mr. McKnob. That’s commendable and duly noted. However, I don’t want to see you back here again. So, before this case is dismissed, I want you tell me, one at a time, that you understand that interfering with another’s property, even if that person is comical or disagreeable, may backfire and make you very sorry.” 
 
    After another whispered instruction, each of them said, “I understand, Your Honor.” 
 
    “Good!” I smiled brightly, feeling like the suit had been a success. No one was harmed and five families would be feeling lighthearted. It was a win. Maybe being judge wouldn’t be all bad. “You’re free to go and enjoy your good looks.”  
 
    Mr. Bogdan, who’d never said a word other than to state his name, offered a handsome smile and a wink. I almost did a double take, but I was positive I’d seen truly. I supposed there was no harm since the suit was concluded and no one else saw it. Probably. Just in case, I motioned for him to approach. 
 
    When he stood in front of the bar, I said, “I know everyone is in a celebratory mood, for good reason, but let’s not get too familiar.” 
 
    His mouth twitched. “Yes. Magistrate.” 
 
    “Congratulations on a successful outcome. You may step back.” 
 
    I gestured to Lochlan by pointing toward my chambers. He, in turn, alerted the bailiff, who announced a twenty-minute recess. We were already falling into a manageable routine.  
 
    On the way back to the magistrate’s rooms, I turned to Keir. “I like it when you get to sit one out.” 
 
    He chuckled softly. “Makes no difference to me.” 
 
    “Hmmm.”  
 
    Keir treated me to one of his sexy closed-mouth smiles. “I’m not being altogether untruthful.” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “You handled the little bugger brilliantly, by the way,” Keir said.  
 
    “Thank you.” As Lochlan closed the door, I said, “Lochlan, if there’s something you want to say about the next item on the docket, let’s have it now.” 
 
    He looked at his clipboard. “No. Straightforward.” He looked up. “And I agree with the sephalian. That was masterful.” 
 
    “Those kids.” I shook my head. “Can you imagine doing that to children and being proud of it?” 
 
    “Takes all kinds,” said Lochlan in his ever-generous way.  
 
    “Well, Plato would have asked to examine the truth of that.” 
 
    Lochlan laughed. “Perhaps we should start asking ourselves, ‘What would Plato do?’” 
 
    “Ha. Ha. So. When’s lunch? 
 
    “Lunch is whenever you say, Magistrate,” Keir replied smoothly.  
 
    “I think we have time for another case, don’t you?” I asked Lochlan. 
 
    “Yes. Am I hearing that you need snacks?” 
 
    “No. I’m good, but things go smoother when tummies aren’t rumbling.” 
 
    “People can always visit one of the food vendors outside. We can get you something here or bring something in from Molly’s.” 
 
    On the way in I’d confirmed firsthand that everything I’d heard about the party atmosphere of Court Meets was true. The grounds of Tregeagle looked like a cross between carnival, swap meet, and fair. There were lots of food opportunities mixed in with wares, services, and entertainment. 
 
    “I’m not saying that I’m not overly food adventurous… Well, if I’m completely honest, I’m not overly food adventurous. But eating from one of the carts or balloon houses outside doesn’t feel like a smart move.” 
 
    “I don’t know why,” Keir said,” but you’re entitled to your feelings.” 
 
    “I feel like this morning I’ve been added to several enemies lists.” 
 
    “You don’t have to be afraid of food, Rita. The penalty for harming a magistrate would be a mighty deterrent to any sane person.” 
 
    After a brief pause, I said, “Would you classify Peevish McKnob as sane?” 
 
    Lochlan laughed, “He’s a nasty fellow to be sure. He’d rival Thomasin Cobb for outright unpleasantry, but he’s not insane. No. Just without a single social grace to his soul.” 
 
    “What about Pavio Lauro? By the way, the hat trick was cute.” 
 
    My lover, the sports junkie, perked up when he thought the conversation had turned to sports. “Hat trick?” If he’d thought about it, at all, he would’ve known that the chance of Lochlan and I talking sports was zip, zero, nil. I read that realization on his handsome face a second before he said, “Oh.”   
 
    I continued. “And it lightened the mood. Good job.” 
 
    I caught the familiar look of mischief in Keir’s eyes before he spoke to Lochlan. “Right. You should take up juggling. Or belly dancing.” 
 
    Lochlan was unruffled. “Perhaps I should. I’m always looking for new ways to spice up my love affair with my wife.” 
 
    Keir laughed. 
 
    I said, “Lochlan. Ew. I don’t want to hear about your love life.” 
 
    “Why not? It’s quite interesting.” 
 
    “I’m certain of it. Nonetheless, you can entertain Keir when I’m out of the room.” 
 
    “Your loss.” He shrugged like he actually believed I was missing out on a great opportunity. 
 
    “I’ll have to live with that,” I deadpanned. “What’s up next?” I asked over my shoulder on my way to the toilet. 
 
    “The one the sephalian calls Groundhog Day.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As court reconvened, I opened a fresh bottle of spring water while Lochlan rose and announced, “Now comes before the court, Count Raif Nightingale, House of Howland Horn versus Queen Enya, House of Bryn-Eiwed.” 
 
    I watched closely as three figures came forward. The queen and Dzbog Bogdan, whom I recognized from the previous case, took their places at the defendant’s table while a second man came to a stop behind the plaintiff’s table.  
 
    I addressed the latter first. 
 
    “Count Nightingale, I presume?” 
 
    “Yes, Your Honor.” 
 
    “Are you expecting counsel or are you representing yourself?” 
 
    “Speaking for myself, Magistrate.”  
 
    He had the looks and manner of a player, right down to a sardonic smirk that seemed to be permanently frozen in place. Even his name spelled trouble. Raif just sounded way too similar to rake. Plus, coming before me without benefit of counsel also carried a suggestion of arrogance.  
 
    I turned to the other table.  
 
    “Mr. Bogdan. Back again, I see.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Honor.” 
 
    “For the record, may the clerk record that you are representing Queen Enya?” 
 
    “Yes, Your Honor.” 
 
    I settled my gaze on her and allowed it to linger for a few seconds. She raised her chin in a way that might have been considered snobbery, were it not for the slight smile that accompanied it. 
 
    “You and your client may sit, Mr. Bogdan.” 
 
    I turned to the plaintiff. “Mr., excuse me, Count Nightingale, please state your reason for bringing this suit, the damages you believe you sustained, and your suggestion for remedy.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Honor. Some time ago…” 
 
    “How long ago is ‘some time’?” I said. “In human years.” 
 
    “I can’t say exactly, Your Honor. Perhaps eight hundred years? It’s a guess.” 
 
    “Very well. Proceed.” 
 
    “I had a love affair with the queen when she was not yet queen. It ended amicably and we went our separate ways. As time passed, lovers came and went, and the encounter was no longer fresh in memory.”  
 
    He paused. I made a motion with my hand indicating that he should continue.  
 
    “A year and a half ago, I was desirous of a change to my hunting lodge near Inverness. An upgrade, I think you’d call it. I sent a messenger to Queen Enya to ask if she would do the work. Though I didn’t remember her, she hadn’t forgotten me. She cheerfully, shamelessly, accepted the commission while fully planning to act out some hysterical and misguided grievance.” 
 
    At that moment to my horror, my phone began loudly playing my ringtone. I’d slipped it into the pocket of my robe planning to look at texts when downtime presented itself. Since I received phone calls so rarely, I’d forgotten to set it on silent mode.  
 
    I fumbled through the folds of my robe for the pocket as the phone happily played, “You spin me right round, baby, right round, like a record player, right round, round, round…” 
 
    While I was mortified, Keir was apparently enjoying himself immensely. He’d leaned over and put elbows on knees so that he could hide his face with his hands. He was laughing his ass off, even if it was silently. My frantic search for the phone finally produced the traitor device. I shut the phone off not even bothering to look at Caller ID, then turned the silence mode on and shot Keir a glare that he didn’t see. Again, too busy laughing.  
 
    After striking down an impulse to apologize, I decided the best course of action was to pretend nothing was out of the ordinary. Cool as James Bond, I forged ahead as if that hadn’t happened.  
 
    “I believe you were saying something about the defendant being hysterical?” 
 
    I glanced at the queen, whose demeanor expressed such a textbook picture of calm, it would be hard to imagine that she’d ever demonstrated an hysterical reaction to anything in the entirety of her long life. The glint in her eye told me she caught the point of incongruity I’d made, even if it went over the plaintiff’s head. 
 
    “Yes, Your Honor. I met with her to talk about the improvements I wanted and work out payment terms. She was quite pleasant and never indicated in any way that there was a problem between us. Of course, I thought she was beautiful, and my type, but I encounter a lot of beautiful females.” 
 
    “I’ll bet you do,” I said when he paused.  
 
    I noticed the queen pressed her lips together to keep from laughing out loud. 
 
    Nightingale looked thrown off balance by my comment, but to his credit, soldiered on.  
 
    “She added the requested rooms and did an adequate job.” 
 
    I noticed the Queen whisper something to Bogdan after which he rose and said, “Objection, Your Honor.” 
 
    “What is your objection, Mr. Bogdan?” 
 
    “The issue before this court is not the quality of my client’s work. She has a reputation to maintain. The lines between personal affront and manifestation should not be blurred by careless speech.” 
 
    “I tend to agree, Mr. Bogdan.” To Nightingale, I said, “Has this case expanded to include dissatisfaction with the queen’s work? It’s not my place to guide your answer, but from my vantage point, I can see a clutch of her very capable-looking kinsman, no doubt ready to defend her professionalism.” 
 
    “I didn’t besmirch her reputation, Your Honor. I said she did an adequate job.” 
 
    “Mr. Nightingale, I’d like you to turn around and face this gathering of your peers.”  
 
    He hesitated, the smirk leaving his face for the first time, but did as instructed.  
 
    To the room, I said, “Everybody who would hire a queen based on a review that she’d done an ‘adequate’ job, raise your hand.” 
 
    Out of perhaps eight hundred people in attendance, five or six raised their hands. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said to the room. “Count Nightingale.” He turned to face me. “Would you like to amend your critique?” 
 
    “Yes, Your Honor. No offense was intended. I meant to say that I got exactly what I asked for. The queen did a fine job.” 
 
    “So she finished the work, did a fine job, and was it at this point that she appeared to be hysterical? To you?” 
 
    Nightingale was thrown off by the question. “Ah, no, Your Honor. She did not appear hysterical at that point. It was later that I realized she must’ve been.” 
 
    “You surmised at a later time that she must’ve been hysterical. I see. Go on.” 
 
    “After she’d done the work and been paid, I was left there alone only to discover that the house had been cursed, that I realized I was trapped, living the same day over and over, with no hope of escape.” 
 
    “I see. And this situation persisted for how long? In human years?” 
 
    “One year. About.” 
 
    “Since you’re here, it seems that there was, after all, some hope of escape. How did you come to be freed?” 
 
    “Two of my cousins eventually noticed that no one had seen or heard from me. They’re here today if the court would like to address them directly.” He paused. “So, they recalled me saying something about the Highlands. When they arrived at my lodge, they sensed a barrier ward and brought in a dowser to determine the nature and origin of it.  
 
    “When Queen Enya…” He turned to look at her briefly. She responded with a bright smile, which appeared to unnerve him further. “When Queen Enya sensed that someone might be investigating her spell, she appeared and acknowledged her role in my imprisonment. My cousins asked her to remove the spell. She laughed and said, “Not for a fafgaelon.” 
 
    “What is a fafgaelon?” 
 
    “Around a hundred and fifty years.” With no follow up on my part, he continued, “My cousins went to the bureau and they, in turn, formally requested that the queen release me, stating that the civilized way of addressing grievances is to exercise her rights by bringing suit.” 
 
    “Is that all?” 
 
    “You asked about damages and remedy. I was held captive in solitary because a former lover was in a vindictive snit.”  
 
    I heard gasps resound throughout the room. Undoubtedly the fae weren’t used to hearing their queens publicly critiqued in that manner.  
 
    “My suggestion is that she suffer a similar fate. Solitary confinement for a fafgaelon.” 
 
    After a few beats, I said, “Is that all, Count?” 
 
    “Indeed, it is, Your Honor.” He appeared to be gaining confidence. 
 
    “Very well. You may sit.” 
 
    “Mr. Bogdan, I’d very much like to hear your client’s version of this story and I’d like to hear it from her. Personally. Do you have any objection?” 
 
    He whispered to her briefly, and said, “No, Your Honor. The queen will speak for herself, but reserves the privilege of asking my advice.” 
 
    “I will allow it.” 
 
    Looking as regal as a fairy tale, Queen Enya stood as Bogdan sat down. I took the opportunity to whisper behind my hand to Lochlan, “How should I address her?” 
 
    “Your Highness,” he said. 
 
    I straightened and looked down at Enya. No doubt it was a power dynamic she wasn’t accustomed to, but she handled it well. 
 
    “Your Highness. Do you have additional information the court may consider while deciding this case? Is there any part of the count’s recount that needs correction, in your view?” 
 
    “Yes, Your Honor. He left the impression that at the time, we were both seasoned adults who offhandedly entered into casual, temporary relationships with a prior understanding that neither feeling nor meaning plays any part. That is not true. As was said, I was not yet a queen. I was quite young and completely inexperienced. He seduced me then disappeared without so much as a goodbye. I thought I was in love.  
 
    “I survived the incident, of course, learned from it, and went about my life. I didn’t seek him out with comeuppance in mind and had no plan to do so. When I realized that he didn’t remember me,” she looked at him accusingly, “it was a prick that reopened the wound.” I barely disguised my appreciation of her play on words and hoped she somehow received it telepathically. “It seemed providential that the circumstance had presented itself. As if fate had gifted me the opportunity to assuage an old hurt and bind it over with a little satisfaction.” 
 
    “And did your curse assuage the old hurt, Your Highness?” 
 
    “Objection, Your Honor!” Nightingale had jumped to his feet. Without looking his way, I held up a hand indicating that I wanted to hear the answer to my question. 
 
    She lifted her head, looking every inch a queen. “It did, Magistrate.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    To Bogdan, I said, “Your client may retake her seat.”  
 
    Nightingale was still standing, looking irritated. “As to your objection, if you’d had the humility and good sense to bring representation with you, you would’ve been advised that you can’t object to my question.” The rebuke caused his color to rise. “Now I have a few questions for you. First, were you well-nourished during your confinement?” 
 
    “Are you asking if I ate? And drank?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “There was food and drink.” 
 
    “You were well-nourished. And you did not age while you were on retreat in, what I presume is, a luxurious lodge?” He gave no answer and I didn’t press him on that. “Tell me, Count Nightingale, what would you have been doing with your time if you’d been free to go about normal activities during this fafgaelon?” 
 
    The queen let out a triumphant laugh. I saw Bogdan begin to reach for her forearm and then jerk his hand away, apparently remembering the penalty for touching a queen just in time. I let it go. Perhaps it was prejudicial, but I have a young daughter and I didn’t like this guy.  
 
    “I’m not sure I understand the question, Your Honor.” 
 
    “Would you have been justifying your place in the world? In any way? What would’ve been your unique contribution to the world?” 
 
    “Well…” 
 
    “That’s what I thought,” I said. “And you’re thinking that a fair resolution would be for the queen to repeat your exact experience?” 
 
    “Yes, Your Honor. That is what I think.” 
 
    “Why, in the name of everything sacred to anyone, would you think that?” 
 
    “When I filed this suit, I wasn’t expecting a female magistrate,” he blurted, clearly without thinking, then added, “Your Honor.” 
 
    The noise of hundreds of conversations immediately rose to commercial vacuum cleaner decibels. The room was vast and virtually fabric-free, which meant no sound absorbency.   
 
    Banging my gavel until things quieted, I allowed a brief silence before asking, “Do you acknowledge any wrongdoing, sir?” 
 
    He looked dumbfounded. “No? Your Honor.” 
 
    After a glance at the ceiling, feeling a little dumbfounded myself, I said, “We’re going to break for lunch, so that I may consider the facts of this case. Prepare to reconvene at…” 
 
    I looked at Lochlan.  
 
    “One thirty,” he answered. 
 
    “Prepare to reconvene at one thirty.” 
 
    “All rise,” said Hengest in his commanding voice, but people had barely had time to get to their feet before I was beyond the partition and behind the scenes, backstage for all intents and purposes. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What’s for lunch?” I asked eagerly. It seems, surprising enough, that judging made me hungry. 
 
    “Got something in the warmer.” Lochlan pointed at the mini Aga-style unit in the galley kitchen.  
 
    I supposed the fae would always be a mystery to me. How could Molly possibly know I’d want roast chicken with potatoes, peas and carrots? I’d sent a message to her earlier regarding lunch. “Molly’s choice.”  
 
    She’d responded with exactly what I wanted to eat, even though I didn’t know it myself, with a note that read, “Happy First Day. For she’s a jolly good fellow.”   
 
    After chuckling out loud, Keir and Lochlan insisted that I read the note out loud while we sat down at the small dining area.  
 
    “This is the real reason for breaking in the middle of the case. I need some context regarding how fae judge maturity. In other words, I need a way to convert fae years to human years for context. If a fae is fifty years old, how would that compare, developmentally, to a human?” 
 
    Lochlan and Keir looked at each other, perhaps each hoping the other would supply an answer.  
 
    “Let me ask another way. At what age would a fae be considered fully mature?” 
 
    “Five hundred? Or so?” Lochlan ventured. 
 
    “That sounds about right,” Keir agreed. 
 
    “So, let’s work backward and come up with a formula. I assume fae go through puberty?” My lunch companions nodded while chewing. “At around what age?” 
 
    After hemming, hawing, and trying, unsuccessfully, to change the subject, Keir and Lochlan agreed that puberty onset, which was my definition of adolescence, begins around two hundred sixty.  
 
    After a half hour of questioning and calculating I had a conversion equation. Twenty fae years was equal to one human year. I had a calculator on my now-silenced phone if needed. 
 
    “Thank you both. I know this information will be very helpful going forward, not just for this case but others to come.” 
 
    We talked about this and that, the new precedents I’d already managed to set in a single morning at work, some that were, as I was given to understand by Keir and Lochlan, borderline shocking.  
 
    “Lochlan, do we aim for a time to adjourn court for the day?” 
 
    “It’s up to each magistrate, of course, but we don’t want to go past mid-afternoon. Even the people who are curious about you or have a personal interest in one of the cases on the docket for today, want a chance to attend the fair.” 
 
    “So, three?” 
 
    “It’s a guideline.” 
 
    “Not a rule. I know. But if we’re reconvening at one thirty and haven’t finished this case, that doesn’t leave much time.” 
 
    “Why don’t you quit early today?” Keir offered. “Give people a chance to gossip about you.” He winked as he took a bite of beef medallion covered in mushroom sauce and piled-high mushrooms.  
 
    “Gossip?” I asked, looking between them. 
 
    “In a good way.” Lochlan was quick to reassure. “People will be talking about your very innovative approach to the office.” 
 
    “Do I want to know what they’re saying?” 
 
    “Are you suggesting employing a spy to wander the fair, eavesdrop, and report?” Keir asked. 
 
    “Well…” I wouldn’t have put it that way, but since he said it out loud, I couldn’t find fault with the plan. 
 
    He laughed. “Easy enough.”  
 
    He made fast work of the rest of his steak, pushed back, and said, “I’ll be back. I shouldn’t be late, but I’m not expecting any trouble from that fop.” 
 
    I smiled at his use of the word “fop.” It wasn’t something that came up in conversation often. Or ever. 
 
    “Are you positive this is a good idea?”  
 
    “What concerns you?” Keir asked. 
 
    Lochlan was hesitating and I caught anxiety when he glanced at me.  
 
    “You’re worried about my feelings being hurt.” I took a deep breath. “That’s a legitimate concern.” I started to say, “I’m only human,” but remembered that was no longer entirely true. “I trust Keir to exercise good judgment in filtering out comments about my hair, my weight, my voice, my humanity, or anything else that’s unnecessarily unnecessary.” 
 
    “You do know how to turn a phase, Magistrate,” Lochlan quipped about my word mess. 
 
    Keir chuckled on his way out to initiate Rita-style espionage. I had to face it. The boy was multitalented and invaluable on so many levels. The unbidden exploration of that thought sent heat radiating up and down my torso until I was trying to manage a respectably surreptitious squirming in my chair. 
 
    “Regarding the scheduling for today…” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “We have a case that should be heard during the first three days, but it’s an unusual situation. Court must convene after dark to accommodate the plaintiff.” 
 
    “After dark? Why’s that?” 
 
    “The suit is being brought by a young gargoyle against a Deutsch noblewoman. It’s practically impossible for gargoyles to move about during the day. That’s especially true of the young.” 
 
    “Oh. Am I going to need a gargoyle-to-human age equation?” 
 
    Lochlan pursed his lips. “Possibly. We should have asked Merle the Mathemagician to provide a table of species.” 
 
    “Merle is still alive.” 
 
    “Oh yes. He’s desmatochelon. I don’t think anyone knows their life span. But it’s very, very long.” 
 
    “I’d like to meet him.” 
 
    Lochlan laughed. “Well, I wouldn’t say that’s impossible, but it’s not easy either. He lives in the sea.” 
 
    I sighed. “Okay. What’s a desmachotle…?” 
 
    “Desmatochelon. He shares some characteristics with giant sea turtles, but has hands with webbed fingers and is capable of speech.” 
 
    My curiosity was aroused. “How does he do math in the water?” 
 
    “In his head.” 
 
    “That’s… impressive. What does he do when he has something new to convey?” 
 
    “Sends a message by marilus.” 
 
    “Are you going to make me ask?” 
 
    “Marilus are sea fae. Similar to merpeople in folk legend except that marilus are equally at home on land or water. Lungs, legs, land. Gills, fins, sea.” 
 
    “Convertible. Nice. Like those duckmobiles on Lake Union in Seattle.” 
 
    “Indeed.”  
 
    “But better, of course.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “So, what time do you suggest? For the gargoyle?” 
 
    “Five thirty.” 
 
    “That’s what? An hour or so after sunset?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I’ve never been here at night. Does the room have adequate lighting?” I knew it was a dumb thing to say the moment it left my mouth. The room had whatever the fae wanted it to have. Seven queens together could probably rearrange stars in the Milky Way. I briefly wondered if they’d ever attempted something magically outrageous, but decided that was a discussion for another time. “Never mind. So, you’re saying adjourn after this case and reconvene at five thirty. When it’s fully dark.” 
 
    “Just a suggestion. The decision is yours, of course.” 
 
    My eyes wandered to the small bedroom of their own accord thinking there must have been other magistrates who indulged in naps between cases. I acquiesced with a shrug.  
 
    “I see no reason why not. You’ll make sure the, um, gargoyle and the lady know they’re up next.” 
 
      
 
    I finished lunch leisurely, making peace with the fact that a glass of black blend wine would still be waiting after the sunset trial. 
 
    With just two minutes to go, Keir wasn’t back yet, but I trusted his instincts regarding whether he’d be needed to wind up this particular case.  
 
    When everyone was in place, I said, “Before rendering my decision, I have a few more questions. Queen Enya.” I looked at the defendant while Mr. Bogdan reminded her to rise when being directly addressed by the court. “How old were you when you had an affair with the plaintiff? In human years.” 
 
    “Not yet four hundred, Your Honor.” 
 
    I quickly programmed my trusty new fae age converting formula into the calculator on my phone, which estimated that Enya would have been under twenty years old.  
 
    “And how old do you believe the count was at the time?” 
 
    “Over six hundred.” 
 
    Again, I did calculations that placed the man in his thirties. I set my calculating phone aside and stared at the count for a few seconds before turning back to the queen.  
 
    “The plaintiff believes he suffered damages at the hands of your curse. So far as I can see, the referenced damages are purely emotional in nature. If you’d be so kind as to think back to when you were not yet four hundred, would you say that you suffered damages, of an emotional nature?” 
 
    I saw that Bogdan was beaming. He knew that I was leading the witness, but mine was not a human court of law and Nightingale’s hubris became an element of the proceeding the moment he showed up without a professional to represent him.  
 
    Wondering if Nightingale would object to anything, I skirted closer to the edge of bias. 
 
    “Would you go so far as to say that the count took advantage of your young age, innocence, and inexperience?” 
 
    “Wait a minute!” Nightingale sputtered as he stood quickly, having apparently just realized that my questions were aimed in a particular direction. My eyes slid to the plaintiff. “Your Honor, that is not a fair question.” 
 
    I nodded. “Very well. I withdraw the question. Sit down.” 
 
    To Enya, I said, “Do you have something to say on the matter of damages?” 
 
    “I do, Magistrate,” she replied. “It was a painful way to learn that there are those who are unscrupulous with the hearts of others. Because of that incident, it was some time before I was willing to accept courtship.” She looked at someone in the Scotia gallery briefly and smiled in acknowledgement.  
 
    It seemed clear that prolonging the scene was pointless.  
 
    “The court finds for the plaintiff.” The room gasped, apparently not expecting that. “Defendant is instructed to return half the plaintiff’s fee for updates to his property. Additionally, she is ordered to pay a verbal fine. Mr. Bogdan, please ask your client to remain standing and repeat after me.” Enya drew herself up to full height and dignity, consummate pride on display. “Repeat after me. The next time I’m tempted to even a score with a lout, I will drink wine with my friends instead.” 
 
    Wearing a heavenly grin on her face and an aura that glowed all around, the queen repeated my words with relish.  
 
    When I banged the gavel, and said, “Dismissed,” she caught my eye and sent a message that I read as, “If ever you need a favor, sister…” 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed that Keir was slipping in to retake his post. He signaled with a subtle thumbs up that made me smile.  
 
    “Next case, Clerk,” I said, like I was an old hand at this. 
 
    Lochlan stood. “Ekrem versus Annemione, Noblewoman of the House of Alprupert. All parties be advised, court will hear the case at five thirty.” 
 
      
 
    In chambers, Lochlan said, “With your permission, I’m going home to take my dogs for a walk. Fill the lungs with fresh, cold, damp air.” 
 
    “The best kind,” I teased. “Give my puppies a kiss from me.” 
 
    “I love the dogs, Magistrate, but I do not kiss them.” 
 
    “Air kisses will do.” 
 
    He left shaking his head. 
 
    To Keir, I said, “I’m taking a nap. No point in working off that fine lunch when it could go straight to my hips and stay there forever.” 
 
    “Just what I was thinking.” 
 
    “Liar.” 
 
    He laughed. “I mean that you taking a nap is a fine idea. First day jitters must be stressful.” 
 
    I lifted the heavy medallion necklace away and began shrugging the robe off. “I’m making a list.” 
 
    “Checking it twice?” 
 
    “Your American culture is expanding. I’m storing up questions. When this week is over, I’m going to grill you about fae stuff.” 
 
    “I’m yours.” 
 
    “I like the sound of that.” 
 
    “Sleep well. I’ll be right here.” 
 
    “Have you ever had to, um…?” 
 
    “We can talk about it after Court Meet, while I’m answering all your other questions.” 
 
    I nodded and toddled off with full tummy and a belief that I was going to do okay as judge. Maybe the Powers That Be weren’t complete wackadoodles, as I’d thought before today.  
 
    When I emerged from the quiet and cozy nap room, with a bed that felt like it had been custom designed for me alone, I was refreshed and appreciating the privilege of a mid-day respite. There had been times, over the years at Neighbors Insurance, when I wanted nothing more than to slide to the floor and hide under my desk for a brief nap. A nap is a hundred times better luxury than a pair of Jimmy Choos.  
 
    I did dream about living in an idyllic thatched-roof cottage on the edge of a forest, by a flower-lined stream complete with swans. They and all the friendly animals presented by my subconscious mind were animated. The light nature of the dream was delightful, particularly since I frequently dreamed about creatures I’d come across in the big book of magic kind. It could just as easily have been about a Dullahan because I’d been in the Irish section the day before.  
 
    A Dullahan is a headless horseman who carries his grinning head along on his night rides and everybody knows he’s up to no good. I’d thought it had been Washington Irving’s original idea when he wrote The Legend of Sleepy Hollow. But no. It was a borrow from the Irish, as so many creative things are. 
 
    Lochlan had returned and was playing a board game that resembled backgammon with Keir.  
 
    “How was your walk?” I asked him. 
 
    “Invigorating,” he responded. “How was your nap?” 
 
    “Par excellence. Juiced up and ready to go.” 
 
    I could tell by Keir’s smile and the lift of his left eyebrow that he found sexual innuendo in that.  
 
    A small repast had been set out on the sidebar. Four kinds of cheese cubes. White and red grapes. Three kinds of crackers. And Scottish shortbread with jam.  
 
    “Wow,” I said. “That’s beautiful. Nothing like skipping exercise, having a big lunch, taking a long nap, and waking to shortbread with jam.” 
 
    They both looked at the untouched food. “It’s a gift from the Italians.” 
 
    “Don’t touch it,” I said. “You know it’s poisoned.” 
 
    Keir laughed. “They wouldn’t dare.” 
 
    “Let’s not take any chances.” I brightened. “Send it on to Count Nightingale. Call it a consolation prize.” 
 
    “Is that Rita being evil?” 
 
    I was far too old to blush when called out for being naughty. “Call it what you want. I wouldn’t mind seeing him turn purple.” Lochlan and Keir exchanged a look. “What was that? I was just kidding.” Feeling guilty for lying I amended that claim. “Half kidding.” 
 
    “Rita, you can’t take these cases personally,” Keir said.  
 
    I stared for a few beats, blinking. “That sounds an awful lot like when human men say, ‘It’s not personal It’s just business’.” 
 
    “I don’t see the problem.” 
 
    “The problem is that if I’m not personally involved in the outcome, I’m not being a decent judge of the situation. The feelings of wronged parties count.” 
 
    Keir sighed. “Far be it for me to tell the magistrate how to execute her duties. There’s a reason why the Powers chose you. My place is to support, not advise.” 
 
    I slumped. “If the count choked to death on food meant for me, I might feel bad about it.” Keir chuckled silently. “Let’s ask Hengest to pass the word that the court doesn’t accept gifts, edible or otherwise.” 
 
    “Yes, Magistrate,” Lochlan said dutifully.  
 
    I hated seeing scrumptious looking shortbread go to waste, but unlike the fae, I might be subject to any manner of mischief.  
 
    After pulling on my robe and draping the medallion necklace over my shoulders, I said, “Ready or not. Here I come.” 
 
    “You good?” Keir asked. 
 
    “I wouldn’t mind another one of those coffees just like this morning. But smaller.” 
 
    Lochlan opened the door and spoke to someone in the hall outside. “Coming up,” he said as he ducked back in and held the door open for me.  
 
    “Round three,” I quipped.  
 
    After the usual pomp and introductions, I looked over the parties before me.  
 
    The defendant’s table was occupied by a woman dressed like Jackie O, including pillbox hat, and none other than Dzbog Bogdan. He seemed to be popular among the royal houses.  
 
    At the plaintiff’s table was a two-foot-tall gargoyle. When I say he was at the table, I mean that literally. He was crouched on top of the table so that he could be seen. He was dark brown with big warm eyes, wings, short legs, clawed feet, a face that reminded me of a pug, and a tufted tail wrapped protectively around his body. I actually thought he was kind of cute. I realized that I must’ve stared a moment too long when his wings raised reflexively. When I looked away, they settled back into place, I was left with the impression that the little guy might be shy.  
 
    Next to him was a gargoyle approximately the same height as myself. He was crouched behind the table, sans chair. Because his legs were short and his torso elongated, it worked.  
 
    “Both parties are represented?” I asked, turning first to the gargoyles.  
 
    The big guy rose and spoke. Unfortunately, the only words I could make out were, “Your Honor,” because he sounded like he was speaking while also munching on a mixture of cement bits and gravel.  
 
    I turned to Lochlan and lowered my voice to an almost-whisper. “I can’t understand him. 
 
    Lochlan was unfazed, which made me feel somewhat less embarrassed. “He says his name is Bulent, great-uncle to Ekrem.” 
 
    Turning back, I pushed on with a hope that listening carefully would somehow give me magic gargoyle-interpreting powers. 
 
    “Do you wish to be addressed as Bulent?” 
 
    The gargoyle, who was terrifying in his own way, winced slightly at the suggestion. “In addition to being Ekrem’s kin, I’m chieftain of gargoyles.” 
 
    As it turned out, being prepared for the unusual sounds of speech helped.  
 
    “Very well. Shall I address you as Chieftain?” 
 
    “Yes, Your Honor.” 
 
    “I’m going to beg your patience this evening. You are the first of your species that I’ve met and my ear isn’t attuned to your speech patterns. As we proceed, if it seems to you that I’ve gotten something wrong, you have the court’s preapproval to interrupt and set the record straight.” 
 
    The creature’s mouth broadened in a way that suggested one of two things. A smile or a promise of painful death. 
 
    “Thank you, Magistrate.” 
 
    “Are you representing your nephew or accompanying him?” 
 
    “Representing.” 
 
    “Are you familiar with court proceedings?” When Bulent didn’t answer, I said, “Never mind. We’ll figure it out as we go.” 
 
    Looking to my right, I said, “Mr. Bogdan. Back again.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Honor.” 
 
    “You’re a busy man.” 
 
    “It’s good to be useful.” 
 
    “A commendable philosophy. I assume you’re prepared?” 
 
    “Indeed, I am, Your Honor.” 
 
    Back to Bulent, I went through my opening routine. “Chieftain Bulent, in your own words please describe why Ekrem is bringing this lawsuit against the duchess. What is the grievance? What damages were incurred? And what resolution would satisfy you?” 
 
    “Thank you, Magistrate. The duchess had seen Ekrem at a gathering in Koln, which is his home and was charmed by his appearance. Ekrem’s ne’er-do-well father settled a gambling debt to the lady’s husband by promising the peur as an indentured pet for a fafgaelon. Unfortunately, I learned of this transaction too late to intervene. He was sent to live with the duchess, who did not call him by his name. She called him Precious, but did not behave as if he was precious to her. 
 
    “So far as I’ve been able to gather, she embarked on a shopping trip to Paris to indulge her penchant for something called mid-century vintage designer clothing. She left him at Notre Dame before sunrise, saying he should find a spot to blend in and told him she’d be back for him after her shopping trip.  
 
    “When nightfall came, he woke and waited for his mistress. But she never came. He’d never been away from home, had never seen the human world, had no way to contact his family, and didn’t know how to get home. The wrong done him was that he was terrified of being discovered and lived in fear, far too young and inexperienced to be stranded in the human world.  
 
    “I speak for gargoyles when I say that thedDuchess should be stranded in the human world for the same length of time.” 
 
    Before responding, I looked over at the defendant, curious about her reaction. There was none.  
 
    “And how long was that exactly?” I asked Bulent. “In human years.” 
 
    “I think seventy-six, Your Honor.” 
 
    My eyes slid to the defendant’s side of the room. “Mr. Bogdan, you may present your defense.” 
 
    He rose, clasped his medallion in his fist briefly, and said, “Yes, Your Honor. The gargoyle was traded to the duke, to serve as his wife’s pet, for the duration of a fafgaelon. Those were the terms of the agreement that settled the debt. Nothing was stipulated by contract, verbal or otherwise, about his treatment or whether or not he would remain in the proximity of the duchess. She was completely within her rights to leave him anywhere she pleased.” 
 
    When Bogdan stopped talking and I realized that was the beginning, middle, and end of his defense, my blood began to boil.  
 
    “I’ll speak directly to the duchess,” I told Bogdan. 
 
    He hesitated and looked uncertain, as well he should, but told her to stand.  
 
    “State your name,” I said.  
 
    With a superior raise of her chin, she said, “Annemione, Duchess of the House of Alprupert.” Bogdan whispered something. She rolled her eyes, but added, “Your Honor.” 
 
    “When did you realize that you’d left Ekrem behind?” 
 
    “Upon my arrival at home. I saw that his perch was empty and remembered.” 
 
    “But you didn’t go back for him?” 
 
    The duchess looked like such a thing had never occurred to her. “Why would I do that?” 
 
    “Perhaps because you were responsible for him?” 
 
    “Responsible for him? Hmmm. No. I don’t remember that being part of the arrangement.” 
 
    “So, you what? Just moved on?” 
 
    “That is exactly it. I moved on. Ball season was just beginning and I was busy.” 
 
    “I see. Do you regret leaving him behind?” 
 
    “Regret?” She said it as if it was a foreign word. “Why would I?” She glanced at the plaintiff’s table. “He’s fine. Anyone can see that. Speaking of fine, just name the figure and return my pet to me. I’ll pay it. He’ll get a new toy and we can dispense with this inane waste of my time.” 
 
    At that, I saw Bogdan’s head drop forward to his chest, in a superb acting out of, “I give up.” 
 
    “Well, Anne,” I continued, “it’s a shame that you see this proceeding as an inane waste of your time.” 
 
    She gaped, sputtered, and looked like her eyes might actually pop out of her head before finally managing a few coherent words. “You’re not allowed to address me as anything other than Duchess!” 
 
    “I’ll call you Douchebag if I want.” I was braced for the collective gasp that followed my inflammatory language, and knew it was coming, but I intended to wake everybody the hell up.” Keir was doing his best to suppress his laughter, but couldn’t keep the interlude of snorts completely quiet. “And you will call me MAGISTRATE!” 
 
    Bogdan scrubbed a hand down his face and tried to look anywhere but at me.  
 
    “Sit down.” Since the duchess was the only one standing, there was no question about who I meant.  
 
    When she sat, she and Bogdan immediately launched into a silent, but animated argument.  
 
    To Bulent, I said, “Chieftain. I’d like a few words with your nephew.” 
 
    Bulent looked at Ekrem, whose neck had disappeared into his shoulders as his tail had wrapped tighter around himself. “Your Honor, my nephew is…” 
 
    “Yes, I know. We’re taking a fifteen minute recess so that I can confer with the plaintiff in chambers. Chieftain, you may come as silent support, but I want to hear from Ekrem.” 
 
    “Yes, Magistrate.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Inside my chambers I looked at Ekrem and said, “You’re welcome to sit here.” I pointed at the desk surface in front of me.  
 
    He gave a little hop, flew up to the desk, and landed with aerial grace.  
 
    When he settled, his eyes were big and his wings were shaking at the tips.  
 
    “Please don’t be afraid. I promise that no harm will come to you. You can speak freely, tell me anything you wish, and it will never be repeated outside this room.”  
 
    His reply was a small burp. “Excuse me,” he said, his brown leathery skin taken on a rosy tone as if he was blushing.  
 
    “That’s quite alright. Do you agree with everything that’s been said about your experience?” He nodded. “How did you sustain yourself?” 
 
    “Rain,” he said in a voice that was gravelly but much higher than his uncle’s. “And pigeons. They landed right on me like they thought I was made of stone.” 
 
    I tried not to think about that too hard. It’s not good to become queasy in the middle of a case. After all, I told myself, it’s not like I hadn’t eaten bird for lunch. It was just a difference in presentation. One live. One executed and then roasted.   
 
    “How did you come to be found?” 
 
    Ekrem looked at Bulent, who must’ve communicated some signal of approval.  
 
    “A vampire.” He shrugged. 
 
    “You were rescued by a vampire?” The kid nodded.  
 
    “How did that happen?” 
 
    “One night the vampire was on the roof.” 
 
    “At Notre Dame?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “What was he doing there?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Looking for food?” 
 
    “Then what happened?” 
 
    “I guess he sensed that he wasn’t the only, uh, creature. He turned his head and looked right at me.” The longer Ekrem talked, the more relaxed he became. His neck had elongated, his tail had unfurled, and he was beginning to use his stumpy hands, claws retracted, to gesture. “I was scared. I’d spent so long trying not to be noticed.” 
 
    “Had you met a vampire before?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then how did you know it was a vampire?” 
 
    “Stories. Vampires are the only creatures who have an aura that’s silver with a red center.” 
 
    “Oh. Can you read everyone’s auras?” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” He said it as if I should’ve known that.  
 
    “What does mine look like?” 
 
    He grinned, which transformed his face from cute to menacing, but I knew he didn’t mean me any harm. “Mostly blue. Some green. A little yellow.” 
 
    “Does my aura tell you that you can trust me?” 
 
    He hesitated, raised and lowered his wings, then said, “Yes,” quietly.  
 
    “So, the vampire recognized that you were not a stone imitation of a gargoyle, but the real thing. Then what happened?” 
 
    “He said, ‘Lost little fella?’ I was shaking, but said I was. He asked me how I came to be there. I told him. He seemed mad, but said he wasn’t mad at me. He said he’d take me home if I knew where home was.” 
 
    “Did you? Know where home was?” 
 
    “I didn’t know how to get there, but I knew Koln is the name. The vampire said, ‘Fly down to the street below and meet me there. I will take you home.’ I was so happy. He stepped off the edge of the roof. He wasn’t flying. He was going down fast, but not falling.” 
 
    “Like floating down?” 
 
    “That’s it! Floating.” Ekrem had become more enthusiastic by the minute. “He picked me up and set me on a pedestal and told me to wait there and be still. I didn’t want to.” 
 
    “Because, the last time someone said that to you, they left you there?” 
 
    He looked sad. “Yes. But I wanted to go home so bad.” 
 
    “I understand. What happened next?” 
 
    “He was only gone for a little while. He drove up in a car thing shaped like a box.” 
 
    “A van?” 
 
    “I guess so. He whistled and opened a door on the side of the box. I looked around. No one was close by. So, I flew right in. To the box.” 
 
    I looked at Keir for a minute before returning my attention to Ekrem. “Did the vampire steal the van?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Is that important?” 
 
    I smiled. “Probably not. Go on.” 
 
    “He said, ‘If we drive fast, we can probably get to Koln before sunrise.’ I’ve never been so happy. I was crying a little.” He looked around the room. “But I didn’t want him to know.” 
 
    “It was a harrowing experience, Ekrem. You were very brave. So, did you get to Koln before the sun came up?” 
 
    “Yes.” He sounded excited. “The vampire taught me songs and told me stories. He stopped at a store and got me Cheetos.” The kid looked into my eyes soulfully as if he was about to say something profound. “I looooove Cheetos.” 
 
    I smiled. “Yeah. Me, too. Now that I know my body can process anything, I might have some.” I paused considering that. “How did the vampire know you’d love Cheetos? I mean I wouldn’t have thought, there’s a gargoyle in the back of my van, I think I’ll stop for Cheetos.” 
 
    “He bought all kinds of stuff. I tried everything.” 
 
    “I see. So, you reached Koln.” 
 
    “We drove right to the spires.” 
 
    “He means the cathedral,” Bulent clarified. 
 
    “There’s a door to my world there. He made sure I found it, then left.” 
 
    I nodded. “It sounds like this vampire saved you from another fifty or so years, um, human years, of being lost.” 
 
    Ekrem nodded gravely.  
 
    Bulent said, “We were very grateful for Ekrem’s return and tried to reward the vampire. He accepted our thanks, but not payment.” Glancing at a leaded glass window, the chieftain said, “He lives nearby.” 
 
    “Lives nearby?” I said. “What’s his name?” 
 
    “John David Weir.” 
 
    I looked at Keir, who said, “Small world.” 
 
    To the gargoyle on my desk, I said, “Ekrem. Your uncle suggested stranding the duchess for an equal amount of time. Would you feel like justice had been done if that was my conclusion?” Ekrem flapped his wings, glanced at his uncle, and lowered his head. “What just happened?” 
 
    “Ekrem doesn’t see the point of punishing the duchess. He says it won’t change anything.” 
 
    “So the idea of forcing the lady to endure a similar experience was your idea?” I asked Bulent. 
 
    “Yes. The peur is too young and inexperienced to decide such things,” he said in the superior way of authorities who are certain of their position.  
 
    “The fact that he’s young isn’t up for argument, but the experience was his. Tell me, I want to know more on the subject of making pets of gargoyles. Is this a commonplace practice?” 
 
    Bulent cleared his throat. “Perhaps ‘pet’ is not the right word.” 
 
    “The currency of the court is words, Chieftain. Let’s find the right one so I can fully grasp the circumstance. Stop me when I get to it. Slave. Prisoner. Captive.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Captive?” He nodded. “And do the fae typically treat gargoyle captives like humans do pet birds?” 
 
    “There’s no standard.” 
 
    “Why do the fae want to take gargoyles captive?” 
 
    I could see that Bulent was at a loss. “I… don’t know.” 
 
    To Lochlan I said, “Is there any reason why I can’t ban the practice?” 
 
    “Yes,” Lochlan replied. “You don’t have the authority to ban anything. Your authority relates to the court. You do, however, have the authority to discourage things that displease the court by imposing a penalty no one wants to pay.” 
 
    The wheels were turning.  
 
    “Ekrem, thank you for sharing your story. There’s wisdom in your belief that punishing the duchess won’t change what happened to you. We can’t use your experience to change the past, but we might use your experience to change the future so that making gargoyles captives isn’t a stylish thing to do. What if your story could make that difference?” 
 
    “That would be nice,” he said quietly.  
 
    “I agree.” To Bulent, I said, “I have half a mind to punish Ekrem’s dad while I’m at it.” 
 
    Bulent’s face pulled into a smile that I will remember in nightmares. “No need, Magistrate. Ekrem’s father has already been punished.” 
 
    I believed him. 
 
    Within another minute or two, Bulent and I had come to an understanding and I was ready to hand down my ruling. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Upon reconvening, I happened to look up and notice a certain tall, good-looking vampire slip into a seat on the far aisle of the mezzanine overhang.  
 
    “Thank you for your patience. I believe I have a clear picture of what has transpired. Before rendering my decision, I want to give a shout out to the vampire who rescued Ekrem and saw him safely home. Acts of kindness such as this are heroic and should be recognized. Ekrem’s rescuer demonstrated more care for the young gargoyle than his own father did. Let us all learn from this example. 
 
    “Now as to my conclusion regarding this case. What happened to Ekrem was shameful. I’m told that I don’t have the authority to ban the practice of making pets of creatures who should not be pets. But I can discourage the practice through rulings, a series of them if necessary, and I intend to do exactly that.   
 
    “This case will set an example of what can be expected from me in the future. Let it be known, far and near, that I will increase the severity of sentence with each and every such case that comes before me.”  
 
    I turned to the defendant’s table. “Get to your feet, Anne.” I could see that she fumed at being called Anne. I didn’t care.  
 
    Bogdan stood with her. 
 
    “Duchess Annemione, for the neglect and resulting abuse of the gargoyle, Ekrem, you are sentenced to spend a period of thirteen days, days meaning revolutions of Earth, as the pet of Chieftain Bulent and his wife.”  
 
    A near-deafening din of conversation threatened to plunge the proceeding into chaos. Hengest repeatedly struck the stone with his stick and called for order. When that failed, Keir sprang into his sephalian form and let out a roar that shook the building as he positioned himself between the bench, meaning me, and the rest of the room.  
 
    That brought about immediate silence, but not good judgment on the duchess’s part.  
 
    As soon as the room was quiet, she tilted her red face up to me and said, “Are. You. Insane?” 
 
    I gave her my best bitch face and urged a correction, “Are you insane, Your Honor? Unless you want to be Bulent’s pet for twenty days.” 
 
    I watched as the realization washed over her that she might actually have to serve a sentence as someone’s pet. Bogdan was frantically attempting to get her to offer a verbal retraction.  
 
    Just when I was about to lose patience, she told Bogdan, “FINE!” 
 
    To me she said, “I apologize for my belligerence, Your Honor.” 
 
    “The chieftain has assured me that you will be treated better than you treated Ekrem when you were responsible for his well-being. You will not be harmed physically. My hope is that, at the end of thirteen days, you will be a person who is less self-centered and more considerate of others. You’re remanded into the custody of the gargoyles as of now.” 
 
    I banged my gavel. “Court is adjourned.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    I expected to relish being home that night, but I hadn’t expected to be greeted with one of my favorite comfort meals. Gods bless Olivia. How did she know it was a tuna casserole night? 
 
    Rice, cream of mushroom soup, tuna, and a layer of buttered crackers backed on top. Yes. I know it’s not jeggings-friendly, but it wasn’t a deprivation night. And not having tuna casserole after being greeted by that aroma would have meant deprivation. I told myself all was okay because she’d left a fresh salad and I would dutifully nibble rabbit bits as a counterbalance.  
 
    “As much as I’d like to sit down and eat. And drink wine. I feel like I need a hot soak more.” 
 
    “Go ahead,” Keir said. “Dinner will still be here. I’ll catch up on sports.” 
 
    That’s all it took for life to resume an air of normalcy. Well, I mean as normal as can be expected for the only Hallow Hill resident who’s American. And human. And acting as the moral compass for the entire magic world.  
 
      
 
      
 
    An hour later I emerged in silk-cotton-blend pajamas, my hair still piled on my head and damp at my neck where I’d laid back in my glorious oversized claw-foot tub. I knocked on the door of Keir’s room. 
 
    “How are you able to watch sixteen screens of sports all at once?” 
 
    He smiled. “It’s a gift. Ready for dinner?” 
 
    “Oh yeah. I’m eating with or without you.” 
 
    Keir poured wine while I sat by the fire in the kitchen.  
 
    “You made quite an impression today,” he said. “Maybe shook the whole magic world.” 
 
    After a deep sigh, I said, “Don’t make me guess. Good thing or bad thing?” 
 
    “Well,” he laughed. “It was entertaining.” 
 
    “There were a couple of times I thought you might fall off the dais laughing.” 
 
    “You are one of a kind. The magic world will never be the same.” 
 
    “Again, good thing? Or bad thing?” 
 
    “I guess that depends on your point of view. I would not want to spend a couple of weeks as Bulent’s pet, especially not after what she did to Ekrem.” 
 
    “I extracted a promise from Bulent that he wouldn’t hurt her, just teach her how it feels to be away from home, your own species, and powerless.” 
 
    “Yeah. See the thing is, those values that you take for granted are not necessarily part of our world. You could be holding magic kind to a standard they’ve never been exposed to.” 
 
    “If there’s no standard governing treatment of each other, then what’s BOBO all about?” 
 
    His brow crinkled. “BOBO?” 
 
    “You don’t call it that? The Bureau of Behavioral Oversight.” 
 
    Keir shook his head smiling. “One of a kind, Rita.” He took a sip of wine. “I guess you’re right. They do pay attention to abuses. Crossing a line.” 
 
    “Okay! There! What line are they crossing if there’s no standard?” 
 
    “You’ve got a point. I guess up until now that line has been up to the individual.” 
 
    “Anarchy is all fun and games until somebody gets hurt.” 
 
    “You’re wanting to establish a standard.” 
 
    “Can that be done?” 
 
    “Honestly, I don’t know. I do know that you rocked our world today. Groundbreaking ideas.” 
 
    “Thanks for backing me up.” 
 
    “That’s my job,” he said with his mouth half full. He swallowed. “This is good wine. You did good work today.” 
 
    “Crazy coincidence about Ekrem and John David.” 
 
    “I know. John David is alright. You didn’t mention him by name.” 
 
    “Because I wasn’t sure if he’d want to notoriety. You know, I’m falling asleep. I’m half afraid I’m going face plant in my tuna casserole.” 
 
    With a chuckle, Keir said, “Turn in early. You’ve had a busy day today.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    I felt Keir shaking me and saying my name softly. When I opened my eyes, I saw that the room was filled with bright sunlight. I was afraid I’d overslept and would be late for court.  
 
    “Oh no! What time is it?” I practically jackknifed up. 
 
    “No. You’re not late,” Keir said. “But come to the door. Something you have to see.” 
 
    I looked at the clock. Half past three? How was that possible? 
 
    I let him lead me to the front door. When he opened it, the light was so bright I squinted and held my hand up to my face. As my eyes adjusted, I could see that it was, in fact, the middle of the night. Beyond the light of a gathering of twelve magnificent phoenices the hills and the village were dark.  
 
    “They’ve come to thank you,” he said. “I don’t think anyone else, magic or not, has ever seen them gathered together like this. They’re solitary creatures. Chances are this has never happened before. I had no idea there were this many alive.” 
 
    I was speechless and unable to move. I simply stood still, trying to burn the scene into memory. After a couple of minutes, they began to lift away and disappear, one by one, until the dead of night was restored.  
 
    “Am I the luckiest woman alive?” I whispered. 
 
    “Jolly good chance of it,” he said.  
 
    I stood motionless staring at where they’d been until Keir pulled me back in, closed the door, and wrapped me in his arms.  
 
    “I don’t think there’s even a word for a phoenix collective,” he mused. 
 
    “You mean like a sleuth of bears?” 
 
    “Or a congress of chimpanzees. What’s the most memorable?” 
 
    “A murder of crows, of course.”  
 
    “Right you are.” 
 
    I put my face in his chest and reveled in the moment. “A radiance.” 
 
    “A radiance of phoenices. Of course. An extraordinary day for an extraordinary woman. I knew you were singularly special the first time I saw you. In the shop. Standing there wide-eyed, looking out of place. I felt you were destined to belong to us.” 
 
    “Us?” 
 
    “Magic kind. We need you. Even the ones who’d never admit it in quealeons need you.” 
 
    “It’s too late for math. I don’t want to know what a quealeon is.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Back to bed then. Day two, coming up.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWELVE  Juveniles and Jerks 
 
      
 
    The second day of trials was every bit as interesting as the first. The highlight was the case filed by the bureau on behalf of the fae community at large.  
 
    For centuries, a witch had lived in a glen in the Trossachs, magically obscured from human eyes. Merchants and businessmen from Edinburgh and Glasgow Freemasons chapters would make the trip to her woods for various services. And, because they were Masons and predisposed to keep secrets, access to the witch was known only to the chosen few. 
 
    Modernity had crept into the bastion of Scottish Rites and belief in witch magic gradually faded away.  
 
    When the witch realized what had happened, she sent a letter to the Masons, threatening dire consequences if they did not resume the patronage she’d enjoyed for so long. The Masons, having become inured to the everyday scams and schemes that are a staple of contemporary life, gave the letter the same treatment as a phishing email. Infuriated about being ignored, the witch conjured a Dullahan to terrorize tourist areas throughout Scotland.  
 
    The Dullahan is a monster of Celtic origin that is one of the most horrific figures of supernatural record. It’s a headless horseman who rides through the night, cracking a whip made from a human spine while carrying his own rotting, grinning head. 
 
    Once reports of the phenomenon began affecting the tourism business, the witch sent another letter taking credit and demanding restoration of normal business. Fortunately for the Scots within the vicinity, and unfortunately for the witch, the bureau got word of the incident before the Masons responded.  
 
    The bureau issued a cease and desist order. When the witch refused to recall the Dullahan, they engaged the services of more powerful fae to bind her so that she was unable to access magic of any kind, pending trial.  
 
    I learned that the fae’s interest in this had to do with low profile. Their belief was that things go smoother when magic kind don’t go out of their way to upset humans. 
 
    At court it became clear that the witch was uncoachable. She either couldn’t, or wasn’t willing to adapt to interaction with a more skeptical population of humans. With the help of Max’s suggestion, I agreed that she should be relocated beyond reach of the human world.  
 
    By the third day, I felt like I’d been the sitting magistrate for a very long time. I wanted to go home, take a hot bath, pull on pajamas, pour wine, and possibly eat peanut butter and crackers in front of the bedroom TV. But Keir had other plans. 
 
    “I know that’s what you’d like, love,” he said. “But your friends are dying for you to make an appearance at the pub.” 
 
    “Isn’t it crowded? Like everything in the village during Court Meet?”  
 
    “Private party. Just for you.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes. “No. I have no interest in being the center of attention at a party attended by that bunch, ever again.” 
 
    Keit chuckled and held up two fingers, boy-scout style. “Swear on the Powers That Be, nothing awkward, uncomfortable, or illicit is planned.” I sighed, wondering if I could really trust that. “You have to eat dinner. Just go long enough to say hello to everyone, then you can slide into the flannels.” 
 
    “Alright. But just for dinner. I really am tired.” Pause. “And if you’re lying, I will never trust you again.” 
 
    “I’m not lying. As far as being tires, I can ask for a little something with pep.” 
 
    “Ask who?” 
 
    “You know. The apothecary.” 
 
    “I don’t know about any apothecary. But drugs? Seriously?” 
 
    “No side effects. Guaranteed.” 
 
    It was very, very tempting. “I think I’ll just plow through the old-fashioned way.” Keir laughed. “What’s funny?” 
 
    “You mean the old-fashioned human way.” 
 
    “Well, yeah.” 
 
    “Okay.” He shrugged. “Let me know if you change your mind.” 
 
    “So, you’re applying to be my dealer now?” 
 
    He laughed again. “Only if it doesn’t interfere with being your one and only lover.” 
 
    “Take me to Molly’s.”  
 
    Keir called Romeo to drive up and meet us at the north entrance to the building where there was very little activity, if not absolute privacy. It was cool to have a car that would come when you call.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “There she be,” shouted Maggie. She hurried over to give me a hug looking as limber as a thirty year old.  
 
    “Hey there,” I said. “How’s the shop?” 
 
    “Got pieces in that we’re savin’ for you.” 
 
    “I’m looking forward to getting back to the normal stuff.” 
 
    “The normal stuff is no’ goin’ anywhere, Magistrate.” A small, eager crowd had gathered around us just a little way inside the door. “We’ve been gettin’ bits and pieces of what’s goin’ on over there. Makin’ a stir, ye are.” 
 
    “Well, I…” 
 
    Ivy flew over and lit on my shoulder as Braden said, “We heard you’re not going easy on the royals, that you’re treating them like they were anybody else.” 
 
    “Isn’t that what I was supposed to do?” I asked, but before he could form a reply, Lochlan came in behind me.  
 
    “What’s this?” he said. “The magistrate deserves dinner. Let her have a chair.” 
 
    Good old Lochlan. 
 
    The little crowd parted and I followed Keir to my favorite table by the fire, talking to Ivy as I went.  
 
    “What do you do for fun when your garden is dormant, Ivy?” 
 
    “There is always something to do. I cultivate and hang herbs to dry in the cellar.” 
 
    “You do? What do you use the herbs for?” 
 
    She giggled. “I sell them to Esmerelda. I’d better go say good e’en to Lochlan.” 
 
    Jeff arrived just as Ivy flitted away.  
 
    “Molly made that seven-onion soup you like,” he offered. 
 
    I was nodding before he finished the sentence. It was a complicated recipe with lots of steps and she didn’t make it often because, apparently, not all her customers appreciated it as much as I did.  
 
    “Sounds like nirvana. Do you have some…?” 
 
    “Three white cheese mac?” He grinned. 
 
    “Um, yes. That’s… just uncanny.” 
 
    “Not really. Esmerelda told us what you were gonna want tonight. How did Sprigley do?” 
 
    “She’s there. She’s recording everything.” (I hope. I haven’t actually asked for proof.) “And she has a very infectious smile.” 
 
    There was no question that he was pleased with that answer.  
 
    When he left I looked at Keir and said, “Are you ever going to tell me what he is?” 
 
    Keir gave me a closed-mouthed laugh as he chewed a hunk of fresh baked dark rye. “Ask him yourself.” 
 
    Fie pulled a chair up to the table. “Congratulations on a very fine beginning, Magistrate.” 
 
    “Thank you, Fie.” 
 
    “My cousin says you are a most exceptional judge.”  
 
    Keir said nothing, but looked put out by Fie’s proximity as he always did when the unelected mayor was close by. 
 
    “Your cousin?” 
 
    “The ombudsman sent by the bureau? My fifth cousin on my mother’s side.” 
 
    “Oh! Max!” 
 
    Fie grinned. “Yes. Max.” 
 
    “I didn’t notice the resemblance.” 
 
    Keir snorted. There’s nothing better than a boyfriend who gets your jokes. 
 
    Fie was oblivious to my exchange with Keir. “Yes. He’s very good at his job, but he tells me he hasn’t needed to do his job so far because you’ve done it for him.” 
 
    I scowled. “I’m not sure that’s a good thing.” To Keir, I said, “Maybe I need to encourage arguments to play out instead of heading right for the core of a thing.” 
 
    Talking to me as if Fie was invisible, Keir said, “On the other hand, bypassing the blathering on saves a lot of time.”  
 
    I laughed. Keir laughed, continuing to pretend Fie wasn’t there. One of these days I was going to press Keir to tell me what was up with that. 
 
    “Well, anyhow…” Fie pushed back his chair. “I’ll be in court bright and early tomorrow to get a seat. Lots of interest in this one.” 
 
    By that, I presumed he meant the case next up on the docket. Lochlan had set aside an entire two days because of the gravity of the subject and the high profile of the defendant. In the world of the fae, it doesn’t get more high profile than the Irish royal family.  
 
    While we ate, people stopped by our table to say hello and congratulate me on a good beginning. It was invigorating enough to give me a second wind and make me glad Keir pushed me to show up. But it also caused something to begin niggling in the back of my mind. I didn’t know why it hadn’t occurred to me earlier. 
 
    I pulled my magic shawl over my boiled wool coat and cinched it around my neck and lower face as we stepped out into the crisp fall night.  
 
    “Do you have feelings about the case that starts in the morning?” I asked Keir as we began the walk home. 
 
    “Feelings?” 
 
    “Um, yeah. Since the defendant is kind of like a brother?” 
 
    Keir laughed and threw his arm around me. I was grateful for the affection and the additional warmth.  
 
    “Rita, my love, Maeve is not really my mum. That’s just a game you and I play. As they say, there’s no love lost there. I don’t have a mum. I’m a thing somebody made.” 
 
    I gasped out loud. “Keir Culain! How dare you say that! You are not a thing.” Hearing him say such a thing about himself caused tears to sting my eyes. “You’re…” I felt my throat swell when I tried to form words to tell him how I felt.  
 
    He stopped and gently turned me to face him. “I’m what?” 
 
    “The best and most magnificent being in any world.” 
 
    I could make out his crooked little grin by the gas lamplight. “You make my heart grow three sizes when you say such things to me.” 
 
    “You know the Grinch reference is totally inappropriate when I’m trying to tell you how I feel about you.” 
 
    He pulled the shawl down away from my lower face, which exposed my mouth to view. And the cold. “Tell me again.” 
 
    “I think you’re…” 
 
    I got no further into that thought before he stopped me with a kiss so sweet and tender I could almost hear music from a band called Bread. When he’d convinced me that, in addition to all his other marvelous qualities, he was the best kisser alive, he stepped back and replaced the shawl over my mouth.  
 
    “Let’s go home,” he said. “There’s a list with your name on it.” 
 
    “What’s on the list?” 
 
    “Let’s see. If I remember correctly, it was a hot bath, a stem of blend, silky pajamas, and a long fall nap while spooning with the sephalian.” 
 
    As we began to walk, I said, “The circumstance of my existence is just as mysterious as yours. The biggest difference is that you were formed fully developed, while I underwent a lengthy and largely unpleasant developmental process. You should be glad you got to skip it.” 
 
    He chuckled. “I hope my real brothers find somebody who makes them glad to be them.” 
 
    “Yeah. Well. The one who’s the sourpuss? That could be a tall order.” 
 
    “Don’t be mean.” 
 
    “I’m not! I kissed him and he shoved me away like he’d been stung.” 
 
    “That could be because he knows you’re mine.” 
 
    “I’m yours?” 
 
    “This comes as news to you?” 
 
    “Well, nothing formal has been spelled out.” 
 
    He slanted his eyes my direction. “Seems like just yesterday that I was begging for an audition. Males have to be told when relationships reach the formal-spelling-out stage.” 
 
    “Do not.” 
 
    “Do. Are you saying we’re there?” 
 
    “I’m holding out for spontaneity.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “You know you officially live just a few steps from court.” 
 
    “I do know that.” 
 
    “But you didn’t think about going there at the end of the day.” 
 
    “No. I didn’t.” 
 
    “Well, there are various names for that kind of relationship.” 
 
    “Roomies?” I scoffed. “Fuck buddies?” 
 
    Without thinking, I hauled off and hit him as hard as I could with my forearm. I knew it wouldn’t hurt him. What I failed to think about was how much it might hurt me.  
 
    “OW!” I held my pained and vibrating arm limp at my side, wondering if I’d done permanent damage. 
 
    Keir laughed. “Serves you right. It would be humiliating for you if I was forced to file an assault suit against the magistrate. And I don’t think I’d get a fair trial.” 
 
    “You are so hysterical.” I huffed just as the door sensed my approach and opened for me.  
 
    “Alright. I was trying to be funny. Let’s try again.” 
 
    The door closed behind us. I said, “Lights on. Fire on,” then pulled my outerwear off and draped the various items haphazardly over the closest chair. I started toward the kitchen, but he caught my arm and pulled me back.  
 
    “I gave you permission to set the pace. Remember? The first day I saw you, if you’d asked me to give a mate’s pledge, I would’ve said yes. Happily. A thousand times yes. I’ve been trying to worm my way into indispensable status ever since.” 
 
    “Indispensable,” I repeated as I ran that scenario past my feelings. Could I live without Keir? Yes. Would I want to? No. He wasn’t indispensable to survival, but he had “wormed” his way into being indispensable to my happiness. “So, we live together officially?” 
 
    “You’re going to need something that packs a bigger punch than your feminine little arm to get rid of me.” 
 
    “Even when I get old and you don’t? It’s not like your life isn’t ripe with opportunity. Every female turns her head when you come into the room.” 
 
    “Rita, that would only be of interest to me if the day comes when you don’t turn to look when I come into the room. As to the prospect of aging… You know I love the way you look. What you don’t know is that I’m not just seeing the curve of your face, or the swell of your breasts, or the way your hair dries in glorious waves if you don’t use machine forced air on it. Gargoyles are not the only ones who see auras.” 
 
    “You like my hair better when I don’t blow dry?” 
 
    “That’s what you got out of what I said?” 
 
    “No. Of course not. But. Do you?” 
 
    He chuckled. “I like you and your hair, however you want to play with it.” 
 
    “And you see my aura.” I repeated this out loud as I considered the ramifications. 
 
    “It’s one of my sephalian gifts. People’s auras surge with a big shift in emotion. It keeps me from being caught off guard.” 
 
    “Huh. What does that have to do with me getting old and you not?” 
 
    “Point being that I love the whole package.” 
 
    “Oh.”  
 
    “I’ll be with you as long as you live. I’m not a paddy wanker like the imbecile who gave you up. Though I do owe him a debt of gratitude because you’d never have been put in my path if he’d kept you.” 
 
    Even in the middle of being overwhelmed by promises of forever, that made me smile. “What’s a paddy wanker?” 
 
    Keir treated me to the sexy chuckle that was half man, half beast. It never failed to make nipples draw tight in anticipation of a proper body buffing. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    DAY FOUR, Hallowstide.  
 
      
 
    Just before it was time to make an appearance, I heard a noise from the direction of the court that sounded like hundreds of muffled voices all engaged at once.  
 
    “What was that?” I asked my clerk. 
 
    He sighed. “Probably the arrival of the defendant.” Let me go take a peek. Lochlan had barely left before he returned saying, “It seems the rumors are true. The defendant’s older brother is going to represent him.” 
 
    “Are you going to tell me why that would cause a stir?” 
 
    “Well, he’s something of a celebrity because he’s the current leader of the Wild Hunt.” 
 
    “Lochlan. I don’t know what that is and I don’t have time to go home and read about it. If something was rumored that I needed to know about, maybe you could have mentioned it before now?” 
 
    Lochlan blinked.  
 
    Keir said, “Rita, the Wild Hunt is so well-known among our kind, it probably didn’t occur to him that you’re unfamiliar. Just like you would expect that everybody’s heard of Yule.” I glanced at Lochlan. “He made an assumption.” 
 
    “Thank you for defending my clerk, Keir. Do I need to know what the Wild Hunt is before I hear this case?” 
 
    “No,” Keir said. “Consider it a bio item. Nice to know, but not need to know.” 
 
    “Okay then. Will there be paparazzi?” 
 
    Keir grinned as he shook his head. “You are one of a kind.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    As Lochlan announced the case in his authoritative clerk voice, my gaze caught movement above. It was unusual for people to come in after proceedings had begun, so, naturally, it drew my attention. It was Kagan and Killian descending the steps on either side of the mezzanine gallery. They stopped on opposite sides to take front-row aisle seats. The seats weren’t empty, but Keir’s brothers had no qualms about displacing the spectators who’d been keeping the cushions warm. The occupants quickly moved away. Understandable. When asked by a sephalian to surrender a velvet-covered theater chair, the only rational answer is, “Yes. I will.”  
 
    I wondered if their presence meant that Keir was expecting the need for backup. The fact that he hadn’t mentioned that the other two were coming raised my suspicions even more. But when I glanced Keir’s way, he looked at me with an uncharacteristic blankness. It was clear he was determined to reveal nothing. 
 
    “Now comes before the court, The Bureau of Behavioral Oversight brings a class-action complaint on behalf of the kelpie, Keaira, and all kelpies by extension, versus Prince Niall, House of Bayune,” Lochlan commenced the Meet.  
 
    Maxfield Pteron, ombudsman for the bureau, sat at the plaintiff’s table alone, unless you counted the swagger stick lying on the table next to his ancient satchel.  
 
    “Max,” I said. “Are you expecting company?” 
 
    He stood. “No, Your Honor. I’ll be representing my clients in voice and physical presence.” 
 
    “And why is that?” 
 
    “My clients, kelpies, are not the sort of species capable of making such an appearance.” 
 
    From what I’d learned about kelpies from my definitive, trusty tome on magic kind, I didn’t doubt that was true.    
 
    “Very well.” As I turned to address the defendant’s table, Max took a seat. Courtroom procedure, I was learning, was like a choreographed dance once a routine was established. 
 
    The first thing that struck me about Prince Niall and his brother was that Maeve knew how to make good-looking boys. The prince named in the suit would have appeared to be in his late teens if he was human, while his older brother would be mid to late twenties.  
 
    “Is the defendant represented by counsel?” I asked. 
 
    The older of the two stood and said, “Aye, Your Honor.” 
 
    “And you are?” 
 
    His smirk told me he probably hadn’t been asked to introduce himself for centuries. Literally. I supposed it was possible that he’d never been asked to state his name.  
 
    I felt the American middle class in me rear its head, but reminded myself that I am a fair and impartial judge who keeps an open mind and decides cases based on facts and not on emotional first impressions. 
 
    “Prince Deirmid, House of Bayune.” 
 
    “And you’re related to the defendant?”  
 
    It was a redundant question because the family resemblance was unmistakable. Deirmid was a younger, male version of Maeve.  
 
    “He’s my younger brother, Your Honor.” 
 
    “How do you wish to be addressed by the court during this proceeding?” 
 
    “Prince Deirmid, House of Bayune.” After a wave of laughter, he added. “Your Honor.” 
 
    “I see. You’ve taught me a valuable lesson about the phrasing of my questions in the future. Let me put it this way. When I say ‘prince’ I mean you. When I say ‘defendant’ I mean him.” I glanced at the boy sitting at the table. “Understood?” 
 
    I saw a slight tick in Deirmid’s beautifully contoured and over-privileged jaw. “Understood, Magistrate.” 
 
    “Sit down,” I said, sans sugar coating, secretly relishing the idea of perhaps being the first person to ever give this egotist an order he couldn’t refuse. 
 
    “Ombudsman,” I said to Max. “I’ll hear the facts of the case as you see them, the nature and estimation of damages, and your suggestion for remedy.” 
 
    “Thank you, Your Honor. For a long time there’s been a rumor, or a legend, if you like, that if someone could get hold of a kelpie’s bridle, they’d have control over not just that kelpie, but all kelpies. It seems the younger Irish prince has proved this true.  
 
    “Prince Niall has held a kelpie captive for two hundred seventeen revolutions of the Earth.” Not wanting to divert too much of my attention away from what was being said, I surreptitiously pulled my phone from my pocket, located the calculator app, and calculated that as about seven months. “In so doing, he has indirectly made prisoners of the entire species. 
 
    “The Bureau of Behavioral Oversight is appalled by this development. First, and most immediate, we implore the court to free the kelpie and all her kind. As to damages, since the kelpie, Keaira, is being held in captivity, it’s impossible to assess damages. We have no way to evaluate. Consequently, we request that recommendation for penalty be delayed and reserved until damages may be reasonable determined. But I would suggest that whatever future penalty is determined, it would be sufficient to discourage further such abuses of more vulnerable magic kind.” 
 
    “I take it that you’re hoping the ruling in this case will set a precedent regarding the future treatment of more vulnerable creatures?” 
 
    Max was typically stoic-faced, but there was no mistaking his surprised and hopeful expression.  
 
    “Yes, Your Honor. We hope to secure freedom for the kelpie and her kind. We hope to find her well. And we hope the bureau is never compelled to bring a similar suit again.” 
 
    “Well put, Ombudsman.” 
 
    “Depending on the severity of damages,” Max went on, “perhaps restitution in the form of significant livestock sacrifices would be a good starting point.” 
 
    I stared at Max for a minute, trying to process that, not liking the images that came to mind. Scenes of raw pigeons and livestock sacrifices were playing havoc with the Hollandaise sauce I’d might’ve used too liberally on Eggs Benedict. 
 
    “You’re up, Prince,” I said to Deirmid. “I’ll hear your answer to claims made by the plaintiff.” 
 
    Diermid stood up. “Very well, Your Honor. I move that we dispense with this hearin’ forthwith.” 
 
    “On what grounds?” 
 
    “On the grounds that pet ownin’ has been a tradition for as long as annals have recorded the history of magic kind.” I thought about my wolfdog pups. “Every fae noble owns horses.” At this point he turned to face the audience, raised his voice like he was delivering a stump speech, and said, “If the court finds that my brother’s kelpie should be freed, would we be required to free all horses?” A loud response rose up, making the court sound more like a political event than a trial. Good grief. It was no longer a mystery as to why Killian and Kagan were on the scene, but I didn’t hear even a soft growl from Keir. So, I wasn’t worried yet. 
 
    Hengest banged his rod on the floor and shouted, “ORDER IN THE COURT!” 
 
    Deirmid turned back to me. “What about canines? Felines? Some young fae keep hares. As did one of England’s most notable queens.  
 
    “For a thousand generations, these lesser beings have been seen as property. My brother has captured a water horse. So far as I know, there’s no standard of behavior that would challenge his right to do exactly that.” 
 
    Deirmid looked directly at Max when he spoke the last sentence and it was Max’s turn to reveal the twitch of a jaw muscle brought on by clenched teeth.  
 
    With a slight incline of his head, not so much a bow as an acknowledgement, Prince Deirmid took his seat.  
 
    “Motion is denied. I’m not entirely convinced that kelpies are comparable to domesticated horses. I will hear arguments from the plaintiff.” 
 
    “Your Honor,” Max stood, “I would like to question Prince Niall directly.” 
 
    “Objection,” Deirmid said. 
 
    “On what grounds?” I asked.  
 
    “My brother has opted to have a representative speak for him.” 
 
    “I’m sure that was a wise decision. I’m just as sure that you’re capable, Prince. If you’d like to proceed without opposition, I will instruct the ombudsman to forego testimony. But if you’re challenging the bureau’s case, I must allow it. It’s up to you. Continue or acquiesce?” 
 
    Deirmid leaned down and whispered to Niall, who was visually emotive about what he was saying to his older brother. 
 
    While this was transpiring, I leaned toward Lochlan, fanning my hand in front of my face and said, “Is that a witness chair?” I was referring to a paneled section to my far right that looked like it might have been constructed for that purpose.  
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “How do you swear people in?” 
 
    “The court has a witch on standby who anoints the witness chair before every Court Meet.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” That was a dumb question. Of course, he was serious. “Never mind. You’re saying that anybody who sits in that booth thing will tell the truth whether they want to or not.” 
 
    “That is what I’m saying.” 
 
    “Wow.” I try not to overuse that word, but since arriving in Hallow Hill, the temptation is constant.  
 
    “My brother will testify, Your Honor.” Deirmid did not look happy about that decision, but so be it. You can’t always get what you want.  
 
    “Defendant will take the stand,” I said, sounding officious and not minding that I sounded officious.  
 
    Niall came forward, climbed the single steep step, and sat.  
 
    “You’re aware that you’re in a bespelled environment and that you will be compelled to tell the truth?” He nodded.  
 
    When I continued to stare, he said, “Aye, Your Honor.” 
 
    I nodded. “Ombudsman. The witness is yours.” 
 
    “Prince Niall,” Max said as he rose and walked toward the defendant. “Was the capture of the kelpie planned?” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    “Did you think the attempt to take a kelpie prisoner might be dangerous?” 
 
    “No’ really.”  
 
    “Didn’t your mother caution you about being careful near water? Because our kind can be taken to the depths and never heard from again?” 
 
    “She did. I guess I just thought I’d be fine.” 
 
    “I see. So, you didn’t think there was any real risk and you set out to capture a kelpie. Why?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I knew I’d ne’er be king of Irish fae. Because I have an older brother. But I realized that if I got a kelpie, I could be king of all the kelpies.” 
 
    The boy had a serious case of second-son syndrome, but I had to grudgingly admire his ambition.  
 
    “And why would you want to be king of kelpies?” 
 
    “Well, think about it. If all the kelpies were takin’ orders from me, I’d be the most dangerous man in the world. Kelpies can appear in any sort of water anywhere. I mean as long as ‘tis as big as they are. No’ like a toilet sink.” 
 
    There was laughter in the courtroom. I banged the gavel twice and the noise quieted. 
 
    “So your plan was to become king of the kelpies and use them to make you the most feared man? Anywhere?” 
 
    The kid grinned. “More or less.” 
 
    Gads. The kid was Doctor No with a pretty face. 
 
    “What does your father think about this?” 
 
    Deirmid leapt to his feet. “OBJECTION, YOUR HONOR! OUT OF BOUNDS.” 
 
    I looked at Deirmid. “Out of bounds? Is that a legal phrase?” 
 
    “I do no’ know. I mean ‘tis somethin’ the man has no business askin’.” 
 
    “Why not?” Deirmid pressed his lips together and glared. “Overruled. The witness will answer.” 
 
    “My father is no’ round,” Niall said. 
 
    “Your mother, the queen, is a single parent?” 
 
    “Aye. She is,” he said. 
 
    “What did you believe you would gain by being the most feared man among magic kind?” 
 
    “Respect.” Max nodded. “Do you think kelpies are the same as domesticated horses?” 
 
    Niall laughed. “O’ course no’.” 
 
    “Did you believe when you moved this scheme forward that you were planning to imprison a fae creature with free spirit?” 
 
    “Aye. I did.” 
 
    A wave of muffled conversation rose. Deirmid scrubbed his hand down his face.  
 
    “That would contradict your brother’s argument that kelpies are no different than thoroughbreds.” 
 
    Niall smiled. “Shite. And he knows it. A kelpie is not a common horse.” 
 
    “Hmmm. So, where are you keeping the kelpie, Keaira?” 
 
    “In the castle.” 
 
    “In the castle in a room? A stall? A swimming pool?” 
 
    “I converted one of the rooms in my wing to a stall. She stays there.” 
 
    “What keeps her from leaving?” 
 
    “Spelled barriers on all sides.” 
 
    “Why doesn’t she just change forms and slip away?” 
 
    “My, em, a girl I know can charm things. The kelpie wears a halter that’s been charmed to keep her in horse form.” 
 
    “Does she get out for exercise?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Does she get to spend time in water?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Do you think she likes it where she is?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “So, your brother’s attempt to characterize her as a pet is not appropriate, is it?” 
 
    “No. She’s no’ there to be entertained. She’s there to serve me.” 
 
    Max let that hang in the air for a minute before he turned to me. “Your Honor, that’s all I have for now, but I’d like to reserve the privilege of recalling this witness.” 
 
    “Granted,” I said. 
 
    “I’d like to call Master Wizard, Elmswerth Dudley, to the stand, Your Honor. He’s a bureau expert on kelpies.” 
 
    “Alright, Ombudsman. I’ll hear from your witness.” 
 
    I’m sure I wasn’t expecting someone who looked like an escapee from the lot of a Harry Potter film, but I wasn’t expecting Dudley either. He’d been sitting on the main aisle about a third of the way back. As he stepped into the aisle and began making his way forward, I scanned him from head to toe.  
 
    The only thing about him that gave away age was his long white-as-snow hair. He was tan, with a hard, wiry build that suggested both strength and youth. The planes of his face were sculpted and defined; sharp cheekbones, prominent jaw. He wore faded jeans, black biker boots, and a navy-blue Henley. I suspected he’d never wanted for female attention a day in his undoubtedly long life.  
 
    He climbed to the truth box and sat, looking as self-assured as if he was watching TV alone in his own living room. If he had a TV, or a living room. You never know about the fae.  
 
    “Master Dudley,” I said. He turned toward me with the faint smirk of a man accustomed to making human women drool, “Are you aware that you will be compelled to tell the truth while on the stand?” 
 
    “I am, Magistrate.”  
 
    To complete the picture, he had a deep, rough as ground glass, Sam Elliott voice.  
 
    “Proceed,” I said, motioning to Max. 
 
    “You work for the bureau, do you not?” Max asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “How long have you worked for the bureau?” 
 
    “Over a couple of fafgaelons. I’m an ethologist.” 
 
    “For those of us who don’t know what that means, what is an ethologist?” 
 
    “A person who studies the behavior of various species.” 
 
    “Do you have the competency necessary to render expert testimony on kelpies?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “What makes you an expert ethologist?” 
 
    “Telepathy. I’m able to communicate with, or understand to a degree, most magic kind creatures.” 
 
    “Thank you. My first question is this. Would you expect a kelpie to thrive and do well in captivity?” 
 
    “Not only must I answer no to that question, but I will go further to say that a kelpie will not survive for a protracted period in captivity. It’s a death sentence.” 
 
    “Why is that?” 
 
    “Because in all the world of magic kind, there is no species more fiercely independent.” He pointed a finger at the defendant’s table and said, “And you know it!” 
 
    Niall and Deirmid raised their chins in unison while keeping their features schooled in a way that suggested a potential for cruelty to me.  
 
    “Master Dudley,” I said, “I appreciate your passion, but must insist that you refrain from freeform opining. Do you understand?” 
 
    “I do, Magistrate,” he said. 
 
    Max continued. “You’ve heard defendant’s counsel compare the capture of a kelpie to the acquisition of a pet, or an equine bred for the purpose of racing or pleasure riding. In your expert opinion, is that a reasonable argument?” 
 
    “There is no comparison between the shapeshifting, magical kelpie and a stable horse. The two have nothing in common other than the fact that a kelpie’s favorite, and most accessed form, is that of a horse.” 
 
    “What is your biggest fear for what might become of a captured kelpie?” 
 
    “Since this has never happened before, to our knowledge, my answer would be nothing more than unfounded speculation.” 
 
    “That’s all I have for this witness, Your Honor,” Max said.  
 
    I turned to Deirmid. “Do you want to cross-examine, Prince?” 
 
    “Aye, Your Honor.” 
 
    Deirmid stood and approached the stand. “If, as you rightly say, no kelpie has ever been taken in as a pet before, how can you state with authority that the animal will no’ thrive?” 
 
    “Is the kelpie thriving in your brother’s prison?” 
 
    “I’m askin’ the questions, Wizard. How do you know the kelpie is no’ better than ever?” Dudley glared at Deirmid, but didn’t answer. “If you can no’ say so with confidence, then your testimony is worthless, is it no’?” 
 
    “As has been stated, I’m compelled to tell the truth. That means my testimony isn’t worthless. If you want my expert opinion on the kelpie’s condition, let me see her in person.”  
 
    “I do no’ have other questions, Your Honor,” Deirmid said quickly.  
 
    “Master Dudley,” I spoke directly to the witness, “you may leave the stand, but please don’t leave the courtroom just yet.”  
 
    He nodded, but gave the Irish princes a death glare on his way past them.  
 
    “The way I see it,” I began, facing the defendant, “this lawsuit is multilayered with several questions to be decided. The first, regarding whether or not the kelpie may be kept against her will, seems like a no-brainer. The court will be ordering you to release the kelpie.”  
 
    I had just begun to voice my thoughts, but at this juncture Niall stood up with an inhuman quickness. “I will no’!” he said. 
 
    I glanced over at the Irish royal house gallery because I was curious about his mother’s reaction to that outburst. She’d been holding herself very still until Keir growled. Her head jerked in his direction, disbelief plainly written on her face. Apparently, it had never occurred to her that one day one of her beautiful sephalians might threaten one of her unruly, natural-born children.  
 
    She rose to a standing position in the front row of her gallery and, looking directly at Keir, said, “No!”, as if she was issuing a correction to a misbehaving dog. She seemed to be laboring under the impression that Keir and his brothers were under command, but their purpose transcended their creation. In short, she’d overperformed and done too good a job. 
 
    “Queen Maeve,” I said, “you will sit down and be quiet or you will be removed from the courtroom.” 
 
    I gathered from her incredulous glare that no one had ever put limits on her behavior before. That’s right, sweetie. We’re on my turf now and the enforcers work for me.  
 
    When she didn’t immediately sit, Keir shifted and began prowling toward the Irish gallery. Taking that as a cue, Kagan and Killian leapt from the mezzanine simultaneously and changed form before softly landing. The three sephalians fanned out across the front of the room because of the enormity of their size. A more breathtaking spectacle, or show of force, was never beheld by human or magic kind.  
 
    The shock on Maeve’s face was priceless, and she owed a debt of gratitude to the relative sitting next to her who grabbed and pulled her down so that she sat down harder than intended.  
 
    Keir stood watching intensely for a few beats, tufted tail moving hypnotically, a menacing focus concentrated on Maeve. When he was satisfied that she was both quiet and seated, he retreated, but none of the sephalians reclaimed his two-legged form.  
 
    “Prince,” I said to Deirmid in my sternest tone, “please instruct the defendant that he is bound to abide by my ruling, whether he likes the outcome or not, and that additional challenges could prejudice the court so that the penalty is worse than it might’ve been otherwise.” 
 
    Without looking Niall in the face, Deirmid put his hand on his brother’s shoulder and shoved him into the chair. “He understands, Magistrate.” 
 
    “Good,” I said. “Let’s not suffer any more disturbance. As I was saying, the question of whether or not the kelpie will remain in captivity is decided. She will be freed after being examined by the bureau’s ethologist. What is yet to be decided is how the court will deal with the younger prince. In order to make a determination of damages, and to get a clear picture of this event, we’re going to recess and reconvene at the site of the kelpie’s internment. Court staff, parties to the suit, and Master Dudley will personally view the kelpie and the environment in which she’s being held so as to assess her condition.  
 
    “Unless otherwise notified, court will reconvene as scheduled tomorrow morning when my decision will be rendered.” 
 
    Leaning over to Lochlan, I said, “Do all the parties have a means to transport to the scene quickly?” 
 
    “Yes. We all have access to fast transportation. But…” 
 
    “But?” 
 
    “No human, not even a magistrate, has been given access to the Irish fairy mound in hundreds of years. Human time.” 
 
    “So, is that a problem?” 
 
    “I… If the demand has a direct bearing on the case, I don’t think they can refuse you.” 
 
    “You don’t think?” 
 
    “If the queen doesn’t refuse you entrance, we’ve got no problem. If she does, we can try to find a scholarly authority who takes our point of view. But even then, nobody has ever tried to force entrance to a mound before.” 
 
    Geez. And I’m only three and a half days into the new job. 
 
    “I guess I should have consulted with you before I made proclamations I might not be able to keep.” 
 
    “There is one other thing.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “We could mount a search for Merle the Mathemagician. It could take a while to find him, but he is the author of our legal system and, therefore, the final word. If it comes to it, we could threaten that, if pressed to those lengths only to gain clarification of what we believe to be true, we will bring suit against Queen Maeve for attempting to interfere with the legal process. No reason to believe that would work because, well, you’ve met her. But it’s something to try.” 
 
    “When you say it could take a while to find Merle, how long would that be?” 
 
    With a shrug, he said, “Until Yuletide Court Meet.” I drew back in surprise, having not expected him to say anything near two months. Observing my reaction, he added, “The world is mostly water.” 
 
    “That doesn’t work, Lochlan. In that length of time, according to Dudley, the kelpie could be dead. We have to reach a solution.” 
 
    “Compromise?” 
 
    “What’s your idea?” 
 
    “Order Niall to deliver the kelpie to the mound entrance. There’d be no time for hijinks and Dudley would be able to examine her condition. The only information you’d be missing would be your personal witness of where and how she’s been kept.” 
 
    “Which is crucial to the bureau’s case against Niall.” 
 
    “Yes. But releasing Keaira, and all kelpies, while sending a stern message about future behavior would still be a fine day’s work.” 
 
    I sighed. “I hate compromise.” 
 
    Lochlan’s mouth twitched. “I would have guessed as much.” 
 
    “Should I set a time for parties to meet at the fairy mound entrance?” 
 
    Lochlan glanced at his watch. “One o’clock? That gives you time for a nice flight and a new lunch. You need your sustenance.” 
 
    “You’re the next best thing to a mom, Solicitor. Make a note on the Merle thing. I want him sought out for an answer to this question so that there is no question going forward. I’ll probably never need to exercise the right to storm the castle, but future magistrates might.” 
 
    Lochlan nodded. 
 
    I straightened and faced the court.  
 
    “The parties as forenamed will meet at the mound entrance at one o’clock, where we will be admitted and shown to the facilities where the kelpie is housed.”  
 
    “Objection,” Deirmid stood.  
 
    “What’s your objection, Prince?” I asked. 
 
    “The defendant does no’ have the authority to agree to admission to the mound.” 
 
    “Who does?” 
 
    Deirmid looked perplexed by that question. “The, em, queen.” 
 
    “Is the queen subject to the orders and rulings of this court?” 
 
    “Well, yes…” Deirmid began, but whatever argument he’d had in mind when he began that sentence was abandoned before he reached the end.  
 
    “Then what’s the problem? The queen is here. She’s aware of what’s expected. The court requires admission to the mound and that you, the defendant, personally escort us to the facility in which the kelpie is held.” With every second that passed without the queen asserting refusal to let us in, a little tension left my body. “Everyone meet at the entrance at one o’clock. Master Dudley.”  
 
    He stood. “Yes, Magistrate.” 
 
    “We require you to accompany us and render your services. Do you need transportation?” 
 
    “No, Your Honor. I’m here with a colleague who can take gravity or leave it.” 
 
    I smirked. It was clear to me that Dudley was a character.  
 
    “Court is adjourned until tomorrow morning.”  
 
    I banged my gavel and headed for chambers as Hengest was demanding the congregation of fae rise. When it was clear that the crowd would disperse uneventfully, Keir shifted to bipod form. As I passed him, I said, “Your brothers are welcome to join us in chambers.” 
 
    I was disrobing, literally, when the guest sephalians filed in behind Keir. “Kagan. Killian,” I said nodding at each. I could tell them apart partly by the way they dressed and partly by facial expression. One wore a permanent scowl. One wore a permanent smile. “Thank you for your assistance today.” 
 
    To Keir, I said, “I know it’s more trouble for you to fly during the daytime, but it can’t be helped.” The sephalian had the ability to disguise himself for day travel so that he would appear near invisible to human eyes if spotted. Through experimentation, we’d learned that what I called the blurry bubble extended to me when I was with Keir. We’d also learned that the magic that kept him warm in any temperature also extended to me. I couldn’t imagine how cold it would feel to experience English, late October air rushing past at those speeds. 
 
    “We need to go home for the rig,” he said. “If we leave right away, we’ll have time to go to O’Doole’s for lunch. They have a Guinness beef stew that you’ll never forget. Bread pudding with Irish whiskey sauce.” 
 
    I smiled thinking I might just skip the stew, the pudding, the sauce, and go for the Irish whiskey by itself. “Okay.” To my clerk, I said, “Looks like we dodged a controversy.” 
 
    “That was fortunate for everyone concerned.” 
 
    “You want to come to O’Doole’s or meet us there?” 
 
    “Thank you for the kind invitation. I’ll beg off and meet you there.” 
 
    “Okay. Do we need Sprigley? I’m not going to push our luck and insist that we make a recording inside the mound. Unless she knows shorthand…” 
 
    “I believe that she can take notes in a version of shorthand so that she can recreate the entirety of what transpires at a later time.” 
 
    “That’s convenient for us.”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN Jurisprudence and Jackassery 
 
      
 
      
 
    Three incredibly gorgeous and identical (more or less) sephalians walk into a busy Irish pub at lunchtime in two-legged form. It’s not a joke. Guess what happens next?  
 
    I could imagine why the three of them would rarely if ever be seen together in a very public, very human place. Everybody stopped and stared at them like they were a circus exhibit.  
 
    “We need a table out of the way,” Keir told the aproned man behind the bar as he pulled some notes from his pocket in the universal gesture of “‘big tip coming.”  
 
    The man nodded and motioned for us to follow as he walked toward the end of the bar that served as his exit. Behind the main room was a smaller room with its own fireplace. Brits wouldn’t think much of it, but the place screamed ancient history to an American. It was a part of the inn that was probably three hundred years old.  
 
    The four of us sat at a roughhewn table that would seat six. A boy came in hurriedly with an armload of split wood and, without speaking or making eye contact with any of us, set about laying a fire. We were silent until after he left. 
 
    “Did you know they were coming?” I asked Keir.  
 
    My gaze flicked toward his brothers so there was no question about who I meant. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You invited them?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you mention it?” 
 
    The boy who’d started the fire returned with a tray of mugs with water. 
 
    “I thought it might be a worry or distraction for you. It’s not our job to be a worry or distraction. It’s our job to keep order and enforce your rulings.” 
 
    “But you anticipated trouble.” 
 
    He glanced at his brothers. “I always anticipate trouble when Irish are involved.” 
 
    Killian barked out a laugh. “A good policy.” 
 
    “I think so. Especially where you’re concerned,” Keir teased Killian.  
 
    The man from behind the bar came in and stood at the end of the table. “What can I get you?” 
 
    “Four bowls of Guinness beef stew. Four bread puddings with the sauce.”  
 
    “Drinks?”  
 
    We all stuck with water, but I had to be different. “Do you have bottled water?” 
 
    “Gas or no gas?” 
 
    “No gas, please.” 
 
      
 
    I enjoyed the moment as much as was possible, all things considered. The case of the captured kelpie was never far from mind. Still, I let my consciousness float amid the comforting atmosphere of a room with innumerable stories to tell, windows so old the sand had shifted into random opaque shapes, and the mixed sounds of a light rain, a cheery, crackling fire, and quiet baritone banter between Keir and Killian. 
 
    It had the potential to be one of life’s perfect moments, but I found my thoughts drifting toward melancholy. Nearing the conclusion of my first Court Meet, I was left with the stark reality that the job was about hearing how utterly dreadful magic kind could be to one another. And I wondered how I might be changed over time, for the worse. I wondered if every one of these cases would eat a bigger hole in my soul until I was no longer horrified by the horrific.  
 
    I’d heard a case about the most heinous, sadistic form of cruelty imaginable, a case about utter neglect and disregard for the well-being of another creature, and a case that was all of that compounded by being extended to an entire subspecies.   
 
    I wouldn’t say I felt a full-blown depression coming on, but I was definitely feeling a mild case of the blues begin to settle on my heart.  
 
    My attention was brought back when I heard my name. 
 
    “Yes?” I looked at Kier, but was aware that all three were staring at me.  
 
    “Lost in thought?” he asked. 
 
    “Yeah. For sure. One thing I know, humans do get some stuff right. This is the best thing I’ve ever eaten. Let’s steal the recipe for Olivia.”   
 
    Keir chuckled. “I guess we should head over there.” 
 
    “Do I need preparation? For, um, you know, Rita’s visit to the mound.” 
 
    “Does she talk in third person?” Killian asked Keir. 
 
    “Only if she’s anxious,” Keir replied.  
 
    Do I? Talk in third person when I’m anxious? Huh.  
 
      
 
      
 
    I wouldn’t be able to find the location of the mound again without a fae guide. There were, I was told, some kind of weird wards that messed with human perception. I had acquired enough magic to be able to see magic kind, but that left me far short of actually being fae. 
 
    When all the named participants were assembled at the entrance, which gave every appearance of being a small grass hill flanked by a river that appeared deep, but not wide. The air shimmered and a doorway appeared. As an art lover, I itched to be able to shoot a photo of that door. It was a thing of beauty, a mass of intricate Celtic knotwork framed by dragons chasing each other around the edges, and an enormous crest featuring two winged lions on hind legs, facing each other. Unfortunately for me, that’s the last thing I would remember clearly. 
 
    Maeve emerged looking pissed as an Irish fae queen could be. She made me feel every bit as unwelcome as intended. 
 
    Niall stepped out from behind her and said, “This way.” 
 
    Maeve and Deirmid fell in behind him. Next were Killian and Kagan, Keir behind me and the rest in random order.  
 
    I have vague impressions of visiting the mound, but my humanity is subject to the fae’s brainwave scramble. My vague impressions were as follows. Though you’d naturally expect a fairy mound to be dark as a cave, it is not. The interior is lit by some force that defies reality. It looks like sunlight, but softer. Bright but diffused. What I remember is light, gardens with perfect shiny leaves, flowers that are bigger and more vibrant, buildings that blend into the surroundings so that your eye might pass right over them. 
 
    At the end of the tour, I had to ask the others what transpired.  
 
    “The kelpie was held in a stall no bigger than twelve by twelve. Since she received no exercise and was prevented from changing forms by the spelled halter, her hooves have been neglected and grown so that they appear deformed. She’s malnourished.” 
 
    “I feed her!” Niall said loudly. He’d been standing off to the side, listening. 
 
    Lochlan turned to the younger prince. “Perhaps she didn’t like what you brought. Perhaps she chose not to eat because she’s pining. Whatever the reason, her ribs and hip bones are far too prominent.” 
 
    I turned to Dudley for his assessment and knew it wasn’t good. “What did you learn, Master Dudley?” 
 
    “She’s gone quite mad from the torture of being restrained and from not being able to change form and care for her own health, Magistrate. I can’t maintain a connection with her for long because her thought patterns are grossly distorted.” With an accusing look at Niall and an accusing tone, he said, “It’s probable that her condition is irrevocable. And that creates a dilemma. If we release her, she’ll surely live a very long time, sane or not. She’ll create a lot of chaos while bringing unwanted attention to magic kind. If we don’t release her, we’d be trading places with Niall. We might make conditions somewhat more tolerable, but would nonetheless be holding all kelpies prisoner.” 
 
    “New boss, same as old boss.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Um, sorry. It’s a saying that originated with American slave culture. Not our finest moment.” I was grasping for straws. “Do the kelpies have a leader?” 
 
    Dudley hesitated. “Of sorts.” 
 
    “An individual empowered to speak for the collective and bargain?” 
 
    “You want to make a deal with kelpies?” 
 
    In spite of the gravity of the situation and Dudley’s disgust with the Irish royal fae for allowing this to happen, he laughed. “I don’t think anybody knows the answer to that question.” 
 
    “Well, can you open a channel to him or her?” 
 
    “A channel?” Dudley cocked his head. 
 
    “She’s asking if you can communicate with the leader,” Keir supplied.  
 
    I supposed he was the authority on Rita and my official interpreter. 
 
    “Well, that’s easy enough,” Dudley said. “All we have to do is ask the prince who would be king of kelpies to summon the real king.”  
 
     We all looked at Niall, who crossed his arms over his chest.  
 
    “Niall, summon the kelpie that Dudley needs to speak with,” I said.  
 
    He stood motionless, looking defiant for a few beats, until Deirmid gave him a little shove from behind. Apparently, the family was beginning to grasp that there could be consequences to many for the bad behavior of just one. The queen had brought unwanted exposure of her realm on her subjects by being overly indulgent and permissive with her fatherless son. 
 
    Niall dropped his arms and said, “Come forth, former king of kelpies.” 
 
    Almost instantly there was a big splash of water in the river. All eyes turned that direction.  
 
    An enormous dappled white-and-gray stallion with black eyes lunged out of the water, onto the bank and began running toward us. He was the size and shape of a charger. If I hadn’t known how malevolent kelpies are, I might’ve said he was beautiful in a fearsome sort of way. He neighed and shook his head in anger, but was restrained from causing us harm because Niall had control of him. The kelpie made no secret that he despised Niall.  
 
    When Dudley began to communicate with the magnificent beast, the kelpie jerked his head in Dudley’s direction.  
 
    “He says his name is Keiron. And he doesn’t like us.” 
 
    Who could blame him? I thought, but kept that to myself.  
 
    Dudley went silent for a bit. “I’ve explained the situation. Keaira’s condition and our reluctance to let her go unsupervised. I’ve asked if he’d be willing to enter into a pact. Keaira would be released into his care and custody, thereby releasing all kelpies from control. In exchange, he’s to make sure that she doesn’t cause trouble for humans or magic kind.” 
 
    Keiron bobbed his head and stamped his foot impatiently.  
 
    “Can that be trusted?” I asked Dudley. “Before we release her, we need to know that Keiron can control her and that none of the kelpies will seek retribution.” 
 
    “Both things are true, but it would be nice to sweeten the deal.” 
 
    “In what way?” 
 
    “Perhaps dedicate space in the mound. A continent where kelpies can live and be free. Someplace with lots of water and lots of sheep.”  
 
    He was looking at Maeve and I realized he was asking her to create a homeland for kelpies with perpetually renewing resources. The suggestion was that, if they had what they needed, they’d happily keep to themselves. 
 
    Dudley continued to stare at Maeve until finally she said, “Alright. If he agrees to those terms, I will create a place in faerie perfectly suited for kelpies and it shall belong to them for all time.” 
 
    “He says he agrees,” Dudley responded almost immediately. 
 
    “Good work, Master Dudley.” To Maeve I said, “Can we trust you to abide by your part of this agreement?” 
 
    Her nostrils flared once and she gave me a look that said I could just forget all about ever being BFFs. “Yes, Magistrate.” 
 
    “When will the new home be ready?” I asked her. 
 
    “It’s ‘ready’ now,” she said smugly. I didn’t doubt her ability to create a continent in seconds. “Tell them to follow the path all the way to the lake’s edge. We will meet Keiron there with Keaira.” 
 
    She reopened the door to the mound, but what I saw on the other side was green pastures, blue sky, and a large body of water in the distance.  
 
    The river close to where we stood began to churn as dozens of kelpies arrived, lunged onto the bank, and trotted through the opening. It was mesmerizing to watch so many magical creatures heading en masse to their promised land. But having sampled a bit of what the fae were capable of, I couldn’t help but wonder what was wrong with our plan. What catch or loophole did we miss that would allow them to slither out of the treaty? 
 
    Those dark thoughts didn’t help my despondency even a little.  
 
    “Max.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Honor.” 
 
    “You and Dudley tag along. Make sure Keaira is released. Make sure the homeland is agreeable to Keiron. And make sure he has control of her.” 
 
    “Yes, Magistrate.” 
 
    Dudley lingered as if there was something on his mind. “A word, Magistrate?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I’m sure it’s neither here nor there, but I think it’s worth mentioning. When I was communicating with the kelpie, her focus fixed on you for some reason. Everything is so distorted in her mind, she can’t see things clearly.” 
 
    “Go on,” I urged. 
 
    With a deep breath, he said, “Even though you’re completely blameless in this, and are attempting restoration, she somehow has decided that you must be to blame for all this. Perhaps she thinks that because you’re not fae. I don’t know. The point is, we need to be very certain that she’s contained.”  
 
    The last of that was said while looking at Maeve.  
 
    I absorbed this information. One of things experiences teaches is how to sort through things you can affect or influence and things that are out of your control. This certainly fell into the latter category.  
 
    “Alright. Let’s make sure she’d secure then. Call Lochlan if there are any snafus. Otherwise, I’ll see you all in court tomorrow morning.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    I sat on the floor of my bedroom staring into the fire with half a glass of Chardonnay in my hand. When Keir had caught up on the sports he’d missed, he threw himself down next to me. 
 
    Lying on his back, he looked up with a smile. “Quite a day.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “For someone riding a wave of successes you don’t seem very happy.” 
 
    “Sorry. I… It’s hard to explain.” 
 
    “Try.” 
 
    “There’s a lot of meanness in your world. I seem to relate to the victims.” 
 
    “That’s one of the things that makes you perfect for the job, Magistrate.” 
 
    “Maybe. But there’s a price to be paid.” I slid my gaze from the hypnotic fire that had been both mirroring and magnifying my thoughts, to Keir. “A personal price.” 
 
    “You mean you have tender feelings and the stories hurt your heart.” 
 
    “That is exactly what I mean.” 
 
    “Right. I get that. So, here’s what you have to do.” He had a plan? I was paying attention. “You have to balance those feelings with the justice you delivered. Like a horn-wearing Valkyrie driving two white flying goats. When she comes.” 
 
    I gasped. “You’ve been eavesdropping on me singing in the shower.” 
 
    He chuckled silently, which always made his abs move in a beguiling manner. 
 
    “Just a little. I don’t know who she is, but I know she’s coming.” He wiggled his eyebrows.  
 
    “You made innuendo of ‘She’ll Be Comin’ Round the Mountain When She Comes’. That’s sacrilege to Americans.” 
 
    “Made you smile, though.” I shrugged. “So, you’re going to balance the justice with the very great things. You got justice for a kid who was abandoned and forgotten in a foreign land. You got the German queen to build a new bridge for that ogre and made her live in a tent under the bridge for a week.” He stopped to laugh at that. “Because of you, phoenices are able to protect themselves from sadists. And one of those perpetrators now works for the bureau to fight cruelty.”  
 
    He ran his hand up my silk-clad thigh. “Soft,” he said seeming momentarily distracted. “And I’m all about the poetic justice. You don’t need me to do a ‘previously in Hallowstide Court Meet’ review. You were there. Just remember all the good things you did and the fact that you have, for the first time, begun to implement penalties that actually real consequences and maybe discourage repetition. Remember your radiance of phoenices and the look of gratitude on Bulent’s face.”  
 
    I looked at him sideways. “That was gratitude?” 
 
    Keir laughed. “I choose to think so.  
 
    “There are things I feel good about.” Keir’s optimism was catching. 
 
    “And think about all the great things you have coming up. Tomorrow, after court, I’m taking you to the fair. The pups will be ready to come home next week. John David is planning a Winter Masquerade Ball.” 
 
    “He’s not.” 
 
    “He is.” 
 
    As a thought occurred to me, I began to perk up a little. “I wonder how John David would feel about being punked?” I wiggled my eyebrows. “Turn abouts.” 
 
    “Oh, no. The payback monster’s been awakened. What are you going to do?” 
 
    “Forget it. After the murder mystery, I no longer trust you.” 
 
    “Then you shouldn’t have told me about your plan to punk.” 
 
    “Promise right now you won’t say anything to anybody. Or else? 
 
    “Or else what?” 
 
    “There’s another word that stars with p what will be summarily withheld until your promise is tagged and bagged.” 
 
    Keir chuckled. “I surrender with another p word. Prejudice. And! Your daughter is coming for her holiday break from school. Right?” 
 
    I groaned out loud. Not that I didn’t want to see her. I really, really, really did. But… 
 
    “I wonder if Esmerelda has a spell that will magically uncomplicate my life while Evie is here.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN   Jersey Devil 
 
      
 
      
 
    I dreamed I heard thunder, but didn’t wake until a rumble shook the bed. Thunderstorms do occur in that part of England, but not nearly as often as in the southeast. I looked over at Keir’s sleeping form. Maybe I’d imagined the noise because he was unbothered. At rest, his face looked more like it belonged to a cherub than to one of the most powerful fae alive.  
 
    A minute or two passed with me trying to wish myself back to sleep, but I was forced (mostly by my bladder) to accept that wakefulness wasn’t giving up easy. I swung my legs off the side of the bed and started toward my bath, pulling on my Black Watch flannel robe as I went. I could tell the house to turn the heat up a bit, but I didn’t want to wake Keir.  
 
    After the obligatory visit to the toilet, I headed toward the kitchen feeling ‘out of it’. So much so that I wasn’t entirely sure I wasn’t still dreaming. That idea earned an exclamation point when I switched on the under-counter lighting.  
 
    There was, sitting on a stool at my kitchen island, a hideous Baphomet-like creature. For all the world he appeared to be waiting for me.  
 
    I did what most people would do and said, “Who are you? What are you? And why are you in my kitchen in the middle of night?” 
 
    “You know.” 
 
    “No, I don’t know.” 
 
    He lowered his chin and insisted. “You know.” 
 
    There was something about him. I couldn’t put my finger on it at first. Then I remembered. My cousins from New Jersey had visited when I was a kid and told me all about the Jersey Devil in front of a campfire. They thought it was funny. I was glad I didn’t live where they lived.  
 
    “Jersey Devil?” 
 
    “Yeah. I brought a gift.” 
 
    “You brought a gift?” 
 
    “You harda hearin’?” 
 
    “Um. No.” He set a large pink crystal on the island and waited for my reaction. “It’s, um, pretty?” 
 
    The thing looked at the translucent pink rock and said, “I guess, but that’s not the point. The point is that it tells the future of virgins.” 
 
     I was wondering what use I might have for such a thing, having left virginity behind many moons ago, but I said, “Thank you,” and tried to appear genuinely appreciative.  
 
    “Yeah. Well. Don’t get carried away. It fell off a truck.” I looked away quickly when his gaze met mine. “It’s okay if you stare. I know my appearance takes some geddon used to, but you don’t look so good to me either.”  
 
    “Fair enough. That means you and my ex have something in common.”  
 
    “Hmmm. So, nice niceties, maybe we should talk a little business.” 
 
    “Business,” I repeated like I was trying on the word for size. I couldn’t imagine what business I might have with the thing sitting in my kitchen, but nonetheless, I wanted to hear him out. “By all means.” 
 
    “S’about the kelpie. I work for the big man at the bureau.” 
 
    “The big man,” I repeated stupidly. 
 
    “That’s what I said already. The kelpie… she’s wacko now and it ain’t fixable. That kind of nuts… Rare with magic kind, but what’re ya gonna do? It happens.” He jerked his neck to the side like he was popping a vertebra. “Thing is. It can be kind of dicey.” 
 
    “YOU THINK!?!” 
 
    “Belligerence.” His face spread into an expression that might have been a grin and his chuckle sounded like a concrete mixer. “Fuckin’ sweet. I like that. Maybe you’re not a pussy after all, Your Honor. ‘Bout time we had an American in the job. 
 
    “This thing with the kelpie. It’s developed into a situation that needs special handling. Leavin’ her at the farm ain’t gonna cut it this time. If ya know what I mean.” 
 
    I took in a deep breath and steadied my voice. “You mean murder.” 
 
    The thing shrugged, which looks exaggerated on a winged creature. “I mean justifiable euthanasia.” 
 
    I began shaking my head. “Why are you here? Do I have a say in this?” 
 
    “They said I needed to keep you in the loop. I coulda said forget about it and gone about my business. I’m thinkin’ maybe you don’t have the balls for this gig.” 
 
    “Smart money says you’re right.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    My eyes flew open to the sound of thunder. Had that been a dream? 
 
      
 
    ~~ 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Yuletide at Hallow Hill 
 
      
 
    Rita’s fully human, fully clueless daughter is coming to visit during the Yuletide Court Meet.  
 
    The whole village has to get involved to keep Evie busy while Rita dons the Magistrate robes. 
 
    Rita plots how to get back at John David for his murder mystery dinner. 
 
    And a psycho kelpie is on the loose and out to get the judge.  
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