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   About Knight 
 
      
 
    Jesse risked everything to bring her mother and father home, but her life is far from back to normal. With her parents’ memories of their abduction gone, Jesse is no closer to finding answers, and the threat still looms over her family. 
 
      
 
    When the Agency announces that a powerful Fae artifact is missing, Jesse suspects it’s connected to her parents’ disappearance. Until the artifact is found, her family will never be safe. This job might be more than she can handle alone, but is she willing to accept help from the people who betrayed her, from the one person she is trying hard to forget?  
 
      
 
    The only thing Jesse knows for sure is that the game is not over. The rules have changed, there are dangerous new players on the board, and the stakes are higher than ever. She’s always been smart and resourceful, but it might take the goddess herself to save Jesse from what comes next. 
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   Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    “Hey, watch it!” 
 
    “Sorry,” I called over my shoulder. I leaped over a basket of silk flowers that had been overturned by the elf I was chasing and sped down the row of tables.  
 
    Déjà vu hit me when I passed a display of banti dream catchers. Two and a half weeks ago, I had run through this same flea market after a different elf, and that visit hadn’t gone so well for me.  
 
    The elf ahead of me now was faster and more agile than Kardas, and he lengthened the distance between us with every stride. By the time I cleared the tables, he was already at the rear door that led to the parking lot. He opened the door, paused long enough to shoot me a victorious smirk, and ran outside. 
 
    Gritting my teeth, I put on an extra burst of speed and reached the door before it closed all the way. I dashed out into the bitter cold, my breath coming in steamy puffs as I locked my eyes on my target and set off after him. 
 
    The parking lot was covered in snow and ice from a recent storm, which made running impossible. Fortunately, elves didn’t handle ice any better than humans, and my quarry floundered when he hit an icy patch. Unfortunately, I hit one, too, and did my own impression of a dancing marionette.  
 
    I righted myself in time to see the elf take off again. I swore because there was no way I could catch him on foot now. But I’d be damned if I was letting this one get away. 
 
    I glanced around and spotted a family watching me from a few feet away. I ran over to the little girl, who held a pink plastic toboggan, and gave her my ID. “Hey, can I borrow that to catch a bad guy?” 
 
    “Sure!” When she handed me the toboggan, I grinned at her and took off running on a stretch of snow. I threw myself onto the toboggan and tucked my body low as I flew across the icy parking lot after the fleeing elf. 
 
    He looked back, and his eyes bulged when he saw me rapidly closing the distance between us. He tried to outrun me, but he hadn’t spent his childhood winters racing Violet in Prospect Park.  
 
    I ducked my head and slammed into his legs. His weight landed on top of me, but I was braced for it, and I rolled to the side, tipping him off me. He tried to scramble to his knees, but I was on him too quickly.  
 
    He swore and ranted at me as I shackled his hands behind his back. “I have friends, and they won’t take lightly to this.” 
 
    “If they’re anything like you, I’m sure you’ll be seeing them in Faerie soon,” I said, rolling him over. 
 
    The second I released him to stand, he tried to kick me in the head. I blocked the kick and flipped him onto his stomach. Kneeling on his back, I bent low to speak into his ear. “Try that again, and you’ll be getting ankle jewelry to match your bracelets.” 
 
    I grabbed his arm and pulled him to his feet. Clapping and cheering behind me had me turning to face the dozen or so people standing outside the building. The elf hadn’t made any friends here after he’d robbed so many people. 
 
    Picking up the toboggan, I gave the onlookers a tight smile and walked the elf to my Jeep. He balked at the sight of the iron cage in the back, but I was a little short on sympathy. These days, I wasn’t particularly fond of elves who broke the law. Every time I saw a male elf, I thought it could be Rogin or Kardas, who were probably on the other side of the world by now. I hated that I was letting those assholes get into my head, but I didn’t know how to stop it. 
 
    Once I had the elf secured in the cage, I shut the rear door and carried the toboggan back to the girl. “Thanks. I couldn’t have done that without you.” 
 
    “That was the most amazing thing I ever saw!” She glowed with excitement as she handed me my ID. “I’m going to be a bounty hunter just like you when I grow up.” 
 
    I glanced at her mother, who looked horrified by the idea. Some of my favorite people in the world were hunters, and I was tempted to speak up on their behalf. Instead, I said, “I bet you’ll be a great one.” 
 
    I walked back to the Jeep. I was about to open my door when I spotted a lone figure watching me with an unreadable expression from the other side of the street. A knot formed in my stomach as anger and a dart of fear went through me. What the hell was he doing here? 
 
    My cold gaze met Conlan’s. This was the first time I’d laid eyes on him or any of his friends since that morning in Rogin’s basement, and I wasn’t foolish enough to think this was a coincidence. If I’d learned anything about Lukas and his men, it was that they did nothing without purpose. 
 
    Whatever the reason, I wanted nothing to do with it or them. They’d gotten what they wanted, and in the end, so had I. As far as I was concerned, Prince Vaerik and his royal guard were a part of my past, and that was where they were going to stay. 
 
    Breaking our stare, I got into the Jeep. I didn’t cast another glance in Conlan’s direction, but I could feel his gaze on me as I drove out of the parking lot. It wasn’t until I was a few blocks away that I was able to breathe normally again, but I couldn’t stop worrying about what his sudden appearance meant for my family and me. 
 
    At the gym, later that afternoon, I was so distracted my trainer kept yelling at me to keep my head in the game. Maren was an ex-MMA fighter who’d gotten two world titles under her belt before she’d had to retire because of a spine injury. She was my parents’ trainer and in high demand, but she had agreed to take me on when I’d called her two weeks ago. She said I was a natural like my father, but I had a lot of work ahead of me. 
 
    “You call that a high kick?” she taunted. “My great aunt Franny can do better.” 
 
    I scowled at her and resumed my attack on the bag with renewed vigor, despite the fact I’d been going at this for almost an hour. If I didn’t put a hundred and ten percent into each workout, she would tack on something extra, like fifty pushups or a plank challenge. She was sweet like that. 
 
    I finished up the bag routine with a series of jabs and then rested my wrapped hands on my knees to catch my breath. Maren handed me my water bottle, and I gulped the water greedily. 
 
    “Ready for round two?” she asked. 
 
    I glared so hard at her she burst out laughing, her teeth a brilliant white in contrast with her dark skin. 
 
    She tossed me a towel. “Good job, kiddo.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I wiped my sweaty face and neck as I watched two regulars sparring in the ring. It reminded me of the times I’d come by the gym to watch Dad working with Maren, and I wondered how long it would be until he could step into the ring again. 
 
    Maren unwrapped my hands. “Your Mom and Dad are strong, Jesse. They’ll be back on their feet in no time.” 
 
    “I know.” I met her understanding gaze as my phone rang. I rarely let it out of my sight these days in case there was a call from the hospital. I snatched it up, and my heart thumped when I saw the hospital’s number. “Hello?”  
 
    “Jesse, this is Patty,” said a woman’s voice. No last name was necessary because I’d spoken to the nurse almost every day in the last two weeks. “Dr. Reddy asked me to call you and let you know your father is awake.” 
 
    “He’s awake?” I shouted. Dr. Reddy had told me they would start to wean my parents off the sedation drugs this week, but I hadn’t expected either of them to wake up this quickly. “Thank you! I’ll be there as soon as I can.” 
 
    I smiled so wide at Maren my face hurt. “Dad’s awake! I have to go.” 
 
    Laughing, she grabbed my arm as I spun toward the exit. “Maybe you should shower and change first.” 
 
    “Oh.” I looked down at my sweaty sports bra and leggings and made a face. “That might be a good idea.” 
 
    I showered in record time, and ten minutes later, I waved goodbye to Maren as I ran out the door. The bitterly cold air stole my breath, and I was glad for the wool cap I’d pulled on over my damp hair. 
 
    It seemed to take forever to get to the hospital, and I nearly plowed into two people as I ran from the Jeep to the hospital entrance. Instead of waiting for the elevator, I raced up the four flights of stairs and emerged on the floor, panting from my mad dash. 
 
    Nurses smiled and waved at me as I hurried past them. I was a daily visitor, and they all knew me. Even the agent stationed outside my parents’ room greeted me with an austere tilt of his head. 
 
    Two days after my parents had been admitted to the hospital, they were moved to a private room, and an agent had arrived to stand guard outside their door. I’d wondered why the Agency would place a protective detail on two bounty hunters until I had gone in to give my full statement about what had happened. They’d questioned me for hours, and they had been particularly interested in hearing about the Seelie royal guard’s involvement in my parents’ disappearance. I couldn’t tell them why the guard had taken my parents, and the Agency was hoping to get answers when they woke up. 
 
    Having an armed agent on guard did little to ease my worry about my parents’ safety. The Seelie guard weren’t just any faeries, and if they wanted to get to my mom and dad, no agent was going to stop them. I’d reached out to Tennin because I’d learned it was he whom my parents had trusted to ward our apartment, but whenever I called him, his voice mail said he was in Faerie, with no mention of when he would return. 
 
    Dr. Reddy was in the room, which had been rearranged to accommodate two beds. He looked up from checking on my father and came over to meet me at the door. My gaze was fixed on the man in the hospital bed. He was lying on his back, and from here, I couldn’t tell if his eyes were open. 
 
    “Jesse,” Dr. Reddy said in a low voice, drawing my attention to him. “Your father’s awake, but I want to remind you he is very confused. Don’t be alarmed if he doesn’t respond to you at first. That might take a day.” 
 
    I peered around him at my father. “He hasn’t spoken yet?” 
 
    “No. But that is normal in a case like this.” 
 
    “Has anyone told him what happened?” I asked. 
 
    The doctor shook his head. “He’s too confused to process much right now. You can tell him if he asks, but keep it simple so you don’t overwhelm him.” 
 
    “Okay.” I let out a breath. “What about my mother? Will she wake up today, too?”  
 
    “She hasn’t shown any signs of waking. It could be another day or two.” The doctor adjusted his stethoscope around his neck. “I’ll stop by after my rounds to check in.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I walked over to my father, who appeared to be asleep. He looked the same as he had on every other visit, except for the noticeable absence of the feeding tube. I laid my hand over his cool, dry one that felt nothing like the strong, warm hand I was used to. “I’m here, Dad.” 
 
     His eyelids fluttered and lifted to reveal the blue eyes I’d waited almost two months to see again. 
 
    “Dad?” 
 
    A crease formed in his brow, and I could see his eyes moving as he stared at the ceiling. I squeezed his hand gently, and he slanted a dazed look at me. My chest constricted when I saw no hint of recognition in his eyes, and I had to remind myself of what the doctor had said. 
 
    For a long moment, I stood beside his bed, holding his hand. I wanted so much to hug him, but I was afraid it would upset him in his current state. For now, I’d have to be content with knowing he was coming back to us. 
 
    I looked around for the chair I used on my visits and saw it in the corner. Letting go of his hand, I went to pull the chair over beside his bed. 
 
    A garbled sound from him had me running back to the bed. “I’m here.” 
 
    He looked at me, and this time he tilted his head in my direction to see me better. My breath caught when his mouth formed a word. “Jesse.” 
 
    I leaned down for the hug I desperately needed. “I missed you so much,” I whispered against his chest. He didn’t speak, but a few seconds later, his hand came to rest on my back. The comforting weight made me feel like a part of me that had been lost had come back. 
 
    Reluctantly, I let him go and straightened. Warmth flooded me when he gave me a weak smile and reached for my hand holding the bed rail. I grasped his larger hand and fought back the tears that threatened. I had to be strong for him and Mom and show them all they needed to worry about was getting better. 
 
    “Mom?” His voice was barely audible, but the worry in his eyes said what he could not. 
 
    “She’s right here.” I stepped back and pointed to the bed behind me. “The doctor said she’ll wake up soon.” 
 
    He strained to lift his head so he could see my mother lying in the other bed. I knew the moment he saw her because his face softened, and his whole body seemed to relax. He returned his gaze to me. “How…long?” 
 
    I hesitated to answer, unsure if he was asking how long they’d been here or how long they’d been missing. 
 
    His fingers flexed around mine. “How…long…gone?” 
 
    “A month.” Shock flashed in his eyes, and I gauged his reaction before I added, “You were found two weeks ago, and you’ve been in the hospital ever since.” 
 
    He frowned at the ceiling as if he was trying to remember, and I could see him getting frustrated when the memories wouldn’t come. I squeezed his hand. “It’s the drugs. The doctor said it could take a while for your memories to come back.” 
 
    The crease in his brow disappeared as he looked at me again. “You… Finch?” 
 
    “We’re doing great. I’ve been sneaking him in to see you when I can. He’s going to give me hell for not bringing him today.” 
 
    My father smiled, and it was in that moment I knew he would be okay. He had a difficult road ahead, but if anyone was strong enough to do it, it was him. 
 
    I spent the next half hour reassuring him things were okay at home, carefully omitting anything about my new career and most of what had been happening in my life while he was gone. When I left out the bounty hunting, my search for them, and Lukas, there wasn’t a whole lot left to tell, but he seemed too confused from the drugs to notice. 
 
    After a while, his face took on a pinched expression, and I could see he was in pain. He would never admit that, so I told him I was going to get some water, and I left the room in search of a nurse. I found Gloria, one of the regular nurses on this floor, and she consulted with Dr. Reddy about how much pain medicine my father was allowed to have. 
 
    I was waiting for her to end the call when I spotted a familiar figure emerging from the stairwell.  
 
    “Tennin.” I hurried toward him. “You got my messages.” 
 
    He arched an eyebrow. “Yes, all twenty-eight of them.” 
 
    I smiled. I’d called him twice a day for the last two weeks, and I didn’t feel the least bit guilty for filling up his voice mail. 
 
    “Your messages didn’t tell me much beyond that you’d found your parents and needed a ward placed on them. Do you want to fill me in?” 
 
    I nodded and looked around for somewhere to talk. The small waiting area wasn’t exactly private, but it was empty, and it would have to do. Keeping my voice low, I gave him a condensed version of what had happened at Rogin’s. 
 
    After everything had gone down, I’d realized Tennin had known Lukas’s identity all along. Lukas was an Unseelie prince after all. I didn’t hold it against Tennin because I understood faeries were loyal to their royals. And it wasn’t as if he hadn’t tried to warn me away from Lukas and his men. 
 
    “Now you see why I need a protective ward on my parents,” I said when I was done. 
 
    Tennin pursed his lips. “My wards are very strong, but Queen Anwyn’s guard is ruthless. If they do come after your parents, you’ll want the strongest protection available.” 
 
    “Meaning what?” Fear sliced through me. Was he saying his magic couldn’t stop the royal guard? 
 
    “Meaning, I’ll have to add several layers of protection.” He smiled. “Don’t worry. You think your mother and father would let me ward your home if my wards weren’t some of the best?” 
 
    We walked to my parents’ room as Gloria came out and gave me a reassuring smile. The staff here was wonderful, and I’d miss them when my parents were moved to the treatment facility. 
 
    The agent posted outside the door put up a hand to stop us. “No unauthorized visitors allowed inside.” 
 
    “Tennin is a family friend, and he’s here at my request,” I told him. 
 
    The Agent shook his head. “No authorization, no entry.” 
 
    I crossed my arms. “Then call your superior and have them authorize him because he is going to enter that room.” 
 
    The two of us were locked in a stare down for a good ten seconds, until he nodded curtly and pulled out a phone. Tennin and I walked a few paces away while he made the call. 
 
    Tennin let out a low whistle when we were out of earshot. “You’ve come a long way from the girl who showed up at my place in November, and I feel compelled to add you’re hot when you’re bossy.” 
 
    I ignored his “hot” comment. “I’m not that girl anymore.” 
 
    “I think you are. A little jaded, maybe, but I still see her.” 
 
    Uncomfortable with his scrutiny, I changed the subject. “My father doesn’t know about my hunting or my involvement in their rescue. I’d appreciate it if you didn’t mention any of that around him.” 
 
    “You don’t think he’ll find out eventually?” 
 
    “I plan to tell him, but not until he’s stronger.” I glanced toward the room. “The drugs are messing with his head, and I don’t want to upset him.” 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    The agent walked over to us. “You have permission to go in,” he said to Tennin. 
 
    I smiled at the agent. “Thank you.” 
 
    He gave his customary nod and went back to his post outside the door. 
 
    I crossed the hallway and entered the room. Walking to my father’s bed, I found him sleeping peacefully, thanks to the pain meds Gloria had administered. It killed me to know this would be his life for the immediate future, but there was no other way to recover from a goren addiction. 
 
    I turned to look at Tennin, who was frowning in the doorway. “You can come in.” 
 
    He waved a hand through the air, and a stream of pale green magic flowed from his fingertips and immediately dissipated. Taking a step into the room, he repeated the action with the same result. He pressed his lips together and finally met my gaze. “Your parents have already been warded.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Tennin nodded absently as he felt for the ward again. “And it’s a strong one, more powerful than mine.” 
 
    “Who would do that?” Other than me, the only people determined to protect my parents were the Agency, and they hadn’t mentioned a ward. 
 
    He didn’t answer right away. “Your mother and father have many bounty hunter friends. Perhaps one of them hired someone to ward your parents.” 
 
    My gaze swept the room as if I would spot the answer hiding in one of the corners. “It’s possible, but why wouldn’t they tell me? And how did they get in? The Agency has been guarding my parents around the clock.” 
 
    “That I cannot answer.” He swiped his hand through the air again as if testing the ward. “But this is the best ward money can buy. It will stop any attack from human or faerie. A bomb could go off in this room, and your parents wouldn’t get a scratch.” 
 
    “But it doesn’t keep faeries out if you’re able to come in.” 
 
    He put a hand to his chin. “It’s a very complex ward, made up of multiple layers. It would only allow me entry when you asked me to come in, and I suspect only you or your parents can invite a faerie in.” 
 
    Shock mingled with my relief. My parents were safe, but I had no idea who would go through this trouble for them.  
 
    Tennin smiled. “I guess my work here is done.” 
 
    “Wait. The old ward you did at my apartment required an incantation to let faeries in. This one doesn’t?” 
 
    “This is far more advanced than that one. You only have to invite a faerie into the room.” 
 
    “Like inviting a vampire in,” I said dryly, and he laughed. 
 
    I walked over to him. “Mom and Dad will be moved to the treatment facility in Long Island in a few days. Will you ward their room at the facility when they go there?” 
 
    “That won’t be necessary. When I said your parents were warded, I meant the magic is attached to them, not the room. The ward will stay with them wherever they go.” 
 
    I gaped at him. “You can ward a person?” 
 
    “If you know what you’re doing, yes. It’s not common knowledge, but many of your world leaders have body wards to protect them from assassination.” 
 
    “What about your royals? Are they warded, too?” I thought about the assassination attempt on Prince Vaerik that I’d help thwart. Had he been safe all along? 
 
     “Our own magic interferes with other magic, so wards don’t work on us.” Tennin smirked. “Except to keep us out.” 
 
    I digested this new bit of knowledge. “There is so much I don’t know.” 
 
    Tennin looked past me at my sleeping parents. “For a girl who doesn’t know much, you’ve done well. I’ll admit I didn’t have high expectations at first, and I’ve never been so happy to be proven wrong.” He lowered his voice. “Don’t tell your mother and father that I sent you to Teg’s.” 
 
    I laughed at his look of mock terror. “Your secret’s safe with me.” 
 
    He said he had to leave, and I walked him to the stairway exit since he hated to use the elevator.  
 
    “Tennin?” I said when we reached the door. 
 
    “What’s on your mind, Jesse?” 
 
    “Do you know if…?” I pressed my lips together as I thought of how to voice my question. “Can you tell me if Faris is okay? I understand if you can’t talk about him. I’d just like to know he made it.” 
 
    Surprise flickered in his eyes. “I haven’t heard anything, but if he had died, it would have been announced at court.” 
 
    I let out a breath. “That’s good to know.” 
 
    He tilted his head to study me. “You’re not going to ask about Lukas?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “If that’s all then.” He reached for the door. 
 
    “There is one more thing. Do you have time to redo the ward at my apartment while you’re in town?”  
 
    He let go of the doorknob. “You have no ward at home? What happened to the one I created for your parents?” 
 
    “It was kind of destroyed when Conlan created a ward on the apartment.” 
 
    “You should be good then. His magic is as strong as mine, maybe stronger.” 
 
    I shifted uncomfortably. “His ward also lets him and his friends enter my home whenever they want.” 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    “Exactly. I hired another faerie when I couldn’t get you, but he wasn’t able to take down Conlan’s ward.” 
 
    “I’m not surprised.” He stroked his chin. “I’ll come by in a few days and see what I can do.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I didn’t ask him how much it would cost because I already knew it wouldn’t be cheap. A ward like his old one could run upward of five thousand dollars, but leaving things as they were was not an option. I tried not to think of my other expenses, such as the building’s intermittent water pressure problems that were most likely going to require a very expensive plumber. 
 
    “Okay then.” Tennin opened the door. “I’m out of here. Prince Rhys is in town, and I found out where he’s having dinner tonight.” 
 
    “Of course, you did.” 
 
    He smirked. “See you around, Jesse.” 
 
      
 
    *     *     * 
 
    “Jesse, you haven’t listened to a word I’ve said.” 
 
    Violet’s exasperated voice broke my concentration, and I glanced up from my task. “Sorry. But you were amazing the first four times you ran through the lines. I didn’t think you needed me to listen again.” 
 
    Her scowl transformed into a pleased smile. “You’re just saying that.” 
 
    “You’re fishing for compliments. You know those lines so well you can probably say them in your sleep. Like I told you an hour ago, those people are idiots if they don’t give you that part.” 
 
    “You’re right.” She tossed the pages she’d been reading on the coffee table and sank down on the other end of the couch to grin at me. “How long have you been at that?” 
 
    I shrugged and adjusted the position of the pick I was using to free myself from the shackles on my wrists. “About an hour.” 
 
    “I thought you’d already figured out how to pick every lock in this place, Miss Smarty Pants.” 
 
    “Every normal lock. These are Agency shackles, and the lock is a lot more complicated. I’ve been working on them for the last few days, and I’m determined to get it tonight.” 
 
    In addition to training with Maren, I’d dedicated time each day to practicing with my parents’ weapons and mastering my lockpicking skills. I had also been going through Mom’s computer files that detailed every one of their jobs. Her notes were meticulous. If she and Dad ever wanted to retire from hunting, they could make a killing writing how-to books. 
 
    Violet snorted indelicately. “You expecting the Agency to arrest you?” 
 
    “Not anymore, but it never hurts to be prepared for any situation. I… Ow!” I rubbed my ear as I glared up at the tree house across the room. There was no sign of Finch, but I knew the little brat was watching me from behind the vines that covered his house. “Stop that!” 
 
    “Why is your brother throwing peanuts at you?” Violet asked, not trying to hide her amusement. 
 
    “He’s sulking because I went to the hospital without him to see Dad.” I raised my voice. “And if he doesn’t behave, I might not take him tomorrow.” 
 
    An indignant whistle came from the tree house, and I bent my head to hide my smile. I’d never follow through on that threat, but it was enough to make him stop trying to injure me. 
 
    Violet snickered and picked up the TV remote. She turned on the TV and flipped through the channels while I went back to trying to pick the shackle lock. 
 
    “Did the doctor say when your mom and dad will be moved to the treatment facility?” 
 
    “Not for another week, at least.”  
 
    As much as I wanted my parents to get better, I wasn’t looking forward to the move. Dr. Reddy had informed me last week that the facility limited family visits to only one a week for the first month. I was already trying to figure out a way around that restriction, more for Finch’s sake than mine. He was going to be crushed when he found out he couldn’t go see them every day. 
 
    “Once again, here is tonight’s top story,” said a female voice from the television. I looked up at the breaking news headline scrolling across the bottom of the screen beneath a live aerial view of a big house in Hollywood hills. “Jackson Chase has died. The twenty-one-year-old actor, who famously began an exclusive relationship with Princess Nerissa last summer, died earlier today during an apparent failed conversion.” 
 
    Violet and I shared a stunned look before turning our attention back to the television. The news anchor tried unsuccessfully to maintain a solemn expression, but the gleam in her eyes betrayed her excitement as she recited the limited details they had about the star’s death. As she spoke, a clip played that showed agents leading a sobbing dark-haired faerie from the house. 
 
    “Is that the princess?” I asked. 
 
    Violet nodded and placed a hand on her throat. “She looks totally destroyed.” 
 
    I swung my gaze back to the news report that was replaying the same footage on a loop. “Why would they risk it?” 
 
    Violet wiped away a tear. “They were in love. I guess they couldn’t bear the thought of not being together.” 
 
    “But he was too old. They had to know it would never work.” 
 
    “Love makes you do crazy things.” Violet shook her head sadly. “Poor Princess Nerissa. What do you think will happen to her?” 
 
    I lifted a shoulder. “Nothing. She’ll probably just be sent home.” 
 
    It didn’t matter that the princess had broken the law and violated numerous treaties. She was Fae royalty and not subject to punishment in our realm, no matter how serious the crime. And there were few crimes more grievous than an unsanctioned conversion. 
 
    Conversion was a simple term for the process to change a human into a faerie. It was so dangerous that it was illegal unless permission was granted by a member of the Fae monarchy. In the rare event that it was allowed, there were certain conditions that had to be met.  
 
    The first condition was that the human had to be sixteen or younger. Once the body finished puberty, the risk of it rejecting the change increased exponentially. The younger the human, the greater their chance of survival.  
 
    The second was that the child had to be terminally ill. No healthy children were allowed, and there were no exceptions. 
 
    The third condition was that only a royal could perform the conversion because of the amount of magic required. Not all royals were created equal, so only faeries with the bluest blood were powerful enough to attempt it. 
 
    Even if all conditions were met, there was still a risk of the child not surviving the change. To my knowledge, there had been only nineteen successful conversions in the thirty years the Fae had lived among us. All of the children had been under the age of sixteen. 
 
    Violet lowered the volume on the television. “I know what she did was wrong, but I feel so bad for her. If I were in Jackson Chase’s shoes, I might have done the same thing.” 
 
    “No, you wouldn’t.” When we were younger, she used to talk about what it would be like to be a faerie, but she never would have left her parents or me.” 
 
    She sighed. “You’re right. My life is too awesome to risk it.” 
 
    I snorted and went back to trying to free myself from the shackles. I had barely fitted the pick into the lock when my phone vibrated on the couch beside me. I looked down at the screen and frowned at the Agency insignia displayed there. Picking up the phone, I logged into their secure app and read the message I’d received. 
 
    “Something wrong?” Violet asked. 
 
    “It’s a notification to go to the Plaza tomorrow for an important announcement.” I set the phone down. “The only other time I got one of those messages, it was about the two kelpies in the East River.” 
 
    She pursed her lips. “You don’t think it has something to do with Jackson Chase, do you?” 
 
    I resumed work on the shackles. “They already know what happened, so I can’t see why they’d involve us. Plus, something that high level would be handled by the Agency.” 
 
    She started flipping through channels again, and it was no surprise to see most of them were covering the Jackson Chase story. This was as big as Prince Rhys’s debut last month, maybe bigger, and people would be talking about it for a long time. 
 
    I held my breath when my pick found a mechanism inside the lock that I hadn’t noticed in all my hours of trying to pick the shackles. It was cleverly hidden behind the row of pins I’d been working on for what seemed like forever, and it moved when I nudged it carefully with the pick.  
 
    My stomach fluttered when the tiny lever clicked into place, and I eagerly went back to the pins. Seconds later, I let out a triumphant whoop when the shackles sprang open. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    “Jesse, over here,” Trey called when I entered the crowded lobby of the Plaza the next morning. Looking around, I found him and Bruce standing off to my far right, and I headed over to join them. 
 
    Bruce smiled broadly. “I heard your father woke up yesterday. How is he?” 
 
    “He’s still a bit out of it, but the doctor said that will pass. I’m going to see him and Mom tonight. The doctor said she’ll wake up soon.” 
 
    “Tell them they are missed,” Bruce said. 
 
    I leaned against the wall beside him. “If you want, I’ll try to get you added to their visitor list.” 
 
    “I’d like that.” 
 
    “Dad would, too.” I scanned the lobby, seeing a lot of familiar faces and a few new ones. “You know what this meeting is about?” 
 
    “No idea.” Bruce’s brow furrowed, and I followed his gaze to the main entrance where three agents had entered the lobby. My lip curled at the sight of Agent Curry, whom I’d had some not-so-pleasant dealings with last month. The fact that he’d freed me from the cage in Rogin’s basement hadn’t made me forget how determined he’d been to prove my parents were guilty of crimes they didn’t commit. 
 
    I recognized one of the men as his partner, Agent Ryan. The third man looked familiar, but I couldn’t place him. The way he walked in front of the other two agents told me he was in charge. 
 
    “Do you know who that is?” I asked Bruce. 
 
    “Ben Stewart.” Bruce watched the agents cross the lobby. “He runs the New York Special Crimes division.” 
 
    “I knew I recognized him from somewhere.” Ben Stewart was Agent Curry’s boss and the person who had ordered Curry to stop harassing me after Violet’s mother had talked to him on my behalf. I’d seen him in passing when I went to the Agency to give my statement two weeks ago, but he hadn’t spoken to me. I wondered why the Agency’s head of Special Crimes was at the Plaza. 
 
    The elevator opened, and Levi Solomon got off, along with the other bond agents who worked in the building. They shook hands with the three agents and conversed for a few minutes before they turned to face the room. 
 
    Ben Stewart stepped forward, and everyone grew quiet as an air of anticipation filled the lobby. Whatever he was going to say had to be big to summon us all here like this. 
 
    “Thank you all for coming today,” said the sandy-haired man who looked to be in his early thirties. He went on to introduce himself and his two companions before he finally got to the reason for his visit. “What I’m about to share with you is highly classified information. Something of this nature is normally handled within the Agency, but the need for expediency requires us to utilize all available resources.” 
 
    Translation: they were looking for someone or something, and they had hit a dead end, so they were calling in the cavalry. 
 
    The agent cleared his throat. “Six months ago, a sacred religious artifact was stolen from a temple in Faerie and brought to our realm. The faeries asked for our help in locating it, but our investigation has turned up nothing substantial so far. The disappearance has been kept under wraps, but the artifact is part of an important Fae religious ceremony that will take place this spring. This makes its retrieval one of our top priorities.” 
 
    Quiet murmurs spread throughout the room in the short pause before he continued. I held my breath as I waited to hear what he would say next.  
 
    “The artifact is called the ke’tain, and it’s a small stone roughly the size of a walnut,” he said. 
 
    My hand automatically went to the small stone hidden in my hair.  
 
    Ben Stewart continued. “The stone is round and closely resembles blue labradorite. The difference is that the ke’tain will glow when you touch it. It also has a distinct energy signature that can be detected by Fae magic. We’ll be issuing sensors tuned to pick up the ke’tain’s signature. There are no photographs of the ke’tain, but we have an artist rendering we will be sending to each of you. You should receive it in the next thirty minutes.” 
 
    “What the heck is labradorite?” Trey whispered, but neither Bruce nor I answered him. I’d never heard of it or the ke’tain. 
 
    A dozen hands shot up, and Ben Stewart pointed at one of the hunters. “Go ahead.” 
 
    “Is this thing dangerous to humans? Do we need to take special precautions with it?” 
 
    “The ke’tain is harmless to us.” The agent answered before he pointed at someone else. 
 
    “Does the Agency think there is a connection between this and the death of Jackson Chase?” another man asked. 
 
    “No. The ke’tain’s power is lethal to faeries. If Princess Nerissa had used the ke’tain, she would be dead.” 
 
    Kim, one of the few female hunters I knew, raised her hand. “Have you called us in because you think the ke’tain is in New York?” 
 
    Ben Stewart shook his head. “All we know is that the ke’tain is no longer in Faerie, which means it could be anywhere in our realm. Bounty hunters all over the US and the world are getting the same information I’m giving you now. That said, New York is one of the top five locations in the world for travel to and from Faerie, so it’s highly likely the ke’tain was brought here.” 
 
    “Can you tell us more about the artifact?” Kim called over the voices firing questions at Stewart. “Any reason why someone would want it? That might give us an idea about where to look.” 
 
    The agent seemed to think about how to answer her. “Faeries say the ke’tain contains actual breath from their goddess, and the word ke’tain translates to goddess breath. It’s one of several religious objects used in a celebration to Aedhna, and it’s never been removed from the temple until now. 
 
    “The ke’tain would have no meaning to a human, unless they were a collector of Fae antiquities. We’ve been focusing one of our investigations on known collectors and black market sellers.” 
 
    Something niggled at my mind, but there was no time to dwell on it because Ben Stewart was still speaking. 
 
    “We’ve also been watching several Court faeries of interest, but that has been tricky because of the treaties protecting them. Unless we have solid evidence proving they have committed a crime, we are limited in what we can do.” 
 
    I scowled. Here was another glaring example of how unfair the laws were that governed faeries in our realm. The authorities wouldn’t think twice about entering the home of a lower faerie, but Court faeries were held to a completely different standard. They didn’t have total immunity like their royals, but it was the next best thing. This was why I planned to study law. I wanted to fight for the rights of all faeries, not just the privileged. 
 
    “What is the bounty for this?” asked a gruff voice that belonged to Kim’s brother and hunting partner, Ambrose. Leave it to him to get right down to business. 
 
    Trey leaned over to speak in my ear. “I bet it’s a level Five.” 
 
    A level Five? A thrill went through me at the possibility. I’d learned that the bounty for a Five was an insane fifty thousand dollars, and not even Mom and Dad had ever brought in one of those.  
 
    Ben Stewart cleared his throat. “The ke’tain is irreplaceable, and it’s imperative that it is returned to Faerie as soon as possible. Therefore, the job has been classified as a level Six with a bounty of one hundred thousand dollars.” 
 
    My jaw fell as the room erupted in a clamor of voices. Next to me, Trey whooped so loudly it made my ears ring.  
 
    Rubbing my ear, I turned to Bruce, who looked as dumbstruck as I was. “I’ve never heard of a Six.” 
 
    He scratched his chin. “Because there’s never been a Six until now.” 
 
    “Are you going to join the search?” I asked him as I watched people talking excitedly among themselves while the agents tried in vain to restore order to the room.  
 
    I’d be lying if I said I didn’t want that bounty. One hundred thousand dollars would support my family until my parents were able to come back to work, and it would help pay for the repairs needed on our building. But that much money made people crazy. If bounty hunters were competitive over level Three and Four jobs, what would they be like for a one-hundred-thousand-dollar payout?  
 
    Trey snorted. “Of course, we’re going after it. Aren’t you?” He quieted and gave me the side-eye. “You don’t have any ideas about where it is, do you?” 
 
    I shot him an incredulous look. “I heard about it five minutes ago. How would I know anything about it?” 
 
    “Because you’re super brainy and read all those books,” he said in a tone that was almost accusatory. He still hadn’t gotten over that whole bunnek incident. 
 
    “Sorry to disappoint you, but none of the books I’ve read mentioned the ke’tain or any Fae artifacts.”  
 
    Trey looked only slightly mollified. “But you are going after the bounty?” 
 
    “I don’t know yet. I could probably pick up a ton of other jobs while everyone else is focused on this one.” The competition for the ke’tain job was going to be fierce, and I’d take guaranteed income over the slim chance of a big payout. 
 
    Bruce nodded approvingly. “That’s smart thinking. We might do the same.” 
 
    Trey spun to face his father. “You can’t be serious.” 
 
    “We’ll discuss it when we know more about this,” Bruce replied. 
 
    “Jesse,” called a male voice.  
 
    I turned my head to see two young men shouldering their way through the crowd toward us. Aaron and Adrian Mercer were identical twins with blond, curly hair and hazel eyes, and they were both built like linebackers. They had been in Trey’s class, and we’d always gotten along, although we’d never hung out outside of school. Like me, their mother and father were bounty hunters, and for as long as I could remember, they’d talked about following in their parents’ footsteps. 
 
    “Crazy stuff, huh?” Aaron grinned at me. I knew it was him because of the tiny bump in his nose where it had been broken in high school. Before the break, no one had been able to tell them apart. 
 
    Adrian stood beside his twin, the two of them forming a wall between me and the rest of the room. “We wanted to get to you before anyone else.” 
 
    “Get to me?” 
 
    They nodded in perfect unison, making them look comically robotic. 
 
    “To ask you to partner with us for the job,” Aaron said as if it should be obvious. “Everyone knows how smart you are, and they’ll all want you on their team.” 
 
    Adrian flexed his impressive biceps. “The three of us would make a killer team. You’ll be the brains, and we’ll be the brawn.” 
 
    Trey stepped closer, crowding me. “Jesse isn’t going after the ke’tain, so you’re wasting your time.” 
 
    “I didn’t say that.” I elbowed him in the ribs. 
 
    He rubbed his side. “Well, if you do, it makes the most sense for you to work with Dad and me.” 
 
    “We asked her first, Fowler.” Aaron scowled at Trey, reminding me they hadn’t been the best of friends in school. I couldn’t remember the particulars, but I was pretty sure it had to do with a girl they’d both liked. 
 
    “Boys,” Bruce called sharply. “Back off, and give Jesse room to breathe. She can speak for herself, and if she wants to partner with any of you, she’ll let you know.” 
 
    I shot Bruce a grateful look as the Mercer twins backed up a step.  
 
    “Sorry, Jesse,” Adrian mumbled. “Got carried away.” 
 
    I smiled at them. “I’m flattered you asked, but I haven’t decided yet what I’m going to do.” 
 
    Aaron pulled a business card from his pocket and handed it to me. “This has our numbers if you decide to join us.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I took the card and stuck it in my back pocket. I could hear other hunters around us talking about forming teams to go after the ke’tain, and it felt like the day of the kelpie hunt all over again. Only this time, the bounty was much higher. The air in the room practically crackled with energy, and this was only the beginning. 
 
    No one else approached me to be on their team, but I did catch a few sizing me up. Whether they were viewing me as a collaborator or as competition, I had no idea. 
 
    It took a good twenty minutes for Ben Stewart to take command of the room again, and his first order of business was to remind us we were forbidden to share anything we’d learned here with the general public. Then he informed us the ke’tain sensors could be signed out at the Agency headquarters in Manhattan starting tomorrow.  
 
    The second he told us we were free to go, every phone in the room dinged or buzzed with an incoming message. I looked down at my phone and saw a drawing of a smooth, blue stone that appeared to glow from within. The image looked so real that I touched the screen before I realized what I was doing. Feeling foolish, I stuck my phone in my pocket. 
 
    Aaron and Adrian had wandered away, so I said my goodbyes to Trey and Bruce and headed for the exit. I had a bunch of errands to run this afternoon, but I might be able to squeeze in some research on the ke’tain before Finch and I went to the hospital this evening. It was a lot quieter there at night, and there was less of a chance of someone walking into the room and seeing him. 
 
    “James, wait.”  
 
    I stopped at the sound of Levi Solomon’s raspy voice and turned to watch the obese man lumber toward me. He was sweating and panting by the time he reached me, and I wondered how he hadn’t keeled over from a heart attack. 
 
    He waved his phone. “I know you’re probably running off to get a head start on the ke’tain job, but a level Two came in that needs to be handled as soon as possible and with some delicacy. I think you’d be perfect for it.” 
 
    “What kind of level Two?” I asked. 
 
    “A banti.” 
 
    “Oh.” My pulse leapt. I’d never seen a banti in real life, and it was on my list of jobs I wanted to do. Levi knew that, which was why he wore a devious little smile. 
 
    “Why would a banti job require delicacy?” I asked him. 
 
    He coughed wetly. “It’s at the Ralston, and they don’t exactly like bounty hunters hanging around. But you –” 
 
    “– don’t look like a bounty hunter,” I finished for him. 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    I sighed, mentally ticking off the errands I could postpone until tomorrow. “I’ll do it.” 
 
    “I thought so. I’ll email you the details as soon as I get to my office.” 
 
      
 
    *     *     * 
 
    “Thanks for helping me out on this,” I said to Violet as we entered the lobby of the Ralston two hours later. 
 
    “Are you kidding? I’m psyched to help you on an actual job.” She bounced on her toes as she looked around the elegantly-furnished white marble lobby. “Do you think we’ll see someone famous?” 
 
    “Maybe.” I smirked and immediately sobered when I remembered seeing Lukas here on my first visit to the hotel. He was the absolute last person I wanted to run into. 
 
    We approached the front desk, and I recognized the receptionist I’d talked to when I’d come looking for my parents. He hadn’t been too happy to assist me then, and he looked down his nose at me now. 
 
    “May I help you?” he asked in a haughty tone that suggested he’d rather do anything but. 
 
    I held up my ID. “Agency business. I was told to ask for the manager.” 
 
    His nose wrinkled as if he smelled something bad. “Ah, yes. One minute.” 
 
    He called someone, and I looked at Violet, who was taking in the grandeur around us. Her family was well off, but even their lifestyle was modest compared to this. The massive chandelier in the lobby was rumored to have cost more than one hundred thousand dollars, and I’d read there was an even bigger one in the ballroom. 
 
    “Jesse James?” 
 
    I turned to find a woman in her early thirties with short brown hair and wearing a dark blue suit walking toward us.  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I’m Marjorie Cooke, the day manager.” Her steps slowed, and she frowned when her eyes took in my black jeans, boots, and the short gray peacoat I’d borrowed from Mom’s closet. “You’re the bounty hunter?” 
 
    I smiled and held out my hand. “Yes.” 
 
    She shook my hand and looked past me at Violet. “And you?” 
 
    “I’m her apprentice.” 
 
    The manager gave a bemused nod as if she wasn’t quite sure what to make of us. “Please, come into the office.” 
 
    We followed her to the manager’s office. Once we’d shut the door, she sat behind the desk and invited us to take seats. 
 
    I spoke first. “I wasn’t given much information other than that you have a banti problem. What can you tell us about it?” 
 
    “It started two days ago that we know of. Some of the human guests were overheard complaining about having strange dreams. Last night, a family staying on the fifth floor reported an attack on their fourteen-year-old daughter. The father swears he saw a banti on her bed. They checked out immediately after the incident.” 
 
    Violet shuddered, and I barely hid my own revulsion. Banti would go after any sleeping human, but they loved tormenting teenagers the most. As if puberty wasn’t bad enough, we had to worry about some pint-sized Freddy Krueger wannabe giving us nightmares. 
 
    Marjorie clasped her hands on the desk. “The owner wants this taken care of as quickly and quietly as possible. We were assured you would be discreet.” 
 
    She didn’t need to tell us why the owner wanted this kept under wraps. Hotels used special wards to keep banti out, and the wards had to be redone every year. It looked like someone had dropped the ball on keeping theirs updated. The Ralston would lose their five-star rating and a lot of high-profile guests if word got out that they had a banti problem. 
 
    “We’re the soul of discretion,” Violet piped in. 
 
    I stood. “If you could give us access to the room where the incident occurred, we’ll get to work.” 
 
    The manager got up and took a card key from the desk. “It’s room 5017. I’ll show you to the stairs.” 
 
    “Can’t we use the elevator?” Violet asked as we left the office. 
 
    “We’d prefer that you were seen by as few guests as possible.” Marjorie led us down a hallway to a smaller, but no less elegant, lobby at the rear of the building where a huge, muscled security guard was stationed. I knew without asking that this was the entrance used by celebrities who didn’t want to deal with the paparazzi out front. 
 
    She handed the card key to me. “Call the front desk and let them know when you’re done. You can give Amos the key and leave by this exit.” 
 
    She turned to go back the way we’d come, and I headed for the door to the stairs on the right side of the lobby. Violet followed me, not speaking until we were alone in the stairwell. 
 
    “Do you always get treated like that when you go out on a job?” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    She huffed behind me. “Like you’re some dirty little secret.” 
 
    A laugh slipped from me at her indignation. “Most people are happy to see us, but it makes sense for the staff here to want to keep us out of sight.” 
 
    We emerged on the fifth floor and located 5017. I unlocked the door and pushed it open, and we gawked at the lavish suite before us. The main living area was decorated in warm cream and blue with velvet couches, white marble tables, and delicate crystal lamps I was afraid to touch. The room boasted its own glittering chandelier, and the drapes were drawn on large windows, giving us a wide view of the buildings lining the other side of the street. 
 
    I entered the suite, taking a moment to wipe my feet on the entry rug before stepping onto the polished wood floor. Setting down my duffle bag, I went to check out the bedrooms on either end of the main room. The rooms were identically furnished except for a king bed in one and a queen bed in the other. 
 
    “This must be the room the girl slept in,” I said as I ran a hand over the soft white duvet covering the queen bed. 
 
    Violet flopped down on the bed with a dreamy sigh. “I can’t wait to be famous and stay in places like this.” 
 
    I smiled at her unwavering conviction that she would make it in Hollywood someday. 
 
    She lifted her head to look at me. “So, what now?” 
 
    “Now we catch a banti.” I went back to the main room to get my bag and carried it to the bedroom, closing the door behind me. 
 
    “And how exactly do we do that? You never explained that part to me.” 
 
    “We bait a trap and lure it in.” Unzipping the bag, I pulled out a rolled-up pair of my pajamas and tossed them at her. “Put these on.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    I grinned as I took off my coat and laid it on a chair. “Because you’re the bait.” 
 
    Banti were most active at night, but they could be lured out during the day with the right enticement. Technically, Violet was still a teenager, and she was in the same bed the banti had visited last night. I was banking on him not being able to resist coming back for seconds. 
 
    “What? No way!” She leaped off the bed like it was on fire. “Why can’t you be the bait?” 
 
    “Well, for one, you can doze off at the drop of a hat, and the bait needs to be asleep. Two, snoring attracts them.” 
 
    “I don’t snore.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows at her, and she flushed. I continued as if I hadn’t been interrupted. “Three, one of us has to trap him, and I’m the best one to do that.” 
 
    “Fine.” Grumpily, she undressed. “But next time, I want full disclosure before I agree to help you on a job.” 
 
    “Deal.” I hid my smile as I took the things I needed from the bag. One of them was a real banti dream catcher, not one of the cheap knockoffs at the flea market. It had iron and muryan woven into it, and it was supposed to make the holder invisible to banti. I was about to find out if that was true. 
 
    The bedclothes rustled, and I looked over to see Violet lying in the middle of the bed with the cover pulled up to her chest.  
 
    “Relax.” I closed the drapes and turned off the lamp, throwing the room into semi-darkness. “I won’t let anything happen to you.” 
 
    She took a deep breath. “I know. But I have to warn you it might take me a little longer than usual to fall asleep.” 
 
    “Want me to sing you a lullaby?” 
 
    A snort came from the bed. “I thought the banti was supposed to give me nightmares.” 
 
    “Ha ha.” I walked over to a chair in the corner and sat. “Now be a good little girl and go to sleep.” 
 
    We fell quiet, except for the occasional sound of Violet shifting around. After thirty minutes, she stopped moving, and her soft snores filled the room. I smiled to myself and relaxed in the comfortable chair. All there was to do now was wait. 
 
    I occupied my time by thinking about the missing ke’tain. Why would a faerie steal one of their religious artifacts and take it from their realm? Understanding the motive behind that might be the best clue to where the ke’tain was now. There were collectors of Fae objects who would pay a lot of money for it, but Court faeries didn’t need money. Lower faeries weren’t wealthy, so money could be a motive for one of them. Would a lower faerie have access to the goddess’s temple? There was so much about their world I didn’t know, despite my extensive reading on all things Fae. 
 
    I hadn’t made up my mind yet on whether or not I was going after the ke’tain bounty. It was a lot of money, too much to dismiss lightly, but did I really want to take on something like this with everything else going on in my life? 
 
    I was saved from answering by an almost inaudible whoosh of air across the room. Peering through the gloom, I was just able to make out movement at the bottom of the door. I watched in fascinated horror as green fog poured into the room from beneath the door and slowly solidified into a distinguishable shape. The creature was barely eighteen inches tall with green skin and matted green hair, and it strongly resembled the goblin I’d brought in on my first job. 
 
    Once it was fully formed, the banti turned its head slowly as if scanning the room for a threat. I didn’t dare breathe when its beady yellow eyes stared straight at me, making goose bumps rise on my arms. Pictures didn’t do these guys justice. In the flesh, they were as creepy as hell, and looked like something out of the nightmares they wove. 
 
    A soft murmur drew his attention to the bed, and he crept soundlessly toward it. He disappeared from my view for a minute before he leaped lightly up onto the foot of the bed. Violet didn’t move, and the banti stood stock still watching her until she began to snore again. 
 
    It was all I could do to sit there as the ghoulish little faerie walked over to peer down at my sleeping friend. I almost came out of the chair when he climbed up to sit on her chest. My entire body was tensed to spring, but I couldn’t move too soon, or I would lose him. I had to wait until he started to weave the nightmare because that was when he would be most vulnerable. 
 
    He held his hands out over Violet’s face, and yellow magic flowed from his fingertips. It wafted down and was immediately inhaled into her partially open mouth. A twisted little smile curved his lips as she began to twitch and jerk in her sleep, her arms pinned to her sides like someone strapped down to a table. 
 
    Not yet, I told myself as the tension in my body ratcheted up with each second that little monster was touching my best friend. When I’d promised to keep her safe, I’d forgotten I would have to stand back and watch this until the time was right. 
 
    Violet let out a whimper in the throes of a nightmare, and the banti snickered gleefully, enraptured by her dream.  
 
    I shot up out of the chair and stalked silently to the bed, gripping a large butterfly net in both hands. Violet moaned in terror, and I stumbled into the foot of the bed, dropping the dream catcher. 
 
    I righted myself as the banti’s head did a one-eighty, and those sinister yellow eyes burned into mine. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Violet cried out again, breaking us from our stare down. The banti jumped off her chest and gave me a look of pure malice before his shape began to blur. 
 
    Oh, no. If he escaped, I’d never catch him, and I was not going to fail this job. Leaping across the bed, I sprawled over Violet’s legs and brought the net down over him. The second he was inside the net, I yanked on a string along the handle, and the opening of the net closed, trapping him. 
 
    The banti began to screech and thrash weakly in the net, but the thin iron threads sewn into the mesh prevented him from changing form and escaping. At the same time, Violet woke up screaming like the devil himself was after her. She wriggled out from beneath me and scrambled off the other side of the bed. 
 
    “Oh, my God!” She swiped at her face and chest as if she could remove the feel of the creature on her. 
 
    I took a step toward her, holding up the net. “It’s okay. We got him.” 
 
    Her eyes went impossibly round, and she backed up against the window. “Keep that thing away from me,” she screeched over the banti’s caterwauling.  
 
    My eardrums hurt from the noise coming from the two of them. Desperate for some relief, I sang a few bars of the first song that popped into my head. By the third line of “Shake It Off,” the banti looked like a limp doll inside the net, and Violet was staring at me with her mouth agape. 
 
    Still singing, I set the banti on the bed and opened the net. From my back pocket, I pulled a tiny iron-infused collar I’d stuffed in there earlier and fitted it around the faerie’s neck. The collar was designed for faeries too small for shackles, and it served the same purpose, with one added benefit. It rendered the wearer mute. 
 
    I stopped singing, and the banti opened his mouth to screech at me again, only to discover the wonders of the collar. His withering glare was enough to make me not want to sleep for a week. 
 
    “You had to sing my favorite Taylor Swift song,” Violet griped. “I’ll never be able to enjoy it again.” 
 
    “Sorry, but it was hard to think with all the racket.” I held back my smile. She’d be dancing around in her room to that song by tomorrow night. 
 
    She shuddered. “Why didn’t you sing when he showed up, before he got into my head?” 
 
    “Because I had no idea if it would work on him, and we could have lost him.” I carried the banti over to my duffle bag and put him into a small animal carrier I’d brought with me. I placed the plastic carrier in my duffle bag and looked over at Violet, who was already stripping out of my pajamas. She threw them at me, and I tucked them in around the carrier to cushion it. 
 
    Violet hurriedly dressed in her own clothes while I made sure I had all my gear stowed away. She didn’t speak again until we were in the hallway, walking toward the stairs. 
 
    “Despite having the single most horrible experience of my life, I have to say you’re a natural at this bounty hunting thing.” 
 
    “I’m sorry I put you through that. What was it like?” 
 
    She shivered and rubbed her arms. “You ever have one of those nightmares where you know you’re dreaming, but you can’t wake up? It was like that, only worse. I knew the banti was sitting on me, but I couldn’t move to get him off me. It felt like I was paralyzed.” 
 
    Remorse coiled in my stomach. “God, Vi. I never should have asked you to do that.” 
 
    “I knew what I was signing up for – sort of.” She smiled for the first time since she’d woken up. “Know that was my one and only banti hunt.” 
 
    I pushed open the door to the stairwell. “I’ll make it up to you.” 
 
    “Oh, I know you will,” she quipped as we started down the stairs. 
 
    We emerged on the first floor and walked over to Amos, who resembled a stone statue. The security guard didn’t move until we were directly in front of him, and even then, only his eyes shifted to take us in. 
 
    “Can you let Marjorie Cooke know the job has been finished?” I discreetly unzipped the duffle bag and let him see the angry banti in the pet carrier. 
 
    Barely batting an eye at the faerie, he pressed a button on his headset and spoke in a voice almost too low to hear.  
 
    Violet and I wandered a few feet away to wait for him to finish the call. We were looking at a large oil painting of Princess Titania when the exit door slid open and two blond male Court faeries dressed in black entered. I barely had time to wonder about their hostile expressions when Violet let out a strangled squeak.  
 
    I looked past the two faeries at a third male, and this one I recognized instantly. It was impossible not to when his face had been plastered on almost every magazine cover, billboard, and social media site for over a month.  
 
    I took a moment to study Prince Rhys. He already wore the bored, arrogant look of a celebrity who had spent too much time in the limelight. He was handsomer in person, but so was every other Court faerie. I could see nothing extraordinary that set him apart from them. 
 
    My gaze moved to the three unsmiling, dark-haired faeries behind him that made up the rest of his personal guard. A sliver of fear went through me when I thought of the Seelie royal guard who had taken my parents. Queen Anwyn’s guard was completely separate from her son’s, but that didn’t mean they weren’t working together. 
 
    The prince and his men stopped a dozen feet from Violet and me, and one of the blonds in the lead raked his icy stare over us as if assessing us for threats. His gaze took in my inexpensive attire and narrowed on my duffle bag.  
 
    “What is your business here?” he demanded. 
 
    His arrogance rankled me, but I kept my expression and voice neutral because I didn’t want any trouble. I’d had enough dealings with Fae royalty and their guards to last me a lifetime. 
 
    “I’m here on Agency business,” I said. 
 
    The other blond guard moved to block the prince from our view. “You do not look like an agent.” 
 
    “That’s because I’m not an agent. I’m a bounty hunter.” 
 
    His suspicious gaze shifted to Violet, who stood mutely at my side. “And her?” 
 
    “She’s my assistant.” I moved protectively in front of her. The last person I wanted paying any attention to my best friend was a member of the Seelie royal guard. 
 
    “I’ve never met a bounty hunter,” said a new voice. 
 
    “Your Highness…” protested a voice from the back as the prince shouldered past his guards to stand before me.  
 
    His five guards automatically formed a semicircle around him. I swallowed as I faced some of the deadliest faeries in the world, who looked ready to end me if I so much as blinked wrong. 
 
    I looked into the blue eyes of the prince and got the strangest feeling I’d met him before, which was absurd. I definitely would have remembered meeting the Seelie crown prince. 
 
    We stared at each other for a few seconds before his mouth curved into a smile that transformed his aristocratic face from aloof to boyishly charismatic.  
 
    “I am Prince Rhys of the Seelie Court,” he said as if there was anyone over the age of ten who wouldn’t recognize him by now. Reaching out, he took one of my hands in his long fingers and brought it to his lips. 
 
    “Jesse James.” I didn’t want to give my name, but it would be rude not to. Chances were his men would have me investigated the moment they were out of sight, and giving a fake name would only raise their suspicions. 
 
    “Like the outlaw?” At my look of surprise, his eyes sparkled with humor. “One of the things I like most about your world is your history. I particularly enjoy the stories of the Wild West.” His gaze moved to my hair, which I’d worn in a ponytail for this job, and lingered there for a few seconds. “Are all bounty hunters as lovely as you, Jesse James?” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows. “I don’t think the male hunters would appreciate being called lovely.” 
 
    Prince Rhys laughed. “I guess not.” He glanced over my shoulder. “And who is your quiet friend?” 
 
    Reluctantly, I moved to Violet’s side, giving the faeries a full view of her. “This is Violet. She’s helping me on a job today.” 
 
    “Two beautiful hunters. I must be goddess-blessed.” As he’d done with me, Prince Rhys lifted her hand to his lips and kissed it. 
 
    Violet made an incoherent sound. I slanted a look at her and found her staring dumbly at the prince. Biting back a grin, I discreetly elbowed her in the ribs. It was enough to shake her from her daze, and she smiled shyly at him. 
 
    “It’s…nice…to meet you,” she managed to utter. 
 
    “The pleasure is all mine.” His gaze returned to me. “I mean no offense, but are you really a bounty hunter? I must confess I imagined hunters were like the tough western lawmen.” 
 
    “I’m not offended. I get asked that all the time.” I pulled my ID card from my back pocket where I always kept it. His guards looked coiled to attack, and it reminded me of how wary Lukas and his men had been with me in the beginning. Shaking off the memory, I held up the card for them to see.  
 
    One of the blond guards took the card and studied it intently before subjecting me to the same scrutiny. “You don’t look strong enough to hunt.” 
 
    I shrugged because it wasn’t anything I hadn’t heard before. “Hunting isn’t only about strength and speed.” 
 
    “Jesse is super smart,” Violet squeaked. 
 
    The guard looked skeptical as he handed me my card, but the prince appeared to be even more intrigued. The last thing I wanted was the attention of another royal, especially one from Seelie.  
 
    I was trying to think of a way to extricate Violet and me from the encounter, when Amos called, “Miss James.” 
 
    Relief flooded me as I faced him. “Yes?” 
 
    “Miss Cooke said to thank you for your help.” He pointed to the exit. “You can leave through there when you’re ready.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I adjusted the duffle bag on my shoulder and turned back to Prince Rhys. “It was nice talking to you.” 
 
    His smile slipped. “You’re leaving?” 
 
    “Yes. Our work here is done.” 
 
    “Then you will stay as my guests for dinner,” he said imperiously as if that settled everything. “I wish to talk more and to hear about your job.” 
 
    All five of his men looked ready to object, but I beat them to it. “Thank you, but we have plans.” 
 
    “Surely you can change your plans for one evening.” Prince Rhys flashed me the same flirtatious smile I’d seen on TV that made women everywhere swoon. He was charming, but I felt no attraction to him. Lukas had made sure I wouldn’t want another faerie again. 
 
    I shook my head. “I’m afraid I can’t. It’s a family obligation.” 
 
    His brow furrowed. “Tomorrow then.” 
 
    “Between family commitments and my job, I really don’t have much free time. I’m sure you can understand that.” 
 
    “Yes.” His frown eased, but his eyes still showed disappointment. Something told me it was a foreign emotion for him. 
 
    “Hope you have a great stay in New York,” I said as I snagged Violet’s sleeve and started for the exit. 
 
    The moment the doors shut behind us, I sucked in the cold air, but I didn’t slow our pace until we were around the building and back on the street. It took that long for Violet to find her tongue again. 
 
    “Holy Shih Tzu!” She let out a small squeal. “Did that really happen?” 
 
    I steered her toward the Jeep. “Do you mean the part where we met the prince or the part where you forgot how to speak?” 
 
    “Ugh. Don’t remind me. I have no idea what came over me in there.” She looked wistfully back over her shoulder. “I can’t believe we met Prince Rhys, and I was a blithering idiot.” 
 
    “You weren’t that bad, and I’m sure he has that effect on most people.” 
 
    “Not you,” she retorted. 
 
    “I have a good reason to not want anything to do with the Seelie crown prince.” 
 
    Violet’s face flushed. “Oh, Jesse. I wasn’t thinking.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. Besides, you wanted to meet someone famous at the hotel, and they don’t get more famous than he is.” 
 
    “You can say that again. Every celebrity I meet from here on out will pale in comparison.” 
 
    We reached the Jeep, and I stowed my bag in the back. “I’ll drop you off at home before I take our little friend to the Plaza.” 
 
    She pouted as she buckled her seat belt. “I don’t get to go with you?” 
 
    “You’re not a licensed bounty hunter,” I reminded her. “You helping me on a job isn’t against the rules, but it’s frowned upon. I don’t want to give Levi or the other bond agents any reason to stop hiring me.” 
 
    “Fine.” She slumped in her seat. 
 
    “You’re not missing much; trust me.” 
 
    She waved a hand. “It’s not that. I can’t believe I met Prince Rhys, and I didn’t think to get a single picture. My agent keeps telling me I need to do more to bump my social media following, and I let the perfect opportunity slip right through my fingers. I’ll never hear the end of it if she finds out.” 
 
    I started the Jeep. “I won’t tell her if you don’t.” 
 
      
 
    *     *     * 
 
    “Stop squirming,” I hissed into the front of my coat as the elevator stopped on the fourth floor of the hospital. “You’re going to get us caught before we even get there.” 
 
    Finch went still, not that I could blame him for fidgeting. He had already been excited to see Dad before I’d gotten the call an hour ago letting me know Mom was awake. The drive here had seemed to last forever. 
 
    “And remember what I told you. Mom and Dad don’t know I’ve been hunting, and we’re not going to tell them until they’re feeling better.” 
 
    A low whistle was his reply. Finch didn’t lie, especially to our parents, and I’d had to explain several times why a lie of omission was okay in this case. I hoped he didn’t forget that in his excitement to see them. 
 
    The elevator doors opened, and I hurried down the hall to their room where a female agent stood guard this time. I’d seen her a few times before, so she didn’t stop me when I opened the door and entered the room. 
 
    I saw my father first, slightly reclined in his bed, his color improved, and looking more alert than he had yesterday. He beamed at me before he turned his head to look at the other bed. I followed his gaze to my mother, who lay on her back with her eyes closed.  
 
    I hurried over to her bed. Her feeding tube was gone, and she looked good, despite the gauntness in her face. Dr. Reddy had assured me my parents would regain the weight they’d lost once they were awake and eating solid foods again. 
 
    “Mom?” I said softly, not wanting to startle her.  
 
    Her eyes fluttered open, and I was surprised when she looked at me without any of the confusion my father had shown the day before. She stared at me for a moment, and then her mouth curved into a small smile as love filled her green eyes.  
 
    I smiled back, unable to speak at first because of the golf ball-sized lump in my throat. There were so many things I wanted to say to her, and I was on the verge of bawling my eyes out like a five-year-old. 
 
    An impatient whistle came from inside my coat, and my mother’s eyes widened. Grateful for the diversion, I reached for my zipper. “I brought someone to see you.” 
 
    I’d barely pulled the zipper all the way down before Finch poked his head out. The second he saw our mother, he made a sound like a wounded animal and scrambled out onto the bed. 
 
    “Careful,” I warned him, but he was already hugging her neck with his face buried in her hair.  
 
    Mom’s eyes welled, and she lifted a shaky hand to cover his small body. “My…babies,” she croaked, wincing from the effort. Her throat had to be sore from the feeding tube. 
 
    “Don’t try to talk.” I laid my hand over hers, drawing strength from her touch, as I answered the question in her eyes. “We’re okay, just really happy to see you.” 
 
    She closed her eyes with a sigh and stroked Finch’s back with her thumb. I left them to go to my father, who was watching them with shimmering eyes. I leaned down to hug him, and his arms enveloped me in a tight hug. 
 
    “She asked for you the moment she woke up,” he said against my ear. “Your mom is a strong woman.” 
 
    “I know.” Smiling, I pulled back to kiss his cheek. “How do you feel today?” 
 
    “Pretty good for a goren addict.” 
 
    I sat on the side of his bed. “You remember what happened to you?” 
 
    “No. The doctor told me about the goren.” He pressed his lips together. “He also said we have to go to a treatment facility, so it’ll be a while before we can come home.” 
 
    I squeezed his hand. “Don’t worry about that. Finch and I are holding down the fort. You guys focus on getting better.” 
 
    He turned his warm hand over to hold mine. “I’m so proud of you.” 
 
    “I have been told I take after you.” He had no idea how true that was, and I wondered what his reaction would be when he learned what I’d really been up to since they disappeared. 
 
    “Jesse,” my mother said in a scratchy voice. 
 
    I hurried over to her. “Do you need anything?” 
 
    She lifted her free hand and clasped mine. “I have everything I need.” 
 
    Finch whistled softly, and I looked to where he sat beside her shoulder. He made the sign for dad, so I picked him up and carried him to the other bed. The moment I set him down he flung his little arms around our father’s neck. 
 
    “Hey there, Buddy.” Dad cleared his throat as he patted Finch’s back. “I think you’ve gotten bigger since I last saw you.” 
 
    Finch sat up, signing, I help Jesse. We’re partners. 
 
    Dismay filled me, and I jerked my gaze from him to Dad. I was scrambling for an explanation when the door opened. “Finch,” I whispered urgently, opening my coat. He leaped inside, and I zipped it as a male nurse entered the room. 
 
    The nurse smiled and went to my mother’s bed to check her vitals and to ask if she was in pain. Then he came over to do the same with my father before he left, saying he’d be back in two hours. 
 
    Dad crooked a smile at me. “Why do I think you two have done this before?” 
 
    I unzipped my coat again to let Finch out. “We’ve had to learn to be sneaky. Finch is good at hiding.” 
 
    Finch nodded eagerly and signed, I’m sneaky. 
 
    That earned a laugh from our father, and the sound was the best thing I’d heard in a long time. Feeling lighter than I had in months, I left him and Finch to visit while I went back to my mother, who wore a contented smile as she watched us. 
 
    “You look different,” she said softly. 
 
    “Different how?” I sat on the chair between the two beds. 
 
    A frown creased her brow. “I’m not sure. More…grown-up.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Guess it had to happen sometime. I will be nineteen in a few months.” 
 
    She didn’t look completely satisfied with my answer, but she didn’t press it. We talked for a few minutes until I noticed she was struggling to keep her eyes open. The moment I stopped talking, she fell asleep. 
 
    Dad and Finch were deep in conversation, and I decided not to interrupt them because Finch needed this time with him more than I did. I took out my phone to check for messages, and then I spent a few minutes searching for information on the ke’tain.  
 
    I wasn’t surprised when my search brought back zero results, and I made a note to visit the Library of Congress web portal when I got home. They had a restricted Fae section that was available only to members of law enforcement, including bounty hunters. I’d already spent hours there searching for any mention of goddess stones. I hadn’t had any luck, but if there were any records of Fae religious artifacts, they were sure to be there. 
 
    I found it odd that the Agency had given us so little information about the ke’tain. If it was important enough to create a new job level and huge bounty for it, why weren’t they sharing everything they knew with us? It didn’t make sense.   
 
    An hour and a half later, Mom and Dad were sleeping peacefully, and I had to swear to Finch that we’d come back tomorrow in order to get him to leave. It had been a long day, and I still had to stop and buy groceries on the way home. On top of that, they were calling for freezing rain tonight. I hated driving in bad weather, and I wanted to be home before the roads got slippery. 
 
    A light snow was falling by the time I parked on our street. The temperature had dropped, and I made sure Finch was zipped inside my jacket before I got out. I was already shivering when I opened the cargo door to grab the groceries. Eyeing the shopping bags stuffed into the cage that took up the back of the Jeep, I calculated whether or not I could carry them all without having to make a second trip. 
 
    “Jesse.” 
 
    My heart lurched, and I spun to face Conlan, who stood a few feet away. His face was illuminated by the streetlight, revealing a shadow of the easy smile he always used to wear. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” After Lukas, Conlan’s betrayal hurt the most, and seeing him was a painful reminder of how gullible I’d been to believe he had actually been my friend. 
 
    The practical part of my brain told me I should be afraid, even though he didn’t appear threatening. He was a member of the Unseelie royal guard, and the last time I’d been this close to him, he’d looked at me with contempt. But the hurt and anger welling up in me crowded out every other emotion. 
 
    “You know what? I don’t care.” I showed him my back as I gathered the grocery bags, cursing silently when I realized I would need to make two trips. 
 
    “Let me help you.” He moved in to take the bags from me. 
 
    “No,” I snapped. “It’s a little too late for your help.” 
 
    He flinched, and regret filled his eyes. My heart softened for the second it took for me to remember seeing his face through the bars of my cage. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Jesse. We failed you when you needed us the most.” 
 
    His admission took me by surprise, and I had to school my expression as I went back to my groceries. “What happened? Did Faolin torture that weasel Rogin until he told the truth?” 
 
    “Faris told us.” 
 
    I sucked in a breath. “Is he…?” 
 
    “He’s recovering slowly, but he’s going to make it.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear that.” I had only known Faris for a few hours, but I’d felt a connection to him in that short time. 
 
    “I hear your parents are going to make a full recovery, too. I’m happy for you.” 
 
    I stiffened. “How do you know about my parents?” 
 
    “Faolin keeps tabs on certain persons of interest and –” 
 
    “No!” I pointed a finger at him. “My mother and father are not persons of interest to you. Faolin got his brother back, and I got my parents. You tell him to focus on his own family and leave mine alone.” 
 
    My chest was heaving when I finished, and I fought to get my emotions under control. It was something I had struggled with since my ordeal, and I’d thought I was doing better. But the mere mention of Faolin or any other faerie watching my parents was enough to set me off. 
 
    Conlan raised his hands. “I didn’t mean to upset you. Faris asked Faolin to check on your parents because he wanted to know how you were doing. He asks about you every day.” 
 
    Some of the tension left me. “Well, now you can tell him you saw me, and I’m doing great.” 
 
    “Are you?” 
 
    “Better than ever.” I turned back to the groceries so he wouldn’t see the truth on my face. 
 
    “Faris has been asking to see you.” 
 
    “That’s not a good idea.” Not even my concern for Faris would be enough for me to go near that building or its occupants again. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    I huffed. “Do you really need me to spell it out for you?” 
 
    He was quiet for a long moment, and I was hoping he’d left when he spoke again. “Lukas won’t be there if that will make you more comfortable.” 
 
    I wanted to tell him Lukas’s presence wouldn’t bother me, but I wasn’t that good a liar. “Did he send you, or did you take it upon yourself?” 
 
    “I requested to be the one to talk to you. You should know I wasn’t the only one.” 
 
    I didn’t ask who else had wanted to come. I was happy Faris was recovering and that I wouldn’t have to worry about Faolin hunting me down to avenge his brother. But I was moving on and putting all of this behind me. I couldn’t do that if I let Conlan and his friends back into my life. 
 
    I picked up as many bags as I could carry and closed the cargo door before I faced Conlan again. The disappointment in his eyes told me he knew what my answer would be. 
 
    “I’m going to politely decline your invitation and ask that you give Faris my best. Now if you’ll excuse me, it’s cold out here, and I need to take care of these groceries.” 
 
    He nodded once and stepped aside to let me pass. I half expected him to follow me or call after me as I crossed the street to my building, but he didn’t. 
 
    I didn’t look back until I was in the lobby, and I wasn’t sure how to feel when I saw Conlan standing where I’d left him, watching me. I wasn’t scared exactly, but it did make me nervous. Something told me I hadn’t seen the last of him or his friends. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    My phone woke me early the next morning. I cracked open my eyes to see it was barely light outside, and then I squinted at the unknown number. A few months ago, I would have let it go to voice mail, but these days, I never knew when someone from the hospital might call about one of my parents. 
 
    “Hello?” I rasped. 
 
    “Jesse James?” The male voice sounded familiar, but I couldn’t place it. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “My name is Ben Stewart, and I work for the Agency in the New York branch.” 
 
    I sat up. “I know who you are.” Fear clawed at my stomach because there was only one reason he would call me personally. “Did something happen to my parents?” 
 
    “Your parents are safe. But there was an incident at the hospital last night, which required us to move them to a new location.” 
 
    I got out of bed to pace the room. “What kind of incident? And where are they now?” 
 
    “All I can tell you over the phone is that there was a security breach, but your parents were unharmed,” he said in a calm, authoritative voice. “We’d like you to come in today to discuss it further.” 
 
    “I’ll be there in an hour,” I said, already pulling clothes from my closet. 
 
    I raced to dress and brush my teeth. I had serious bedhead but no time to deal with my hair, so I pulled it back in a single braid to tame it.  
 
    Finch whistled to me when I ran into the living room, and all I told him was that I had to go to the Agency. Mom and Dad were safe, so there was no need worrying him if I didn’t have to. 
 
    I grabbed my coat and keys, and I was out the door less than five minutes after talking to Ben Stewart. I groaned in frustration at the sight of the ice-covered Jeep and street. After calculating how long it would take to clean the Jeep, and whether or not I wanted to risk driving, I decided against it. 
 
    It took longer than usual to walk to the subway station on the icy sidewalks, and running was out of the question. I spent the entire ride to Manhattan worrying about my mother and father and wondering why the head of the Special Crimes division would call me about the incident at the hospital. Shouldn’t his hands be full with the search for the ke’tain?  
 
    My stomach was one big knot of anxiety by the time I entered the Agency headquarters and was shown into Ben Stewart’s corner office. Eschewing formalities, I blurted, “Where are my parents? Are they here?” 
 
    “Jesse James, I presume.” The agent smiled and came around the desk. “Your parents are at the rehabilitation facility they were supposed to go to in a few days. We simply moved up the schedule. They’re on a secured level with agents watching them around the clock.” 
 
    I took the chair he motioned me to, but I was too upset to relax. “What happened at the hospital?” 
 
    He returned to his chair behind the desk. “We don’t know much, unfortunately. An agent arrived at midnight to relieve the one on duty, and she found the other agent asleep and the two nurses suffering from memory loss.” 
 
    My fingers clenched the arms of my chair. “Glamoured?” 
 
    “The nurses were. The agent was wearing his anti-glamour device, so he was knocked out.” 
 
    “And my parents?” I asked in a tight voice. 
 
    Stewart clasped his hands on the desk. “Your father said a flash of light woke him up. He saw someone in the doorway, but he couldn’t make them out. Your mother slept through it.” 
 
    The powerful wave of relief that went through me left me almost giddy. I owed an immense debt of gratitude to whomever had created that ward. 
 
    “That brings me to the first question I have for you,” Stewart said. “Who did you hire to ward your parents? Our faerie consultant said it’s the strongest she’s ever seen.” 
 
    “I did ask a friend to do it, but he told me they were already warded. I thought the Agency might have done it since you’re guarding them.” 
 
    He shifted in his seat. “We warded the room the day your parents were admitted to the hospital, but since then, someone created a new one that overrode ours. Our Fae consultant could not enter the room or get within ten feet of your parents. She informed us the ward is attached to your parents, not the room, which is difficult to do.” 
 
    “My friend told me that, too.” I lifted my hands and let them fall. “I honestly have no idea who did it. I wish I did so I could thank them.” 
 
    He stared at me thoughtfully for a moment and nodded.  
 
    “You said that was your first question. You have more?” I asked. 
 
    “You spent several hours with your parents last night. Did either of them say anything about what happened to them or why they were held prisoner?” He picked up a pen and rolled it between his fingers. His actions were casual, but the gleam of interest in his eyes told me my answer was very important to him. 
 
    “I didn’t ask my mother about it because she’d just woken up. My father said he couldn’t remember anything.” 
 
    Stewart was slow to hide his disappointment. “That’s too bad.” 
 
    “Their doctor told me this is normal with all the drugs in their system, and they might get those memories back eventually.” 
 
    “Yes. We were told that as well,” he said. 
 
    “May I ask you a question now?” 
 
    He nodded. “Certainly.” 
 
    I leaned forward. “Why is the Agency so invested in the protection of two bounty hunters? What are you hoping my mother and father will remember?” 
 
    He smiled. “That’s two questions.” 
 
    I was still too wound up about the breach to play word games with him. “Then how about this? You think my parents’ disappearance is connected to the missing ke’tain, and you’re hoping they will remember something that will help you find it.” 
 
    His head jerked back. “Why do you say that? Do you know something you haven’t told us?” 
 
    “No, but it’s not that hard to put the pieces together.” 
 
    “What pieces?” He furrowed his brow. 
 
    “I’ve been wondering why the Agency would guard two bounty hunters around the clock, especially since no one here was too concerned about finding them when they were missing.” There might have been a hint of accusation in my tone. “I was at the Plaza yesterday when you made your announcement about the ke’tain, and then I get a call from you, instead of one of your agents, about the security breach. That doesn’t sound like something the head of Special Crimes would do.” 
 
    He nodded. “Go on.” 
 
    “Last night, I thought about what you said about the Agency looking into collectors of Fae antiquities. When I spoke to Agent Curry at the hospital after my parents and I were found, he asked me if Raisa Havas had said anything about Cecil Hunt trafficking stolen Fae antiquities. I didn’t think anything of it then, but now I suspect they are connected.” 
 
    “Is that it?” His expression gave nothing away. 
 
    “No. As I said in my official statement, Raisa Havas told me it was the Seelie royal guard who took my mother and father. What if they did that because my parents uncovered something about the ke’tain?” 
 
    “You think the Seelie royal guard took the ke’tain?” He steepled his fingers against his lips, no longer trying to appear casual. 
 
    I shrugged. “I’m not saying they stole it. All I have is my gut feeling, which might not count for anything with you. But I do know this. My mother and father are too smart to go up against the royal guard of either court. There has to be a damn good reason why the Seelie guard wanted them out of the way.” 
 
    Stewart pursed his lips. “Impressive. I read in your file that you have an above average IQ. With your academic scores, you should be an agent, not a bounty hunter.” 
 
    “I should be in college.” I chose not to respond to his implication that agents were smarter than bounty hunters. 
 
    “Why aren’t you in college? If you don’t mind me asking.” 
 
    “Life happened,” I said matter-of-factly. “I’ll get there eventually. Right now, my only concern is the safety of my family. If a faerie got past your agent at the hospital, what makes you think your agents can protect my mother and father at the rehabilitation facility?” 
 
    “The agents posted there are only a precaution. Your parents are protected by the ward attached to them.” 
 
    I clasped my hands in my lap. “And you’re sure it will keep out all faeries, including the Seelie royal guard?” 
 
    “Nothing is one hundred percent guaranteed, but I don’t think you’ll find a more powerful ward.” He smiled confidently. “Your parents are as safe as the First family.” 
 
    I relaxed my stiff shoulders. “When can I see them?” 
 
    “Tomorrow. Their doctors said the upheaval and sudden move was taxing, and your parents will need a day to settle in.” He glanced at his watch. “I have a meeting in five minutes. Is there anything else you’d like to discuss before then?” 
 
    There were a lot of things I wanted to ask him, but I settled on one. “You said yesterday that no faerie can use the ke’tain’s magic. Why would one of them want the ke’tain?” 
 
    “I wish I knew.” 
 
    The slight tightening of his jaw made me suspect he wasn’t being entirely honest with me, but I didn’t press the matter. He had been cooperative so far about my parents, and I didn’t want to do anything to change that. 
 
    I thanked him for everything they were doing for my parents and left his office with his business card, in case I ever needed to contact him. Instead of leaving the building, I took the elevator to the second floor, where I had gone to have my ID done. It was also where we had to go to sign out the ke’tain sensors. 
 
    One thing I knew for certain was that my mother and father were still in danger. If the faerie who had tried to get to them last night was after the ke’tain, they weren’t going to give up until they had it or until my parents were no longer a threat to them. The only way my family would be safe was for someone to find the ke’tain first and turn it over to the Agency. 
 
    I told the guard what I was there for, and he sent me down a hallway to the requisitions room. Inside, an agent stood behind a tall desk, working on a computer. He looked so young he had to be fresh out of the academy. I guessed they had to start new agents somewhere, and I realized this could have been me if I’d joined the Agency. I imagined working in this dull, windowless room and shuddered. I’d go stark raving mad before my first week was up. 
 
    He looked past his monitor at me. “Can I help you?” 
 
    “Yes. I’m here to sign out a ke’tain sensor.” 
 
    “Those are only for agents and bounty hunters,” he replied dismissively, going back to his computer as if I wasn’t there. 
 
    I was used to people assuming I wasn’t a hunter, and it normally didn’t get to me. After my morning, I was in no mood to deal with the attitude of someone, who would probably wet his neatly-pressed pants if he saw the things bounty hunters faced.  
 
    I slapped my ID down on the counter so hard he jumped. “And you think the guard would have let me in here if I wasn’t authorized?” 
 
    “Everything okay here?” asked Bruce, who had entered the room without my notice. 
 
    I looked over my shoulder at him and Trey. “I’m waiting for…” I peered at the agent’s badge and had to swallow back a laugh. “Agent Smith to issue my sensor.” 
 
    The agent in question picked up my ID, his gaze flicking between me and the card. “You’re that bounty hunter who got kidnapped in Queens last month. They found you and your parents in some basement.” 
 
    “That would be me.” I tapped my fingers on the desktop. “Can I get my sensor now?” 
 
    “Uh, sure.” He clicked around on his computer with the mouse and then stuck my ID in a scanner. After the light on the scanner turned green, he removed the card and slid it across the counter to me. “I need to go in the back and grab you one.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    He left through a door behind him, and I turned back to Bruce and Trey. “I guess I know why you guys are here.” 
 
    Bruce smiled. “We’re still going to take on the usual jobs, but it would be foolish not to search for the ke’tain, too.” 
 
    “We weren’t expecting to see you here,” Trey said. “Thought you weren’t going after the ke’tain.” 
 
    I pocketed my ID. “I figured it wouldn’t hurt to have a sensor just in case.” 
 
    “Very smart of you,” Bruce said. 
 
    Trey snorted. “You came all the way to Manhattan first thing this morning to pick one up just in case?” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at him. “No, I came all this way because I got a call from the Agency, telling me they had to move my parents after a security breach at the hospital last night.” 
 
    “What?” Bruce’s eyes widened in alarm. “What happened? Are they okay?” 
 
    I filled them in on what Stewart had told me about the incident at the hospital. “Do you know anyone who would pay for a ward like that?” I asked Bruce.  
 
    He shook his head. “I don’t know anyone who could even afford it.” 
 
    We fell quiet when Agent Smith returned and placed an oblong object the size of a vehicle remote on the desk. There were no buttons on the sensor, only a single light that glowed a dull red color. 
 
    “How does it work?” I asked him. 
 
    “It’s pretty simple. The device will start to vibrate when it’s close enough to the ke’tain to pick up its power signature. The light will change from red to yellow to green the closer you get to the ke’tain.” 
 
    I lifted my eyes to his. “If the ke’tain has never left Faerie, how do we know the sensor works?” 
 
    He looked at me as if I’d asked why the sky is blue. “Because the faeries supplied the stones that power the devices. I’m sure they know what they’re doing.” 
 
    “I bet they do.” I reached over and picked up the sensor, and the light began rapidly flashing red, yellow, and green. “Is it supposed to do that?” 
 
    “No.” He took the device from me, and the flashing changed to soft intermittent flickers. “It must be bad. I’ll have to get you a different one.” 
 
    He disappeared into the back again and returned with a new sensor. The light flickered before he handed it over to me. It went crazy when it touched my hand. 
 
    “That’s strange. These were fine when we got them in yesterday.” Frowning, he took the sensor and turned it over in his hands. 
 
    “Can I see it?” Bruce asked. 
 
    Agent Smith handed the sensor to him. I waited for it to act up, but nothing happened. Bruce passed it to Trey and still nothing. Trey gave it to me, and it lit up like the Fourth of July. 
 
    The agent eyed me suspiciously. “Are you carrying anything on you that might interfere with the signal?” 
 
    “Like what?” I set the device down and emptied all my pockets. Other than my ID, I had my phone, keys, some cash, a wool cap and gloves, and the new MetroCard I’d purchased today.  
 
    “That’s it?” Smith asked. 
 
    I held up my arm and pulled down my sleeve to show him my leather bracelet. Agent Curry had returned it to me when I came in to give my statement about my kidnapping. “Except for my anti-glamour talisman.” 
 
    “That can’t be the problem because Trey and I are both wearing talismans,” Bruce said. 
 
    Smith was unconvinced. “There has to be something else.” 
 
    “Unless you plan to strip search me, you’ll have to take my word on it. There is nothing on my person that could interfere with a Fae device.”  
 
    The moment the statement left my lips, I realized that wasn’t true. I raised my hand automatically, but checked myself before I could touch the tiny stone hidden in my hair. To cover the action, I tucked a stray strand of hair behind my ear. 
 
    Trey grinned and raised a hand. “I’m happy to –” 
 
    “In your dreams.” I scoffed, and Bruce chuckled. 
 
    Smith picked up the device again. “I don’t know what to tell you then. For some weird reason the sensor doesn’t work for you.” 
 
    I let my shoulders sag. How was I supposed to search for the ke’tain without a sensor? The stone could be right under my nose, and I wouldn’t know it. 
 
    My face must have shown my disappointment because Trey said, “You can still work with us if you want to. Right, Dad?” 
 
    Bruce smiled. “We’d be lucky to have you.” 
 
    “Thanks. I’ll think about it.” I stuffed my belongings back into my pockets as Smith took Trey’s ID and scanned it. He handed Trey one of the sensors he’d brought out for me and repeated the process for Bruce. 
 
    “Did you drive here, Jesse?” Bruce asked as the three of us walked to the elevator. 
 
    I made a face. “The Jeep had about half an inch of ice on it, so I took the train.” 
 
    He pushed the button for the elevator. “We’re headed home if you want to ride with us.” 
 
    “That’d be great.” 
 
    We exited the building, and a cold wind sucked the breath from me. Shivering, I pulled on my wool cap, tugging it down over my ears. Days like this made me think Maurice was onto something, spending his winters hunting down south. I hadn’t heard from him since I’d called him after my parents went missing, and I wondered what kind of job he was on that kept him out of communication for so long. Had to be a big one, although not as big as the ke’tain job. 
 
    “Have you done any research on the ke’tain?” Trey asked me as we walked down the slippery sidewalk toward their SUV. 
 
    “I was going to do some last night, but I didn’t get around to it. I know where we might find some information, if there is any to be found.” 
 
    The two of them stopped walking and gave me expectant looks.  
 
    “The Fae section at the Library of Congress. There’s an online portal you can log onto with your ID number.” 
 
    Bruce rubbed the back of his neck. “I’ve never had to use it, and I probably wouldn’t have remembered it.” 
 
    “You might want to check it out because you know I’m not the only hunter who thought of it.” 
 
    He gave me a grateful smile. “Thank you, Jesse. We’ll need every advantage we can get with this one.” 
 
    “I hope it helps.” It didn’t matter to me which one of us found the ke’tain as long as it ended up in the right hands.  
 
    Trey was a little more exuberant with his thanks. He pulled me into a tight hug and lifted me off the ground to swing me around. “You’re the best!”  
 
    He set me back on my feet and wrapped an arm around my waist to steady me when I slipped on the ice. 
 
    Laughing, I pushed him away. “You’re such an…” 
 
    The words died on my lips when I looked past Trey and into a pair of midnight-blue eyes. 
 
    Lukas stood less than ten feet away, his face carved from stone as his gaze shifted from me to Trey, who still had one arm loosely around me. Our eyes met again, and my traitorous stomach did a little flip before it tightened in anger. 
 
    I don’t know what he saw in my expression, but his face lost some of its hardness. For a brief moment, it was almost like looking at the old Lukas, the one I’d thought I knew before he’d shown me what a naïve little girl I was. 
 
    Movement behind Lukas tore my gaze from his. Iian and Kerr flanked him, and they looked uncertainly between him and me. Of course, he wasn’t alone. A Fae prince didn’t go anywhere without his personal guard. 
 
    I opened my mouth to yell at him, to tell him all the things that had been bottled up inside me for weeks. But the words wouldn’t come. Here was my opportunity to confront him on equal ground without bars between us, and I was too emotional to speak. The more I tried, the more my throat closed in frustration. 
 
    My back was ramrod straight as I pulled away from Trey and marched past Lukas without another look at him or his men. I didn’t look back to see if Trey and Bruce were following me. All that mattered was getting as far away from him as possible. 
 
    Idiot! I berated myself as I stalked off, barely noticing my surroundings. I’d known there was a chance I would run into Lukas eventually, but I hadn’t been prepared for it to happen so soon. Even after Conlan’s visit last night, Lukas was the last person I’d expected to see today. 
 
    I didn’t stop walking until Trey snagged my arm and pointed at their SUV, which I’d passed. He and Bruce cast questioning looks at me as I climbed into the back seat, but I didn’t offer them any explanation. I was shaken from seeing Lukas, and I was afraid I’d embarrass myself by crying or ranting if I had to answer questions about him. 
 
    Bruce and Trey talked quietly among themselves for the ride to Brooklyn. When we pulled up to my building, Bruce put the vehicle in park and turned in his seat to look at me. 
 
    “Was that something I need to worry about?” 
 
    I forced a smile to reassure him. “I’m okay, and you don’t need to worry.” 
 
    “You’d tell me if you were in trouble, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    “Yes, and I promise I’m not.” I opened the door. “Thanks for the ride. Happy hunting.” 
 
      
 
    *     *     * 
 
    “I’ll be with you in a minute,” Levi Solomon rumbled as the door to his office opened. Muttering under his breath, he continued writing out the check for the two peri I’d brought in. 
 
    I looked toward the door as a man in his late twenties entered the room with a large frayed backpack slung over one shoulder. His sun-bleached blond hair and tanned skin screamed California surfer, and I was betting he was one of the out-of-state bounty hunters flooding the city. 
 
    Levi’s mouth was pinched as he handed me the check. “I have a dozen new jobs and twice as many hunters in the city, but all anyone cares about is that bloody ke’tain.” He inclined his head toward the newcomer, who was studying the old wanted posters adorning the walls. “You here for a job?” 
 
    “I was told at the Agency to check in with a bondsman before I got to work on the ke’tain job,” the man said. 
 
    “See?” Levi shook his head at me, making his chins wobble. “Not sure how the Agency expects me to get anything done when no one wants the jobs.” 
 
    “I’ll take them.”  
 
    “Very smart, James.” He gave me a shrewd smile. “There’s a lot of money to be made here. Let everyone else fight it out over the ke’tain.” 
 
    I folded the check and stuck it in my pocket. “Actually, I am going to search for it, but I’ll take those other jobs, too.” 
 
    He raised his bushy eyebrows. “You sure you can manage all of that?” 
 
    “Are you going soft on me, Levi?” 
 
    He barked a laugh. “You can jump off the Brooklyn Bridge for all I care, as long as you don’t screw up my jobs.” 
 
    I placed my hand against my chest. “You’re all heart.” 
 
    Five minutes later, I had four new jobs with the promise of more as soon as I finished them. I was pretty pleased with myself as I stuffed the list into my pocket. One of the jobs was a Three, and the rest were Twos. I intended to knock them out as fast as possible so I could get started on the ke’tain job. 
 
    Levi’s phone rang as I walked to the door, and he grumbled as he answered it. I had a feeling the bondsman had some long days ahead of him until things went back to normal. 
 
    I had just pushed the button for the elevator when Levi’s office door opened, and he said, “Good, you’re still here.” 
 
    I faced him as he ambled toward me. “Something wrong?” 
 
    “Got a rush job that needs to be handled ASAP. House with a bunch of creatures on the loose.” 
 
    “What kind of creatures?”  
 
    “A nixie and possibly a drakkan,” he said. 
 
    I perked up at the mention of a drakkan because I’d never seen one up close. I couldn’t imagine why a drakkan and a nixie would require a rush job, though. 
 
    “And about three dozen verries,” Levi added slowly. 
 
    I shuddered. “Verries?” 
 
    “They’re a level Three,” he reminded me. “For the lot.” 
 
    I didn’t respond. Normally, I wouldn’t hesitate over a Three, but five thousand dollars suddenly did not sound like a whole lot of money. 
 
    Levi’s face twitched like he was fighting some internal battle. Either that or he really needed to go to the restroom. “Fine! Double the bounty for the verries, but only because I don’t have anyone else to ask.” 
 
    I stuck out my hand. “Deal. I have to run home to get a few things.” 
 
    “Don’t take too long,” he said, squeezing my fingers in his meaty grip. 
 
    The elevator doors opened, and I stepped inside. “Where am I going?” 
 
    “Flatbush. The Agency raided the home of a black market dealer there, and he freed everything he had in cages to create a diversion.” Levi’s lip curled. “The agents weren’t equipped to handle the verries and called us for help cleaning up their mess. As if I don’t have enough to deal with, without them creating more work for me.” 
 
    My stomach quivered with excitement. Raids were not uncommon, but the Agency was too focused on the ke’tain to bother with some guy selling the usual Fae contraband. If they suspected the dealer knew something about the ke’tain, it was the perfect place for me to start my own search. 
 
    “Text me the details,” I called to Levi as the elevator doors closed. 
 
    It wasn’t hard to find the house in Flatbush. Turning onto the street, I saw a bunch of cars and vans in front of a white, two-story house, and six agents in tactical gear standing in the driveway. I found a parking spot and took a white, hooded coverall from my bag, which I pulled on over my clothes. It didn’t provide much protection from the cold, but shivering was the least of my concerns. 
 
    The agents watched me approach, but they didn’t say anything until I reached the bottom of the steps. 
 
    “I’m Agent Ross,” said one of them as he took in my outfit and duffle bag. “You one of the bounty hunters?” 
 
    I showed them my ID. “Levi Solomon sent me. What’s the situation inside?” 
 
    “Honestly, we have no idea,” Ross answered a little sheepishly. “We cleared out when the verries got loose, and we haven’t been inside since. As far as we know, none of them escaped the house.” 
 
    “They wouldn’t survive long in this cold if they did.” I adjusted the strap of my bag. “I guess I’d better get in there.” 
 
    They parted like the Red Sea, and one of them even went ahead of me to open the door. I entered the foyer, and the door shut quietly behind me. If not for the ten-thousand-dollar bounty, I wouldn’t want to come in here either. 
 
    I unzipped my bag and took out a pair of white painter’s booties, which I pulled on over my boots. Then I removed my glasses and donned a white ski mask and white gloves. Taking a few deep breaths, I gave myself a silent pep talk and left the foyer to begin my search. 
 
    The house was an old one that hadn’t been renovated to give it one of the open floor plans that were so popular today. Before me was a short hallway with two open doors on my right and two on my left. At the end of the hall were the stairs to the second floor. 
 
    I crept slowly down the hall, stopping to peer into the first two rooms. The one on my left was an office, and for a few seconds, I was tempted to go inside and snoop around. But the Agency could arrest me and strip me of my bounty hunter license if they caught me messing with potential evidence. And then there were the verries that needed to be dealt with. 
 
    I looked at the room on the right, which was a combined kitchen and dining room. Seeing no signs of movement, I kept going. 
 
    The second room on the left was more interesting. It contained at least twenty iron and plexiglass cages of varying sizes. All the cages were empty, but at some point, they had each contained a faerie that was sold on the black market.  
 
    A security camera was mounted in one corner, most likely so the owner could keep an eye on his inventory while he was out. I’d seen one in the office and at the end of the hallway, too. I wouldn’t be surprised to find them all over the house. People who dealt on the black market were generally paranoid about their security. 
 
    I looked at the cages again, and anger licked at me when I thought about Finch and his parents in one of these. How terrified he must have been when they were taken from him and sold off. What would have happened to my brother if our parents hadn’t found him and brought him home with them? 
 
    Reminding myself I had a job to do, I left the room and walked the few steps down the hall to the last door on the right. On silent feet, I entered the living room and stopped to stare at the sight before me.  
 
    On the walls and every piece of furniture were giant moths in a wide array of colors. Each moth was as big as a dinner plate with a thick body and two sets of antennae on its head. I’d watched a National Geographic documentary on verries a few years ago, but that paled in comparison to seeing the creatures up close.  
 
    A ripple went through them as if they were aware of my presence, and beneath the ski mask, sweat broke out on my upper lip. I remembered thinking the documentary crew had to be nuts to get that close to so many verries, and I wondered now if any of those guys had been hit with the sudden urge to pee. I wasn’t getting paid nearly enough for this. 
 
    Moving in what felt like slow-motion, I entered the living room. Verries were attracted to bright colors, except white. For some reason they couldn’t see white, so I should be invisible to them as long as I didn’t make a noise. Their antennae were highly sensitive to sound, and loud noises set them off. I’d rather face a ravenous bunnek than a swarm of verries. 
 
    I went to the closest verry perched on the back of an armchair. Holding my breath, I reached out and ran a finger lightly down the creature’s back. On the second stroke, the verry stiffened, and its wings folded against its body.  
 
    So far, so good. I let out my breath and picked up the sleeping creature, careful not to jostle it. I turned and retraced my steps to the room across the hall where I gently laid it on the floor of a large glass cage that was littered with white droppings. One down, only a few dozen more to go. 
 
    Over and over I repeated the painfully slow process of putting a verry to sleep and carrying it to the cages. Ninety minutes in, I had captured thirty-five of the creatures, and there were five left.  
 
    I was reaching for a verry clinging to a curtain when a door slammed upstairs. I froze on the spot as the five verries left in the room fluttered their wings in agitation. The agent said everyone had left the house, so who the hell was upstairs? 
 
    Feet pounded down the stairs, and a man called, “God, I slept like the dead. Why didn’t you wake me up, Lewis?” 
 
    The verries took flight. 
 
    Oh, no! I raced from the room and came face-to-face with a shocked Korean man, who paused on the bottom step. 
 
    “Who the hell are you?” he demanded. 
 
    “Be quiet,” I whisper-yelled, running toward him. 
 
    “Wha–?” The word was choked off as his eyes bulged in horror.  
 
    I froze. I didn’t need to look behind me to know I was too late. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    The man yelped and whirled to escape up the stairs. He made it up three steps before the verries reached him. They circled him in a frenzy, and my stomach lurched at the sight of the large curved stingers protruding from their undersides and already glistening with venom.  
 
    I looked around frantically for something to help the man, and my eyes lit on a framed picture on the wall. I yanked it from the wall as the man let out a bloodcurdling scream. He fell down the stairs and landed in a writhing, screaming heap at the bottom. The noise only excited the verries more, and they dived at him, stabbing him with their stingers. 
 
    I ran at them, brandishing the picture. Swinging, I smashed it into a verry, sending the creature at the wall. The other verries immediately abandoned the man to search for the new threat, but my white outfit confused them. All they could see was the picture I held, and they went after it like missiles. 
 
    For a heart-pounding minute, I thought I was done for as I batted verries away one after the other. My ribs felt like they were about to crack from the pressure in my chest, and I nearly wet my pants when a stinger snagged on my glove. I managed to swat the verry away before it could jab me, but the close call made me break out in a cold sweat. 
 
    The man was convulsing and foaming at the mouth by the time I took the last verry down. I dropped the picture and ran to him, counting at least nine blistering welts on his face and arms. With that much venom in his body, he’d be dead in minutes. 
 
    I raced to the cage room where the other verries were still out cold. Opening the door to their cage, I scooped up some of the white droppings and reclosed the door. I hurried back to the man and covered the welts with the sticky, foul-smelling paste. I had to make a second trip to get more, but by the time I was done, the man had stopped thrashing and foaming at the mouth. I had no idea if I’d done enough to save him, but I’d given him a chance, and that was better than nothing. 
 
    Yanking off the ruined gloves, I ran to the front door. When I opened it, I came face-to-face with Agent Ross.  
 
    “Get an ambulance. There’s a man in here with multiple verry stings.” 
 
    He stared at me for a few seconds, and then he turned to bark orders at someone. The other agents leapt into action as Ross looked at me again. “Has the threat been neutralized?” 
 
    “Yes.” I pulled the ski mask over my head, reveling in the cold air that touched my heated face. Stepping back, I waved the agent inside. 
 
    He strode past me and went to the unconscious man at the foot of the stairs. More agents passed me, and they warily eyed the dead verries in the hallway as they joined their leader. 
 
    Ross called me over. “What is this white stuff all over him?” 
 
    “Verry dung.” I tucked some loose hair behind my ears. “If you use it as a poultice, it draws out most of the venom.” 
 
    His eyes widened. “You knew that?” 
 
    “It’s my job to know that.” 
 
    “Impressive,” said a female agent who was kneeling beside the man. “No one could survive this many verry stings. If he lives, he can thank you for it.” 
 
    “Who is he?” Ross asked me as if I should know the answer. 
 
    I shook my head. “No idea, but I’m pretty sure he’s a friend of the owner. He came from upstairs, and he slept through the raid.” 
 
    The agents studied the man with new interest, and the woman reached under him to retrieve the thin wallet in his back pocket. She pulled a driver’s license from the wallet and read the name out loud. “Brian Kang.” 
 
    “Run that name,” the lead agent ordered. “I want to know everything there is to know about him and his connection to Lewis Tate.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” She stood and flashed me a smile as she hurried past. 
 
    Ross turned to another agent. “Diaz, I want you to find the backup for these security cameras. If we’re lucky, Tate didn’t have time to delete it before he took off.” 
 
    “If you don’t need me, I’ll get back to work,” I said to Ross. “I still have to find the nixie and the drakkan.” 
 
    He looked at me as if he had already forgotten I was there. “Don’t enter a room until an agent clears you to go in. And if you see anything that looks suspicious, you come straight to me with it. Understood?” 
 
    “By suspicious, do you mean anything that looks like the ke’tain?” 
 
    Surprise flashed in his eyes at my bluntness. “Exactly that.” 
 
    I went to the foyer to get my duffle bag. Stripping off the coverall and booties, I stuffed them in the bag, hoping I never had to use them again. The memory of the verries attacking that poor man was not one I would soon forget. 
 
    “What’s this?” drawled a female voice with a thick Texas accent. “They let children play at being hunters here?” 
 
    “I reckon so,” said a second voice. 
 
    I looked up at the two women standing in the doorway. One was blonde and the other was a brunette, and they looked to be in their mid-twenties. They wore faded jeans, leather jackets, scuffed cowboy boots, and matching mean girl expressions. 
 
    Blondie looked down her nose at me. “I think you’re out past your bedtime, little girl.” 
 
    “Run along home,” her friend said. “This is a job for the adults.” 
 
    I stood, pleased to see I was at least an inch taller than both women, even with their heeled boots. Their pinched expressions said they were decidedly unhappy about it. I’d never had to deal with bullies in school, and none of the local hunters had ever been hostile toward me, so I wasn’t sure how to deal with this situation. I wouldn’t back down from them, but I didn’t want a confrontation with them either. 
 
    I smiled so sweetly I was sure their teeth must have ached from it. “I’ll be out of here as soon as I finished the jobs I was sent here to do. You’re welcome to one of them. Do you want the nixie or the drakkan? Sorry, but I already did the verry job.” 
 
    I knew perfectly well that these two weren’t here for the small jobs. Like every other out-of-town bounty hunter, they were looking for the ke’tain. They had heard about the raid, and they’d shown up hoping to find their prize. I’d bet half my bounty that they wouldn’t be the only hunters arriving here before the night was out. 
 
    Blondie scoffed. “You can keep them. Just stay out of our way.” 
 
    “Is that any way to speak to a fellow hunter?” chided a new voice as Kim pushed past the two women. The Texans had looked tough before I saw them next to her. Kim was all lean muscle and hard lines, and I’d heard she had once single-handedly taken down four ogres. 
 
    “What is this, a social event?” The brunette curled her lip. “Y’all have to follow proper decorum up here?” 
 
    Kim smiled, showing her teeth. “Consider it a little bit of friendly advice. I don’t know how y’all do things back home, but here, we look out for each other.” 
 
    “How quaint,” Blondie said in a bored tone. She walked past me, shouldering me aggressively along the way. Her friend smirked and followed her. 
 
    “Bitches,” Kim muttered.  
 
    I gave her a sideways look. “Friends of yours?” 
 
    “Ambrose and I had the pleasure of making their acquaintance last night. They’ve been here one day, and already he is in a bad mood.” 
 
    I didn’t respond to that because I had no idea her brother’s mood could get worse. 
 
    She faced me with a scowl. “You need to toughen up, or people like that will always see you as an easy target.” 
 
    “Gee, thanks,” I retorted, feeling the sting of her words. 
 
    “Don’t get bent out of shape. You might be a walking encyclopedia, but you need more than brains in this business.” 
 
    I crossed my arms. “Dad taught me self-defense, and I’m working with a trainer now.” 
 
    “That’s a start.” She waved a hand up and down my body. “But you still look like a high school senior. I bet that at least once a day someone asks if you’re really a bounty hunter.”  
 
    I opened my mouth, but I had no rebuttal because she was right. 
 
    Kim continued. “You can’t do anything about your age, but sometimes a little attitude goes a long way. You’re too nice. And don’t let anyone intimidate you.” 
 
    It was my turn to scowl. “I wasn’t intimidated by them.” 
 
    She nodded. “Good, because they won’t be the last assholes you’re going to meet before this whole ke’tain business is over. The damn city is being overrun by hunters, and some of them will sooner slit your throat than give you a hand.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind.” 
 
    “What do you mean we’re not allowed inside?” one of the Texans demanded loudly. 
 
    I looked behind me to see an agent escorting the two furious women down the hall toward us. I stepped to the side to let them pass.  
 
    The brunette pointed an angry finger at me. “Why is she allowed in?” 
 
    The agent frowned at me, and I realized he didn’t recognize me without the coveralls. I held up my white ski mask. “I caught the verries.” 
 
    He nodded and looked at the Texans. “She’s here on a job. The rest of you will have to wait outside.” 
 
    “This is bullshit,” Blondie ranted, but the agent ignored their protests as he nudged the two women through the door. 
 
    Kim didn’t look happy either, but she slapped my shoulder before she followed them. “I guess I’ll go see how much I can piss off the cowgirls while we wait.” 
 
    I grinned. I would love to be a fly on the wall out there to hear the exchange between the three of them after the door closed. 
 
    Two agents were scouring the office, so I peered into the kitchen where a male agent was going through the cabinets. In one hand, he held a ke’tain sensor while he used the other to open the doors and drawers. He moved quickly, not bothering to close the doors when he was done. 
 
     “I don’t suppose you found a nixie or a drakkan hiding in one of those cabinets?” I asked him from the doorway. 
 
    He frowned, clearly annoyed by the interruption, and went back to work. “No.” 
 
    Remembering Agent Ross’s orders, I stayed where I was until the man finished his search and left the kitchen. I didn’t think he could have missed a faerie in the room, but I went through it all the same. It wasn’t like I could search the other rooms yet anyway. 
 
    As I’d expected, I found nothing. A glance into the hall told me the agents weren’t finished searching the other rooms on the main floor. At this rate, it was going to take forever to complete my job. 
 
    It was another thirty minutes before I was able to enter the office, which looked like a small bomb had gone off inside. I studied the scattered papers and open drawers and thought back to the day Agent Curry had shown up to my apartment wanting to search it. If he’d had a search warrant, our office probably would have looked like this when he was done. 
 
    I stepped carefully around the papers on the floor, even though I already knew neither the nixie nor the drakkan was in here. If I had to put money on it, I’d say they were hiding upstairs in the darkest corners they could find. But the Agency had raided this house because they thought the ke’tain might be here, and I’d be an idiot not to take advantage of this opportunity to do a little snooping. 
 
    Sadly, it looked like the agents had taken anything of interest, including the computer. All that was left were household bills and miscellaneous items they’d deemed unimportant. I picked up a crumpled piece of heavy linen stationary and saw it was a handwritten invitation to a black-tie New Year’s Eve party from someone named DW. I thought back to my New Year’s Eve spent in the hospital with my parents, and I tossed the note away in disgust. 
 
    It took the better part of three hours for the agents to finish their search of the house. I followed in their wake, checking every spot where a small faerie could hide. In the second-floor hallway, I found a busted window and a few red and gold scales on the floor beneath it. The drakkan was long gone, and I had no intention of going after him. The job had been to round up the creatures in the house, and that was what I would do. 
 
    After an exhaustive search, I finally found the terrified nixie curled into a ball in an old lamp shade in the attic. It took me another hour to coax her out of her hiding place. 
 
    I’d seen pictures of nixies, but none of them came close to capturing the beauty of the delicate, nine-inch tall faerie with golden hair and shimmering wings. It was like looking at a real live Tinkerbell, which was one of the reasons they fetched a high price on the black market. The other reason was their angelic singing voice. Mom had told me once that she had saved a pair of nixies from a dealer, and they’d sung to her. It was so beautiful it had literally made her weep with joy. 
 
    It felt cruel to put the nixie back in a cage after all she’d endured, but I didn’t have any other way to transport her safely. I brought her down to the first floor and took a small plastic animal carrier from my duffle bag. I made a soft bed in it with my scarf and placed her gently inside. It wasn’t much, but I eased my conscience with the knowledge she would be back home and free in a few days. 
 
    There was no way I could transport the verries I’d caught, so I called Levi to make arrangements for someone to handle it. I expected to get his voice mail because it was after eleven, so I was surprised when he answered my call. His mood hadn’t improved, but he was pleased when I told him I’d finished the job. He told me to take the nixie home with me tonight and bring her to the Plaza tomorrow. I quickly agreed, glad not to have to drive all the way to Queens tonight. 
 
    Only Ross and two other agents remained in the house when I let myself out. There was one van left in the driveway and no sign of Kim or the other bounty hunters. They must have gotten tired of waiting and left. I didn’t blame them.  
 
    Coatless and gasping from the cold, I hurried to the Jeep as fast as I could, carrying the duffle bag and the nixie’s carrier. I tossed my bag in the back and placed the carrier on the passenger seat before I donned my coat and gloves.  
 
    I was about to climb into the Jeep when I got that prickling sensation at the back of my neck, the kind you get when you feel like someone is watching you. My first thought was of Conlan, but there was no sign of him. He hadn’t hidden from me when he’d watched me at the flea market, and it didn’t seem like something he would do.  
 
    Spooked, I jumped into the Jeep and locked the doors before I started the engine. I didn’t wait for it to warm up before I drove away.  
 
    “You’re being paranoid,” I told myself as I took a left onto the next street. Not that anyone could blame me after – 
 
    I screamed when something crashed into the windshield and skidded across the hood. I hit the brakes so hard the nixie’s carrier would have slammed into the dash if I hadn’t grabbed it in time. Heart pounding, I gripped the steering wheel so tightly my fingers hurt.  
 
    I leaned toward the passenger side, trying to peer out that window, but whatever that thing was, I couldn’t see it from this angle. 
 
    The scared witless part of me said I should drive away and not look back. But my conscience disagreed. What if an animal was lying injured in the street?  
 
    The street was well-lit, but I grabbed a flashlight from the glove compartment anyway. Opening my door, I got out and cautiously walked around the front of the Jeep with the flashlight held before me like a weapon. 
 
    A hissing sound stopped me in my tracks as I was about to reach the far side of the Jeep. I wasn’t much of a bird-watcher, but one thing I knew about them was that they did not hiss. 
 
    The hiss was followed by what sounded like a faint growl. What the hell did I hit? 
 
    Gathering my courage, I moved forward and pointed the flashlight toward the sound. 
 
    It took me a moment to make sense of the crumpled shape on the ground. When the light played across red and gold scales, my free hand flew up to cover my mouth. 
 
    “Oh, no!” 
 
    I crouched a few feet from the drakkan that lay partially on one side with its opposite wing extended. It lifted its horned head to hiss at me, and a tendril of smoke curled from its snout. The effort appeared to be too much for it, and it dropped its head back to the pavement, panting. 
 
    I set the flashlight down and pulled off my coat. Keeping my hands away from the drakkan’s teeth, I carefully folded his wing, which, thankfully, didn’t appear to be broken, and then I wrapped my coat around him. He struggled at first until I had him swaddled like an infant. Then the fight went out of him, and he lay still. 
 
    “Don’t worry. We’ll get you fixed up,” I crooned as I carried him to the Jeep and laid him on the passenger seat beside the nixie carrier. He made a sound that was somewhere between a whimper and a growl. Poor little thing. 
 
    I got behind the wheel again and prayed for an incident-free drive home. I’d had more than my share of excitement tonight. 
 
    When I finally let myself into the apartment, Finch was sitting on the back of the couch waiting for me. Ever since Mom and Dad went missing, he’d been waiting up for me whenever I went out. He hadn’t stopped even after they were found. 
 
    What’s that? he signed when I set the carrier on the table. 
 
    “This is a nixie who is going to stay with us tonight.” I unlatched the carrier door and left it open for her. I’d rather spend the time looking for her tomorrow than leave her in that thing all night. 
 
    Finch ran over and climbed up on the table. Why won’t she come out? 
 
    “She’s scared. Give her time, and she’ll come out when she’s ready.” 
 
    Leaving him staring at the carrier, I went to the computer with the drakkan still in my arms, and did an internet search on treating injured drakkans. I wasn’t surprised when I found nothing because drakkans were not a common sight in our world. I had to make do with a video on how to set the wing of an injured bat. I wrapped him with a rolled bandage to secure his sprained wing to his body, not an easy task with him snapping his teeth at me and lashing at me with his tail. I managed to come out of it with only minor scratches. 
 
    He quieted as soon as I was done, and I took a minute to study him. I’d seen a few pictures of drakkans, but this was the first time I’d seen one in person. It was impossible to trap one in Faerie, and the only way to get one was to steal an egg and hatch it. That meant, this little guy had been born here in captivity. 
 
    Like all drakkans, he was no bigger than a large house cat, with four legs, leathery wings, and a long, spiked tail. Drakkans came in many different colors, and this one was red with gold tipped scales that looked like flames when he moved. He stared back at me with slit eyes that resembled pools of molten lava, and he seemed to be as curious about me as I was about him. 
 
    “Aren’t you a handsome thing?” I told him. I knew he was a male because he had two little horns on his head whereas females had only one. Or so I’d read. 
 
    He flicked his tail and strutted in a circle as if he understood me. 
 
    I gave him a tired smile. “You’re looking much better. Now let’s see if I have anything for you to eat.” 
 
    Getting up off the office floor, I went to the kitchen, letting the drakkan trail after me. Finch was still sitting on the table beside the carrier, and his eyes went as wide as saucers when he spotted our other guest.  
 
    I realized then that I had no idea what happened when you put a sprite and a drakkan together. Drakkans were carnivores, and they lived off insects and small animals such as rodents. Did they eat small faeries as well? 
 
    “Keep your distance from him until I know it’s safe,” I said as I walked to the refrigerator. 
 
    A soft whistle behind me had me spinning to see Finch standing beside the drakkan. Before I could protest, my brother laid his hand on the drakkan’s snout, and his purple magic filled the air around them. The drakkan reacted by rubbing his body against Finch, almost knocking the sprite over. I’d seen Finch do this before with a lamal, and it amazed me as much now as it had the first time.  
 
    I pulled a package of raw chicken breasts from the refrigerator and cut a piece off one, which I put on a small plate and set on the floor. The drakkan sniffed at the meat before he snatched it up and swallowed it without chewing. 
 
    Pleased, I cut up the rest of the breast and put it before him. I’d barely taken my hand away when he tore into the meat like a starving beast. God only knew when he’d last eaten, or if the dealer had fed him regularly. 
 
    I cut up the second breast, which was supposed to have been my dinner before I’d gotten sent on the job tonight. I sighed. It was just as well that I’d missed dinner because this little guy seemed to need it more. 
 
     I cleaned up and put a dish of water down for the drakkan, and then I checked on the nixie. She was still in the carrier, but she’d moved to the front and was peeking out through the opening. I laid a few berries on the table for her, in case she got hungry, and went to shower. 
 
    It was almost one in the morning when I finally crawled, exhausted, into my bed. I planned to sleep in tomorrow, and then I’d take the nixie and the drakkan to the Plaza and settle up with Levi before I went to visit Mom and Dad at the new facility. I might even have time to knock out one of the jobs Levi had given me. I burrowed happily under my covers. Things were finally starting to look up. 
 
      
 
    *     *     * 
 
    Flying. I was flying, and it was the best feeling in the world. I held my arms out and looked down at the thick, green forest I was passing over. The treetops were so close I could almost touch them. I wanted to dive down beneath the canopy of branches and fly among the trees. 
 
    The forest ended, and I was over a wide field of grain swaying gently in the breeze. The sun cast my shadow below, and my breath caught when I saw a massive winged shape instead of my own. I looked up and stared in wonder at the underbelly of the dragon holding me with one of its feet.  
 
    I turned my gaze back to the passing landscape. We flew over villages and farms where the occupants went about their business as if there wasn’t a dragon over their heads. When we reached a wide river, the dragon turned and followed it toward a wall of black cliffs so tall they appeared to touch the sky. The closer we got to the cliffs, the faster he flew until I was sure we would crash into them. 
 
    At the last second, he changed direction so fast that my scream died on my lips. He flew straight up the cliff face and shot over the top, and I stared at what had to be thousands of dragons of every color perched along miles of cliffs. As long as I lived, I knew I’d never see anything else that could compare to the magnificence before me. 
 
    My dragon dipped. I looked up and gasped when I saw it had shrunk to half its size. It grew smaller still and faltered as it struggled to stay in flight.  
 
    Suddenly, it dropped me, and I was falling, falling, falling… 
 
    I shot up in bed, looking around wildly at the walls of my bedroom and at the early morning sky outside my window. Over the pounding of my heart, I heard a weird rasping sound, and I scanned the room for the source. 
 
    “Argh!” I scrambled out of bed when I spotted the dark shape on my pillow. My legs got tangled in the covers, and I landed in a heap on my floor. 
 
    I was trying to free myself when something appeared at the edge of the bed. All the air went out of my lungs when I looked up into the startled red eyes of the drakkan. 
 
    I fell back on the floor with a hand over my heart. “You scared the bejesus out of me.” 
 
    He yawned and flopped down on his belly. 
 
    “Nice.” I stood and looked down at the creature curled up in a ball with his long tail wrapped around him. He still wore the bandage I’d put on him last night. I must have been out cold not to have felt him climb onto the bed. “What are you doing on my bed?” 
 
    He opened one eye to peer at me, and then he went back to sleep as if he owned the place. 
 
    “Don’t get too comfortable, buddy. You won’t be staying long.” 
 
    Rubbing sleep from my eyes, I went to check on our other guest. Unsurprisingly, the carrier on the table was empty, and the nixie was nowhere in sight. I wasn’t worried because she couldn’t have gotten out of the apartment. After I had my coffee, I’d get Finch to help me find her. 
 
    One of the few luxuries I allowed myself was my morning coffee. Ever since a drought had wiped out most of the coffee bean crops and sent the cost of coffee soaring, I’d had to make do with one coffee a week, unless Violet had treated me to one. But I had decided weeks ago that if I was going to be my family’s provider, I deserved this one thing. The rest of my earnings went either into my college savings or toward the household expenses. 
 
    I was debating whether or not this was a two-cup morning when the doorbell rang, startling me. It was barely seven. Who on earth was visiting at this hour? 
 
    Setting down my coffee, I quietly went to the door and peered through the peephole. My stomach plummeted, and I took a step back as fear slithered down my spine. The last time I’d seen the faerie on the other side of the door, he had looked ready to murder me with his bare hands. 
 
    I jumped when Faolin rapped sharply on the door.  
 
    “I know you’re there, Jesse. I need to talk to you.” 
 
    “Go away. We have nothing to say to each other.” I hated the tremble in my voice. I was keenly aware that Tennin hadn’t redone my wards yet, so Faolin could walk in if he chose to. The question was, did Faolin know that, and what would he do about it? 
 
    “I’m here on behalf of my brother. He wishes to see you.” Faolin sounded like he’d rather drink liquid iron than ask me for anything. 
 
    I crossed my arms. “I already told Conlan no. I haven’t changed my mind.” 
 
    He didn’t speak for a long moment. “Faris is not doing well.” 
 
    “Conlan said he was recovering.” Was this some kind of trick to lure me in? 
 
    “Physically, yes, but his spirit is low, and it’s impeding the healing process. The only thing he asks for is to see you.” 
 
    “Why? We barely know each other.” 
 
    There was another heavy pause. “My brother said he was prepared to die in that cage, and the goddess told him his salvation was near. He believes she sent you to save him.” 
 
    I laughed bitterly. “Some savior I turned out to be.” 
 
    “You cared for him and made him want to fight to live.” 
 
    I closed my eyes. Faris thought I’d saved his life, and he was burdened by the need to repay the debt. “Tell him he doesn’t owe me anything. I’m happy knowing he’s getting better.” 
 
    “That is not enough. He won’t be able to let it go until he has seen you for himself.” 
 
    I raked my hands through my tangle of curls. I knew these guys, and they were going to keep coming back until they got what they wanted. The only way I was going to get them out of my life was to give in and pay Faris a visit. And I really did want Faris to get better. If seeing me would help him, how could I refuse his request? 
 
    “Fine. I’ll go see him.” 
 
    “Good,” Faolin said, and I could have sworn I detected a note of relief in his voice. “I will wait for you downstairs.” 
 
    “No.” I would visit Faris, but there was no way I was getting into a vehicle with his brother. “I know where you live. I’ll meet you there in an hour.” 
 
    “As you wish.” 
 
    I rested my head against the door and listened to the sound of his footsteps on the stairs. Knowing he was gone should have made me relieved, but all I felt was apprehension and the growing certainty that I was going to regret this.

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    I shut off the engine and stared at the building I hadn’t planned on ever seeing again. All the way here, I’d told myself I could do this, but now I wasn’t sure I could. Why had I agreed to come here? I could have called Faris and saved myself all the stress. My stomach had been in knots ever since Faolin had shown up at the apartment, and I wouldn’t be surprised to find out I had an ulcer. 
 
    I wasn’t sure how long I sat there before I realized I was getting cold. I reached for the ignition, intending to take the coward’s way out, but something Faolin had said to me stayed my hand. 
 
    “He won’t be able to let it go until he has seen you for himself.” 
 
    “Damn it.” I hit the steering wheel. My conscience wasn’t going to let me leave until I had done what I’d come here to do, no matter how uncomfortable it made me. 
 
    Grabbing my phone and keys, I opened the door and got out. I walked to the door, unsure of what to do when I got there. There was no doorbell, and I had no idea if anyone would hear if I knocked. The times I’d been here in the past, I’d always arrived with someone who lived here. 
 
    The door swung open when I was a few feet away from it, and a stoic Faolin waved me into the foyer. His manner was the same brusque one he seemed to reserve for me, which oddly put me a little at ease. If he was nice, I’d be suspicious, and I’d probably turn tail and run. 
 
    The inner door was open, but I didn’t move toward it until he told me to go in. Steeling myself, I walked into the large living area. Everything looked as it had the last time I’d been here, but it felt cold and unwelcoming. 
 
    Faolin walked past me. “Follow me.” 
 
    He led me down the hallway to the library and stopped outside the closed door. “He tires easily, so don’t be alarmed if he falls asleep during your visit. Leave the door open, and call for me if you need anything. I will be in the living room.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    He opened the door for me, and I entered the room. Where the large desk had been, a bed and night table sat, and thick rugs covered the floor. Instead of books, flowering faerie plants decorated the bookcases, and they filled the air with a pleasant, exotic perfume. 
 
    “You came.” 
 
    I followed the soft male voice to a blond faerie sitting in a large armchair beside the fire. His legs rested on an ottoman, and he was covered in a thick blanket, despite the warmth of the room. 
 
    If not for his eyes and the resemblance to Faolin, I wouldn’t have guessed this was the same person I’d met in Rogin’s basement. The dull, matted hair was gone, he was less gaunt, and his face had lost its deathly pallor. The only thing that hadn’t changed was his eyes. They held the haunted look of someone who has known great suffering. 
 
    Faris extended a hand, and I walked over to take it. His skin was cool to the touch, and I noticed a tremble in his grip as he lifted my hand to his lips. Up close, I could see dark circles under his eyes, and his skin was paler than it should be. He might be recovering, but he was by no means healthy.  
 
    “Please, sit.” He pointed at the chair next to his. “There is food and drink for you if you are hungry.” 
 
    I looked at the small square table between the two chairs that held a large coffee and an assortment of pastries from the bakery I liked. I eyed the coffee, but made no move to pick it up. 
 
    Faris smiled. “You look good, Jesse.” 
 
    “So do you. I guess neither of us was at our best the last time we saw each other.” 
 
    “Not my finest first impression.” He laughed, and it turned into a mild cough. “I hear your parents are doing well.” 
 
    “They are. I’m glad to see you’re on the mend, too. I had no idea what happened to you after…” I trailed off, not knowing how to finish the sentence. I’d come here to ease his mind, not to rehash that awful night. 
 
    Faris saved me from the awkward silence. “I was in and out of it for the first week while Faolin hovered around me, forcing copious amounts of iron antidote into me. As you’ve probably noticed, my brother can be a little overbearing.” 
 
    “It’s one of his more charming traits,” I said humorlessly. “Why didn’t they take you home? Wouldn’t you heal faster in your realm?” 
 
    “Under normal circumstances, yes, but my body is too saturated with iron. It would kill me the second I stepped into Faerie.” 
 
    “I didn’t think of that.” Pure iron could not be brought into Faerie because it disintegrated when it came into contact with their air. I shuddered, trying not to think of what would happen to a faerie with that much iron in their system.  
 
    He tugged up the blanket that had slipped down his chest. “I am well cared for here with my brother and friends to keep me company.” 
 
    “Can you heal in the city?” Court faeries were more sensitive to iron than lower faeries, so they used their magic as a shield against it. The shield depleted their magic, requiring them to return to Faerie periodically to replenish it. Faeries who lived in cities had to go home more often because of the higher concentration of iron. 
 
    “Faolin and the others added extra wards to this building to protect me from the iron. I can’t go outside, except to the garden, but I do have the pleasure of seeing you, my angel.” 
 
    I made a face. “I told you not to call me that.” 
 
    “Did you? I seem to have lapses in my memory lately.” 
 
    “How convenient,” I retorted, feeling a little more at ease. 
 
    He smiled warmly. “I do remember your kindness to me. I don’t know if I would have made it through that last night without you.” 
 
    “And you helped me forget how scared I was. I think I would have curled up in a ball and cried if you hadn’t been there.” 
 
    Faris shook his head. “I don’t believe that. Anyone who can stand up to Vaerik and Faolin does not give up easily.” 
 
    I tensed at the casual mention of Lukas’s real name, but I hid my discomfort. Faris had no idea that it was another reminder of his friends’ betrayal. 
 
    “Are you still bounty hunting?” Faris asked. 
 
    I was grateful for the change in topic. “Yes. I get to do a lot more of it now that I’m not looking for my parents.” 
 
    “And you enjoy it?” 
 
    I lifted a shoulder. “Depends on the job. Last night, I had to catch forty verries. Have you ever seen the size of the stingers on those things?” 
 
    A small crash came from the kitchen, like someone had dropped a glass. I didn’t think faeries were ever clumsy. 
 
    His mouth fell open. “Forty verries? You didn’t get hurt, did you?”  
 
    “Luckily no, but some poor guy got stung a bunch of times.” I wrinkled my nose. “I had to smear verry dung on him before they took him to the hospital.” 
 
    Faris chuckled. “You do lead an interesting life.” 
 
    “For now. If things work out, I’m hoping to be in college this time next year. I will gladly trade in my bounty hunter ID for a student ID.” 
 
    “What do you want to study?” he asked. 
 
    “Law.” I didn’t elaborate. This didn’t seem like the time to discuss inequalities in Fae laws, or how I wanted to be a legal advocate for lower faeries. 
 
    He smiled. “Something tells me you’ll be a force to be reckoned with.” 
 
    “You can bet on it.” 
 
    A floorboard creaked, drawing our attention to the open door as a huge feline resembling a black lynx with exotic amethyst eyes entered the room. Kaia was Lukas’s pet lamal, and she wasn’t fond of humans. She had only tolerated my presence here in the past because he’d commanded her not to hurt me. 
 
    “Kaia, stay,” Faris ordered as she stalked toward me. 
 
    She ignored him and kept advancing until she stood before me. I held my breath, afraid to move. Kaia hadn’t tried to hurt me the other times I’d been here, but maybe she could sense that I was no longer a friend of her master. 
 
    “Don’t be frightened, Jesse,” Faris said a little too calmly. “Faolin will come and remove her.” 
 
    “I’m not –” I yelped when Kaia lifted up on her hind legs and rested her massive paws on my shoulders, putting her face inches from mine. Her warm breath washed over my face, and her long whiskers tickled my nose, making it twitch. I didn’t dare move, and I kept my eyes averted from hers out of fear that she would see it as a challenge. 
 
    She lowered her body back to the floor and rubbed her head against my knees. A rumble came from her throat, and it took me several seconds to realize what I thought was a growl was a purr. 
 
    “You two are friends?” Faris asked, his shock mirroring mine. 
 
    “She’s never done this before.” 
 
    “Kaia, come,” said a commanding voice that made my breath catch. 
 
    My first instinct was to ignore Lukas, but that would only let him know how much his presence affected me. Casually, I looked at him with what I hoped was a closed expression. Our eyes met for a few seconds, too briefly for me to read his.  
 
    The lamal swung her head in his direction but didn’t move from her spot at my feet. I’d never seen her disobey an order from him. 
 
    “Kaia.” His voice was sharp as he pointed at the floor beside him. 
 
    She stood and slunk over to him. Before she had reached him, he turned and left with her trailing after him. I stared at the empty doorway until Faris spoke again. 
 
    “I must apologize for my selfishness, Jesse.” 
 
    I frowned. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “When I asked to see you, I didn’t consider how difficult it would be for you to come here.” He gave me a knowing look. “Out of all of them, he hurt you the most.” 
 
    I shifted uncomfortably. “Can we not talk about that? What do you do to pass the time while you’re recovering?” 
 
    Faris glanced toward the door and lowered his voice. “He has not been himself since I came home. He won’t talk about it, but he deeply regrets what happened. They all do.”  
 
    I pressed my lips together, at a loss for how to respond. 
 
    “I won’t try to excuse my friends’ actions because what they did to you was wrong. All I can do is try to offer some insight into their behavior. The six of us have been together since we were children, and we are more like brothers than friends. We are constantly on alert for threats to Vaerik’s…Lukas’s life, and we have been taught to never trust outsiders.” Faris inhaled deeply and let it out. “For the first time, they let their guard down with someone outside of our circle, and they reacted on instinct when they thought you had hurt me and deceived them.” 
 
    My jaw clenched. I couldn’t fault Faris for caring about his friends, but he was seeing this through a flawed lens that only showed him one side of the story. 
 
    “I understand them being paranoid about security. They didn’t exactly roll out the red carpet for me, and I was okay with that. But trust works both ways, and they broke mine even before that day. They lied to me about Lukas’s real identity, even after I warned them that someone was trying to kill Prince Vaerik. I had to hear the truth from Rogin Havas while I was a guest in one of his cages.”  
 
    I swallowed back the lump that formed in my throat whenever I thought of the utter betrayal I’d felt. “I don’t know what was worse. Finding out I’d been lied to all along, or how easy it was for them to believe someone like Rogin over me.”  
 
    Faris looked stricken. “Jesse…” 
 
    “I know you want me to forgive them, but even if I do that, I don’t think I can trust them again.” I gave him an apologetic smile. “I’m sorry if that’s not what you want to hear.” 
 
    He held up a hand. “It needed to be heard, though.” 
 
    Faris wasn’t talking about himself. I wasn’t sure how I felt about the others listening to our conversation, but it didn’t surprise me. Faeries had superior hearing, and Faolin would never leave me completely alone with his sick brother, even if he had been the one to invite me here. 
 
    “I’m truly sorry for what you’ve suffered,” Faris said softly. 
 
    “You have nothing to be sorry for.” I brightened my smile. “And I’m doing great. I have my parents back, and bounty hunting pays a lot more than my old barista gig. Life is good.” 
 
    The sadness left his eyes. “I’m happy to hear that.” 
 
    I looked around the room. “Now tell me, why are you sleeping in the library? You don’t have a room here?” 
 
    “I do, but getting to it requires my brother or one of my friends carrying me up and down the stairs. Staying down here allows me to hold onto some of my dignity. And to entertain a guest.” He looked at the tray of pastries on the table. “You haven’t touched your coffee. Kerr said you love it.” 
 
    “I had coffee at my place. Do you want mine?” 
 
    His grimace was almost comical. “Goddess, no. Why would you even ask?” 
 
    “You don’t like coffee?” 
 
    Faris raised an eyebrow. “You used to work in a coffee house. Have you ever met a Court faerie who likes the stuff?” 
 
    I stared at him, trying to figure out if he was pulling my leg. But the more I thought about it, the more I realized he was telling the truth. I’d served coffee to plenty of lower faeries, but I’d never once served it to a Court faerie. I shook my head. “So much for my powers of observation.” 
 
     His laugh was light and infectious. The longer we talked, the more at ease I became. I was glad I’d come to see him. 
 
    Barely an hour had passed when his eyelids drooped, signaling it was time for me to go. I moved to the edge of my chair, preparing to stand. 
 
    “You’re leaving?” he asked with a sleepy slur in his voice. 
 
    “Yes. I have a lot to do today.” It wasn’t a lie. I had to bring the nixie and drakkan to the Plaza and get started on those jobs Levi had given me yesterday. Plus, I needed to figure out where to begin my search for the ke’tain. 
 
    Faris gave me a hopeful look, and I knew what his next words would be before he said them. 
 
    “Will you come back?” 
 
    I hesitated to answer, and he said, “I don’t get visitors other than my brother and friends, and I’ve enjoyed your company immensely.” 
 
    I pulled out my phone. “What’s your number? I’ll call you to set up a day and time.” 
 
    “If you can’t reach me, you can call one of the others,” he said after I’d added him to my contacts. 
 
    “I might have blocked their numbers,” I whispered, earning another laugh from him. 
 
    “Then I am honored you took mine.” 
 
    When I stood, he held out his hand to me. I took it, and he clasped mine between both of his. “Be safe out there, and come back soon.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    I walked to the door, and when I looked back, he was already asleep in his chair. His blanket had fallen again, so I went back to him and gently tucked it around his shoulders. 
 
    Turning toward the door, I jumped when I found Faolin standing a few feet behind me. I clapped a hand over my mouth to smother the small scream that would have awakened Faris. All of these guys moved with stealth, but the last one you’d want sneaking up on you was Faolin. He’d never liked me, and I wasn’t stupid enough to think he’d changed because he’d asked me here to visit his brother. 
 
    Faolin wore an expression I’d never seen on his face. He wasn’t smiling, but he wasn’t scowling either. His lack of hostility unnerved me, and I quickly skirted around him and left the room. 
 
    I knew my way out, so I didn’t wait for him to see me to the door. Call me a coward, but now that my visit with Faris was over, I didn’t want to stick around and risk running into one of the others. 
 
    I’d almost made my escape when Lukas’s voice stopped me. “Jesse.” 
 
    The urge to flee was strong, but I made myself turn to face him. He stood by the window that overlooked the garden, watching me like I was a skittish doe, which was close to how I felt. I wasn’t prepared for the onslaught of emotions from just being alone in the same room with him, and all I could do was stand there and wait for him to speak. 
 
    Warmth filled his eyes. “Thank you.” 
 
    “I didn’t do this for you,” I said in a stiff voice that didn’t sound like my own. 
 
    He nodded and took a step forward. “I want to –” 
 
    “No.” My hands curled into fists at my sides. “You’ve already said everything I needed to hear.” 
 
    “Quiet,” Faolin whispered harshly as he appeared at the mouth of the hallway. “Do you wish to wake Faris?” 
 
    Guilt washed over me. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    He grunted and spun to stalk off toward the library, leaving me alone with Lukas.  
 
    “Good day, Your Highness.” I caught his wince as I turned away, but I refused to feel bad about it. We weren’t friends, and we were no longer on a first name basis. I had to make that clear if I was going to visit Faris again. 
 
    The door opened as I reached for it, and I caught myself before I stumbled backward. Kerr stopped short, causing Iian to nearly run into his back. The shock on their faces told me I was the last person they had expected to see in their home.  
 
    They smiled broadly, and Kerr said, “Jesse, you’re here!” 
 
    “I came to see Faris.” I pointed at the door they were blocking. “If you’ll excuse me, I need to leave.” 
 
    Their smiles fell as they moved aside. I took a step toward the door and found my way blocked by Conlan, who had entered behind them. He looked less surprised to see me and offered a tentative smile I didn’t return. 
 
    I brushed past him and almost ran from the building. Outside, I gulped in cold air as I hurried to the Jeep. I barely took time to buckle my seat belt before I drove away. 
 
    That had been uncomfortable, but now that I had seen them all, the next encounter would be easier. I would make it clear I was only there for Faris and not interested in rekindling any other friendships. It was better that way for all of us. 
 
      
 
    *     *     * 
 
    “What do you mean she doesn’t want to leave?” I asked Finch, my gaze moving between him and the nixie peeking out of his tree house window. 
 
    Aisla said Faerie is not her home, Finch signed. She doesn’t want to go there. 
 
    “But what about her family? Doesn’t she want to see them?” 
 
    He shook his head sadly. She was born here, and her old family is gone, like mine. I told her she can join our family and live in my house with me. 
 
    My jaw went slack. Finch was territorial about his house and didn’t even like us looking inside. Now he was offering to share it with another faerie? 
 
    Can she stay? he asked with pleading eyes. I’ll share my food with her. 
 
    “I guess so.” I rubbed the back of my neck. “I need to make sure it’s not against the law to keep her here.” 
 
    Finch’s face lit up. I told her you would say yes. 
 
    “Don’t get excited until we know she can stay.”  
 
    Most faeries and Fae creatures we caught were sent to Faerie because they posed a threat to humans. The rest – such as sprites and nixies – were harmless but considered endangered, and they were sent back to their own realm for their protection.  
 
    There was a gray area, though. Mom and Dad were able to adopt Finch because he was an orphan and his clipped wings would have made survival impossible for him in Faerie. Aisla was unharmed, but she’d been born in our realm. It would be cruel to send her to a world she’d never known, but the Agency might believe she’d be better off there than here. 
 
    Finch followed me to the office where I spent the next hour going through Agency manuals and searching online. Unable to find an answer, I finally called Levi, who told me the fact that our family had already adopted Finch would lean heavily in our favor. I had to go to the Agency and fill out a bunch of paperwork, but he didn’t see them rejecting the application. They had a lot more to worry about than one orphan nixie. 
 
    I relayed all of this to Finch, who danced on the desk before he ran off to tell his new friend the good news. When I returned to the living room a few minutes later, I smiled at the happy squeaks and whistles coming from the tree house. 
 
    I looked at the drakkan watching me from his perch on the back of the couch. His bandage was gone, and his wing looked mended from this angle. “I guess it’s just you and me going to the Plaza today.” 
 
    He jumped off the couch, disappearing from sight behind it. I walked around it, but he was nowhere to be seen.  
 
    “Come on, little guy.” I knelt to peer under the couch. “I have a ton of stuff to do today, and I don’t have time to play hide and seek with you.” 
 
    Finch whistled, and I looked up at him. 
 
    Maybe he wants to stay, too, my brother signed. 
 
    I rested my arms on the back of the couch. “He can’t stay here.” 
 
    Why not? 
 
    “For one, I don’t have time to take care of him. He’s not like Aisla. He’d be a pet, and pets need a lot of care. It wouldn’t be fair to him.” 
 
    I can take care of him when you’re not here, Finch said. 
 
    “Okay. I’ll go to the grocery store today to pick up some raw meat for him. You’ll need to feed him twice a day.” 
 
    Meat? My brother’s blue face took on a yellow tinge. 
 
    “Or I could get some live mice, but I think that would be too messy.” Holding back a smirk at Finch’s look of horror, I counted off items on my fingers. “You have to feed him, make sure he has lots of water, train him to use a litter box, and clean up when he has accidents. I think he’s shedding, too, so you’ll have to pick up the scales he drops.” 
 
    Finch stared at me. Pets are a lot of work. 
 
    “They are.” I bent low to look under the couch, but the drakkan wasn’t there. How the hell had he gotten past me? Standing, I swung my gaze in a wide circle. “Where did he go?” 
 
    Finch whistled and pointed to the kitchen. I swung in that direction, and it took me a moment to spot the drakkan squeezed into the narrow space between the top of the cabinets and the ceiling. 
 
    I walked into the kitchen to stare up at him. How on earth had he managed to get up there so fast without making a sound?  
 
    Grabbing the stepladder from the hall closet, I attempted to lure him down with some raw bacon. He sniffed it but refused to move. Abandoning that idea, I reached up to lift him down and was rewarded with two nipped fingers. 
 
    “Ouch!” Blood beaded on one fingertip, and I stuck my finger in my mouth as I glared up at him. Some bounty hunter I was. I couldn’t even capture a drakkan in my own apartment. 
 
    I climbed down from the ladder as the doorbell rang. Casting a resentful look at the little beast, I went to answer the door. 
 
    “Tennin,” I said when I opened the door. “I forgot you were coming by today.” 
 
    Behind me, a crash came from the kitchen. I spun to see the drakkan sitting on the counter, gobbling up the bacon I’d left out. 
 
    “I knew you liked bacon,” I yelled accusingly at him. 
 
    Tennin snickered. “Do I want to know why you have a young drakkan sitting on your kitchen counter?” 
 
    I turned to face the faerie. “He flew into my windshield last night and hurt his wing. I’m taking him in today to be sent home.” 
 
    “I think he might have other plans.” Tennin grinned at something over my shoulder.  
 
    I cast a look back at the kitchen in time to see the drakkan wedge himself on top of the cabinets again. Groaning, I stepped back. “Please, come in.” 
 
    Tennin’s laugh trailed off as he passed through the doorway. He lifted his hand, and a stream of his pale green magic flowed from his fingers. 
 
    “What is it?” I tensed, waiting for him to tell me he wasn’t strong enough to replace Conlan’s ward. 
 
    “I know why the faerie you hired couldn’t take down the old ward,” he said as he tested the magic protecting the apartment. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    He dropped his hands and looked at me. “This is not Conlan’s magic. This ward was made by the same faerie who warded your parents at the hospital.” 
 
    Shock rippled through me. A faerie had gotten past Conlan’s ward and entered my home. Who is stronger than a member of the Unseelie royal guard? 
 
    I hadn’t realized I’d spoken my question aloud until Tennin answered it. “Someone with bluer blood than his.” 
 
    “A royal? Why would a royal faerie want to help my family?” 
 
    Tennin quirked an eyebrow. 
 
    “No.” I shook my head emphatically. “It wasn’t him.” 
 
    “Why not him? He’s one of the strongest of my kind, and he has a personal connection to you.” 
 
    “He had a connection to me, but he severed that, and I’ve made it crystal clear that I want nothing to do with him.” 
 
    Tennin shrugged. “Maybe he has other ideas.” 
 
    “And maybe this is Conlan’s ward. You haven’t been here since he created his.” 
 
    “Trust me, this ward was not made by Conlan,” Tennin said with a touch of swagger. “His blood might be a tad bluer than mine, but my magic is as strong as his.” 
 
    I stared at him. “Conlan is a royal?” 
 
    “The royal guards are always blue bloods. Their official title is prince, but they never use it. They’re lower royals, similar to an earl here,” he explained. “Most other royal faeries use their real titles in this realm, but the guards don’t want to be distracted by unwanted attention. I’m surprised you didn’t know that, having spent so much time with them.” 
 
    “They weren’t exactly forthcoming about certain things.” 
 
    He lifted a shoulder. “Now you know.” 
 
    A scraping sound came from behind me, and I turned to see the drakkan on the counter again, trying to swallow the keys I’d left there earlier.  
 
    “No!” I ran over and snatched the keys away from him. “Bad drakkan.” 
 
    Tennin snickered. “Nice pet but you better hide anything that will fit into his mouth.” 
 
    “He’s not staying.” I made a face as I grabbed a paper towel to clean the slimy keys. “The metal doesn’t hurt him?” 
 
    “Drakkan are not like other creatures from our realm. The fire in their belly protects them from just about everything.” 
 
    As if to illustrate his words, the drakkan burped, and a few sparks flew out along with a wisp of smoke.  
 
    I glanced nervously around at all the flammable things in the apartment. “The new ward didn’t remove my fire ward, did it?” 
 
    Tennin waved a hand in the air to test it. “You’re good.” 
 
    I walked back to him and hung the keys on the hook by the door as a new realization hit me. “You said Conlan’s blood is only a little bluer than yours. Does that make you a royal, too?” 
 
     He took a tiny bow. “Prince Tennin at your service, although no one calls me that.” 
 
    A prince. That explained why he was able to create a ward strong enough to keep Lukas’s men out until I’d let them in. “But you warned me to stay away from Lukas and his men.” 
 
    “I said they were dangerous, which they are when they need to be.” 
 
    I was a little dejected that Tennin, like all the other Court faeries I knew, seemed to have perfected the art of speaking around the truth. When I had asked Conlan if Lukas was in service to the crown, he’d vaguely replied that they all were. Lukas had once told me that Prince Vaerik owed me a debt of gratitude, and I’d had no idea he’d been referring to himself in the third person. 
 
    “You know, most human girls would be thrilled to know they were in the presence of Fae royalty. Your disappointment is most humbling.” 
 
    I laughed. “I’m sure you get your fair share of adoration.” 
 
    “I can’t complain, and I do get invited to the best parties.” He pretended to preen. 
 
    “Even though you’re a paparazzo?” 
 
    He shook his head like I’d said something amusing. “No one cares about that when you’re Fae royalty. Having any royal, even a lower prince like me, at a party is a status symbol.” 
 
    “Doesn’t it bother you that people invite you to increase their popularity?” I asked, annoyed on his behalf. 
 
    “Not really. I’m choosy about which ones to attend. In fact, I’m going to one tomorrow night.” He grinned. “The host is over-the-top eccentric, but there are always celebrities and politicians to eavesdrop on.” 
 
    “Eccentric, how?” 
 
    “He’s what you would call obsessed with faeries, and his homes are filled with things from our realm. At his estate in Italy, he even has a lake full of fish from Faerie. It’s his own little faerie world. A bit ridiculous, but he’s entertaining to be around.” 
 
    “He must be filthy rich.” I tried to imagine having that much money to throw away on a fantasy. 
 
    Tennin nodded. “He has enough money to buy his own country, but the one thing he wants can’t be bought.” 
 
    “And what is that?” 
 
    He leaned in conspiratorially. “To be Fae, of course. He’d give up his entire fortune to anyone who would change him, but no faerie will even attempt it. To do an unsanctioned conversion would be to risk banishment from Faerie, and banishment means death.” 
 
    “Princess Nerissa tried it with Jackson Chase.” 
 
    His smile dimmed. “Desperate people will do desperate things for love.” 
 
    “Do you know her?” I remembered hearing somewhere that Princess Nerissa was Unseelie, but there were hundreds of royals in each region. 
 
    “Yes,” he said grimly. 
 
    A shiver went through me, and I didn’t want to know what her punishment had been.  
 
    Tennin slapped his hands together. “Anyway, you look like you have your hands full here with your new pet. Unless you need something else from me, I’ll leave you to it.” 
 
    He turned to go as it struck me that there was something else he could help me with.  
 
    “Wait.” 
 
    He shot me a questioning look. 
 
    “I’m working on a job, and I’m wondering if you could tell me something about a particular Fae object.” 
 
    He hesitated. It was small, but I caught it. “Sure.” 
 
    “What can you tell me about the ke’tain?” 
 
    “The ke’tain?” He reached behind him and quickly shut the door. “How do you know about that?” 
 
    His reaction confirmed my suspicion that the ke’tain was a bigger deal than the Agency was letting on. He obviously didn’t know the bounty hunters had been informed about its disappearance. I filled him in and told him what little I knew about the artifact.  
 
    “How do they expect us to find it when they won’t tell us anything beyond what it looks like?” I grumbled. “Who had access to the ke’tain in the temple? Why would someone take it and bring it here? I can’t believe a faerie would steal something sacred to your people only to sell it to a human collector for money. There has to be more to it.” 
 
    Tennin stuck his hands into his pockets, looking uncomfortable. “This is something you should ask Prince Vaerik – Lukas – about. He can answer your questions better than I.” 
 
    “You know that’s not an option,” I said tightly. 
 
    He tried a different approach. “Whoever has the ke’tain went through a lot of trouble to obtain it, and they will not take lightly to anyone poking around. Is the bounty that important to you?” 
 
    “This isn’t about the money. I’m doing this to keep my parents safe.” 
 
    His head jerked back in surprise. “What do your parents have to do with it?” 
 
    I looked around for Finch and lowered my voice. “The Agency thinks whoever took the ke’tain also took my parents because they found out about it.” 
 
    “The Agency told you that?” Tennin asked in disbelief. 
 
    “In so many words. After a faerie tried to get to Mom and Dad at the hospital, I guessed it was connected to the ke’tain, and the agent I talked to didn’t deny it.” 
 
    He uttered a Fae word. “You didn’t think to tell me this before now? Are they okay?” 
 
    “Yes. Whoever it was couldn’t get past the ward, so Mom and Dad are safe for now. The only way I know to protect them is to find the ke’tain and turn it in. Then no one will have a reason to go after them.” 
 
    His eyes grew troubled. “Does Lukas know what you are up to?” 
 
    “Why? It has nothing to do with him.” 
 
    “Everything is Lukas’s business.” 
 
    I crossed my arms. “Then I’m sure the Agency has already told him everything he needs to know. And if he wants to know the name of the bounty hunters searching for the ke’tain, they will give him a list.” 
 
    Tennin didn’t look convinced. 
 
    “You don’t want to talk about the ke’tain, but can you at least tell me if the goddess’s temple is open to everyone or only certain people?” I asked hopefully. “That might help narrow down the search.” 
 
    Indecision played across his face before he finally said, “Any faerie can visit the temple, but the ke’tain itself is kept behind a powerful ward. It would take four or five strong faeries working together to get through it.” 
 
    “So, they would have to be Court faeries?” 
 
    He hesitated. “Yes.” 
 
    Like the Seelie royal guard. I kept that thought to myself. “So, basically, any Court faerie could have brought it to our realm, or they could have given it to a lower faerie to carry it for them. Which brings me to my other question. Why would someone steal the ke’tain in the first place?” 
 
    “I have asked myself that many times.”  
 
    I held back a groan of frustration. I was getting nowhere on this job, and I wondered if anyone else was having luck. I hoped so, for my parents’ sake. 
 
     Tennin’s phone rang, and he chuckled when he looked at the screen. “Ah, and there is Davian now. He wants to know if I’m coming solo or bringing a plus one. It’s his way of asking if I’m planning to go since I missed his last party.” 
 
    “Davian?” 
 
    He nodded. “Davian Woods, the tech magnate. Have you heard of him?” 
 
    “Who hasn’t?” Davian Woods became famous for reaching billionaire status at the tender age of twenty-five. At thirty-one, he now owned half of Silicon Valley, and he had been trying for years to convince Faerie to share their portal magic with our world. I’d always assumed Woods wanted to make money off the portals, but after hearing Tennin’s account of him, I suspected his real motive was to gain access to the realm he obsessed over. Someone with that much money and determination would probably do anything to get what he wanted. 
 
    Out of nowhere, a memory surfaced of a crumpled handwritten invitation on the floor of Lewis Tate’s office. A New Year’s Eve party invitation on expensive stationary signed with the initials DW.  
 
    Davian Woods.

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    My mind whirled as the puzzle pieces snapped together.  
 
    The Agency had raided Lewis Tate’s house because they believed he might have the ke’tain. Lewis Tate knew a DW, who used expensive stationary and threw lavish parties. Davian Woods collected Fae objects and had the money to buy almost anything. Lewis Tate trafficked in the very things Davian would want. 
 
    Tennin snapped his fingers in front of my face. “Jesse?” 
 
    I blinked and realized I’d been staring blankly at him. “Did you go to Davian’s New Year’s Eve party?” 
 
    “I missed that one because I was in Faerie.” He gave me an inquisitive look. “What is brewing inside that head of yours?” 
 
    “Last night, the Agency raided the home of a black market dealer looking for the ke’tain. When I was in the dealer’s office, I saw –” 
 
    “Why were you at an Agency raid?” Tennin cut in. 
 
    “I was called in to catch the creatures he set free.” I jabbed a thumb in the direction of the drakkan. “Anyway, I was in the dealer’s office, and I found an invite for a New Year’s Eve party from someone named DW. I think it was Davian Woods, and the dealer sold him the ke’tain or was planning to.” 
 
    Tennin did not look surprised by my theory. 
 
    “You knew?” I asked him. 
 
    He shook his head. “Not about the dealer, but I do know Davian was investigated. All the top collectors of Fae culture were. He was clean.” 
 
    “Just because they didn’t find anything doesn’t mean he’s clean.” The more I thought about it, the more convinced I became that I was onto something. 
 
    Tennin shrugged. “The Agency is very thorough about these things.” 
 
    “They also thought my parents were in cahoots with a goren dealer,” I reminded him. “They make mistakes.” 
 
    “True,” he said thoughtfully. “But do you think they will listen to you if you go to them with your suspicions?” 
 
    I scoffed. “No. Besides, Davian has to be wary of the Agency now. If he has something to hide, he’s definitely not going to let his guard down around them.” I scratched my chin. “I need to figure out how to talk to him, maybe see inside his home.” 
 
    Tennin let out a burst of laughter. “You don’t walk up to Davian Woods and introduce yourself. And forget getting into one of his homes. The only way into his sanctuary is by invitation.” 
 
    He was still talking when inspiration struck me. I grinned like the Cheshire Cat.  
 
    Tennin’s laughter died. “Why are you looking at me like that?” 
 
    “I figured out the perfect way to meet Davian Woods.” I let the words hang in the air between us. 
 
    “How?” He stared at me for a few seconds, and something like horror crossed his face. “No. Absolutely not.” 
 
    “You haven’t even heard my plan yet.” 
 
    He backed up a step with his hands raised. “Let’s leave it that way.” 
 
    “You don’t want to help me?” I gave him the same sad face Violet always used on me. 
 
    “It’s not that I don’t want to. It’s that someone I have a healthy respect for would have my hide if I put you in a potentially dangerous situation.” 
 
    I waved a hand. “It’s a society party, not a drug den. And my dad won’t know if neither of us tells him.” 
 
    Tennin opened his mouth, closed it, and opened it once more. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “I understand.” I pasted on a smile. “I can be resourceful. I’ll find a way to meet him on my own.” 
 
    Alarm flashed in his eyes. “What part of it’s too dangerous don’t you get?” 
 
    “What part of my parents’ lives depend on this don’t you get? I’ll do whatever it takes to keep them safe.” 
 
    He swore softly in English and hung his head. “I’m going to regret this.” 
 
      
 
    *     *     * 
 
    “Stop fidgeting.” 
 
    I let my hands fall away from the neckline of my dress and met Tennin’s eyes in the mirrored wall of the elevator.  
 
    He smiled and mouthed, “Relax.” 
 
    I returned his smile and took in our reflections. He wore black jeans paired with a black jacket, gray shirt, and tie. I wore a sleeveless, pale blue dress with a bateau neckline trimmed in delicate filigree that resembled white gold. The knee-length dress was made from soft Fae fabric, and when I moved, it subtly changed to different shades of blue. 
 
    One of Tennin’s stipulations for bringing me here tonight had been that he chose my outfit. I hadn’t known what to expect when he’d left my apartment, but he had returned a few hours later with the beautiful dress. I had protested until he’d pointed out that Davian Woods would recognize the dress as Fae-made, which would please the billionaire. 
 
    Violet had come over to help with my makeup and to wrangle my hair into a smooth knot at my nape. She’d insisted I leave my glasses at home since I wasn’t driving. A small sacrifice in the name of fashion, as she’d put it. She didn’t know my real reason for coming tonight, just that I was working on a job I couldn’t talk about. 
 
    The elevator stopped on the penthouse level. Tennin and I stepped out into a pink marble foyer with a single door on either end and a pair of open double doors facing us. From beyond the doors came strains of music and the murmur of many voices. I resisted the urge to adjust my dress one more time. 
 
    Two smiling male attendants greeted us. One took my coat, and the other directed us to a glass table in the corner. I was surprised to see a selection of beautiful masquerade masks in various designs and colors. 
 
    “It’s a masquerade?” I asked Tennin. 
 
    He touched one of the masks. “Davian didn’t say, but he likes to add fun little twists to his gatherings.” 
 
    “Choose any one you like,” said the attendant. 
 
    Most of the women’s masks were elaborately decorated with sparkling stones and feathers. I reached for the nearest one, but Tennin stopped me before I could pick it up. 
 
    “You don’t need all that adornment.” He picked up a silver Venetian mask decorated with delicate glittering swirls and helped me put it on. After he’d secured the ties, he stepped back and smiled. “Perfection.” 
 
    He chose a black and silver mask for himself and donned it. Then he lifted his arm. “Shall we?” 
 
    Feeling bolder behind the mask, I smiled and took his arm. We passed through the double doors into a hallway. To our left was a winding glass staircase to the second floor, and farther on were more doors. We turned right and entered a great room unlike anything I’d seen before.  
 
    The first thing that caught my eye was the incredible view of the city through the arched windows on two sides of the room. The floor was a dark herringbone hardwood adorned with beautiful rugs, and from the high ceiling hung glass orbs containing Fae crystals that cast a soft glow over the room. Everywhere I looked, there were exotic plants, tapestries, and accents that appeared Fae in origin. The room was warm and inviting, nothing like I’d imagined I’d see in a billionaire’s penthouse. 
 
    I turned my attention from the décor to the room’s occupants. There had to be at least thirty people milling around, and based on their height and build, I suspected over half of them were faeries. I couldn’t be sure because, like us, they all wore masks. 
 
    Several black and white clad waiters walked among the guests with trays of wine. One of them approached us, and I gave him a polite shake of my head. I was here for one reason only, and I needed to keep my head clear for it. 
 
    Tennin leaned in. “What do you think?” 
 
    “I can’t imagine living in such a beautiful place. I love it.” 
 
    “I am glad you approve,” said a male voice from behind us. 
 
    Tennin and I turned at the same time to face our host, the only person in the room who wasn’t wearing a mask. Davian Woods didn’t look much different from his photos, but he was shorter than I expected. He was an average looking man with light brown hair and brown eyes, but he had a great smile, the kind that made you feel like you knew him already. 
 
    “Tennin, so glad you could make it.” Davian’s gaze shifted to me and lingered appreciatively on my dress before lifting to meet my eyes. “And who is your friend with the exquisite taste?” 
 
    “Davian, this is Jesse,” my date said. “Jesse loves faeries almost as much as you do, and I knew she’d enjoy meeting you.” 
 
    “Is that so?” Davian held out a hand. “It’s always nice to meet someone who shares my passion. But where has my friend been hiding you all this time?” 
 
    I smiled and took his hand in a firm handshake. “He hasn’t been hiding me. I was in high school, and my father would have hunted him down if he’d taken me to a party before I turned eighteen.” 
 
    Davian threw back his head and laughed. “Well, I am honored to be your host. Perhaps I can give you a tour of my home after I greet all my guests.” 
 
    “I’d like that.” I felt a pang of disappointment that I had to wait to talk to him more, but I was excited about the prospect of seeing the rest of his home. Everything I’d read about him told me he was too smart to give away his secrets, but you could learn a lot about someone by how they lived and the things they valued. 
 
    Someone called Davian’s name, and his smile tightened as he waved a hand at them. “If you will excuse me, I believe the governor would like a word. Please, have a drink and some of the wonderful food my chef has prepared.” 
 
    “The governor?” I whispered to Tennin after our host had left us. 
 
    “You never know who you’ll find at these things. So far, I see three A-List actors, a British royal, an NBA star, and one…no two supermodels.” One corner of his mouth lifted. “And one bounty hunter.” 
 
    I scanned the room, trying to pick out the celebrities. Violet was going to die when I told her about this. “How can you tell who they are beneath their masks?” 
 
    “It’s my job to know faces. I’ll introduce you to them if you’d like.” 
 
    I wanted to say yes because I would never get another chance like this. But I shook my head. “I think I should stay in the background and not draw any attention to myself. I would like to know what smells so good in that kitchen, though.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Let’s go see what delights Davian’s chef has for us.” 
 
    The penthouse dining room and kitchen were as impressive as the main room, with dark wood and glass cabinets, stone countertops, and state-of-the-art stainless steel appliances. A chef in a white jacket opened an oven door and lifted out a tray of food. He transferred it to a platter and carried it to the long table covered with trays of mouthwatering appetizers. 
 
    We went to check out the food, and Tennin told me which foods were Fae so I could avoid them. I filled a small plate and refused a glass of wine from a waiter, who fetched me mineral water instead. After we’d sampled some of the delicious appetizers, Tennin and I strolled toward the other end of the great room where he identified the new guests as they arrived.  
 
    I only half listened to him as I thought about my next move. I’d made it inside the penthouse, but I hadn’t really planned what to do once I was here. I’d grilled Tennin about Davian and his home, and he’d told me Davian’s office and private collection were upstairs. He had also informed me that Davian had an aversion to security cameras, which was strange for a person who made his living off technology. Or maybe he wanted no recording of what went on in his home. Thank God for eccentric, paranoid billionaires. 
 
    We turned into a hallway that had been concealed by potted trees and stopped outside a library. I wondered if I’d find any Fae books inside. Surely, someone obsessed with faeries had to have books on them, maybe some my parents didn’t own. 
 
    When a woman in a red dress and a feathered red mask motioned for us to join her and two other women, Tennin groaned. “I don’t suppose you will pretend to be madly in love with me for the next few hours.” 
 
    My lips twitched. “I’m afraid I’m not that good an actress.” 
 
    “You grow more like your mother each day,” he grumbled. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    He set his wine glass on the tray of a passing waiter. “Care to mingle?” 
 
    “You go ahead. I’d like to check out Davian’s library.” I gave him a meaningful look, and he nodded. 
 
    “Stay out of trouble,” he whispered before he went to join the group of women. 
 
    I entered the library and took a few minutes to circle the room and appreciate the vast collection of books. There were thousands of titles, with one whole section dedicated to first editions and out-of-print books, and a selection of what looked like old Russian literature behind glass. There was also a large section dedicated to technology and finance, not surprising for a tech billionaire. 
 
    “Ah!” I stopped walking when I came upon three full shelves of Fae books. We had half of them at home, and a few of them I’d seen at the library. But there were two I’d hadn’t seen before. How could there be Fae books I’d never heard of? 
 
    I slid one off the shelf and turned it to look at the cover. I stared at the gold embossed drawing of a couple in a sexual position, and my cheeks heated when I realized what the book was about. That explained why I wasn’t familiar with it. 
 
    I was curious, but I replaced the book without looking inside. How embarrassing would it be if someone were to enter the library and find me reading a sex book? 
 
    I walked to the door, and a male laugh reached me as I stepped out of the library. I froze because I’d know that laugh anywhere. What on earth was Conlan doing here of all places? If he was here, did that mean…? 
 
    My stomach quivered as I peered through the branches of a potted tree until I found Conlan standing by a window with Davian.  
 
    I let my breath out in a whoosh of air when I saw they were alone. Conlan was one of the last people I wanted to see, but it could have been worse. He could have come with – 
 
    Lukas. 
 
    My stomach sank when he appeared beside Conlan with a drink in his hand. Unlike most of the other guests, neither of them wore a mask. Power and authority emanated from Lukas, and I could tell by the way people moved around him that I wasn’t the only one who felt it. 
 
    I gnawed on my lip as I watched Lukas say something to Davian, who laughed in response. His and Conlan’s presence could ruin everything for me. It was too much to hope that they wouldn’t recognize me in my mask, and they’d know I was up to something the moment they saw me here. What if they outed me as a bounty hunter? Davian would get suspicious and kick me out of his home. 
 
    Lukas frowned suddenly, and his gaze swung in my direction. I pulled back around the corner, my heart racing. Had he seen me? Not waiting to find out, I hurried down the short hallway. On my right was what I assumed was the door to the master suite, and on my left was the same hallway we had walked through earlier with the stairs to the upper floor. 
 
    There was no one in sight as I approached the staircase, and I debated for a whole second whether or not I should ask someone if I was allowed to go upstairs. The thought of Lukas coming around the corner any second made the decision for me. 
 
    Better to ask forgiveness than to get permission, I thought as I started up the stairs. I winced when my heels clicked loudly on the glass steps, and after the first three, I stopped and removed my shoes. 
 
    At the top of the stairs, I walked a few feet and stopped to stare at the extravagance around me. Beneath a sloped glass ceiling was a dining area with a table that could seat twenty people. A wall of windows separated it from a terrace lit with soft lights and lined with potted fir and cypress trees. To my left was a glass room, but the foliage on the other side prevented me from seeing the interior. A greenhouse or atrium maybe. 
 
    I turned in the other direction. Aha. 
 
    Separated from the dining area by a textured glass and copper wall was an elevated area that resembled a gallery. Shoes dangling from my fingers, I walked over and climbed the four steps to Davian Woods’s private faerie collection.  
 
    I was drawn immediately to the framed artwork of Faerie landscapes painted by renowned Fae artists. The style reminded me of a Monet exhibit I’d seen once at the Museum of Modern Art, and I loved how vibrant the paintings were. If Faerie looked this beautiful in a painting, I couldn’t imagine how it was in person. 
 
    After my eyes had feasted on the artwork, I turned to look at Davian’s other Fae treasures displayed throughout the room in glass cases. There were carvings, books, jewelry, utensils, clothing, and various crystals. In the largest display, there was a strip of white fabric believed to have come from the goddess’s robe. I wondered about its authenticity because faeries were reverent of their goddess and would not relinquish such an important artifact to a human. The massive effort to find the ke’tain was proof of that. 
 
    In the same case was half a spear that supposedly belonged to the mythical Asrai. But it was the small white stone nestled in a bed of velvet that interested me most. The plaque said it was believed to be a goddess stone, but I knew with certainty that it wasn’t. A goddess stone stayed with its rightful owner until it was gifted to a new owner. If Davian had been goddess-blessed, as it was called, the stone would be on his person, not in a glass case. 
 
    At either end of the gallery was a door. I tried both and wasn’t surprised to find them locked. One of them had to be Davian’s office. I studied the lock on one and smiled. It was a standard five-pin lock and shouldn’t be much of a challenge. Luckily, I had come prepared for this. 
 
    I reached under the skirt of my dress for the pick set strapped to my inner thigh. My hand froze when male voices drifted to me from below. I cocked my head and strained to listen. Maybe they were passing by the stairs. 
 
    The sound of shoes on glass steps had me shooting upright and backing away from the door. I planned to pretend I was admiring the gallery, until I heard the unmistakable voice of a faerie prince I knew all too well. I bolted for the steps to the dining area and raced across the tiled floor, thankful I hadn’t donned my shoes yet. Quietly, I opened the door to the terrace and slipped outside. 
 
    There wasn’t time to brace myself for the frigid wind that stole my breath. I ran to the potted trees and took cover in the shadows behind them. The trees shielded me from view, but they offered little protection from the cold. I shivered violently in my dress, which was meant to be worn in Faerie’s temperate climate. 
 
    Wrapping my arms around myself, I watched the top of the stairs as Davian and Lukas came into view, followed by Conlan. The two faeries dwarfed Davian, who looked even plainer next to their male perfection, but he seemed unaware of it as he talked animatedly to Lukas.  
 
    The three of them ascended the steps to the gallery where Davian showed them one of the paintings I had admired. Lukas looked only politely interested, and that made me wonder what he was doing here in the first place. My conversation with Tennin yesterday had left me with the impression that Davian was a source of amusement to faeries. He was hardly the kind of person I expected Lukas to socialize with. But then, I had been wrong about a lot of things concerning Lukas. I was sure his real identity wasn’t the only thing he’d kept from me. 
 
    The trio walked to the office door, and Davian used a key to unlock it. He entered the room and touched something on the wall beside the door. My knees went weak when I watched him enter a security code. A few more minutes and I would have been caught breaking into his office.  
 
    Davian must have something important to conceal if he had a security panel on his office inside his own home. He was the CEO of a billion-dollar company, so it made sense that he would want to protect sensitive documents. But my gut told me it was more than that. 
 
    My teeth chattered, reminding me I had a bigger concern than the contents of Davian’s office. I hopped from one bare foot to the other because they were going numb, and there was no room for me to stoop and strap on my shoes without being seen.  
 
    I watched Davian and his guests enter the office as I waited for my chance to escape. The second they closed the door, I was making a run for it before I got too cold to move at all. 
 
    Several minutes ticked by, but the office door stayed open with Conlan visible inside. I looked around desperately and spotted an outside door to what I assumed was the greenhouse. Moving sideways, I crept along in the narrow space between the trees and the wall until I came to a four-foot gap in the trees. Cursing my luck, I peered through the branches at the office and saw Conlan’s back was to me. It was now or never. 
 
    My body tensed to spring across the open space, but movement in the gallery stopped me. Davian emerged from the office with Lukas and Conlan behind him. He said something to the faeries, who smiled and nodded in return. I let out a breath. Maybe they were going downstairs. 
 
    Or not. Lukas and Conlan stayed in the gallery watching Davian as he descended the steps and approached the terrace door. My eyes went to our host, and my stomach knotted when his congenial expression turned to a hard mask of anger that only I could see. He came out onto the terrace and waited for the door to shut before he put a phone to his mouth and spoke. 
 
    “Did I not make myself clear when I said you were not to interrupt me tonight?” he bit out. “This had better be worth pulling me away from the Unseelie prince.” 
 
    He went quiet as he listened to the person on the other end speak. Then, “Of course, this phone is safe! I designed the damn thing.” 
 
    I pressed against the wall as he paced in my direction while his caller spoke. Gone was the charming host who had welcomed me to his home. This snarling man made me feel like a rabbit hiding from a predator, and I didn’t want to think about what he would do if he caught me spying on him. 
 
    He stopped several feet away. “What do you mean you don’t have it?” Pause. “Raided? And you’re only telling me this now?” 
 
    His voice rose dangerously, and he lowered it suddenly. Pasting on a smile, he looked at the gallery where Lukas and Conlan stood watching him. I didn’t dare move a muscle. Faeries had enhanced eyesight, and they might see me even if Davian couldn’t. The mask hid the upper part of my face, but my red hair was a dead giveaway. 
 
    Davian turned away from the gallery. “Find him and get it for me. I don’t care what you have to do. And remember, you are as expendable as your predecessor.” 
 
    On that ominous note, he hung up. He stood quietly seething and glaring at a spot less than a foot away from me. I couldn’t remember ever being as afraid of a human as I was in that moment. Physically, Davian wasn’t a threat to me, but he had the money and resources to do whatever he wanted to people who crossed him. The cold malice pouring off him told me he wouldn’t lose a second of sleep over it. 
 
    He closed his eyes and took several deep breaths to calm himself. Before my eyes, the anger disappeared from his expression, and the warm smile returned. If I hadn’t witnessed his rage, I never would have believed him capable of it. 
 
    Composed, he spun and went back inside to rejoin Lukas and Conlan in the gallery, motioning for them to return to his office. Conlan glanced at Lukas, who was still looking at the terrace. He couldn’t see me, could he? 
 
    Please, go. I wasn’t sure I could endure the cold for one more minute. Much longer and my feet were going to freeze to the stone beneath them. 
 
    After what felt like forever, Lukas turned away and walked to the office with the others. I didn’t wait for them to go inside. As soon as their backs were to me, I ran across the gap and behind the trees on the other side. From there, I only had to move another ten feet or so behind the trees before the office door was out of sight. Then I sprinted for the glass door of the greenhouse. 
 
    “Thank God,” I said through numb lips when the door opened under my hand. I stepped inside and sighed at the heat that enveloped me. It was like walking out of a freezer and into a sauna. 
 
    I was so relieved to be out of the cold that it took me a moment to focus on my surroundings. When I did, I gasped at the room I’d mistaken for a greenhouse. It was more like something out of a dream. 
 
    In the center of the large room was a natural pool surrounded on three sides by rock and vegetation with an actual waterfall at one end. The floor of the pool appeared to be made of sand, and I could see water plants and some brightly colored fish at the bottom.  
 
    Pulling off my mask, I strolled around the room, taking in the Fae trees and flowers that filled the room with a heady perfume. Colorful birds flitted between the trees as I passed them, and in one corner, there was a small grove of trees inhabited by pixies. The tiny green faeries flew into a tizzy, unhappy about my presence, but they left me alone. Wild pixies would have tried to bite me for invading their turf, but these had most likely been raised here in captivity. 
 
    Davian had created his own little Faerie paradise in his home. Looking up at the domed glass ceiling, I imagined floating in the pool, gazing at the blue sky on a clear day. I wondered if this room was a true representation of Faerie or just his vision of it. Either way, it was breathtaking. 
 
    I walked to the interior wall facing the dining area and peeked through the vines covering most of the glass. From here, I could make out a dark head inside the office above. It could be Lukas or Conlan, but it was impossible to tell. I’d have to wait in here until they went downstairs, but this room was a vast improvement over the terrace. 
 
    Tennin had to be wondering where I’d gone, and I cursed myself for leaving my phone in my coat. He knew I was here to snoop and find out if Davian knew anything about the ke’tain, and I hoped he didn’t come looking for me. He was sophisticated enough to not do anything that would give me away, but I didn’t want to risk him getting more involved than he was. 
 
    I wandered over to sit on a rock beside the pool and replayed Davian’s one-sided conversation on the terrace. He hadn’t mentioned Lewis Tate by name, but I was convinced that was who he’d ordered his caller to find. And the thing he was looking for had to be the ke’tain. I wished he’d said more because I had no idea where to go from here. 
 
    All I had succeeded in doing tonight was confirming my suspicions about Davian’s connection to Tate. I’d also seen the billionaire’s dark side, which he kept hidden from the rest of the world. I shivered despite the warmth of the room. Davian Woods was not someone I would ever want as an enemy, which was why he could never find out what I’d done tonight. 
 
    Fluttering beside me had me turning my head in time to see a pair of pixies flying away with the mask I’d laid on the floor with my shoes. They could barely support the mask between them, and they dipped and swayed in the air. 
 
    “Hey. Come back here.” I jumped up and ran after them into their grove. Davian had seen me in that mask. If he found it in this room, he would know I had been up here. 
 
     I managed to get hold of the mask before they could escape to the upper branches of the trees that had to be at least fifteen feet tall. They squeaked angrily and retaliated by darting at me and yanking at strands of my hair. 
 
    “Ouch. Quit it.” I swatted the little beasts away, trying not to hurt them.  
 
    Two more pixies joined the attack, and one of them managed to get tangled in my hair. I struggled to free him without damaging his fragile wings or getting bitten in the process. Unable to see where I was going, I tripped over a rock and went down. Luckily, the floor here was covered in grass and thick moss that cushioned my fall. 
 
    The sound of a door opening made me go still. I couldn’t let Lukas or Davian find me in here, so I did the only thing I could. I scrambled behind a leafy bush that was barely big enough to hide me and prayed whomever it was didn’t look too closely at the grove. 
 
    Footsteps, muffled by the grassy floor, came closer and stopped. I dared a peek through the leaves, expecting to see Davian or Lukas, and I was surprised to find a blond faerie standing beside the pool. He reached up to remove a mask that covered most of his face, and I felt a spark of recognition. Where had I seen him before? Something unpleasant coiled in my gut, and the longer I stared at him, the stronger it got. 
 
    He set his mask on the floor and straightened, facing me full-on. My breath hitched when it hit me where I knew him from. The day after my parents disappeared, I’d visited Levi at the Plaza, and I’d seen this faerie at the station when I was getting the train home. I remembered how his constant staring had unnerved me and the cold look he’d given as my train had pulled away. 
 
    I’d never seen him again until now, and his presence here chilled me more than Davian’s anger. I had a sick suspicion that this was a member of the Seelie royal guard. I had no idea what he was doing at Davian’s party or how he had escaped Lukas’s notice, but I knew it would not end well for me if he found me here. 
 
    Something caught my eye, and my blood chilled. I’d left my shoes beside the pool. If he took a few steps in that direction, he’d see them and know someone was here. 
 
    The faerie raised his hands and murmured under his breath. My fear turned to excitement when pale green magic flowed from his hands, and the air began to shimmer in front of him. He was creating a portal. Faeries didn’t like to create them in front of humans, so I’d never seen one. Few people had. 
 
    I gasped at a sharp pain in my scalp. I’d forgotten about the pixie caught in my hair, the one that was suddenly determined to rip my hair out to get free. Gritting my teeth, I reached up to help him, and he rewarded me with a stinging bite on my finger.  
 
    I jumped and barely stopped my cry of pain. The bush rustled, and I froze as the faerie’s head swung in my direction.

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    My heart threatened to explode from my chest as I imagined what he would do if he caught me. Even if I had come armed, I had no chance against a royal guard. 
 
    He dropped his hands and took a step toward the grove. At that exact moment, the pixie pulled free from my hair and flew out of the bush, taking a few strands of my hair with it. The faerie stopped his advance and watched the pixie disappear into the branches. All I could do was pray he hadn’t seen the red hairs trailing behind the pixie and come to investigate. 
 
    He took another step, shaving a year off my life, and abruptly spun back toward the pool. Raising his hands, he started again to create the portal. I watched in awe as the air shimmered and rippled, and a faerie-sized hole formed. Beyond the portal, I could make out a white stone wall and an arched window, but nothing else. 
 
    Someone spoke on the other side. I strained to hear them, but it was impossible to make out the words over the gurgle of the waterfall. 
 
    “No, Your Majesty,” the faerie said. “Davian does not have it yet.” 
 
    The other voice rose enough to know it was female, which could only mean one thing. He was talking to Queen Anwyn. I had just heard the voice of the Seelie queen. 
 
    The faerie bowed his head. “I am sorry, Your Majesty. I have failed you.” 
 
    There was movement on the other side of the portal, allowing me a glimpse of blonde hair, fair skin, and the twinkle of a jeweled diadem. She said something else, and he nodded.  
 
    “If anyone can find him, it is Aibel. Should I join him?” 
 
     The queen spoke again, and this time I could make out the words. “No. I have another job for you.” 
 
    “As you wish.” He stepped through the portal, and it closed with a soft swoosh. 
 
    I didn’t move for a full five minutes. When I finally stood on trembling legs, my mind reeled from what I had seen and heard. No human had ever laid eyes upon the faerie monarchs, and I had no doubt I would be dead if the queen learned what I had witnessed. 
 
    I brushed off my dress, pulled on my shoes, and patted down my hair. I was going to need a mirror to fix it before I went downstairs. There was no way I could return to the party and act like everything was normal after this. I especially didn’t want to run into Lukas and Conlan. I didn’t owe them any explanations, but they knew me well enough to tell when something was wrong. They would also draw unwanted attention to me, and that was the last thing I needed. 
 
    There was no sign of anyone in the gallery or office when I peeked out, so I cracked the door to listen. Silence greeted me. I left the room and found a half bath on the other side of the stairs where I fixed my hair and donned my mask. 
 
    My legs were steadier by the time I descended the stairs, and I hoped I looked more composed than I felt. A waiter hurried by as I reached the main floor, but he barely glanced at me. As long as Davian wasn’t one of those paranoid people who questioned the staff about everything, my secret should be safe. 
 
    I headed directly for the exit. I felt bad about leaving Tennin after he’d brought me here, but I couldn’t go back to the party with Lukas there. I’d text Tennin to explain, and he would understand. He was well aware of my reason for not wanting to see Lukas. 
 
    In the foyer, one attendant went to retrieve my coat, and I handed my mask to the other attendant. He refused it, telling me it was a keepsake to help me remember the party. I wouldn’t need any help remembering tonight, but I smiled and thanked him. 
 
    The other attendant helped me into my coat and summoned the elevator for me. I waited anxiously for it to arrive and nearly ran to it when the doors opened. I stepped inside and hit the button for the lobby. The doors began to close, and I sagged against the wall. 
 
    I jumped when an arm appeared in the gap between the doors, a second before they closed. The doors slid open again, and my stomach twisted when I met Lukas’s hard blue eyes. Behind him stood Conlan and Kerr. Where the hell had Kerr come from? The lack of surprise on all three faces said this was not an accidental encounter. 
 
    They stepped into the elevator, which suddenly seemed a lot smaller. Conlan and Kerr stood on either side of the car with Lukas facing me. I hadn’t been this close to him since the last time he was at my apartment. My chest squeezed at the memory, but the pain was quickly eclipsed by the anger that always followed. 
 
    “When Conlan said he thought he saw you at Davian’s, I told him he was mistaken,” Lukas said. “What are you doing here, Jesse?” 
 
    “Attending a party, obviously,” I replied stiffly. 
 
    “How did you get in?” 
 
    I lifted my chin. “I walked in just like you did.” 
 
    “You know that’s not what I meant. Davian is selective about his guest list, and no one gets into his parties without an invitation.” 
 
    “And it’s impossible for someone like me to be invited to one of your society parties?” 
 
    His sigh was barely perceptible. “If by someone like you, you mean a bounty hunter, then yes. Davian is a snob, and he considers most people beneath him, unless they are celebrities or well-connected.” 
 
    “Or Fae royalty. I assume he knows who you really are,” I retorted, letting my anger get the best of me. I was trapped in here with him and his men, and it made me want to lash out at him. Something flickered in his eyes, telling me my barb had hit home, but it gave me little satisfaction. “I didn’t crash your friend’s party. I came as the date of one of his invited guests.” 
 
    Lukas’s jaw flexed. “Who?” 
 
    “Not to be rude, but that’s none of your business.” Tennin had done me a huge favor by bringing me tonight, and I would not repay him by getting him in trouble with Lukas, who had made it clear he didn’t want me here. To the best of my knowledge, Lukas had no idea I even knew Tennin, and I planned to keep it that way. 
 
    “Was it the faerie who gave you that dress?” His eyes dipped to my dress, and warmth suffused me. 
 
    “Also none of your business.” I yanked the edges of my coat together and darted a glance at the floor indicator above the doors. Were we even moving? This was the longest elevator ride I’d ever taken, and I was beginning to feel claustrophobic. 
 
    His gaze met mine again. “Your date is not seeing you home?” 
 
    “I can see myself home. Women do all kinds of crazy, independent stuff like that these days.” 
 
    A muted chuckle came from Conlan, and my scowl deepened. “Is there a point to this interrogation?” 
 
    “I want to know the real reason you are here. You don’t care about celebrities or parties.” 
 
    My fingers tightened on my coat. “You don’t know anything about me.” 
 
    “We both know that’s not true.” A smile touched his lips, and it fanned my simmering anger. 
 
    “Not so long ago, you thought me capable of treachery and torture,” I said, my words laced with the pain and bitterness that had been eating at me for weeks. I wanted to yell at him – to yell at all of them – for their betrayal, but my throat tightened, and angry tears pricked my eyes. 
 
    The air in the elevator became thick with tension. Conlan and Kerr shifted uncomfortably, and Lukas’s eyes darkened with remorse. “I was wrong.” 
 
    “Yes. You were.”  
 
    The elevator stopped with a slight bump, and the doors slid open. Lukas stepped aside to let me out first, and I headed straight for the exit. I’d come here with Tennin, which meant I’d have to get a taxi home. I’d rather wait for one outside than in here with them. 
 
    I’d barely made it three steps when Lukas’s hand caught my arm. “Jesse.” 
 
    Steeling myself, I turned to look at him. 
 
    “A man like Davian Woods doesn’t get where he is without being ruthless,” Lukas said quietly. 
 
    A chill went through me.  
 
    He looked like he was going to say something else and changed his mind. “Be careful.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    This time when I walked away, he didn’t stop me. I exited the building as a taxi was dropping off a couple dressed for a party. I wondered if they were headed to the penthouse, although they didn’t look like anyone famous, so maybe not. 
 
    I sank into the back seat of the taxi and gave the driver my address. Cab fare was expensive, but I wasn’t getting the bus or the subway in this dress. I pulled out my phone to text Tennin to let him know I’d gone home and that I’d run into Lukas in the elevator. I didn’t tell him what I’d witnessed upstairs because I didn’t want to drag him into it.  
 
    During the drive home, I replayed everything I’d seen and heard. I needed to figure out what to do with this information before I decided on a course of action. One thing I knew for certain. If Davian Woods and the Seelie queen were looking for the ke’tain, I was in way over my head. 
 
      
 
    *     *     * 
 
    “I was so mad that I wanted to tell them all where to go,” I vented to Violet as we walked down a busy Soho street the next day. “But instead, I nearly cried in front of them. It was awful.” 
 
    She nodded sympathetically. “I wish I’d been there with you. I would have given him a piece of my mind.” 
 
    I smiled because I knew my best friend better than she did sometimes. Violet was passionate and outspoken, but she had a tendency to get starstruck around Fae royals. The most she would have managed was a mild glare, if that. 
 
    “You stood up to him, though, so you should be proud about that,” she said. 
 
    “I just hate feeling like this, but I don’t know how to stop it.” I exhaled deeply, wishing I could expel all the ugly emotions bottled up inside me. 
 
    Violet stopped in front of a store window. “It’s only been three weeks. Give yourself time.” 
 
    “I don’t have time. I have to –” I broke off before I accidentally let it slip about the ke’tain. The Agency had been emphatic about us keeping it from the public, including family and friends. 
 
    She gave me a confused look. “You have to do what?” 
 
    “I have to work. You know I’m handling everything until Mom and Dad come home. And now I have Aisla and Gus to take care of.” 
 
    Violet snorted. “I still can’t believe you have a drakkan in the apartment. And of all the names you could choose, you went with Gus.” 
 
    “He won’t leave, and that was the name he liked the most.” 
 
    “He also likes lipstick. You owe me a new one,” she said with a pout. “It was my favorite.” 
 
    I tilted my head. “I warned you not to leave your bag on the floor. But I will buy you a new one since you helped me get ready for the party.” 
 
    She sighed dreamily. “That dress. Tell your faerie friend he can bring me clothes any day.” 
 
    “I think you’re fine in the clothes department.” I held up one of the shopping bags I was carrying for her. “Did you really need five new outfits?” 
 
    She rolled her eyes at me. “I need something perfect for my second audition. Image is everything.” 
 
    “You could show up in a potato sack, and they’d still pick you for that role.” 
 
    Violet let out a tiny squeal. “Gah! Can you believe it? My first callback. I know it’s only a small part, but this movie is going to be huge.” 
 
    “Remember what they say. ‘There are no small parts, only small actors.’ You show them why you’re the best damn space shuttle pilot they’ll ever see.” 
 
    She nodded. “I’ve watched Star Wars so many times I’m going to be speaking in Wookie soon.” 
 
    I laughed, and we started walking again. One thing no one could ever say about Violet was that she didn’t put one hundred and ten percent into a role. 
 
    Violet stopped abruptly in front of a store. “Oooh. Let’s go in.” 
 
    I looked up at the sign on the window that read New, Pre-owned, and Vintage Guitars, and shook my head. “I don’t need –” 
 
    “Yes, you do.” She grabbed my arm and tugged me toward the door. “All you do is take care of everyone else. The world won’t end if you treat yourself once in a while, and I know you miss your guitar.” 
 
    I chewed on my lower lip. I did miss my old guitar, but I’d been trying to save every cent I could. Our building needed new pipes in the basement, and most of the tenants’ rent went to the mortgage payment, utilities, and insurance. The estimates I’d gotten from three different plumbers were enough to keep me awake at night. 
 
    “It can’t hurt to go in and see what they have,” she said. 
 
    I gave in. “I’m only going in to look.” 
 
    Thirty minutes later, I left the store with a worn acoustic guitar case slung over my shoulder. “You are a very bad influence, Violet Lee.” 
 
    She laughed and pointed at a coffee shop. “I’ll make it up to you. The coffee is on me.” 
 
    We entered the shop and found an empty table. I watched our bags while she went to order the coffees.  
 
    “By the way, how are your mom and dad doing at the new treatment center?” she asked as she set our coffees on the table. 
 
    I took a sip of my coffee and sighed happily. “They’re doing great. You should see the place. It looks more like one of those rehab centers rich people go to. I still can’t believe our health insurance covers a place like that.”  
 
    I had done some research on goren treatment, and there was another facility in Newark that looked more like an institution than the resort my parents were at. Mom and Dad had a comfortable suite with windows overlooking a park, and the cafeteria resembled an upscale restaurant. Residents were not allowed computers or cell phones, and the televisions only played non-violent movies because too much stimuli was not good for recovering goren addicts. But there was a library, a state-of-the-art gym with an Olympic-size swimming pool, and beautiful grounds for anyone who didn’t mind braving the cold. I’d brought Mom and Dad some of their clothes and things from home, and they looked more like themselves every day. 
 
    “Have you told them yet?” 
 
    “No. I’ll do it soon.” Every time I saw my parents, I wanted to tell them about my bounty hunting, but their doctors continuously warned me stress and emotional upset early in the program could cause a setback. Mom and Dad were doing so well, and the last thing I wanted was to cause them any anxiety. I also knew the longer I waited, the more upset they were going to be that I’d kept it from them. 
 
    Footsteps approached our table, and I looked up to see two thirtysomething men in suits coming toward us. I didn’t recognize them, but their appearance screamed Agency. I tensed because I didn’t exactly have a good history with agents seeking me out. 
 
    “Can I help you?” I asked before either of them could speak. 
 
    “Are you Jesse James?” one of them asked in a curt tone. 
 
    I looked from him to his companion. “Who is asking?” 
 
    He produced a leather badge wallet and showed me his Agency ID. “I’m Agent Collins, and this is Agent Howard. We’d like to ask you a few questions about the raid on Lewis Tate’s house.” 
 
    “I wasn’t there for the raid. I was called in after to round up the verries.” 
 
    Agent Howard nodded. “We’re talking to everyone who was at the house that night.” 
 
    “Why?”  
 
    “It’s routine. Nothing to be concerned about,” said Agent Collins. 
 
    Something about his smile made my scalp prickle. In my experience, when people said not to be concerned, the exact opposite was usually true. And the Agency didn’t track down hunters at coffee shops for routine questions. They showed up at your home or called you and requested you come to headquarters to talk. 
 
    “What do you want to know?” I asked, aware of Violet watching us. 
 
    Agent Collins glanced around the coffee shop. “Let’s talk outside.” 
 
    I hesitated briefly before I stood. If they wanted to discuss sensitive information, it made sense to do it where we were less likely to be overheard. Grabbing my coat, I followed them out of the shop, making sure to position myself in front of the large window where Violet could see me. I didn’t care if they were agents. I had good reason to be suspicious of strangers. 
 
    Agent Howard spoke first. “According to the report, you were the first bounty hunter to arrive on the scene after the raid, correct?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And you went into the house alone,” Agent Collins said. “Why didn’t one of the agents accompany you?” 
 
    I furrowed my brow at the question. “Because it was too dangerous with all the verries on the loose in there.” 
 
    He nodded. “And you spent two hours alone in the house?” 
 
    “More like an hour and a half.” I wondered where he was going with this line of questioning. 
 
    “Where did you go in the house during that time?” he asked. 
 
    “Living room, hallway, cage room.” 
 
    Agent Howard cut in. “That’s it?” 
 
    “That’s where the verries were. I had no reason to go anywhere else.” 
 
    “I see.” He stuck his hands in his coat pockets. “Did you observe anything unusual while you were in the house?” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Objects that look like they could be of Fae origin,” said Agent Howard. 
 
    Could these guys be any vaguer? They had to know bounty hunters had been briefed on the missing ke’tain.  
 
    “There were some Fae objects, but I didn’t see anything that looked like the ke’tain,” I said. 
 
    They exchanged a look, and then Agent Collins said, “So you searched for the ke’tain while you were alone in the house?” 
 
    Their questions were starting to bug me. “No, I was too busy trying not to get stung to death.” 
 
    Irritation flashed in his eyes. “And after you had caught the verries, what did you do?” 
 
    “Then I helped the man who got stung.” 
 
    “I thought you said you were alone in the house at that time,” Agent Howard cut in, suspicion coloring his tone. 
 
    Little alarm bells went off in my head. How could they not know about Brian Kang if they’d read the report from that night? I would think they’d want to question Lewis Tate’s friend and possible accomplice over me. This didn’t add up. 
 
    I crossed my arms. “I’m sorry, but why are you asking me this? It should all be in Agent Ross’s report, and the security camera footage will show you exactly what I did in the house. I’m not sure what else I can tell you.” 
 
    Agent Collins took half a step toward me. “We will decide what is important and what is not.” 
 
    “I think you should accompany us to headquarters for a full debriefing.” Agent Howard moved closer, boxing me in. 
 
    I pressed my back to the window. “I’ll make an appointment.” 
 
    Agent Collins laid a hand on my arm. “We’d prefer to talk to you now.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    My hand went to my pocket and closed around the stun gun I always carried now. Assaulting an agent was a federal crime, but my gut told me I wasn’t talking to real agents. They might look the part, but no agent would question a witness without doing their homework first. It was obvious these two hadn’t laid eyes on the report or the security footage. 
 
    “Jesse.” 
 
    The three of us looked at Violet, who stood outside the door, waving her phone. 
 
    She smiled apologetically. “Sorry to interrupt, but you have a call from someone at the Agency. I told him you were talking to agents, but he insisted.” 
 
    “It must be Ben Stewart. Tell him I’ll be right there.” I turned to Collins and Howard, who had taken a step back. “I have to take this call. You don’t keep the head of internal affairs waiting.” 
 
    “Certainly not,” Collins agreed hurriedly. “We’ll call you to continue our debriefing.” 
 
    “I’m happy to come in tomorrow,” I said, knowing I’d never get that call. 
 
    He nodded and held out his hand. “Thank you for your cooperation, Miss James. Enjoy the rest of your day.” 
 
    I shook Howard’s hand, too, and then I watched the men walk swiftly down the street. They moved like they couldn’t get out of there fast enough without running. 
 
    Violet was bouncing in her seat when I returned to our table, her eyes wide with nervous curiosity. “What the heck was that about?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but thanks for the rescue.” I pulled my phone from my pocket. “How did you know I needed help?” 
 
    “I didn’t,” she confessed. “But I didn’t like the look of them, and I could see they were getting pushy. Are all agents like that?” 
 
    I opened my contacts. “They weren’t agents.” 
 
    Her hand shot out and covered my phone. “What do you mean? They had Agency IDs.” 
 
    “Forgeries.” I lifted my eyes to meet her shocked ones. “The Agency raided the house of a black market dealer a few nights ago, and I was sent in to clean up. Those guys asked me things about the raid that they should have known.” 
 
    Her brows drew together. “That doesn’t mean they weren’t agents.” 
 
    “They also didn’t blink an eye when I said Ben Stewart is the head of internal affairs. There is no way any agent in this city doesn’t know who he is and that he runs the Special Crimes division.” 
 
    Violet gasped. “Oh my God, Jesse! What do we do?” 
 
    “We do nothing.” I pulled up Stewart’s name in my contact list. “I’m going to call him and let him know there are two men walking around pretending to be agents.” 
 
    “How can you be so calm?” she asked breathlessly. “I’m about to freak out.” 
 
    I smiled and kept up my calm front as I put the phone to my ear. On the inside, I was having my own mini freak-out. I was certain those men would have tried to force me to go with them if Violet hadn’t intervened. They were looking for the ke’tain, and clearly, they were willing to use any means to find it. Impersonating an agent was a serious felony. 
 
    I was expecting to get Ben Stewart’s voice mail, so I was surprised when he answered on the third ring. I lowered my voice and told him about my encounter with the fake agents, careful not to mention the ke’tain by name. 
 
    “I need you to come in to work with one of our sketch artists,” he said when I finished. There was an edge to his voice that hadn’t been there the first time we’d talked. “Do you feel safe there? I can send agents to pick you up.” 
 
    I walked over to the window and scanned the street for any sign of the men. “My Jeep isn’t far away. I need to drive my friend home, and I’ll come there right after.” 
 
    “I’ll expect you here within two hours.” 
 
    I hung up and went back to the table. “He wants me to come in, so I have to cut our day short.” 
 
    Violet’s face fell. “We didn’t even get to have our coffee.” 
 
    “I know, but he wants me to give a description to their sketch artist.” 
 
    She let out an “Eep!” and waved her hands excitedly before she picked up her phone and turned the screen toward me. It was a photo, taken through the window, of me and the two men. My back was to the camera, but she’d gotten a good picture of them.  
 
    “You took a picture?” I stared at the men’s faces on her phone. 
 
    “I wasn’t getting a good feeling about them, and I thought, ‘What would Jesse do?’” 
 
    “You are a genius!” I beamed at her as I took her phone and sent the photo to myself. Then I texted it to Ben Stewart. He replied immediately, saying they didn’t need me to work with the artist now that they had a clear picture of the men. They would run the faces through their facial recognition software, and hopefully, they’d get a hit. 
 
    “Looks like I’m off the hook with the Agency.” I stood and gathered up her shopping bags. “Let’s get out of here.” 
 
    “Don’t you want to stay and have coffee?” 
 
    “Let’s go home instead and decide on an outfit for your audition.” 
 
    She jumped up and pulled on her coat. “I’ll get our coffees to go.” 
 
    Violet chattered about the audition all the way to the Jeep. I smiled and responded when it was required, but I was on high alert, paying close attention to our surroundings and the people. 
 
    Those men could have been working for anyone, but I suspected they were on Davian Woods’s payroll. Had he discovered I was a bounty hunter or were his men following their own leads? Either way, I was afraid I hadn’t seen the last of them or him. 
 
      
 
    *     *     * 
 
    “And then he hid in the tree house for a whole day. Finch did not take that well. You’ve never seen a temper tantrum until you’ve seen a sprite kicked out of his house by a drakkan.” 
 
    Faris threw his head back and laughed. It had been almost a week since my first visit with him, and I was happy to see he had a little more color in his cheeks. He still had shadows under his eyes, but they were less pronounced than a week ago. 
 
    We were sitting in the living room today because he didn’t think it was appropriate to entertain me in the library, which was essentially his bedroom. I had been anxious about seeing the others – especially Lukas – but so far it had been only the two of us. Faris hadn’t mentioned my run-in with Lukas, and I had no intention of bringing it up. 
 
    “Sprites are docile in Faerie,” Faris said, still grinning. “I can’t say I’ve ever seen an angry one.” 
 
    “That’s because you’ve never met my brother.” I took a sip from the bottle of water I’d brought with me. There had been another coffee and a plate of pastries waiting for me upon my arrival, but I’d politely refused them.  
 
    “I hope I get to meet him someday.” He picked up a glass of green juice and drank it down. It was a cocktail of juice from fourteen different Fae fruits and vegetables, and it helped to provide many of the essential nutrients he needed to heal. 
 
    “Maybe you will.” I took the empty glass from him. “Let me refill that.” 
 
    Before he could protest, I went to the kitchen and poured him a fresh glass from a large carafe on the counter. I carried the glass back to him, and he frowned as he took it from me. 
 
    “I’m the host. I’m the one who should be getting the drinks.” 
 
    I quirked an eyebrow. “We shared a cage. I think we’re past formalities, don’t you?” 
 
    His smile returned, and I realized it was the first time I’d ever mentioned that night without feeling the usual pang of hurt or anger. Maybe Faris wasn’t the only one benefiting from our visits. 
 
    “So, you’ve given up on trying to remove the drakkan from your apartment?” he asked. 
 
    “For now. I’ve been so busy with work that I’ve barely been at home this week. And he’s been less trouble than I thought he would be.”  
 
    Aside from feeding, the drakkan required very little care. I’d picked up a large litter box for him, and it had taken me two days to figure out there were no droppings in it because he’d been unlocking our tiny bathroom window to go out whenever he wanted. For the most part, he stayed out of sight, except for when he snuck in every night to sleep on my bed. I never caught him, but the red scales he left behind were evidence he’d been there. That and I’d been having weird dreams since his arrival. I had no proof, but I was pretty sure he was somehow the cause of them. 
 
    “Why are you so busy?” Faris asked.  
 
    I made a face. “I discovered adulting is not always fun, and plumbers make a lot more than bounty hunters. Thankfully, there are a lot of extra jobs available these days.” 
 
    “Is there a sudden shortage of bounty hunters?” 
 
    “The opposite actually. We have three times as many hunters in New York than we normally do. They just aren’t interested in doing the usual jobs.” 
 
    He tilted his head to one side. “Why is that?” 
 
    “They’re all after a huge bounty the Agency put on the ke’tain.” 
 
    His eyes widened. “You’re searching for the ke’tain?” 
 
    “Everyone is. The Agency put a one hundred-thousand-dollar bounty on it, and hunters all over the world are after it. Since New York is one of the top entry points from Faerie, a lot of hunters are coming here looking for the ke’tain. I’ve already had one run-in with some out-of-towners who thought I might be competition, and it’s only going to get worse.” 
 
    He nodded grimly. “Money makes people do insane things. And the people who want the ke’tain for their own purposes will go through anyone who gets in their way. I wish you were not involved in this.” 
 
    “I wasn’t at first. I planned to work on all the other jobs and let everyone else fight over the ke’tain.” 
 
    “Why did you change your mind? Was it the money?” he asked. 
 
    “The money would help my family, but that’s not why I’m doing it.” I pressed my lips together, wishing I hadn’t mentioned the ke’tain. 
 
    He frowned. “Why would you take the risk if not for the money?” 
 
    “For her parents,” said a voice from above that made my stomach dip. 
 
    I looked up at Lukas as he descended the stairs, and my mouth went dry at the intensity of his gaze. He looked even more serious than in our last encounter, reminding me of the cold, hard faerie I’d met at Teg’s two months ago. 
 
    He went to stand by the fireplace, and having him in the same room made me keenly aware of him. Had it always been like this with him, or were my emotions amplified because of the emptiness where our friendship used to be? 
 
    Kaia ran down the stairs and joined her master. Standing there with his hand resting on her big head, Lukas looked so powerful and regal that I couldn’t believe I’d ever mistaken him for anything but royalty.  
 
    “Jesse would do anything for her parents,” he said to Faris, but his eyes stayed on me. “Even if it means pulling a dangerous stunt like snooping around the home of Davian Woods.” 
 
    I clutched my hands in my lap. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “After you left the party, I returned and spoke to our host,” he informed me. 
 
    A pit opened in my stomach, and I felt some of the blood drain from my face. 
 
    Lukas stroked Kaia’s head. “I told Davian one of his guests had taken ill and left, and I wanted to let her date know. Imagine my surprise when I learned that person was none other than Tennin.” 
 
    “Tennin?” Faris echoed. 
 
    “Yes. He and I had a most enlightening conversation.” Lukas smiled at me, and it did nothing to dispel the churning in my gut. “He told me he’s known your parents for many years, and he’s been helping you with some things because he owes your father a debt. It took a little convincing to get him to tell me why he brought you to Davian’s party. He’s surprisingly loyal to your family, which is not at all like the Tennin I know.” 
 
    “You had no right to question him about me.” I shot up from my chair, angry at him for interfering in my business and at myself for putting Tennin in that position. 
 
    Lukas ignored my outburst. “Tennin told me you believe Davian knows something about the ke’tain, but he was vague about how you came to that conclusion. Since I also suspect Davian’s involvement, I am very interested in what led you to him.” 
 
    I crossed my arms. “Good detective work.” 
 
    “And then you managed to get invited to one of Davian’s exclusive parties where you disappeared for an hour. Tennin said he didn’t see or hear from you again until you texted him on your way home.” Lukas pinned me with his shrewd eyes. “The question is, where were you and what were you up to during that hour?” 
 
    I went with a half-truth. “I was in the library for a few minutes, and then I went upstairs to look around. I was going to look through his office, but the door was locked.” 
 
    “And then you left the party,” he said. 
 
    “Yes,” I snapped, too irritated by the questions and his presence to see he was leading me into a trap. 
 
    He rubbed his jaw. “Here’s the thing. Conlan and I were upstairs with Davian for a good thirty minutes, and we returned to the party approximately fifteen minutes before Kerr saw you come downstairs and leave. That would have put you and us upstairs at the same time, but neither of us remembers seeing you there. Why is that?” 
 
    I shrugged one shoulder. “Poor observation skills.” 
 
    His mouth curved into a smile so achingly familiar it sent shards of pain through my chest. 
 
    “You went through all that trouble to get into the penthouse, only to leave after an hour.” He shook his head. “You would never give up so easily. The only reason you would have left the party early is if you found something. Not the ke’tain because you would have turned it in, but something important.” 
 
    “I guess you have it all figured out.” I let my arms fall to my sides. “Is this why I was invited here today? You thought you would ambush me and find out what I know. What’s next? Are you going to have Faolin make me talk if I don’t give you what you want?” 
 
    “Goddess, no!” Faris came unsteadily to his feet and lost his balance.  
 
    I lunged for him, but Lukas got there first. He caught Faris and lowered him back to the couch with great care. When Lukas straightened, his troubled eyes met mine. 
 
    “No one here will ever harm you, Jesse,” he said roughly. “Don’t blame Faris for this. He had no idea I was going to question you.” 
 
    Feet pounded on the stairs, and Faolin ran into the room. “What’s wrong? I heard Faris shout.” 
 
    Faris waved him off. “It’s nothing, Brother. I tried to stand too fast and fell over.” 
 
    “I told you not to tire yourself,” Faolin scolded, but there was concern in his eyes. 
 
    I cleared my throat. “I should go.” 
 
    “Please, stay.” Faris gave me a beseeching look that was impossible to refuse.  
 
    Avoiding Lukas’s eyes, I sat. I immediately wished I’d left when an awkward silence fell over the room. 
 
    “Faolin and I will be upstairs if you need anything,” Lukas said. 
 
    Faris waited until their footsteps had faded before he spoke. “I’m sorry about that. Since I came home, Lukas’s main focus has been finding the ke’tain and those who took it.” 
 
    “The ke’tain is important to your people.” I didn’t have to like Lukas or agree with his methods to understand why he’d want to get it back. 
 
    “It is, but that’s not the only thing that drives him.” Faris sighed heavily. “He’s also doing it for me.” 
 
    “For you? Will the ke’tain help you heal faster?” 
 
    Faris shook his head and stared out the window for a long moment. “I was investigating the ke’tain’s disappearance when I was taken.” He turned his head to look at me. “I should say I was taken because I was investigating its disappearance.” 
 
    My hand went to my chest. “The Seelie royal guard.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    “Rogin’s sister, Raisa, told me the queen’s guard did that to you. She said Queen Anwyn has no mercy for her enemies.” 
 
    He rubbed his chest as if it pained him. “She is right.” 
 
    “Raisa also told me it was the Seelie guard who took my mother and father. Her brother was supposed to kill them, but Raisa saved them.” 
 
    Faris frowned. “Why would the queen’s guard want your parents killed?” 
 
    “All Raisa knew was that they had done something to anger the guard. I think my parents stumbled onto something about the ke’tain on their last job. It’s the only thing that makes sense.” 
 
    “Have you asked your parents about it?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Mom and Dad can’t remember anything that happened to them, and their doctors told me I have to be careful about what I tell them. I’m afraid the Seelie guard will try to stop them from getting their memories back. That’s why I’m looking for the ke’tain.” 
 
    Understanding filled his eyes. “If the ke’tain is found, they will have no reason to go after your parents.” 
 
    “They still might hold a grudge, but I can’t think about that now.” The thought chilled me, and I rubbed my arms for warmth. “I can only fight one battle at a time.” 
 
    “Then let us fight it for you.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Please, hear me out,” he implored. “If you don’t agree, we’ll never speak of it again.” 
 
    I stared at the floor as if it miraculously held the answers I needed. Finding no guidance there, I lifted my eyes to his. I hadn’t known him long, and he was one of Lukas’s closest friends, but for some reason I couldn’t explain, I trusted him. 
 
    I folded my hands in my lap. “Okay.” 
 
    He smiled. “I am impressed by the way you hold your own with Lukas. There are few who could stand up to him like you do.” 
 
    “But?” 
 
    “But squaring off against Lukas is one thing. He would never harm you. Going up against Queen Anwyn and her guard alone is not just folly; it’s asking to die. You need look no further than me for proof of it.” 
 
    I thought about how close he’d been to death the first time I saw him. He was an Unseelie royal guard, a trained killer, and he’d had no chance against them. What hope could I have of surviving a similar encounter? 
 
    “My friends hurt you deeply, and your anger toward them is justified,” he said. “But if you put your feelings aside for one moment, you’ll admit there is no one better equipped to deal with the Seelie guard.” 
 
    “You’re right, but you’re asking me to trust them with my family’s lives. How do I know they won’t turn on me again?”  
 
    Faris was quiet for a moment. “They’ve given you every reason to doubt them, so I understand your reluctance. All I can do is tell you they regret their actions more than you know, and they would make amends if you allowed them.” 
 
    “I don’t care about amends. I care about keeping my parents safe.” 
 
    “Then you need a powerful ally, and we both know who that is.” 
 
    “What I know might not even be helpful to them.” Lukas already knew the Seelie guard was behind Faris’s imprisonment, and Davian Woods was after the ke’tain. What could I tell him that he couldn’t find out on his own? 
 
    Faris shrugged. “You won’t know until you share it with him.” 
 
    I inhaled deeply and set my shoulders. “This doesn’t change anything. I’m not going to be their friend just because we’re working together.” 
 
    “Of course,” he replied seriously, but I glimpsed a small smile as he took a drink from his glass. He wiped his mouth and tilted his head back to call out, “Lukas, Faolin, Jesse would like to speak to you.” 
 
    “Does it have to be both of them?” I whisper-shouted at him. 
 
    “Faolin is the head of security, and there is no one more motivated to bring my captors to justice.” 
 
    “Then can I speak to him?” 
 
    “I am touched,” Faolin said dryly from above. 
 
    “Don’t be.” I scowled at Faris and steeled myself as Lukas and Faolin descended the stairs. 
 
    They entered the room, and Faolin went to sit on the couch with his brother. Lukas took one of the other chairs instead of standing like he’d done earlier. Neither spoke, waiting for me to start.  
 
    I shifted in my seat under the weight of their stares, and my palms began to sweat. It wasn’t from fear. Not exactly. There were so many emotions warring inside of me I couldn’t single one out.  
 
    I remembered what Faris had said about needing Lukas and the others as allies, and I pushed forward. “Do you know about the Agency’s raid on a black market dealer in Flatbush last week?” 
 
    “Lewis Tate.” Lukas said. “They told me he got away, and their search turned up nothing.” He gave me a questioning look. “What about it?” 
 
    “I was there. They needed a bounty hunter to do some cleanup. I was in his office after they tossed it, and I saw a New Year’s Eve party invitation from someone named DW. I didn’t think anything of it until Tennin mentioned Davian Woods and told me about his Fae obsession. That’s when I put it together. The Agency raided Tate’s house because they thought he had the ke’tain, and Davian likes to collect Fae things. It was too much of a coincidence.” 
 
    “That was good detective work,” Faris praised. 
 
    Lukas nodded in agreement. “And the party?” 
 
    “Tennin told me he was going to a party at Davian’s, and I asked him to bring me as his date.” 
 
    Lukas cocked his head. “He said you blackmailed him. You threatened to seek out Davian on your own if he didn’t take you to the party.” 
 
    “That was only after I asked him and he said no. He agreed to take me because he was worried I’d do something dangerous.” 
 
    Faolin scoffed, and I glared at him. 
 
    “What happened at the party?” Lukas asked. “Why were you in such a rush to leave that you didn’t tell Tennin first?” 
 
    I rubbed my palms on my jeans. I hadn’t told a soul about what I’d witnessed that night, not even Tennin. The secret hung around my neck like a fifty-pound yoke, but I’d been too afraid to share it with anyone. 
 
    I looked at Faris, who gave me an encouraging smile, and then I plunged ahead. I told them about sneaking upstairs, looking at Davian’s gallery, and my plan to break into his office, which got aborted when I heard Lukas, Conlan, and Davian on the stairs. 
 
    Lukas’s eyebrows shot up. “You were out on the terrace that whole time?” 
 
    “No.” I realized I was fidgeting and stopped. “I went back inside after Davian’s phone call.” 
 
    A gleam entered Lukas’s eyes when he realized what I wasn’t saying. He leaned forward with his arms on his knees. “What did you hear?” 
 
    I told them everything, as close to verbatim as I could remember, including the change that had come over Davian during the call. Lukas’s eyes darkened, and I couldn’t tell if he was angry with me or Davian. 
 
    He and Faolin exchanged a look, and Faolin said, “We were right. Davian is in the middle of this.” 
 
    Lukas nodded. “We need to find Lewis Tate.” 
 
    Faolin stood. “I’ll go through his financials again.” 
 
    “There’s more,” I blurted. 
 
    Lukas and Faolin looked at me as if they’d forgotten I was there. Faolin took his seat again, and the three of them watched me expectantly. 
 
    “After Davian went inside, I hid in his pool room, or whatever you call it, until you all went downstairs.” My stomach twisted as I told them what I had seen and heard in the room. 
 
    Lukas swore and got up to stand by the fireplace. His eyes were blazing when he faced us again, and I pressed back into the couch reflexively. But it was Faolin he spoke to. 
 
    “He created a portal. You know what this means?” 
 
    Faolin’s expression turned almost as dark as Lukas’s. “Yes.” 
 
    I looked between the two of them and then at Faris, who seemed to know what they were talking about. Were they planning to let me in on their little secret? 
 
    “I don’t know what it means,” I said pointedly.  
 
    It was Faris who answered me. “It means Davian Woods is working with Queen Anwyn.” 
 
    I frowned. “How do you know that for sure? Maybe Davian had no idea her guard was there.” 
 
    Lukas returned to his chair. “Do you know what a dampening ward is?” 
 
    “Yes.” Dampening wards limited the use of magic inside them. They were used mostly on important government buildings, but big venues had started to use them, too. 
 
    “Davian has a dampening ward on his penthouse, which means no faerie can create a portal there,” Lukas said. “Unless they have been granted access to bypass the ward.” 
 
    Ice formed in my veins. Davian and the Seelie queen were dangerous on their own. Together, they were unstoppable. Short of hiding my parents in a secret underground bunker, how could I possibly hope to protect them from such powerful enemies? 
 
    My face must have betrayed my fear because Lukas said, “We will deal with our friend Davian and the queen. Neither of them knows what you witnessed, so you have nothing to worry about on that front.” 
 
    “As long as you keep your distance from Davian and maintain a low profile, you’ll stay off their radar,” Faolin added with his usual glower. 
 
    I rubbed my suddenly cold hands together in my lap. “I think I’m already on someone’s radar.” 
 
    Lukas narrowed his eyes. “What have you done?” 
 
    “I haven’t done anything. Three days ago, two men posing as agents approached me while I was out having coffee with Violet. They asked about the raid on Lewis Tate’s house and wanted to know if I searched for the ke’tain while I was there.” 
 
    “How do you know they weren’t agents?” Faolin asked. 
 
    “They looked the part, but there was something off about them. They asked questions about the raid that agents would already know the answers to.” 
 
    Faris caught my eye. “Could the men have been other bounty hunters looking for the ke’tain?” 
 
    “I considered that, but their Agency IDs looked real, and those are not easy or cheap to forge.” I paused. “And…they tried to get me to leave with them.” 
 
    “By force?” Lukas’s voice had taken on an edge that could slice through stone. 
 
    “It didn’t come to that.” I filled them in on Violet’s intervention and my call with Ben Stewart. “As far as I know, the Agency hasn’t identified them yet, and I haven’t seen them since.” 
 
    I had been extra vigilant since the incident, but there had been no sign of the men or anyone else nosing around. I had spotted Agent Curry as I was leaving my parents’ treatment facility yesterday, and I’d wondered if Ben Stewart had sent him to check up on me and my parents or if he was there on other business. 
 
    “Do you have the photo your friend took of the men?” Faolin asked. 
 
    I took out my phone and texted the picture to Faris because his was the only number I had now. He gave his phone to Faolin, who forwarded the picture to himself before he handed the phone to Lukas. 
 
    Lukas looked up from the phone. “Do you know if the men talked to anyone else who was at the raid?” 
 
    “They said they did, but I asked another hunter who was there, and she hasn’t heard from them.” 
 
    “Why you then?” he asked suspiciously. “Did anything happen that night that would cause them to single you out?” 
 
    I nodded. “I was the only one who spent any time alone in the house, and that was what the men were most interested in.” 
 
    “Why were you alone in the house during a raid?” Faolin asked. 
 
    “Tate released a few dozen verries when the agents got there. I was there to round them up.” 
 
    Lukas’s nostrils flared. “The agents sent you in alone to deal with them?” 
 
    “They didn’t send me anywhere, and I got paid very well for that job.” Depositing that check into my bank account the next day had felt pretty damn good. And Levi had been so pleased he’d promised to start saving some of the choice jobs for me like he had for my parents. This morning, he’d hinted he might have a Three for me tomorrow. 
 
    Faolin typed something on his phone and asked, “Have you told the Agency what you told us about Davian and the Seelie guard?” 
 
    “No. I’ve told no one but you three.” 
 
    “Why not?” His eyes grew suspicious. At least, some things never changed. 
 
    “Because our priorities are not the same. The Agency’s is finding the ke’tain, and mine is keeping my parents safe. If it came down to it, the Agency would choose the ke’tain over the lives of two bounty hunters.” I held his gaze so there would be no mistaking my intentions. “My family comes before anything else. As does yours.” 
 
    He tipped his chin in acknowledgement, which was the most I could expect from him. It still baffled me how he and Faris were brothers. If not for the physical resemblance, I never would have believed it. 
 
    I stood, prompting the three faeries to follow suit. “That’s everything. If I learn anything else, I’ll let you know.” 
 
    Lukas smiled. “Don’t call me; I’ll call you.” 
 
    I didn’t return the smile. “Exactly.” 
 
    Faris’s face fell. “You’re leaving? But we never had our visit.” 
 
    “Work,” I lied. “I’ll come back next week.” 
 
    I didn’t realize Lukas had followed me until he spoke as I stepped outside. “Thank you, Jesse.” 
 
    His voice was warm and sincere, and it made my heart constrict. I felt lighter having shared my burden with him and his men, but I couldn’t let that lure me into a false sense of security. I forced my expression into a cold mask before I turned back to face him. “I didn’t do this for you. I did it for my parents and Faris.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    I pulled up my collar against the cold. “It doesn’t change anything.” 
 
    “I know,” he said again. 
 
    “Good.” That settled, I spun and walked away.

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    I shivered in my small leather jacket and thigh-length dress and stuck my hands into my pockets. Ahead of me, women pressed together in small groups, trying to fend off the cold in their skimpy outfits. 
 
    “I can’t believe I let you convince me to wear a tiny dress in this weather.” I scowled at Violet, who seemed unaffected by the subzero temperature, even though her sapphire-blue dress was as short as mine. 
 
    Violet tossed her hair over her shoulder, her blue highlights almost the same shade as her dress. “I told you Va’sha has a specific dress code, and they’re very selective about who they let in.” 
 
    “Can’t I just flash my Agency ID at them?” I whined through chattering teeth. 
 
    “Where’s the fun in that?” She grinned slyly and struck a pose that hiked up her short skirt even more.  
 
    A minute later, a dark-haired faerie in a black shirt bearing the nightclub’s logo walked down the line, pointing at some of the people there. When he reached us, his eyes slowly swept up Violet’s body from the painted toenails peeking out of her silver stilettos to her glossy hair. 
 
    “You,” he said, pointing at her. 
 
    She took my arm and tugged me forward. “And my friend.” 
 
    He took in my red mini dress with the plunging V-neck bodice and strapless heels that made my bare legs feel impossibly long. His gaze lingered on my hair, which Violet had insisted I leave down tonight, save for the small section on either side that I’d pinned back. Smoky eyes and red lips completed the look. 
 
    Desire blazed in his eyes, and a sensual smile curved his lips. “Definitely you.” 
 
    “I have a feeling you’re going to be quite popular tonight,” Violet joked under her breath as we stepped out of the line. 
 
    People grumbled when Violet and I followed the faerie to the door, but I was too happy to be getting out of the cold to pay them much attention. We entered the club where a woman took our jackets and phones. Va’sha was a popular spot for celebrities, and it did what it could to protect their privacy. No cameras or recording equipment were allowed inside, and the paparazzi were banned.  
 
    A male faerie waited to usher us up a flight of stairs to the main floor of the club as if we were VIP guests. Violet took it all in stride, which made me suspect this was normal in Fae clubs. 
 
    “What do you think?” she asked when we reached the top of the stairs. 
 
    I looked around the night club, which was dimly lit by red and blue lights in the high ceiling. In the center of the room was a small, round dance floor that could barely accommodate the dozen or so couples on it. On either side of the floor was a curved wooden balustrade that separated the seating area from the dancers.  
 
    At the far end of the club was a bar, backlit by shelves of liquor. In a corner to the left of the bar was a raised DJ platform, and on the right were the stairs to the upper floor, most likely the VIP section, judging by the closed gate at the top of the stairs. A popular Hip-Hop song filled the club, but the volume was low enough to talk over. Faeries didn’t like loud music, and Va’sha was a place where faeries and humans came to hook up. 
 
    “It’s nice.” I craned my neck to see the occupants of the tables and booths, but from here it was impossible. I suspected that was by design. 
 
    A flurry of activity near the upper floor railing drew my attention. I looked up at a group of male faeries and human women, that included a famous pop singer, an A-list actor, and Prince Rhys. Violet hadn’t been kidding when she’d said Va’sha was the place to be.  
 
    I should have known the Seelie prince would be here since it was well-publicized that he loved the New York party scene. I wasn’t thrilled about being in the same club as any of the Seelie guard, but there wasn’t anything I could do about it. 
 
    A cold breeze wafted across the bare skin of my back, and I took Violet’s arm to lead her toward the bar. 
 
    She waved at the dance floor. “Let’s dance.” 
 
    “You do remember that I’m here to do a job.” 
 
    “You said she won’t be here until after midnight. And you know what they say about all work and no play.” She pouted prettily. “Come on, Jess. Let’s play a little.” 
 
    I held up a finger. “One dance.” 
 
    “Two,” she countered as she grabbed my hand and tugged me onto the crowded dance floor. 
 
    Three dances later, breathless and laughing, I dragged my protesting friend from the floor. 
 
    “But I love this song,” she complained. “One more dance, pretty please.” 
 
    I checked my watch. “She’ll be here soon, and I’m thirsty.” 
 
    “I’ll dance with you,” said a female voice. 
 
    We turned to see a dark-haired faerie in a white dress made of a material so fine you could make out every curve of her body. She spared me a quick smile, but she had eyes for only Violet, who looked like she was in love. Or in lust. With Violet I could never be sure. 
 
    Violet blushed. “I’d love to.” 
 
    “Have fun,” I said as the faerie took her hand and led her away. Violet went so meekly I would have suspected a glamour if I hadn’t made sure she was wearing a talisman tonight. 
 
    Heading to the bar, I ordered a sparkling water and drank it while I scanned the club for my target. A few male faeries smiled my way, but none of them approached me, which was a pleasant surprise. Violet had warned me my hair would attract a lot of attention, and I’d almost worn a wig tonight. I guessed that in a place like this with so many beautiful women, one redhead didn’t stand out much. 
 
    I finished my water and turned to do a walk about when a male faerie with long, dark hair stepped up beside me. “Hi. I’m Dain. May I buy you a drink?” 
 
    “No, thanks.” 
 
    He laid a hand on mine to stop me from leaving. “Perhaps you’d care to join me upstairs in the VIP area. Prince Rhys is in attendance tonight, and I can get an introduction for you.” 
 
    I extracted my hand from beneath his. “I’m waiting for my friend to come back.” 
 
    “The beautiful girl I saw you dancing with? She is welcome to join us.” 
 
    “We’d rather stay down here,” I said, even though I knew Violet would kill to get invited up to the VIP section. What she didn’t know wouldn’t hurt her, and she looked pretty happy where she was. 
 
    He blinked as if he hadn’t heard me correctly. “You don’t want to go to the VIP area and meet the prince?” 
 
    It was on the tip of my tongue to say I’d already met Prince Rhys when a voice I knew all too well spoke from behind us. 
 
    “Jesse?” 
 
    Dain and I turned at the same time to face Lukas, who stood a few feet away, looking like he’d walked straight out of Modern Fae magazine. He wore black trousers, a white top, and a charcoal blazer with the sleeves pulled up to reveal his strong forearms. My heart beat erratically at the scorching heat in his stare threatening to turn my little red dress to cinders. 
 
    Lukas’s expression changed in an instant, making me wonder if I had imagined it. His brows knitted in the beginning of a scowl, and I could almost feel the chill emanating from him when he turned his gaze on the faerie at my side. 
 
    Dain stepped away from me. “Your Highness. I didn’t realize. I’ll be on my way.” 
 
    I stared after him as he nearly ran away from us. What the heck was that about? 
 
    “What are you doing at Va’sha?” Lukas asked. 
 
    I swung my gaze back to his. “Is there a reason I shouldn’t be here?” 
 
    “You don’t go to nightclubs like this.” 
 
    “Don’t I?” 
 
    He looked surprised by my cool response, and I had no idea why. I’d made it clear at his place, three days ago, that we were not friends. I’d had information he needed, and he had the power and resources to deal with the threat to my family. It was a business arrangement, and unless he had some news for me, we had nothing to talk about. 
 
    Someone let out a wolf whistle. I looked up as Conlan and Faolin came to stand on either side of Lukas. 
 
    “Jesse, you are a vision.” Conlan made a show of ogling me, and for a moment, it felt like old times. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    He slanted a look at Lukas. “And here we thought tonight was going to be boring.” 
 
    That reminded me we were at a club where faeries came to hook up with humans. I glanced around at the beautiful women nearby checking out Lukas, and I felt a tiny stab of something that was definitely not jealousy.  
 
    I stepped away from the bar. “I need to get to work.” 
 
    “Work?” Lukas echoed. 
 
    “Yes. I’m actually here on a job.” And now he knows you have no life. Nice. 
 
    Conlan waved at my outfit. “If this is the new female bounty hunter uniform, I wholeheartedly approve.” 
 
    Lukas scowled, and I wasn’t sure if it was meant for Conlan or me. “What kind of job brings you to Va’sha?” 
 
    “A nymph.” 
 
    I didn’t need to say more. Everyone knew that if you wanted to catch a nymph, you had to go where they liked to play, somewhere with lots of beautiful humans open to a Fae sexual encounter. In a place like this, there were very few people who wouldn’t want to be a nymph’s plaything for a night. 
 
    For the most part, nymphs were harmless, and the Agency didn’t bother with them. The one I was tasked with capturing wasn’t only seducing people. She was targeting wealthy men and women whom she enthralled to gain access to their hefty bank accounts. Her victims woke up the next day to the nasty discovery that their accounts had been cleaned out during the night. 
 
    Nymphs were normally classified as a level Three job, but this one had been bumped up to a Four. Levi had confided in me that her most recent victim was the son of an unnamed US Senator, who had called the Agency and threw a fit over her son’s missing five-million-dollar trust fund. Ouch. I could only imagine what that call to his mother had been like the morning after. 
 
    One corner of Conlan’s mouth lifted. “Are you the hunter or the bait?” 
 
    “Both.” 
 
    He looked me up and down again and shook his head. “Lucky nymph.” 
 
    “How do you know the nymph is at this club?” Lukas asked. 
 
    “Her last two victims were picked up here.”  
 
    A nymph didn’t change her hunting ground once she found one she liked, and she wouldn’t be too worried about being recognized by one of her previous conquests. Her kind was one of the most elusive Fae races because they could alter their appearance at will. One day they could be a slender brunette, and the next a voluptuous blonde. In their real form, they were so plain and unidentifiable you would never guess they were faeries.  
 
    Conlan eyed me inquisitively. “And how do you plan to single out a nymph among all these beautiful women?” 
 
    “That would be a trade secret.” My fingers flexed around my red clutch, which was much heavier than it looked. “I should get to it. Have a nice night.” 
 
    I’d barely taken five steps away from them when someone walked in front of me, blocking my path. I looked up at the smiling face of Prince Rhys. Behind him were the same five guards I’d seen with him at the Ralston. Their hard expressions said they didn’t share their prince’s pleasure at seeing me. 
 
    “Jesse James, I thought that was you I saw from upstairs,” he said as if we were old friends. “You look simply ravishing in that dress. I almost didn’t recognize you, but there is no mistaking this beautiful hair.” 
 
    Taken off guard, I was slow to react when he raised a hand to touch one of the tendrils resting against my cheek. The next thing I knew, there was a warm wall of muscle at my back, and I was flanked by Conlan and Faolin. In front of me, the Seelie prince’s guard closed ranks around him. 
 
    “Rhys,” Lukas said coolly. He was so close I could feel the rumble of the words in his chest. I hated the tiny thrill that went through me while, at the same time, I found his presence reassuring. 
 
    “Vaerik.” Prince Rhys’s smile didn’t falter as he let his hand drop to his side. “I had no idea you were acquainted with the lovely Miss James.” 
 
    “I could say the same of you,” Lukas replied. 
 
    Prince Rhys gave me a secretive smile. “We ran into each other at my hotel recently. She leaves a lasting impression.” 
 
    Lukas stiffened. “Your hotel?” 
 
    “Violet and I were there on a job,” I said, even though I owed him no explanation. 
 
    “Ah, the pretty blue-haired girl.” Prince Rhys looked around. “Is she here with you?” 
 
    “She’s dancing.” 
 
    He scanned the dance floor, and amusement sparkled in his eyes. “I see your friend has met Lorelle.” 
 
    I turned my head to find Violet and the female faerie making out in the middle of the other dancers. It wasn’t the first time I’d seen Violet with another girl, but she’d never been quite so into it.  
 
    “Jesse,” Prince Rhys began. “May I call you Jesse?” 
 
    “I…” I didn’t want to be on a first name basis with the Seelie prince, but I couldn’t insult him either. “Yes.” 
 
    “I’d be honored if you and your friend would join me upstairs for a drink. You can tell me more about your bounty hunting.” 
 
    Lukas made a sound that was almost a growl. “She’s not your type, Rhys.” 
 
    I stepped away so I could turn to glare at him. He was right, but where did he get off thinking he could speak for me? He hadn’t had that right even when we were friends. “You have no idea what my type is.” 
 
    Prince Rhys’s hand touched my back, and I realized what I’d done. I had all but said I was interested in him, which I wasn’t. 
 
    “I think Jesse can decide for herself whose company she would like to keep,” he said to Lukas. 
 
    “Actually…” I began. 
 
     “I’m sure she can,” Lukas replied, not looking at me. “But she hasn’t seen the best of our kind lately.” 
 
    I stared at his hard, unreadable expression. Was he referring to the Seelie royal guard or his own treatment of me? 
 
    Prince Rhys withdrew his hand from my back. “Are you implying something, Vaerik? My intentions toward Jesse are nothing but honorable. Can you say the same?” 
 
    Lukas’s eyes glittered dangerously. “Seelie and honor are not words I would use together.” 
 
    I held up a hand. “Okay, I’m going to –” 
 
    “This from an Unseelie prince,” Prince Rhys taunted. 
 
    I snapped my fingers between them. “Excuse me.” 
 
    Both pairs of eyes fixed on me. 
 
    “Now that we’ve established you two aren’t the only people in the room, I’m going to say my goodbyes. If you princes want to fight over who has the biggest crown, have at it.” 
 
    I spun and stalked to where I’d last seen Violet. Behind me, Conlan let out a burst of laughter, but I was too annoyed to share his amusement. I understood there was animosity between the two courts, and Lukas had every right to be angry after what Faris had suffered. But I refused to be pulled into their argument, and I resented them talking over me like I wasn’t even there. 
 
    Violet and Lorelle were standing on the other side of the dance floor, deep in conversation, when I reached them. Lorelle’s hand was on Violet’s waist, and the faerie looked as infatuated as my friend. I hated to interrupt them, but Violet had insisted on helping me on this job. 
 
    Lorelle put her hand under Violet’s chin and tilted her face up for a kiss. “Call me.” 
 
    “Tomorrow,” Violet promised breathlessly. 
 
    I watched my friend as she stared longingly after the departing faerie. “I didn’t mean to drive her away.” 
 
    “You didn’t. I told her I was here to help you on a job.” Violet gave me a sly smile. “She thinks female bounty hunters are hot, and I might have played up my role a tiny bit.” 
 
    “Then let’s not disappoint her.” 
 
    Violet gave me an expectant look. “Are you finally going to tell me how we are supposed to find this nymph?” 
 
    I smirked. “I think you are ready to learn my secrets.” 
 
    “I know all your secrets.” She put her hands on her hips when I didn’t respond immediately. “Right?” 
 
    “All except the work-related ones,” I lied.  
 
    Guilt pricked me when I thought about the goddess stone in my hair. I hadn’t told anyone about it, including her, and it felt like a betrayal of our friendship. But I knew she would overreact and freak out, and that wouldn’t help either of us.  
 
    What I really wanted was to tell my mom and dad about it. I trusted no one’s counsel more than theirs, and I missed their guidance. But I was heeding their doctor’s advice to not upset   them, which was why I still hadn’t told them about my bounty hunting. The secrets were piling up, and I had no idea how I was going to come clean when they were ready to hear it. 
 
    “Did I see you talking to Lukas?” Violet asked as I opened my clutch. “When did you two get chummy again?” 
 
    “We’re not.” I took a pair of eyeglasses from the purse and put them on. “What do you think?” 
 
    “They have no lenses.” She moved closer and frowned. “What is with the funky frames? They look like they were made in kindergarten art class.” 
 
    “Hey! I’ll have you know I spent four hours making these last night.” 
 
    She snorted. “Don’t quit your day job.” 
 
    I removed the glasses and held them up between us. The frames were wrapped in shiny red and gold pieces that I’d painstakingly glued in place. “See these? They’re drakkan scales. Gus has been shedding them all over the apartment.” I ran a finger over the scales. “Did you know that Fae glamours don’t work around drakkans?” 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    “Faris told me.” I put the glasses on again. “It’s not exactly a well-known fact, so that’s between us.” 
 
    Violet nodded. “But do you know if the scales will work without Gus?” 
 
    “I don’t, but I’m about to find out.” 
 
    We began walking through the dimly lit seating area on one side of the club, searching for the nymph who should be there by now. I scanned the faces around us, ignoring the interested looks that came my way, while Violet gushed about Lorelle.  
 
    Reaching the bar, I was relieved not to see Lukas or Prince Rhys there. We crossed to the other side of the club, and my eyes went to the cluster of people standing near some couches in the corner. I moved around them and felt a zing of excitement when I saw a man and two women sitting on one of the couches.  
 
    One of the women, a twenty-something brunette in a shimmering gold dress, had a too-bright quality about her, like an overexposed photo. When I squinted, her form blurred, and it was like looking at two overlapping shapes. 
 
    “Found her!” I whispered. I passed the glasses to Violet, who oohed and aahed when she spotted the nymph. 
 
    “You ready to do this?” I asked when she handed the glasses back to me. 
 
    She tossed her hair. “I was born ready.” 
 
    I returned the glasses to my clutch. “How do I look?” 
 
    “Irresistible.” She linked her arm with mine, and we walked toward the couches like we owned the place. Purposely ignoring the nymph and her companions, we flounced down on the nearest couch and dived right into our rehearsed performance. 
 
    “Daddy’s being so unfair,” I whined. “It’s my trust fund, and I can do what I want with it.” 
 
    Violet rubbed my arm in a consoling manner. “What did he say?” 
 
    “He said I have to enroll at Columbia this fall, or he’ll have the money frozen until I’m twenty-five.” 
 
    Her shocked expression was Oscar-worthy. “He wouldn’t!” 
 
    I did a practiced pout. “He’s so unreasonable. Is it so wrong to want to have a little fun before I spend years with my face buried in books?” 
 
    “How about we get a little wild tonight? I heard someone say Prince Rhys is upstairs in the VIP section.” 
 
    I put a hand over my heart. “I’d give anything to meet him.” 
 
    Violet tipped her head slightly so the nymph couldn’t see her smirk. “You and your obsession with Fae royalty.” 
 
    “We all have our weaknesses,” I said, trying to keep a straight face. 
 
    The couch dipped as someone sat on my other side, and I knew it was the nymph before she spoke. My stomach did a little flip, and I wasn’t sure if it was the thrill of what I was about to do or a natural reaction to the nymph. I’d removed my leather bracelet talisman in favor of a delicate silver one, but that would only protect against glamours. It couldn’t block the nymph’s ability to heighten sexual attraction. 
 
    “You wish to go to the VIP area?” asked a voice like warm honey that made my breath hitch.  
 
    Violet’s pupils dilated as her gaze fixed on the nymph, and I steeled myself before I swiveled to face my quarry. Up close, the nymph was the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen. She wore no makeup because nothing could enhance her perfect features, and her eyes were a deep azure blue that seemed to have an inner glow. I got lost in those eyes, and it took me a few seconds to break free from her hypnotic stare. 
 
    “Yes,” I answered, surprised by how breathless I sounded. 
 
    “The bouncer up there is a friend of mine, and he will let us through.” Her eyes roved over my face, and she reached up to twirl a tendril of my hair around her finger. She seemed as mesmerized as I’d been a moment ago. “You are so lovely.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I leaned into her touch as if I couldn’t help myself and whispered, “Can my friend come, too?” 
 
    Her gaze flicked to Violet and darkened with lust. “Absolutely.” 
 
    I smiled. “I’m Jesse, and this is Violet.” 
 
    “I’m Laila.” She stood gracefully and motioned for us to follow her.  
 
    As soon as her back was to us, I glanced at Violet and mouthed, “Showtime.” 
 
    Violet nodded, looking both scared and excited. I was too full of adrenaline to be afraid, and Laila was far from the scariest faerie I’d faced in my short bounty hunter career. I was more nervous about not completing the job. 
 
    Laila drew many appreciative stares, but she appeared to be oblivious to them as she led us out of the seating area and past the bar. She smiled back at us several times to make sure we were still with her, and each time, a pulse of energy from her sent a pleasant tingle across my skin. I’d read that humans couldn’t tell when a nymph used her magic on them. I made a mental note to ask Violet later if she’d felt the same thing. 
 
    We neared the stairs to the VIP section. Time to spring the trap. 
 
    “Laila,” I said when she approached the bouncer standing at the bottom of the stairs. “I need to run to the restroom before we go up.” 
 
    The nymph hesitated for a few seconds. “I should go, too,” she said, as I’d known she would. Her magic only worked as long as she stayed with me, and she wasn’t going to risk me getting out of range of it. 
 
    “I’ll wait for you out here,” Violet said as planned. She hadn’t been happy about leaving me alone with the nymph, but I refused to put her in danger. 
 
    Between the bar and the stairs was a short hallway that led to the women’s restrooms. As expected, there was a line, but it wasn’t too long. It took us ten minutes to reach one of the private restrooms, and the two of us went in together. My gaze swept the room, and I turned to lock the door. 
 
    A hand trailed down my back, followed by another surge of magic that was stronger than the others. I swallowed as a tiny shiver went through me. Apparently, Laila didn’t want to waste any time. 
 
    I leaned into her, relieved she couldn’t see my face. Instinct had me wanting to push her away. When I’d told Violet about my plan to catch the nymph, she’d argued that she should be the bait for this very reason. But she had already served as bait for the banti job, so it was my turn to be the uncomfortable one. 
 
    More magic pulsed from Laila, but it didn’t have any real effect on me, probably because I was aware of what she was doing. 
 
    “Are you sure you want to go upstairs? I know a place where we could have our own party,” she whispered against my ear. 
 
    “What about Violet?” I asked as my hand inched toward my clutch. 
 
    Laila laughed softly. “She looks like a girl who can find her own party.” 
 
    “She can.” I smiled as I slipped my hand inside the purse, and my fingers found cold metal. “But I promised we’d stay together tonight.” 
 
    The nymph’s voice held a note of frustration. “Then a party of three it is.” 
 
    “Great!” My voice sounded breathy and excited but for a completely different reason. The thrill of the hunt was thrumming in my veins as I turned to face her. 
 
    The glow in her eyes had intensified, and her smile was victorious as she placed her hands on either side of my face. She was taller than I was by at least five inches, and she lowered her head, her intention clear. 
 
    The clutch fell from my hands. She jerked her head back the second she sensed the iron, but I had the shackle locked around her left wrist before she could pull away. 
 
    She screamed and stumbled back from me. Her form blurred, and a short, plain woman with dull brown hair stood in her place. Shock filled her eyes, but it was quickly replaced with rage. She lunged at me, her fingers curled into claws. “You deceitful bitch!” 
 
    I ducked easily out of her path and kicked out, sending her into the door. “Takes one to know one.” 
 
    She whirled on me. “Take this off me, or I will rip you apart until I find the key.” 
 
    “Give it your best shot,” I taunted.  
 
    She came at me again, but her movements seemed slow and drunken. Nymphs were strong in their true form, but the iron shackle had to be sapping her strength. She wasn’t much stronger than a human now. 
 
    I grabbed her arm and pulled it behind her back, pinning her to the wall. She managed to elbow me in the chest before I subdued her.  
 
    “Why are you doing this to me?” she wailed. “I only wanted to give you a night of pleasure.” 
 
    I shackled her other wrist. “I’m sure you would have done that before you stole my money, like you did with those men you robbed.” 
 
    “You’re an agent?” Fear crept into her voice, and she shrank away from me. 
 
    “Better. I’m a bounty hunter.” Pushing her down to sit on the toilet seat, I went to retrieve my clutch. I closed it so she couldn’t see the gray mesh sewn into the lining. Lead weighed a ton, but it made iron undetectable to faeries. 
 
    “What are you going to do with me?” she asked fearfully when I motioned for her to stand. 
 
    “I’m taking you to my bond agent where you’ll be processed and sent back to Faerie.” 
 
    She shook her head frantically. “But I don’t want to go back.” 
 
    “Sorry, not my call.” I took her by the arm and led her to the door. 
 
    “I have money,” she blurted when I reached for the door handle. “I can pay you whatever you want if you let me go.” 
 
    I unlocked the door. “That’s not your money to give. It belongs to the people you robbed.” 
 
    Violet was waiting for us outside the door, holding off a line of impatient women waiting for the restroom. They stared at Laila, who looked nothing like the gorgeous woman that had entered the restroom with me. 
 
    “You’re done?” Violet’s eyes were wide. “That didn’t take long.” 
 
    “Long enough.” I thought about the nymph pressing against my back and grimaced. 
 
    Violet followed us down the hallway. “So, we’re leaving now?” 
 
    I stopped walking to look at her. She’d been so excited when I’d asked her to come here with me tonight, and I hated to ruin her fun. “Why don’t you stay? I bet Lorelle is still here.” 
 
    She flushed but shook her head. “We came together, and we’ll leave together. I can always come back some other night.” 
 
    “Okay. Let’s go.” 
 
    We drew curious stares from humans and faeries alike as I led the shackled nymph through the club. I got the impression bounty hunters were a rare sight at Va’sha, especially a hunter in a dress and heels. 
 
    We were passing the cluster of couches when a male voice called, “Jesse?” 
 
    I swore under my breath and turned to Iian, who gaped at me. Beside him, Kerr swung his head in my direction and did a double take. 
 
    “Damn.” Kerr’s eyes swept over me. “You can hunt me any day in that dress.” 
 
    I forgot the retort on the tip of my tongue when Lukas appeared behind him like a dark thundercloud. His presence didn’t bother Kerr, who smiled mischievously at me. 
 
    “Conlan told us you were here, but he left out a few details,” Iian said. His eyes went to the nymph. “I see your hunt was successful.” 
 
    “Very.” 
 
    Laila shifted nervously under their stares, and I remembered how I’d felt the first time I’d endured their scrutiny. They had the whole intimidation thing down. 
 
    I was about to lead her away from them when I spotted a female faerie with long, black hair sidle up next to Lukas. She laid a possessive hand on his arm and said something to him. He turned his head toward her, and I couldn’t help but notice how perfect they looked together. They also appeared to be well-acquainted. I quickly averted my gaze from them.  
 
    My arms wrenched painfully as Laila broke away from me. She raced toward the stairs that led to the exit, and I took off in pursuit. Adrenaline pulsed through me, and I tackled the nymph before she’d gone ten steps. I pinned her to the floor with my knee on her back. 
 
    Cheers and catcalls broke out around me, and my face heated when I realized the show I’d given everyone in my too-short dress. Scowling, I stood and pulled the nymph to her feet, marching her toward the stairs without looking back.  
 
    The only thing that made this worthwhile was the ten-thousand-dollar bounty waiting for me when I brought her in. I’d remind myself of that when I thought back on how I’d probably flashed an Unseelie prince, his date, and his royal guard. 
 
    I reached the top of the stairs when the heel of my right shoe snapped off. Grimacing, I began my undignified descent with one hand tight around the nymph’s arm. Most days, this job wasn’t too bad. Right now, it kind of sucked.  
 
    “Jesse!” Violet grabbed my arm while we waited for our coats. “That was amazing.” 
 
    I made a face. “You know I like to make an exit.” 
 
    “No kidding. Where did you learn to run that fast – and in heels?” 
 
    “I’ve always been a good runner.” I accepted my coat from the coat check girl and put it on while maintaining my hold on the sullen nymph. 
 
    Violet snorted. “You weren’t that good. Poor Laila never had a chance.” 
 
    “Ten grand is a great motivator.” I led Laila to the exit, bracing myself for the cold.  
 
    The bouncer eyed my lopsided gait and the shackled nymph with raised eyebrows. I shrugged and walked past him. 
 
    “Oh, and cute undies, by the way,” Violet said with a giggle as we walked to the Jeep. “Victoria’s Secret?”

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    “Finch, stop playing with your food,” I said when a blueberry bounced off my cheek and landed on the kitchen floor. I straightened from my task of cleaning the refrigerator to frown over the top of the breakfast bar. “Aisla, stop encouraging him.” 
 
    He whistled, and I looked up to find the fool balanced on the back of a chair with three more blueberries in his arms. Aisla stood on the table, watching him with a delighted smile. As soon as he saw he had our attention, he juggled the blueberries while trying to stay on his perch. 
 
    Aisla squeaked and clapped her hands, and Finch puffed out his chest. I shook my head. I suspected my brother had a crush on the nixie, and I wasn’t quite sure what to do about it. I’d started adoption proceedings for Aisla, so wouldn’t that make her his sister? I rubbed my face. I needed to talk to Mom and Dad about it when I visited them tomorrow. 
 
    I’d told my parents about Aisla the last time I was there, and unsurprisingly, they were okay with the nixie joining our family. They were less happy about Gus, but I knew they’d accept him, too. We’d always wanted a pet growing up, but Mom was severely allergic to pet dander. Drakkans had no fur, so allergies wouldn’t be a problem. 
 
    A second blueberry hit the top of my head, pulling me from my thoughts. I looked up as Finch’s arms flailed, and he fell backward off the chair. I went to check on him, already knowing he was okay. Sprites were like cats, and they always landed on their feet. 
 
    I planted my hands on my hips. “You going to stop showing off now?” 
 
    He gave me a sheepish smile as he scampered up the chair to the table. 
 
    I went back to scouring the refrigerator, scrubbing furiously at a tiny ketchup stain like it had offended me. I’d been in a cleaning frenzy all day ever since I woke up tired and cranky. I should be happy. Last night, I’d brought in my first nymph, and Levi had said I reminded him of my mother when she was starting out. High praise from him. On top of that, I’d come home with a ten-thousand-dollar bounty check. 
 
    I was starting on the freezer when a horrible barking sound came from the living room. Not again.  
 
    I ran to the other room where Gus was retching and looking like he was about to puke up an organ. There was a baseball-sized lump in his throat, and I wondered what the heck he’d tried to eat this time.  
 
    I had quickly learned you didn’t leave any shiny object smaller than a softball lying around when you lived with a young drakkan. After Gus had swallowed Mom’s favorite crystal candle holders, I’d locked everything he could eat in Mom and Dad’s bedroom. When a drakkan ate something, it was digested like food. I had no idea how I was going to tell Mom the candle holders she’d gotten as a wedding gift from her grandmother were gone. 
 
    Gus gave one last disgusting retch, and something shot from his mouth to roll heavily across the floor toward me. I bent to pick up the Paris snow globe Maurice had given me a few years ago. Saliva dripped off it, and I scrunched up my nose at the slimy surface of the globe. 
 
    “Ew.” I carried it to the kitchen sink to rinse it off. As I passed the table, I saw Finch trying to balance a stack of blackberries on one hand. This place was turning into a mad house. 
 
    I was drying the snow globe with a paper towel when the doorbell rang. What now? 
 
    I went to the door. “Who is it?” I called without thinking. I peered through the peephole as a familiar voice said, “Lukas.” 
 
    My heart gave a little nervous flutter. What was he doing here?  
 
    “Jesse?” he called. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Are you going to open the door?” he asked with a hint of amusement in his voice. I realized I’d been standing there staring at the door for at least a minute. 
 
    I unlocked the door and opened it. “Why are you here?” 
 
    He was unfazed by my cool greeting. “I need to talk to you.” 
 
    “You couldn’t use the phone?” 
 
    “You blocked my number.” He gave me a wry smile that made my stomach do that weird somersault thing. I hated that he could still do that to me, and it only made me more irritable. 
 
    I raised my eyebrows. “That wasn’t a big enough hint that I don’t want to talk?” 
 
    “I’ve never been good with taking hints.” 
 
    “So it would seem.” I rested my hip against the door. “What’s so important that you had to come over here?” 
 
    He inclined his head. “May I come in? This is not something to discuss in the hallway.” 
 
    I almost said no because he was the last person I wanted in my home. I wasn’t sure why I had even opened the door to him. I had meant it when I’d said that me giving him information about the ke’tain had changed nothing between us.  
 
    “Come in.” I stepped back and opened the door wider. He entered the apartment, and my pulse jumped when he closed the door behind him. His presence filled every corner of the room, making me feel small and unsure of myself. I hated him for affecting me this way, and I was angry at myself for allowing him to do it.  
 
    I wasn’t the only one who felt it. Finch and Aisla stopped playing around on the table, and even Gus went quiet.  
 
    “Okay, go ahead,” I said without preamble. 
 
    He got straight to the point. “How well do you know Prince Rhys?” 
 
    The question surprised me, and I could only stare at him for a few seconds. “I don’t.” 
 
    “He seemed familiar with you at the club last night. What happened at his hotel?” 
 
    “What are you insinuating?” I crossed my arms. “And how is it your business?” 
 
    Lukas let out a breath. “I’m not insinuating anything. I’m concerned about his interest in you.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Why?” His look was incredulous. “Jesse, do I need to remind you who Rhys is or that it was his mother’s guard who took your parents and Faris?” 
 
    “You think I could forget that? I still have nightmares about finding them in that cage.” 
 
    Lukas looked like I’d punched him in the gut. “You have nightmares?” 
 
    “Sometimes.” I glanced away, having no desire to rehash the past with him. “As far as Prince Rhys goes, Violet and I met him when we were leaving the Ralston after a job. He has some fascination with bounty hunters, so he was curious when he found out I was one. We talked for about five minutes, and then Violet and I left. I didn’t see him again until last night. Does that answer all your questions?” 
 
    “He was interested in more than your job at the club,” Lukas replied. 
 
    I threw up my arms. “So were other Fae males. That just means they like a girl in a short dress.” 
 
    His lips flattened, but I went on before he could speak. 
 
    “Did it ever occur to you that Prince Rhys only showed interest in me last night because he saw me talking to you? It’s clear you can’t stand each other. He probably thought I was important to you, and he wanted to piss you off.” 
 
    The hardness drained from his expression. “You are –” 
 
    A muffled thump came from the hallway, and an angry male voice said, “I live here, goddamn it. Who the hell are you?” 
 
    My hand went to my chest. I knew that voice! 
 
    I yanked open the door to the sight of a tall black man facing off against Iian and Kerr at the top of the stairs. The man’s long dreadlocks were tied back in a ponytail, and his hazel eyes were livid as he glared at the two faeries blocking his path. 
 
    “Maurice?” 
 
    Kerr looked at me. “You know this man, Jesse?” 
 
    “Yes. He lives here.” 
 
    Maurice’s angry expression morphed into a wide smile. Dropping the backpack and duffle bag he was carrying, he strode over and lifted me into a rib-cracking hug. 
 
    “Baby girl, it’s good to see you,” he said in his warm Louisiana accent. “You are a sight for sore eyes.” 
 
    “You’re home!” I put my arms around his neck and hugged him back. I’d always looked forward to his homecomings, but none more than this one.  
 
    He set me back on my feet and laid his hands on my shoulders. Close to my mother’s age, he didn’t look a day over twenty-five, and he had the kind of looks that turned the heads of women of all ages.  
 
    His eyes grew troubled. “I only heard about your mom and dad this morning. I took the first flight I could get.” 
 
    “Were you on that Everglades job this whole time?” 
 
    “Yes. I came out early this morning.” He pulled me in for another hug. “Can’t believe you had to deal with all of this alone.” 
 
    A throat cleared behind me. I was so focused on Maurice that I’d forgotten we weren’t alone. Stepping back from him, I turned halfway toward Lukas, whose hard gaze was fixed on Maurice. 
 
    “Maurice, this is Prince Vaerik of Unseelie. He helped me search for Mom and Dad when they were missing.” To Lukas, I said, “Maurice is my godfather and my father’s best friend.” 
 
    If Lukas was surprised that I’d introduced him by his real name and title, he didn’t show it. I had no intention of keeping it a secret from Maurice.  
 
    Maurice eyed Lukas with suspicion. “Why would the Unseelie prince be interested in the welfare of two bounty hunters? What’s in it for you?” 
 
    “That is between Jesse and me,” Lukas answered coolly. 
 
    “I’m sure her parents would have something to say about that.” Maurice moved closer to me. “And as Jesse’s godfather, I am responsible for her while her parents are in the hospital.” 
 
    I didn’t point out that I was eighteen and no longer a minor. I put a hand on Maurice’s arm. “It’s a long story.” 
 
    “Then it’s a good thing I have time.” He gave Lukas a pointed look. “I plan to be around for a while.” 
 
    “Really?” A smile curved my mouth. For the last few years, Maurice’s home visits had barely lasted a week. He enjoyed being on the road, and he got bored if he stayed in one place too long. 
 
    “Yes. And the first thing I’m going to do after you and I catch up is go see your parents.” He took out his keys. “I’m going to drop my stuff at the apartment, and I’ll be over right after.” Translation: Say goodbye to your visitors because you and I are going to talk. 
 
    Maurice picked up his bags and walked past Iian and Kerr, who had been silent this whole time. He unlocked his door and disappeared inside, leaving the door ajar. 
 
    “That man is your godfather?” Lukas asked, his voice laden with skepticism. “He is not ten years your senior.” 
 
    “Maurice is thirty-nine, a year younger than my mother.” 
 
    Lukas relaxed his rigid stance. “And you trust him?” 
 
    “With my life. He’s family.” 
 
    That seemed to appease Lukas. “Then I’ll leave you to catch up with him. We’ll continue our discussion at another time.” 
 
    I frowned. “What else is left to discuss?” 
 
    Instead of answering my question, he said, “When do you plan to visit Faris again?” 
 
    “In a few days. Why?” 
 
    “We’ll talk then.” He walked past me to where his men waited. “If you see Rhys or his guard again, keep your distance.” 
 
    And just like that, he left. Iian and Kerr smiled at me and followed him. 
 
    “Good bye to you, too,” I muttered. 
 
    “Goodbye, Jesse,” Lukas called from two flights down, reminding me once again of his superior hearing.  
 
    I was debating whether or not to make a snarky reply when Maurice returned. Seeing me standing alone in the hallway, he shot me a questioning look, but I shook my head. 
 
    “You want some coffee?” I asked him as we entered my apartment. 
 
    His eyes lit with pleasure. “You have coffee?” 
 
    “Of course. I’ll give up a lot of things but not that.” I went to the kitchen and sighed at the contents of the refrigerator spread across the counters. “Excuse the mess.” I put the coffee on and returned the food to the refrigerator.  
 
    “Jesse, why do you have a drakkan on your coffee table?” Maurice called. 
 
    “That is another long story.” 
 
    “Something tells me you have many stories to share,” he said as he came into the kitchen. He reached up and plucked something from my hair. It was a squished blueberry. 
 
    “Finch,” I said with a slight scowl. 
 
    Maurice looked around. “Where is he?” 
 
    I grabbed two mugs and set them on the counter. “Most likely in the tree house with Aisla.” 
 
    “Aisla?” 
 
    “She’s a nixie.” 
 
    Maurice’s eyebrows shot up. 
 
    I laughed. “You better take a seat. This catching up might take a while.” 
 
    Two cups of coffee later, Maurice stared at me with a mix of shock and concern. I’d brought him up to speed on what had happened from the day Mom and Dad went missing. I left out what had happened between Lukas and me because I didn’t want any trouble between him and the Unseelie prince. I also didn’t tell him about the party at Davian Woods’s penthouse. If Maurice knew I’d taken a risk like that, he wouldn’t let me out of his sight until Mom and Dad came home. 
 
    I did tell him about the goddess stone, and it felt so good to finally unburden myself to someone. Like me, he’d never heard of a goddess stone, and he had no idea what it meant.  
 
    He rubbed his jaw. “I have a faerie friend in Florida I can ask about it without raising suspicion.” 
 
    “You think they will know something?” I asked hopefully. 
 
    “No idea but it’s worth a shot.” He leaned back in his chair and smiled at me. “I can’t believe my little Jesse is a bounty hunter, and a damn good one by the sound of it. Not that I’m surprised. It’s in your blood, after all.” 
 
    I wrapped my hands around my empty mug. “I hope Mom and Dad take it as well as you did. I haven’t told them yet.” 
 
    “You want me to go with you when you tell them?” he asked. 
 
    “Would you? Finch and I are going to see them tomorrow, and I can get you added to their visitor list.” 
 
    He nodded. “Tomorrow’s perfect.” 
 
     “You told Lukas you plan to be around for a while. Don’t you always have another job lined up?” 
 
    “I do. I’m going to look for that missing ke’tain. I need to stop by the Plaza tomorrow to check in and let them know I’m on the job.” 
 
    “Oh, boy. There are going to be a lot of unhappy bounty hunters when they hear the great Maurice Begnaud is getting in on the action.” I wasn’t kidding. Everyone in this business knew who Maurice was. My parents might be the best on the East coast, but Maurice was one of the top hunters in the country. Things were about to get a lot more interesting. 
 
    His eyes held a devilish gleam. “A little competition will be good. Keep you all sharp.” 
 
    “Maybe I’ll give you some competition,” I joked. 
 
    “I’ve no doubt.” He sobered. “Don’t get angry, but I wish you weren’t working on this job. You’re still new at this, and you don’t even have a partner.” 
 
    “Bruce and Trey asked me to join them, and another team did, too. I guess I’m a bit of a lone wolf.” 
 
    “Like me.” He drained the last of his coffee and stared at me thoughtfully. “You could work with me. I haven’t had a partner in a while, but I could make an exception.” 
 
    A thrill of excitement went through me. Maurice was in a league of his own among hunters, and I could learn so much working with him. There wasn’t anyone else, after my parents, that I trusted more with my life. 
 
    Then I remembered why he was a loner. He wanted to do things his way and on his own time, and he hated answering to anyone. Mom and Dad were his best friends, and he rarely worked with them anymore. The only reason he was asking me to work with him now was so he could keep an eye on me.  
 
    “I love you for asking, but I think I’d cramp your style.” I stood and collected our mugs. “But I am going to brag to everyone that you asked me to be your partner. Trey will never get over it.” 
 
    Maurice laughed. “Maybe I’d be the one cramping your style.” 
 
    “Well,” I drawled. “Have you ever gone for a ride with a kelpie?” 
 
    “Can’t say that I have. But I did spend two months in the Everglades hunting a rakshae.” 
 
    My mouth fell open. “No way! Did you catch it?” 
 
    “Did I catch it?” He shook his head. “Girl!” 
 
    “Tell me everything.” I rested my chin on my hands in anticipation. A rakshae was a creature most people thought was a Fae myth, like the boogeyman. Its upper half resembled an elf but with green, scaly skin, and from the waist down, it was a serpent. It lived in lakes and swamps, and its bite turned humans into mindless zombies. These zombies didn’t moan or crave human flesh, but they could spread the incurable disease to other people. Rakshae were nearly impossible to trap and were classified as a level Five.  
 
    I didn’t think I could spend two months trekking through wetlands, even for a fifty-thousand-dollar bounty, but roughing it didn’t bother Maurice. He lived for the thrill of the hunt no matter where it took him. 
 
    Maurice leaned back in his chair. “This might take a while. You have any more of that coffee?” 
 
    I jumped up eagerly. “Give me five minutes, and then I want to hear everything.”  
 
      
 
    *     *     * 
 
    “Are you going to say anything?” I shifted restlessly as I moved my gaze back and forth between my mother and father, who sat on the couch across from me in their suite. Finch sat on the back of the couch between them, and Maurice was a quiet bystander near the window. 
 
    I had just finished giving them a condensed story about my search for them and my bounty hunting. I’d had to gloss over a lot of the details about Lukas and what had happened at Rogin’s because that would only cause my parents too much stress at this stage of their recovery. Seeing their troubled expressions, I was glad I’d followed my gut and not told them more. 
 
    They had interrupted me with questions, but now that I was done, they seemed to be determined to torture me with their silence. 
 
    Dad spoke first. “Why didn’t you tell us this before now?” 
 
    “Dr. Reddy told me to go slow and not say anything that would upset you. I had to wait until your doctors here said it was okay.” 
 
    He clasped his hands in his lap, and I couldn’t tell if it was frustration or disappointment I saw in his eyes. Never in my life had he shown disappointment in me. 
 
    My stomach twisted. “I should have figured it out sooner. I should have made the Agency take me seriously.” 
 
    “You should not have been put in that position at all,” Mom said harshly. “None of this is your fault.” 
 
    Dad shook his head. “I don’t know of any other teenager who could have done what you did. You took care of your brother, and you kept your head in a terrible situation. We couldn’t be prouder of you if we tried.” 
 
    “You don’t mind that I’m a bounty hunter?” 
 
    Mom’s eyebrows rose. “I don’t know if mind is the right word for it. I’m sure you’re doing a great job, but I’m not happy about you working alone.” 
 
    Finch whistled for their attention and signed, She’s not alone. We’re a team, and I help her get ready for jobs. 
 
    “She couldn’t ask for a better partner.” Our mother patted his leg as she shot me a look that said we would discuss this further when Finch wasn’t around. 
 
    “I’m surprised Bruce didn’t have something to say about you going out alone,” Dad said. 
 
    “He tried to get me to work with him and Trey, but you know Trey would have driven me insane in a week. I honestly don’t know how Bruce has kept his sanity, or how Trey has survived this long.” 
 
    Dad smiled. “I think Bruce was hoping Trey would go to college and not follow in his footsteps.” 
 
    “I bet you never thought I’d be joining the family business either.” 
 
    Mom frowned. “You’ve given up on college?” 
 
    “God, no. Bounty hunting is great, but I’ll happily hand the reins over to you when you’re ready to go back to work. By then, I should have saved enough to get me through a few years of school – if Levi keeps giving me the good jobs.” 
 
    She shook her head. “I still can’t believe he gave you one in the first place. Levi doesn’t have much tolerance for new hunters.” 
 
    I gave her a secretive smile. “I can be pretty persuasive.” 
 
    “And you brought in a level Three on your first job,” Maurice reminded me. He grinned at my mother. “The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree, Caroline.” 
 
    The three of them laughed, and I looked around the room in confusion. “What?” 
 
    My parents exchanged a look, and Dad said, “When we started out, new hunters had to apprentice with an experienced one for six months. My uncle agreed to take me on, but he refused to train your mother.” 
 
    Her lip curled. “He said bounty hunting was no career for a woman. I went to every hunter in the city to ask if one of them would take us on together. A lot of the bounty hunters thought the same as your dad’s uncle, and some of them laughed when I said I wanted to be one of them. They all turned me away. But I wasn’t going to let a bunch of narrow-minded fools hold me back.” 
 
    “What did you do?” I scooted forward on my seat. 
 
    Dad smiled proudly. “She bought a police scanner, listened to their chatter, and found out a couple of trolls were mugging people on the Flushing Line. Then she went out by herself, caught them, and dragged them to the Plaza. She caused quite a stir.” 
 
    I stared accusingly at them. “You never told me this.” 
 
    She shrugged. “What I did was illegal because I didn’t have a license to hunt. I could have been thrown in jail. That’s not something you tell your child.” 
 
    I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “Did you get into trouble?” 
 
    “I would have, if it wasn’t for one of the hunters. He had just moved here from Louisiana, and he was impressed by my tenacity. He covered for me and said I was his new apprentice.” 
 
    “Mr. Begnaud?” I knew she and Dad had gotten their start hunting with Maurice’s father, Vincente, but I never would have guessed it had happened like that. 
 
    Maurice laughed. “When my father came home and told me he’d taken on not one but two new apprentices, I was so jealous I couldn’t see straight. I wanted to be the one hunting with him.” 
 
    “And a year later, we were all working together,” Dad said. 
 
    Mom reached over to take Dad’s hand. “Jesse, we don’t like the circumstances that led you to bounty hunting, but we can’t fault you for doing exactly what we would have done. We raised you to be independent and to think for yourself, and we’re proud of you.” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean we won’t worry about you, no matter how smart and resourceful you are,” Dad said. 
 
    Maurice came to sit with us. “I’ll be around for the next few weeks at least, and Jesse knows she can call me at any time.” 
 
    My parents visibly relaxed, and I shot him a grateful look. 
 
    “Now, tell us more about this goddess stone,” Dad said. “You said it hasn’t done anything, but I’m wary of most objects that come from Faerie.” 
 
    “Lukas said it’s a Fae legend. No one knows what the stones do, and to his knowledge, no Court faerie has ever been goddess-blessed. I took the stone from a kelpie, so it might have attached itself to me by mistake.” I touched the stone in my hair. “I can tell you there’s no mention of it in any book I’ve read or in the Fae archives at the Library of Congress. The only other place to look is at the Agency, and I’m not telling them about it.” 
 
    Mom nodded. “The Agency tends to overreact to things they can’t understand or control.” She looked at Maurice. “What are your thoughts on this?” 
 
    “I agree with not telling the Agency until we know more. I’m going to ask my friend Melia if she’s heard of it, but I’m not sure what she can tell me that the Unseelie prince cannot.” 
 
    “You say that like there is only one prince in the Unseelie court.” I knew seven, and Lukas had mentioned a brother. 
 
    “There are other princes, but only one crown prince,” Maurice said, stretching out his long legs. 
 
    It felt like the air had been sucked from the room. “Lukas is the crown prince of Unseelie?” 
 
    Maurice gave me an odd look. “You didn’t know that?”  
 
    “It never came up.” I wanted to smack myself for once again being an idiot when it came to Lukas. A lot of the royals had bodyguards, but only the monarchs and their heirs had a full personal guard.  
 
    “Speaking of Prince Vaerik.” Mom fixed me with a look that made me swallow nervously. “You said he offered to help you find us because he was looking for his friend, but you didn’t tell us how you met him in the first place.” 
 
    I darted a glance at Maurice, but his smile told me I was on my own for this one. I cleared my throat. “I…um…met him when I went to Teg’s following a lead for the job you were working on.” 
 
    “How did you know we were supposed to go to Teg’s?” Her nostrils flared. “Tennin!” 
 
    I rushed to Tennin’s defense. “Don’t be mad at him. He told me not to go to Teg’s, and I didn’t listen.” 
 
    She crossed her arms. “Go on.” 
 
    “I saw Lukas at Teg’s and again when I went to the Ralston after I found your bracelet. We kept running into each other, and he got suspicious.” I thought back to the night Faolin had dragged me to Lukas’s for an interrogation. There was no way I was telling my parents about that. “He said he’d heard of you, and he thought your disappearance might be connected to something he was looking for. The Agency was dragging their feet, so I accepted his offer to help.” 
 
     “If he was helping you, where was he when you were kidnapped and taken to Rogin’s?” Dad demanded. 
 
    “He had to go to Faerie the day before.” I fidgeted with the hem of my sweater.  
 
    Mom’s gaze sharpened. “Are you still in touch with him?” 
 
    “I see him around.” I squirmed in my seat. Faolin could learn a few things about interrogation from my mother. “Faris is sick from the iron, and I visit him once a week.” 
 
    “Why do you call the prince Lukas instead of by his title?” she asked, not done with her inquisition. 
 
    Finally, a question I could answer. “He goes by Lukas Rand here, and I didn’t know he was Prince Vaerik at first. I got used to calling him Lukas, and now it’s weird to think of him by the other name.” 
 
    She looked satisfied with my response, and I hoped she was done with the questions. Once she relaxed again, I could see pockets of exhaustion forming under her eyes. It was easy to forget my parents were unwell, but even sitting and talking could wear them out. 
 
    Finch saw it, too. He whistled and signed to her. Are you sleepy, Mom? 
 
    “A little,” she admitted, telling me she was more tired than she was letting on. 
 
    You should take a nap, he told her. Napping always makes me feel better. 
 
    She reached up to stroke his blue hair. “That’s a good idea, sweetie.” 
 
    I stood. “We should get going anyway. Aisla doesn’t like to be left alone for too long.” 
 
    I hugged my parents as we all said our goodbyes. After promising them again that I would be careful out there, I tucked Finch inside my jacket and left.  
 
    Maurice stayed behind at Dad’s request, and I could guess what he wanted to talk about. Mom and Dad were going to ask Maurice to watch over me while he was in town. I loved having him home again, but I hoped he wasn’t going to hover over me. 
 
    I was driving when Violet texted, RU home? 
 
    10 min, I texted back. 
 
    CU there. 
 
    Violet was standing outside my door when I got there, and I was surprised to see she wasn’t alone. Mandy Wheeler, a girl from high school, was beside her.  
 
    I hadn’t seen Mandy since graduation, and I’d never seen her looking like this. She was one of those girls who always looked like they’d just come from the salon. Today, her blonde hair was tied back in a messy ponytail, she wore no makeup, and her eyes were red and puffy from crying. 
 
    “Mandy, hi.” I stopped in front of her. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    Her lip trembled, and her eyes brimmed with tears. “I-I need your help. I don’t have anyone else to go to.” 
 
    Violet rubbed Mandy’s back. “Jesse will help you.” She met my gaze. “Your services are needed. We’ll explain inside.” 
 
    Confused, I nodded and unlocked the door. Once Finch was back in his tree house with Aisla, I joined my guests on the couch. “Okay, tell me.” 
 
    Mandy pressed a damp tissue to her eyes. “My ex-boyfriend stole Romeo, and he’s threatening to sell him.” Her face crumpled, and she began sobbing into her hands. 
 
    “What?” Romeo was her little Yorkie she’d had since junior high. Mandy loved that dog more than anything, and she was always dressing him in cute outfits and posting pictures on Instagram. 
 
    Violet answered for the crying girl. “Mandy was dating a guy for six months, and she broke up with him last week. When she wouldn’t go back to him, he stole Romeo and said he will sell him if she doesn’t give him another chance.” 
 
    Anger flared in me. “Did you call the police?” 
 
    Mandy sniffled. “Yes. But they’re too busy to care about a dog.” 
 
    I wasn’t surprised by that. The police were overworked, despite bounty hunters handling most of the Fae cases. Even if they wanted to help her, they didn’t have the manpower to spare. 
 
    She turned pleading eyes on me. “I heard you’re a bounty hunter now. I know this isn’t what you normally do, but I can pay you.” 
 
    I held up a hand. “I don’t want your money. Who is this ex of yours, and what do I need to know about him?” 
 
    “His name is Drew Gordon. He’s twenty-three, and he lives in Williamsburg.” Mandy rattled off information. By the time she was done, I had her ex’s home and work address and his daily schedule. She pulled up photos on her phone of a blond, well-groomed man who clearly worked out and cared about his appearance. In every picture, he wore an arrogant smile, and he had the look of a man who was used to getting his way. 
 
    I checked the time and saw it was almost five. If Mandy had gotten Drew’s schedule right, he would be getting home from work in an hour. Standing, I headed for my bedroom. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Violet called after me. 
 
    “To change. I can’t wear these clothes on a job.” 
 
    Two sets of footsteps came behind me. “We’re going now?” Mandy asked hopefully. 
 
    I turned to face her. “No time like the present.” 
 
    She ran over and flung her arms around me. “Thank you!” 
 
    “Don’t thank me yet. Let’s get Romeo back first.” Stripping off my pants and top, I donned dark jeans and a black thermal shirt. I pulled on my combat boots and twisted my hair into a thick braid. 
 
    Violet eyed me appraisingly as I completed the outfit with a lined leather jacket. “You look ready to kick some ass.” 
 
    I stuck my ID in my back pocket. “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.” 
 
    “Don’t bounty hunters have weapons?” Mandy asked as she and Violet followed me back to the living room. 
 
    “My gear bag is in the Jeep, but I doubt I’ll need weapons for this.” I patted my coat pocket and felt a familiar lump. “I have a stun gun and shackles in my pockets if it comes to that.” 
 
    Mandy’s eyes widened. “You carry shackles on you?” 
 
    “Never know when I might need them.” 
 
    We walked to the door, and I stopped to look at them. “I can only take one person in the Jeep.” 
 
    Mandy pulled out a set of keys. “I have my sister’s car. I’ll meet you there.” 
 
    “Okay. If you get there first, wait for us,” I said as I opened the door. 
 
    Drew Gordon lived in a nice twenty-story apartment building less than two blocks from Lukas’s place. Mandy was waiting for us outside the front entrance when we got there, and she looked scared. At my place, I’d asked her if her ex had been abusive. She’d said he’d never hit her, but there was more than one kind of abuse. I didn’t have experience in this area, but the fear in her eyes told me what she couldn’t say. 
 
    “You don’t have to come up with us,” I told her. 
 
    She straightened her spine. “I want to. Romeo needs me.” 
 
    I gave her a reassuring smile. “Let’s do this then.” 

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    We entered the building and took the elevator to the seventh floor. At Drew’s door, Violet and I moved to the side where we were not visible through the peephole, and Mandy knocked. 
 
    Thirty seconds later, someone approached the door. After a brief pause, the dead bolt scraped, and the door opened. 
 
    “Jesus, Mandy, you’re a mess,” said a male voice. “I don’t know if I want you back looking like this.” 
 
    I stepped quickly into view, putting myself between them. “Then it’s a good thing she’s not here for a reconciliation.” 
 
    His head jerked back. “Who the hell are you?” 
 
    “Reinforcements,” Violet announced as she showed herself. 
 
    The man in the doorway laughed, and it was an ugly sound. “Reinforcements? Really?” He sneered at Mandy. “What did you hope to accomplish with this little stunt?” 
 
    “I came to get Romeo,” she said tremulously. 
 
    “Romeo who?” he asked in mock innocence. “Don’t know anyone by that name.” 
 
    For the first time in my life, I wanted to punch another human. “We know you have her dog. Give him back, and we’ll be on our way without any trouble.” 
 
    “Is that so?” He took a threatening step toward me. 
 
    Mandy put a shaking hand on my arm and whispered, “I think we should leave.” 
 
    “But it’s just getting fun, baby.” Drew came closer until his chest touched mine.  
 
    My heart rate kicked up a notch. “You need to take a step back.” 
 
    “And you need to learn to mind your own business,” he bit out. “This is between me and my girlfriend.”  
 
    “She’s not your girlfriend,” Violet said. 
 
    Drew pointed at her. “Shut your mouth, you little –” 
 
    My hand shot out and grabbed his wrist. Twisting hard, I spun him around with his arm behind his back and pushed him face-first against the wall. He bucked and lashed at me with his other fist, and I pressed on his trapped arm until he howled in pain and went still. 
 
    “Whoa,” Violet breathed. 
 
    “Let’s start over,” I said to the man who was trembling with suppressed rage. “You have Mandy’s dog, and she wants him back. We’re all going inside so she can get him. Then we’ll leave, and you’ll never bother her again.” 
 
    “Everything okay here?” called a new male voice. I looked down the hall to see a young man wearing a suit and carrying a briefcase. 
 
    “Yes,” I said at the same time Drew grunted, “No.” 
 
    The newcomer looked at us uncertainly. If I didn’t do something, he’d be calling the police next, and I didn’t need that complication right now. 
 
    Reaching behind me, I pulled out my bounty hunter ID and held it up for him to see. He was close enough to make out the official Agency seal on the card. 
 
    “We have everything under control,” I said in my most businesslike tone. The use of the ID outside of Agency business was a gray area, but I was willing to stretch the rules in this case. 
 
    “Good to know.” The man hurried past us and entered an apartment several doors down. 
 
    Drew laughed. “Assault and impersonating an agent. I hope you like Rikers.” 
 
    “Actually, she’s a bounty hunter,” Violet informed him cheerfully. “And you touched her first, so in fact, you assaulted her, and she acted in self-defense.” 
 
    I stared at her in surprise, and she shrugged. “Mom likes to work on her court arguments at home.” 
 
    Grinning, I returned the ID to my pocket and produced my shackles, which I snapped around Drew’s wrists. I shoved him toward the door, and the four of us entered his apartment. Mandy immediately ran from room to room, calling for Romeo.  
 
    She returned to us, looking devastated. “He’s not here.” 
 
    Drew snickered. “Romeo, Romeo, wherefore art thou, Romeo?” 
 
    I turned on him. But before I could open my mouth, Violet delivered an impressive undercut right between his legs. Drew let out a high-pitched sound and doubled over, but his arms were shackled behind his back, preventing him from cupping his injured parts. 
 
    “Listen here, asshole,” she growled. “We’re done playing nice. Tell us where Romeo is, or this is going to go very badly for you. We know people who could make you disappear like that.” She snapped her fingers for emphasis, and it was all I could do not to snort.  
 
    Drew panted, and it took a minute for him to answer. “He’s gone. He took off when I was walking him.” 
 
    Violet poked him in the chest. “Try again, pal.” 
 
    “She has ways of making you tell the truth,” I said, barely keeping a straight face. “That cute look is all an act.” 
 
    He straightened enough to look at us. His face was beet red, and there were tears in his eyes. “I owed a guy money,” he wheezed. “He sent someone to collect, and they took the dog.” 
 
    Mandy gasped. “Who took him?” 
 
    Drew pressed his lips together. I thought he wasn’t going to answer when he finally said, “Two ogres.” 
 
    She let out a strangled cry. I led her to a chair and left her sobbing uncontrollably while I stormed back to her ex. 
 
    “What the hell is wrong with you?” I yelled in his face. “You sold Romeo to those brutes?” 
 
    In addition to being mean-tempered, ogres were known to eat cats and dogs. If they had Romeo, chances were that he was already dead, or he would be soon.  
 
    He cringed. “They took him. I didn’t have any choice.” 
 
    My lips pulled back in a snarl. “You always have a choice. When were they here, and where did they take him?” 
 
    “Last night. I don’t know where they live,” he said, all the arrogant bluster gone out of him. 
 
    I poked him in the chest. “You better figure it out fast.” 
 
    Violet held out her hand to me. “Give me your stun gun. Fifty thousand volts will jog his memory.” 
 
    I blinked at her. Who was this person? I couldn’t tell if she was serious or doing a damn fine acting job. 
 
    Drew blanched and began sobbing and babbling, until he finally said something helpful. “The Fenton. They live at the Fenton.” 
 
    I took out my phone and did a search. The Fenton was an old theater in Queens that had been closed for two years, making it an ideal location for squatters like ogres. 
 
    “How many ogres live there?” I asked. 
 
    He swallowed convulsively. “Just the two of them.” 
 
    “You better pray that dog is okay,” I said through gritted teeth as I removed his shackles. 
 
    Violet cracked her knuckles like a mob goon. “You really don’t want us to have to come back.” 
 
    I went to Mandy, who was crying silently now, and helped her to her feet. “Let’s go.” 
 
    None of us spoke again until we reached the street. Mandy was a mess, so Violet offered to drive her car. My best friend and I exchanged a grim look before we headed to our vehicles. The odds of Mandy seeing her pet again were slim, and my heart ached for her. But if there was the slightest chance Romeo was alive, I’d do what I could to get him back. 
 
    I arrived at the theater first, parking half a block away. After I texted Violet to let her know where to find me, I went through my gear to get what I might need. Ogres were strong, but they weren’t good fighters or the smartest of faeries. Still, I’d learned the hard way to never underestimate an opponent, after a troll had cut me with his sword and poisoned me. 
 
    Violet and Mandy arrived as I was stuffing gear into a small backpack. Mandy had stopped crying, but her face was drawn and pale. One look at her and I knew she couldn’t come in with us. There was no telling what we’d find in there, and she would only be a hindrance. 
 
    I closed the Jeep’s cargo door. “You two stay in the car.” 
 
    “I’m not letting you go in there alone.” Violet set her jaw stubbornly. “And don’t give me that ‘I’m a bounty hunter and you’re not’ spiel because it won’t work.” 
 
    “You can’t fight,” I reminded her. 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “I can outrun an ogre. And I know you have an extra stun gun in that bag.” 
 
    “Fine, but you have to do whatever I tell you to do.” I opened the backpack and handed her the weapon. 
 
    “What about me?” Mandy asked. 
 
    I slung the backpack over my shoulder. “Someone needs to stay here in case we run into trouble. We’ll text you if anything happens.” 
 
    She reluctantly agreed and walked to her car as Violet and I set off for the theater. The old brick building was three stories with an arched entrance, and a marquee with the theater name in large red letters. We passed by the main entrance and went around to the back alley where there were two small doors. The second one we tried was unlocked, and we quietly slipped inside. 
 
    I motioned for Violet to be quiet, and we listened for sounds as our eyes adjusted to the dark. Hearing nothing, we crept past several dressing rooms. All the props, stage lighting, and cables had been removed, and the theater smelled musty from disuse. It was a little eerie being in a place that once had been bustling with activity. 
 
    We reached the stage, and I stopped walking abruptly when I picked up faint sounds coming from the auditorium. Turning to Violet, I pointed toward the curtains that still hung there, partially closed. She nodded and stood still while I climbed the stairs to the wing and tiptoed to the curtain. 
 
    Dust billowed from the curtain when I touched it. I had to smother a cough before I could inch the heavy material aside and peek around it. 
 
    The auditorium was a rectangle with two sets of floor seats divided by an aisle, and stairs on either side that led to the mezzanine and balcony levels. The walls were dark panels, and the ceiling was covered in faded murals. In the middle of the ceiling, where a large chandelier had probably hung, was a gaping hole through which a small column of smoke was escaping. 
 
    I followed the path of the smoke to its source – a fire burning in a metal drum. Seats had been ripped out of the floor and tossed aside to make a campsite for the two bald, yellow-skinned creatures sprawled beside the fire. The ogres were grunting and chewing noisily on some kind of meat, and my stomach roiled when one of them tossed a bone on a pile near his feet. 
 
    I put a hand over my mouth. Please don’t let that be Romeo. 
 
    Craning my neck, I tried to get a better look around. My breath caught when I spotted dog crates sitting on some of the seats that were still bolted to the floor. I thought I saw a shape in one of the crates, but they were too far away for me to be certain.  
 
    One of the ogres said something in a deep rumbling voice, and then he lay back and pillowed his head with his arms. His companion kept eating, and I wondered if he was on guard or a slow eater. I watched him for another five minutes before he lay down and curled up on his side. 
 
    Carefully letting the curtain fall back into place, I returned to Violet and told her what I’d seen. “I’m going to have to get closer to those cages,” I whispered. 
 
    “How long does it take ogres to fall asleep?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I don’t know, but they just finished a meal. That should make them sleepy. Text Mandy and tell her we might be here a while, but whatever you do, don’t mention them eating. I’m going to watch them for a while to make sure they’re asleep.” 
 
    She patted her coat pockets. “I left my phone in the car.” 
 
    “Use mine.” I handed her my phone and went back to the curtain, where I found the ogres in the same position as when I’d left them. A few minutes later, one of them began to snore. When neither of them moved after another ten minutes, I hoped that meant they were both asleep. I could take on one ogre, two if I absolutely had to, but I was praying it didn’t have to come to that. 
 
    I was about to let go of the curtain when a new sound reached me. I froze and listened until I heard it again, the plaintive mewing of a cat. It was followed by scratching and the distinctive whine of a dog. It could be any dog, but hearing it gave me a sliver of hope that Romeo was still alive. 
 
    Turning away from the curtain, I nearly jumped out of my skin when I bumped into someone. I raised my hands in self-defense before it hit me that the person was too short to be an ogre. 
 
    I shot Violet a glare she couldn’t see in the darkness of the stage and tugged her back to where I’d left her. “Are you crazy? I nearly clobbered you.” 
 
    “I wanted to see what was taking so long. Are they asleep?” 
 
    I huffed a breath. “One is, and the other might be. And I heard a cat and dog crying in the cages.” 
 
    She gave my arm an excited squeeze. “What now?” 
 
    “We’ll see if there is a door from backstage to the auditorium, and I’ll sneak out to get the animals.” 
 
    “I’m going with you.” She held up a hand when I shook my head. “You’ll need help getting the animals out of there. And I’m lighter on my feet than you.” 
 
    She had a point. Years of ballet and dance lessons had given her the stealth of a ninja. But she was also jumpy, and she’d probably pee herself if she came face-to-face with an ogre. 
 
    “Stop overthinking it, and let’s do this,” she said when I took too long to respond. 
 
    I opened my backpack. “Promise me you’ll run if they wake up.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    Finding my extra stun gun, I handed it to her. “This won’t stop an ogre, but it will slow them down enough for you to get away. You’ll have to give them a little more juice than you would for a human.” 
 
    “Gotcha.” 
 
    “Okay. Let’s go.” I headed to the side of the building closest to the dog crates, where a set of steps led down to a small door. The door hinges squeaked, and I held my breath as I opened the door wide enough for us to fit through. 
 
    The carpeted auditorium floor muffled our footsteps as we crept along the outside aisle toward the crates. The only sounds in the room were the crackle of the fire and the ogres’ snores. If luck was with us, we’d grab the animals and be out of here before those two awoke. 
 
     I stopped at the rows where the crates sat. This close, I could see that it wasn’t going to be as easy to free the animals as I’d hoped. The crates were at the end of the row closest to the fire with their doors facing away from me. I was going to have to get a lot closer to the ogres than I wanted to. 
 
    “Stay here,” I mouthed to Violet. I entered the row behind the crates and slowly made my way toward them, freezing every time one of the ogres snorted or moved in his sleep. It took forever to reach the crates, where I was greeted by a cat’s mewing that grew more insistent by the second. 
 
    “Shhh.” I stuck my fingers through the bars of the top crate, and the white cat quieted immediately to rub against them. I’d seen feral cats, and this wasn’t one. This was someone’s pet. 
 
    I bent to peer into the bottom crate and found a shivering chihuahua. He wore a thin collar, telling me he was also someone’s pet. Anger sliced through me, but I pushed it back. Now was definitely not the time to lose my cool. 
 
    I moved around to the front of the crates, close enough to the fire now to feel its heat. From here I could peer into a plastic pet carrier. I wasn’t sure what I was looking at until it moved. It was a pair of black ferrets that looked more curious than afraid when they saw me. 
 
    A crack came from behind me, and I turned my head so fast I thought I’d given myself whiplash. I let out a breath when sparks sprayed from the metal drum. It was only a piece of wood popping in the fire. 
 
    Biting my cheek, I leaned down to look into the last crate. My heart leapt when I met the black button eyes of a teacup Yorkie wearing a blue rhinestone collar.  
 
    Romeo panted and let out a small whine. I petted him through the bars to calm him as I straightened and waved for Violet to join me. I couldn’t carry all of these animals at once, and I was afraid they’d make a racket if I took them one at a time.  
 
    Romeo’s crate was wedged in such a way that I’d need to move the one on top to open his. I’d never handled ferrets before, so I left them in their carrier. I grimaced when it got hooked on the cat’s crate and made a small squeaking sound. 
 
    An ogre snorted loudly, and I nearly dropped the carrier. My heart thudded wildly. If anyone ever asked me what to do for an adrenaline rush, my immediate response would be to sneak into an abandoned building and steal from sleeping ogres. 
 
    By the time Violet reached me, I had the carrier free, and I handed it off to her. Motioning for her to wait, I freed the cat and passed it to her as well. That left the two dogs for me. 
 
    It took some maneuvering to shift Romeo’s crate without making a noise, but I finally managed to get the door open. I unzipped the top of my coat and tucked him inside. He wasn’t any bigger than Finch, so he fit in there easily. 
 
    Once Romeo was secure, I went to work freeing the chihuahua. The poor little thing was so terrified I had to grasp his collar and tug him toward me. His nails scraped the plastic floor of the crate, and he let out a small whimper when I lifted him into my arms. He was trembling violently, but there wasn’t time to comfort him. I’d make sure he got lots of that when we were out of there. 
 
    I walked carefully back toward Violet, who was trying to hold the cat that was suddenly freaking out. With a hiss, it leaped from her arms and took off like the hounds of hell were on its heels. 
 
    Violet looked at me, and her mouth opened in horror. At the same time, I realized the room had gone strangely quiet. 
 
    I stopped and looked back over my shoulder at the ogre sitting up beside the fire. He stretched and looked around, and then his eyes found me. 
 
    He bellowed, the sound echoing in the auditorium and sending his friend scrambling to his feet. I turned and sped toward Violet, who looked paralyzed with fear.  
 
    “Go,” I yelled at her above the ogres’ roars. 
 
    She didn’t move. 
 
    Feet thundered behind me, and I put on an extra burst of speed. “Violet, get your ass moving!” 
 
    I reached her as she picked up the ferret carrier. We turned toward the door beside the stage and skidded to a stop at the sight of the ogres coming through it. Three, four, five, six… 
 
    I grabbed Violet’s arm and spun in the other direction. I started toward the theater’s main entrance, but a pile of seats blocked it. Changing direction, I ran to the stairs to the upper levels, pulling her with me. I’d seen a fire escape on the outside of the building, so there had to be an emergency exit upstairs.  
 
    I pushed Violet ahead of me, and she flew up the stairs like she had wings on her feet. At the mezzanine level, I glanced back at our lumbering pursuers who hadn’t reached the stairs yet. I sent up a silent thank you to Aedhna for not gifting ogres with speed. 
 
    I paused to look around and get my bearings. The fire escape should be straight ahead, but it was too dark up here to see far. Taking Violet’s arm again, I set off to where the exit should be.  
 
    My euphoria at finding the door died when I saw the chain and padlock on it. I had my picks on me, but the pounding of many feet on the stairs told me we didn’t have time for that. 
 
    We ran to the stairs on the far side of the mezzanine. My hope that we could run down them and escape was dashed by the sight of four ogres with clubs waiting below. Ogres were not as stupid as people made them out to be. 
 
    Violet and I ran up the stairs to the balcony level before the ogres could spot us and alert their friends. We had a head start, but that wasn’t going to do us much good if we got trapped up here.  
 
    Think, Jesse! I fought back my rising panic. If I was alone, I would try something daring like using the climbing rope and grappling hook in my pack to swing from one of the boxes to the stage. But Violet couldn’t make that jump. I wasn’t sure I could either. 
 
    We ran to the back corner of the balcony level where there were two doors to the men’s and women’s restrooms. Opening the first door, I shoved Violet inside. 
 
    “Hide in here and take care of these guys.” I handed her the chihuahua and Romeo. “I’ll draw them away.” 
 
    “You can’t go out there alone.” 
 
    I gave her a quick hug, almost squishing the two dogs. “I’ll be okay.” 
 
    I left before she could argue with me. Please, keep her safe, I prayed to whoever might be listening. 
 
    Shouts and thumps came from below as the ogres searched the mezzanine level. I never should have let Violet come in here with me, but it was too late to think about that now. I needed to lead them as far away from her as I could, and then I’d figure out how to get us out of this mess. 
 
    I ran lightly toward the private boxes along the side of the auditorium. As I passed the stairs, an ogre walked into my path, and we collided. It was like running into a wall. He looked as startled as I was, and that was what saved me. Before he could recover and call for his friends, I pulled my stun gun and zapped him. 
 
    He wavered on his feet. I could have used that moment to get away, but he’d shake it off quickly and bring the rest of them down on me. I struck out, slamming my fist into his thick neck beneath his ear. Ogres were built like bulls, but they had weaknesses like everyone else. The trick was reaching those weak spots without getting your head ripped off. 
 
    The ogre’s beady eyes rolled back in his head, and he dropped like a stone. I stared in shock at his prone body. What the hell? My strike should have hurt him, but I was nowhere strong enough to knock him out with one blow. 
 
    I flexed my hand until I realized it wasn’t hurting. I’d hit him hard enough to bruise my hand, yet I didn’t feel the slightest twinge of pain. 
 
    Stepping around the ogre, I continued toward the boxes. I could ponder this mystery later. Right now, I had much bigger problems to deal with. 
 
    I entered the box closest to the stage and reached into my pocket for my phone. It was time to call Maurice for help. He’d lecture me for my stupidity, but I wasn’t going to risk Violet’s life to save my pride. I just needed to keep the ogres away from her long enough for backup to arrive. 
 
    My stomach plummeted as I patted my pockets frantically. I’d given my phone to Violet to text Mandy, and I’d forgotten to get it back from her. 
 
    I peered through the balcony rails and saw the four ogres on the ground level watching the stairs. I could see shapes moving around on the mezzanine, and my fear ratcheted up when two of them approached the stairs to this level.  
 
    I pulled off my backpack and took out my rope, which I looped around the sturdy balustrade. I donned the backpack again and checked to see if the coast was clear. Taking a deep breath, I climbed over the rail and shimmied down the rope to the box below.  
 
    My plan was to get to the stage, let them see me, and run like hell to draw them outside. As long as they didn’t know Violet was still in the building, she was safe until I could get help. 
 
    I made it into the box and ducked out of sight seconds before two of the ogres below turned to look toward the stage. I watched them from my hiding spot, waiting for them to turn away again. They didn’t. Anxiety built in my gut. I could get down the rope and to the stage before they caught me, but they’d see I was alone. This only worked if they thought the two of us were getting away. 
 
    I was so focused on the situation below that I didn’t register the footsteps coming toward me until the door banged against the wall in the box next to mine.  
 
    I grabbed the rope, ready to swing down to the first floor. I didn’t have any choice but to go now. If I got trapped, there was no way I could help Violet. 
 
    A loud caterwaul echoed through the building. I peeked out in time to see the white cat tear down the stairs and disappear into the back of the auditorium. All four ogres below looked in the direction the cat had gone, and they seemed to be discussing who would go after the animal. 
 
    I swung myself over the railing and slid down the rope. The second my feet touched the floor, a shout came from above, and the four ogres spun toward me. I let go of the rope and ran. 
 
    “Argh.” I stumbled when something hard slammed into my tailbone, sending pain radiating up my spine. Righting myself, I looked from the wooden club on the floor to the glaring ogre in the box above me. 
 
    “You, stay,” he ordered in a booming voice. 
 
    I turned and sprinted for the stage as shouts broke out behind me. I grabbed the edge of the stage to hoist myself up, but I faltered when a terrified scream split the air. 
 
    Violet. 
 
    Blood roared in my ears as I whirled to face the advancing ogres. My foot kicked something, and I bent to pick up a metal rod from an old microphone stand. Hefting it in both hands, I stalked toward the ogres between me and my best friend. 
 
    They laughed, and one of them charged me. Wielding the rod like a staff, I swung low, hooking it behind his ankles and sending him crashing to the floor. 
 
    I barely had time to straighten up when the next one came at me. I lunged away from his charge, but his fingers managed to snag my hair and my glasses. The glasses went flying and my eyes watered at the pain in my scalp as I pulled free. It felt like half my hair had been ripped out, and I was relieved to see it hanging down on the side of my face. 
 
    I brought the rod around to strike at the back of his neck. He anticipated my move and raised his club to deflect the attack on his most vulnerable area. I let the heavy rod slide along the club, slamming it into his thick fingers. Howling like an angry toddler, he released the club to cradle his injured hand. 
 
    Backing up, I dropped into a defensive stance as three more ogres joined the others. They formed a semicircle around me, and I swallowed hard. I was going to have to fight my way out of this. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    The ogres took a step toward me, and I tensed as I studied them for weaknesses. If they came at me one at a time, I might be able to fend them off, but I didn’t have a chance against the four of them at once. 
 
    The barest creak of a floor board warned that someone had snuck up behind me, even before the ogres shifted their gazes to something over my shoulder. A haze of pure adrenaline settled over me as I crouched and swung low to avoid the club that was likely aimed at my head. The metal rod slammed into a leg, and my assailant let out a grunt of pain.  
 
    I rose, swinging again, but he grabbed my weapon to block the strike. I released the rod and put all my strength into the blind punch I threw at him. My fist connected with his face with so much force that the shock traveled up my arm to my shoulder.  
 
    The metal rod clattered against the floor. I thought for a second about picking it up, then changed my mind and sprinted the six feet to the stage. Grabbing the edge of the stage, I pulled myself up with ease – and found my escape blocked by a pair of jean-clad legs. 
 
    Jeans? Ogres didn’t wear jeans. 
 
    A male hand appeared in front of my face, one that definitely didn’t belong to an ogre. I took it without thinking, and he pulled me to my feet. Pushing my hair out of my face, I looked up into Iian’s eyes, which stared at me in amused wonder. 
 
    “What…are you doing here?” I uttered between gasps of air. 
 
    Someone clapped in the auditorium. I spun to see Kerr applauding as he and Faolin herded a group of ogres down the stairs. My gaze fell to the ogres I’d fought, and I found them kneeling and pleading with none other than the crown prince of Unseelie. 
 
    “I should have brought my phone,” Kerr called. “No one will ever believe me.” 
 
    “What…?” The question died on my tongue when Lukas turned to look at me. His nose and the front of his shirt were bloody, and his eyes were as hard as flint.  
 
    I gulped and backed up a step, only to come up against Iian, who prodded me to the edge of the stage. When I refused to jump down, he said, “He’s not angry at you.” 
 
    “His expression would suggest otherwise,” I mumbled, not moving. 
 
    Iian chuckled and leaned in to whisper, “You punched the Unseelie prince in the face and almost put him on his ass. Tell me that doesn’t feel good.” 
 
    I lifted my chin because he was right. For weeks, I’d been taking out my pent-up emotions on the punching bags at the gym, and not one of those sessions had given me the satisfaction I felt now. 
 
    I jumped to the floor below and walked over to stand a few feet from Lukas. Up close, there seemed to be a lot more blood, and I tried not to wince at the sight of it. 
 
    “I guess that was long overdue,” he said dryly as he wiped away some of the blood with his sleeve. 
 
    “I thought you were an ogre,” I admitted. 
 
    A burst of laughter came from above. I looked up at Conlan descending the stairs with Violet in his arms. She had Romeo and the chihuahua cradled against her chest, and the ferret carrier dangled from one of Conlan’s hands.  
 
    “Violet!” I ran to them. 
 
    “She’s okay,” Conlan assured me as I anxiously waited for them to reach the bottom of the stairs. “A minor sprain.” 
 
    Violet lifted her head and gave me a pained smile. “I tried to keep them out of the bathroom, but they’re strong bastards.” She held up the stun gun I’d given her. “I used up the battery, but I made him think twice about grabbing me again.” 
 
    I was so relieved she was safe I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. “How did you know we were in trouble?” I asked Conlan, still reeling from their sudden appearance. 
 
    He smiled. “Violet called us.” 
 
    I looked at her in confusion.  
 
    She pulled my phone from her pocket and waved it at me. “As soon as you left me in the bathroom, I knew it was time to call in the cavalry. I found Faris’s number in your contacts and called him. He took care of the rest.” 
 
    “It’s a good thing you didn’t block him, too,” Conlan quipped. 
 
    It was on the tip of my tongue to say that Faris hadn’t given me a reason to block him, but bringing that up would be ungrateful after they had come to help us. 
 
    Lukas joined us and handed me my glasses I’d lost in the fight. Miraculously, they’d come out of it unscathed, but I really needed to think about getting contacts.  
 
    “Are you hurt?” he asked me tersely as I put on the glasses. 
 
    “No.” I forced myself to look at him, and my stomach fluttered at the concern in his eyes. 
 
    Conlan snickered. “I’d say she fared better than you, my friend.” 
 
    Lukas’s jaw flexed. “What were you thinking, entering a building full of ogres on your own? Do you need the money so bad that you would risk your life for a job?” 
 
    “It wasn’t for a job. We came to get our friend’s dog. And we were told there were only two ogres here.” 
 
    “Told by whom?” 
 
    “By someone who is going to be getting another visit from me,” Violet said with a gleam in her eyes that didn’t bode well for Mandy’s ex. “As soon as I can walk again, your stun gun and I are going to have a little heart-to-heart with Mr. Gordon.” 
 
     I imagined how smug Drew must have been after he’d gotten one over on us. I should have left the bastard shackled to a chair to teach him a lesson. 
 
    Conlan grinned down at Violet. “You’re a bloodthirsty little thing.” 
 
    “All this for a dog?” Lukas’s voice was incredulous. 
 
    I put my hands on my hips. “What would you do if someone took Kaia?” 
 
    “That’s different. I can handle a dozen ogres.” 
 
    “There were only supposed to be two,” I said defensively. “When was the last time you saw this many ogres living together?” 
 
    “A better question is when was the last time someone mistook Lukas for an ogre?” Iian asked laughing. 
 
    Conlan and Kerr joined in, and my ears grew warm. “Well, you guys shouldn’t sneak up on people in the middle of a fight. Announce yourselves next time.” 
 
    “You call that a fight?” Faolin came to stand with us, leaving Iian and Kerr to guard the ogres. 
 
    I scowled at him. “What would you call it?” 
 
    “I call it an untrained girl barely fending off ogres, who would have overpowered her had we not intervened. Your technique is sloppy, and you have no strength in your blows.” 
 
    “Except when she nailed Lukas,” Conlan piped in. 
 
    “Except then.” Faolin studied me as if he was trying to dissect me with his eyes. “When you attacked Lukas, you moved with agility I did not expect from you. You have some potential.” 
 
    “Strong in you the force is,” Violet said in a terrible Yoda impersonation, earning strange looks from the faeries and an eye roll from me.  
 
    Faolin continued as if she hadn’t spoken. “You need to fight properly if you hope to survive as a hunter. Self-defense is not enough. You must build up your strength and speed, and learn to fight offensively.” 
 
    I huffed. “I’m working on it, but it takes time. Even you guys had years of training.” 
 
    “We did,” he agreed. 
 
    Violet flapped her hand excitedly. “You guys should train Jesse.” 
 
    “No.” I stared at her in horror. Had she hit her head fighting off that ogre? 
 
    “Why not?” She waved a hand at all of them. “There are like six of them, right? Who better to teach you to fight?” 
 
    I shot her a warning look. There was no way I was training with Lukas or his men. I could barely be in the same room with them as it was.  
 
    “You’re right,” Lukas told her. “We will train Jesse.” 
 
    I whipped my head around to stare at him. “No, you won’t.” 
 
    He smiled. “It wasn’t an offer. You will start tomorrow.” 
 
    “No,” I said with more force. “I’m quite happy with my current trainer, and I don’t need your help.” 
 
    “As you wish,” he replied pleasantly. “We will follow you to keep you safe until you’re able to do it yourself.” 
 
    “No, you will not.” I glared at him, but I might as well have been speaking to the floor. 
 
    He looked past me at Faolin. “Do you want the first shift?” 
 
    I crossed my arms. “I don’t know how you do things in Faerie, but following someone here against their wishes is called stalking. There are laws against that.” 
 
    “I’ll notify the Agency that my guard is providing temporary protection for you,” Lukas said with an infuriating tilt to his mouth. “You can hardly feel threatened by that.” 
 
    “Tell that to my sanity,” I said under my breath. 
 
    Conlan laughed outright, and even Faolin’s lip twitched.  
 
    “It’s settled then,” Lukas said as if that was the end of it. 
 
    I wanted to stomp my foot in frustration. “Is this because Faris thinks he owes me a debt? Because you more than repaid it today.” 
 
    “My brother’s debt is his own, and none of us can repay it for him,” Faolin said. “But it would put his mind at ease knowing you are protected.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at him. “Now you’re resorting to emotional blackmail.” 
 
    “Not every fight is won with physical force,” he replied smugly. 
 
    “Oh, that’s low.” I gritted my teeth. He knew I had a soft spot for Faris, and he was using it against me. 
 
    Lukas reached over and plucked my phone from Violet’s hand. I grabbed for it, but he held it out of my reach and proceeded to enter their numbers into my contacts.  
 
    “You know I can just block those again.” 
 
    “You won’t,” he said without looking at me.  
 
    I tapped my foot. “What makes you so sure of that?” 
 
    He finished what he was doing and handed the phone to me. “Because if I call you and you don’t answer, I will put a twenty-four-hour watch on you.” 
 
    I glared at him as I stuck the phone in my pocket. “I should have punched you harder.” 
 
    “If it makes you feel better, you can do it again,” he replied in a voice that made warmth unfurl in my belly. 
 
    Kerr interrupted us. “What do you wish to do with them?” he asked Lukas. 
 
    I followed their gazes to the cluster of ogres kneeling on the floor, submissive in the presence of Lukas and his men. Ogres were bad news, and if Lukas released them, they would be up to no good again tomorrow. Eventually, they’d end up with a bounty on their heads, if they didn’t have one already. 
 
    Lukas turned to me. “Do you want to bring them in for a bounty?” 
 
    The ogres shifted and murmured nervously, and a few of them darted their eyes around for an escape route. Good luck with that. 
 
    I did a quick headcount. There were eleven ogres, and at two thousand dollars each that was a whopping twenty-two thousand dollars. I could finally hire a plumber to replace the bad pipes. 
 
    I pulled out my phone and called Levi. Sure enough, there was a bounty on a gang of ogres working this area. Since ogres were territorial, the odds of there being another gang here were slim. 
 
    “There is a bounty on them,” I said to Lukas after I hung up. “But you caught them, not me.” 
 
    His eyes lit with amusement. “You got here first, and I believe one requires a license to collect a bounty. It’s all yours.” 
 
    I looked at Violet, and she waved a hand. “I will settle for you not telling my mom how I sprained my foot.” 
 
    Conlan laughed. “What happened to the little firebrand who was going to take a stun gun to the man who sent you here?” 
 
    She snorted. “You obviously haven’t met my mother.” 
 
    I walked over to them and took Romeo from Violet. “I’m going to take this little guy to his mom, and then I need to figure out how to get eleven ogres to the Plaza.” 
 
    “Wait,” Violet said before I could leave. “If there’s a bounty on them, doesn’t that mean the job was already assigned to another hunter?” 
 
    “Yep and he’s not going to be happy.” 
 
    “Who is it?” she asked.  
 
    I smirked. “Poor Trey, he can’t catch a break.” 
 
      
 
    *     *     * 
 
    I walked through a meadow of tall white flowers that swayed in the warm breeze, their delicate perfume surrounding me. Raising my face to the bluest sky I’d ever seen, I closed my eyes, letting the sun’s warmth wash over me. I inhaled deeply and let it out on a blissful sigh. This place was pure heaven. 
 
    A whisper of sound had me turning my head to my right, and I was surprised to see I was not alone. Standing beside me was a tall, beautiful woman in a white dress with silvery blonde hair that fell almost to her knees. Her face was unlined by age, but her gray eyes held the wisdom of a thousand lifetimes. 
 
    The woman spoke, but though her lips formed words, no sound came out. She seemed unaware that I couldn’t hear her until I pointed at my ear and shook my head. A frown marred her perfect brow, and she glanced up at the sky as if pondering what to do next. 
 
    She lowered her head, and her eyes met mine again before she pointed at something behind me. 
 
    I turned and gasped. On a hill rising above the trees beyond the meadow was a breathtaking white castle. It looked like it had come straight out of a fairy tale, with its gleaming white turrets and stained glass windows that sparkled like jewels in the sun. 
 
    I started walking toward it until a light touch on my arm stopped me. The woman shook her head and pointed to the sky above the castle. I looked up and watched the blue deepen to twilight in a matter of seconds. Before I could question it, undulating ribbons of multi-colored lights appeared in the sky. It resembled the aurora borealis, except for the jagged bolts of lightning at its center. 
 
    A sharp pinch on my hand made me tear my eyes from the sky. I looked at the woman, who was standing with her hands at her sides. The pain came again, and this time, it brought tears to my eyes. 
 
    “Ow. What the –?” 
 
    The world around me disappeared, and suddenly I was lying in my bed. It was dark in the room, but I could make out Gus as he paced back and forth on the bed. 
 
    “Gus, what the heck?” I cradled my hand to my chest. He’d been sneaking in to sleep on my bed every night, but he never disturbed me. This was the first time he’d bitten me since the day I’d tried to get him down from the kitchen cabinets. 
 
    He made a sound between a growl and a squawk and jumped off the bed to fly to the chair by the window. Maybe he needed to go out and couldn’t get the bathroom window open.  
 
    Pushing the covers off me, I got out of bed. “All right, I’m coming.” 
 
    I reached up to unlock the window and froze when I saw the ribbons of colored light stretching across the sky. I rubbed my eyes, but the lights were still there when I looked again. It wasn’t impossible for the aurora borealis to appear above New York, but not in the middle of the city. 
 
    Déjà vu hit me hard, and I remembered my dream. How was it possible I dreamed of this phenomenon exactly when it was happening? Unlike in my dream, there was no lightning, but still, this was weird even for me.  
 
    Gus squawked and flapped his wings impatiently. I slid the window up for him, shivering when the cold air hit my arms. “Here you go, buddy.” 
 
    Instead of going out the window, the drakkan jumped off the chair and ran under my bed. I stared after him until the cold forced me to close the window. In the sky, the lights were starting to fade. I stood there watching them until they were gone. 
 
    A glance at the alarm clock told me it was just after four in the morning. I yawned and crawled back into bed, hoping for a few more hours of sleep. I had a feeling I was going to need it today.  
 
      
 
    *     *     * 
 
    “You’re late,” said a scowling Faolin when he opened the door of their building hours later. 
 
    I met his glower with one of my own as I stomped snow off my boots. “By ten minutes. You try getting around this city in the winter without a portal.” I hadn’t exactly been in a hurry to get here for my first training session with them, but I kept that to myself. 
 
    He stepped aside and waved me in. I entered the main living space, expecting to see Faris or Lukas, but it was only Faolin and me. 
 
    “Leave your things here.” He pointed to one of the barstools at the island. “The training room is upstairs, and we will begin there.” 
 
    “We?” A tiny knot formed in my stomach as I deposited my coat and backpack on a stool and kicked off my boots. Surely, he didn’t mean he was training me. Then I took in his outfit – some kind of loose, black leggings that stopped below his knees and a gray, short-sleeved top. 
 
    “This way.” He turned toward the stairs, but not before I caught his smirk.  
 
    For about half a second, I thought about grabbing my stuff and running. I straightened my shoulders, picked up the gym shoes I’d brought with me, and followed him. 
 
    We climbed the two flights of stairs to the third floor, which was laid out much like the second floor with closed doors on either side. Faolin led me to the door at the end of the hallway and opened it to reveal a large room with a glossy hardwood floor bare of any furniture. Along the walls hung swords, staffs, knives, and other weapons I had no name for. There were no mats on the floor to break one’s fall, and I cringed inwardly, thinking of the bruises I was going to collect in this room. 
 
    “You won’t need those,” Faolin said when I bent to pull on my shoes. 
 
    “You want me to train in my socks?” 
 
    He glanced at my feet. “No. Remove those as well.” 
 
    I gaped at him. “I can’t train barefoot.” 
 
    “Are you one of those human females who is self-conscious about her feet?” he asked with a note of impatience. 
 
    “Of course, not. I just don’t like walking around barefoot unless I’m at home.” I picked up one of my shoes. “These protect my feet and help with balance.” 
 
    Faolin scoffed. “Exactly. You should not rely on footwear for balance or performance. Training without them will strengthen the muscles in your feet and teach you to rely only on your body.” 
 
    “Fine.” I pulled off my socks and tossed them into a corner with my shoes. What he said made sense, but if I found out this was some kind of Fae hazing prank, there would be payback. 
 
    I faced him, feeling strangely vulnerable without any socks or shoes, until I realized he had removed his as well. I wore my usual workout clothes – leggings and a sports bra, with the addition of a T-shirt. 
 
    Faolin walked over to one of the racks on the walls and took down a long wooden staff tipped with silver on each end. He grasped the staff in both hands and performed a series of slashes, thrusts, and strikes in a deadly dance that made me take a step back. He moved faster with each movement until I could no longer follow them. 
 
    His routine finished as abruptly as it had begun, and he turned to face me again. “We will train you in several weapons, but after observing you last night, I think you might be better suited to the staff.” 
 
    “Where do we start?” I rubbed my suddenly sweaty hands on my hips. 
 
    He returned the staff to the rack on the wall. “We start with your conditioning.” 
 
    “Okay.” I relaxed a little. Maren was always putting me through drills at the gym. 
 
    “My early training required me to run up and down a mountain until I fell from exhaustion,” he said. 
 
    I stared at him, sure he had to be joking. “It’s probably a good thing we have no mountains here then.” 
 
    “You will use the stairs.” 
 
    Two flights of stairs weren’t that bad. “How many times should I run them?” 
 
    The gleam that entered his eyes would have sent a smarter person running for the exit. “Until you fall or I tell you to stop.” 
 
    An hour later, the bottoms of my feet were numb from hitting the hard steps, and my calves and thighs burned from the effort to move them. I’d lost count of how many times I’d climbed the stairs to hear Faolin say, “Again.” 
 
    At the ninety-minute mark, I could barely drag my feet up the stairs, and I had to hold the handrail for support. Every time the sadistic beast at the top of the stairs barked for me to go again, I was convinced I couldn’t do one more. I pulled on a reserve of strength I hadn’t known existed in me and pushed on. 
 
    Nearly two hours had passed when I paused on the top step to catch my breath and wipe away the sweat that ran into my eyes. My chest heaved from the effort, and I wondered if running up a mountain could be much worse than this. At least, there’d be fresh air and nature to enjoy. And there would be cool mountain streams to drink from. My parched throat worked at the thought of water. 
 
    “Are you quitting?” my tormentor asked in a taunting voice. I would have given him the finger if I could have spared the energy. 
 
    “Just taking a breather,” I said between pants. I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of seeing me quit. 
 
    He pushed off from the wall and walked toward the training room. “Come with me.” 
 
    I followed him on rubbery legs, wondering what fresh hell he had in store for me. If he planned to start me on staff training now, it wasn’t going to be pretty. 
 
    We entered the room, and he pointed to my shoes and socks in the corner. “We’re done for today.” 
 
    “I didn’t quit.” 
 
    “I know.” He folded his muscled arms across his chest. “Today was not only about conditioning. It was to see how far you would push yourself and to determine if you are worthy of training.” 
 
    I pushed away the sweaty hair that had come loose from my ponytail. “It was all a test?” 
 
    “Yes. Congratulations. You passed.” 
 
    “Why don’t I feel like celebrating?” I grumbled, walking over to gather my stuff. 
 
    He didn’t answer me, not that I expected him to. Neither of us spoke as we descended the stairs to the first floor. 
 
    “You may shower in the bathroom next to the library,” he said when I sat on the bottom step to stuff my aching feet into my socks. 
 
    “Thanks.” I’d planned to change into fresh clothes and then shower when I got home, but my hair was dripping with sweat that ran into my eyes. The thought of driving home like that was less appealing than lingering here long enough to shower. 
 
    When I emerged from the bathroom twenty minutes later, with my damp hair pulled into a ponytail, Faolin was nowhere to be seen. It was just as well. Two hours alone in his company was more than enough for one day. 
 
    I picked up my coat and heard the clink of my keys hitting the tile floor. Bending to retrieve them, I let out a small shriek when I came face-to-face with Kaia. Where had she come from? 
 
    “Hi, Kaia,” I said slowly as I carefully reached for my keys. 
 
    My fingertips had barely grazed them when they were snatched away from me. Kaia stared at me for several seconds with my keys dangling from her mouth, and then she bounded away like an exuberant puppy.  
 
    “Hey!” I ran after her. 
 
    She skidded to a stop in the living room and spun to face me. If I didn’t know better, I’d think she was grinning. 
 
    I approached her slowly. “Nice kitty. Can I have my keys back?” 
 
    She didn’t move as I reached out for the keys, but as soon as I touched them, she shook her head playfully and took off again. 
 
    I groaned and turned to the stairs. “Faolin, I could use your help.” 
 
    Kaia jingled the keys, and I whirled to find her a foot away from me. She crouched like she was about to pounce on me, but all she did was wriggle her behind as if she was daring me to try to take the keys. I was exhausted, and the last thing I wanted to do was play, but she didn’t seem to care about that. 
 
    I grabbed for the keys, and she let me get my fingers around them this time before she yanked them from my grasp. I went after her again and again, and every time I thought I had them, she’d take off, leaving me empty-handed. 
 
    Eventually, my tired legs failed me, and I tripped, falling across the couch. Kaia must have thought it was intentional because she jumped up on the couch beside me. I made one last desperate grab for the keys and closed my hand around them. She tried to yank them from my grasp, and we began a game of tug of war that ended in the two of us rolling off the couch into a heap on the floor. I let out a loud “oof” when the heavy lamal landed on top of me and one of her paws jabbed me in the stomach. 
 
    “You don’t see that every day.” 
 
    I spat out a mouthful of lamal fur and looked at Conlan standing in the doorway. He wore a shocked expression I might have found funny under different circumstances. He moved aside as Lukas, Iian, and Kerr entered the room, and the four of them stared at me as if I’d suddenly sprouted pixie wings. 
 
    “Little help here,” I wheezed when none of them came to my aid. 
 
    Lukas was the first to react. “Kaia, come,” he said as he strode toward us. 
 
    She rose up over me and gave me a dejected look before she dropped the keys on my chest and went to him. 
 
    “Stay,” he ordered her. He came to sit on his haunches beside me. “Are you okay? Did she hurt you?” 
 
    “Only my pride.” I pushed up to a sitting position and grimaced at the curtain of damp hair that fell across my face. Gathering it back with both hands, I looked around for my missing hair tie. When I couldn’t find it, I sighed and did my best to work the tangle of hair in to a knot. 
 
    “What happened?” Lukas asked gruffly, making me very aware of how close he was. 
 
    I scooted away from him. “Kaia wanted to play.” 
 
    “Play?” he echoed as if he’d never heard the word before. 
 
    “She took my keys so I would chase her. You should get her some toys.” I stood, unable to suppress a small groan when I put my weight on my abused feet. 
 
    Lukas was beside me in an instant. “I thought you said Kaia didn’t hurt you.” 
 
    I skewered him with a glare. “She didn’t. This is from that sadist you left me to train with.” 
 
    “Faolin did this? Where is he?” 
 
    “Upstairs.” 
 
    Snickers came from the other side of the room, and Kerr said, “She killed him. Pay up, Conlan.” 
 
    “Not until I see the body,” Conlan joked. “She might have only left him for dead.” 
 
    “Glad I amuse you.” I limped past them to get my stuff. Pulling on my coat, I zipped it all the way to my chin. “Always nice to see you guys.” 
 
    I made it to the door when Conlan called, “Same time tomorrow?” 
 
    Raising one hand, I flipped them the bird and left without looking back. 
 
    Outside, I put my head down against the wind and hurried to the Jeep. I didn’t see the person who stepped into my path until I was nearly on top of them. 
 
    “Sorry.” I lifted my head to meet the unfriendly, green eyes of a female faerie with long, glossy, black hair. I recognized her immediately. She was the faerie I’d seen talking to Lukas at Va’sha.  
 
    Her eyes raked over me. “Who are you?” 
 
    Her haughty tone made my hackles rise, and I instantly disliked her. “No one.” 
 
    She put up an arm to block me when I would have gone around her. “I saw you leave Vaerik’s. What is your business with him?” 
 
    It suddenly felt like someone was applying pressure to my chest. Were they involved? I couldn’t picture him with someone so cold, but what did I really know about him or his tastes in women? And why should I even care? 
 
    “Well?” she snapped. 
 
    I shoved her arm away from me. “Not that it’s any of your business, but I was here to see Faolin.” 
 
    “Faolin?” Her eyebrows shot up, but she looked slightly appeased by my answer. “You and Faolin?” 
 
    I ignored her question. “Go on in. I’m sure Vaerik will be so happy to see you.” 
 
    As if he’d heard us, the door opened behind me, and Lukas said, “Dariyah?” 
 
    “Vaerik.” Her face lit up with a beautiful smile that wiped away all traces of the ugliness I’d seen. 
 
    “What brings you here?” he asked. 
 
    If he sounded surprised and not exactly thrilled about his visitor, it meant nothing to me. And that wasn’t a smile on my face as I walked to the Jeep. Not at all. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    My jaw cracked from a yawn as I glanced at the clock on the dash. It was almost ten, and I’d spend the last six hours staking out a bodega that was having trouble with a troll thug. This would be the one night he’d decided to go somewhere else for a change, and I was headed home empty-handed. 
 
    I stopped at a traffic light, barely taking notice of the people in the crosswalk as I made a mental list of what I had to do tomorrow. My days were so full now the only way I could get everything done was to plan ahead. Even then, I was usually busy late into the night. 
 
    The last two weeks had been a blur of hunting and training, with weekly visits to my parents to break up the long hours. Some of the other hunters, including Bruce and Trey, had abandoned the ke’tain search and had gone back to taking the regular jobs. But there was no shortage of jobs to be had. 
 
    I hadn’t given up on the ke’tain, but I’d found no leads since that night at Davian Woods’s party. I didn’t have the resources to investigate or follow the billionaire, and I wasn’t stupid enough to go near the Seelie guard, even if I had a clue where to find them. As much as I hated letting Lukas handle it, I’d made the right decision to share what I knew with him. 
 
    Not that I’d seen much of Lukas. I’d rarely laid eyes on him since my first day of training, and according to Faris, Lukas was occupied with the ke’tain search and other business. I couldn’t help but wonder if some of his other business was with his friend Dariyah. I was only curious. He was the one who had insisted on me training with them, after all, and he was the only one I hadn’t worked with yet. 
 
    As for my training, the first three days had consisted of Faolin pushing me to the brink of exhaustion, but then the others had started working with me. We’d progressed to hand-to-hand fighting techniques, and they said once I learned those, we would move on to weapons. 
 
    My phone vibrated, and I looked down at a text from Violet. It was a selfie of her with the Hollywood sign in the background. Wish u were here! 
 
    I smiled wistfully at her beaming face. She had gotten the part in the big sci-fi film she’d auditioned for, and now she was in LA, meeting with her agent, signing contracts, and having a blast. I’d always known she would leave New York someday to follow her dream, but I missed her something fierce, and she hadn’t been gone a week yet. 
 
    I looked up to check the light, and my gaze fell on a man crossing in front of me, his head bent against the wind. I shivered despite the fact that it was toasty warm inside the Jeep. We were having a brutally cold winter, and I was grateful for my vehicle, even if it took longer to get around. 
 
    The man raised his head and glanced in my direction, and I was struck by the feeling I’d seen him before. He had to be in his early thirties, average height with a round face and brown hair. I was certain I didn’t know him, so why did he seem familiar? 
 
    He continued on his way, and it wasn’t until he disappeared from view that it hit me where I’d seen him before. He was Lewis Tate.  
 
    The Agency had been looking for the dealer ever since the raid on his house, and there was a ten-thousand-dollar bounty on his head. He was great at hiding, and not even Faolin had been able to track him down. Everyone assumed he’d fled the state, but there he was, walking along a street in the Bronx as if there wasn’t a statewide hunt for him.  
 
    The light turned green, and I made a right turn to follow Tate. I had to drive past him to find a parking spot, and then I set off on foot after him.  
 
    We’d been walking for five minutes when a familiar graffitied, brick building came into view. Tate cut across the street, and I waited until he opened the door of the bar before I followed. Why would he come to Teg’s of all places? He’d evaded law enforcement since the raid, but he was asking to be caught by showing his face here. I’d heard it was not uncommon for bounty hunters to come here when they were off the clock. Tate must not know that, or he’d give this place a wide berth. 
 
    I opened the door, but when I tried to step inside, some invisible force prevented me from getting past the door jamb. What the hell? 
 
    “Crap.” I let the door close and shook my head at my own stupidity. Teg’s was protected by a ward that would not allow entry to anyone carrying drugs or weapons. I wasn’t happy about going after Tate unarmed, but it was either that or wait out here until he left. 
 
    I pulled my stun gun from my pocket and looked around for somewhere to hide it. There was a small indent in the side of the steps where a piece of the concrete had fallen off, and it was big enough for the stun gun. It wasn’t ideal, and anyone who looked too closely would see it, but it would have to do. 
 
    Opening the door again, I entered the noisy bar. I braced myself for the heady Fae scent that had assailed me on my first visit, but it was gone. Or maybe it was still there, and it no longer affected me after having spent so much time with Lukas and his men. 
 
    Unzipping my jacket, I walked over to the crowded bar area to scan the room. It was virtually impossible for a redhead to blend in at a Fae bar, and I expected to have to fend off advances like my first time here. I got more than one interested look sent my way, but the faeries glanced away as soon as I met their eyes. It was strange but nice. Maybe the redhead fascination was finally going away. 
 
    I spotted Tate and another man sitting at a corner table, surrounded by elves, trolls, ogres, and a few other humans. The two men had their heads bent, deep in conversation, and every now and then, Tate would lift his head to scan the room.  
 
    I watched him covertly for a few minutes while I opened the bulletin the Agency had sent out the day after the raid. It had a photo of Lewis Tate, and I wanted to confirm his identity before I made a move. I pulled up the photo and studied his face until I was positive it was Tate I’d followed in here. 
 
    I didn’t have a weapon on me, but Tate couldn’t have one either. I did have my shackles, and I knew how to fight, if necessary. Unless he turned out to be a black belt, I could hold my own. 
 
    After ordering a soda from the bar, I casually walked toward Tate’s table. Unlike Court faeries, lower Fae races were not attracted to red hair, so the faeries in this section only cast disinterested looks in my direction. 
 
    A few feet from Tate’s table, I spoke just loud enough for him to hear. “Lewis.” 
 
    His head jerked up, and he darted his eyes around before they landed on me. Confusion marred his forehead as his gaze met mine. “Did you say something?” 
 
    Smiling, I set my glass on his table. “You’re Lewis Tate, right?” 
 
    “No. Sorry.” His body tensed, and he put his hands on the edge of the table. 
 
    “Really? You look exactly like him.” I held up my phone with the Agency photo of him displayed on the screen. “He could be your doppelganger.” 
 
    He jumped to his feet and pushed past me. He was bigger than I was, but that didn’t matter when I stuck out my foot, sending him crashing to the floor. It was almost too easy to roll him onto his stomach and shackle his hands behind his back. If all captures were like this, I’d be rich. 
 
    A chair scraped on the floor, and I looked up at the other man, who seemed to be contemplating whether or not to come to his friend’s aid. 
 
    “I’m not here for you. That will change if you interfere in Agency business,” I told him, pleased by how tough I sounded. 
 
    He looked from me to Tate, and then he took off for the door. Kim was right. Attitude was everything in this business. 
 
    “Up you go.” I took Tate’s arm and helped him to his feet, aware of the many pairs of eyes on us. The other patrons of Teg’s might be curious, but not one of them moved to help Tate.  
 
    “I have money, lots of it,” Tate babbled. “I’ll pay you whatever you want if you let me go and pretend you never saw me.” 
 
    “Sorry. Can’t do that.” I steered him in the direction of the exit. 
 
    We’d made it past the tables when a woman drawled, “Now, where do you think you’re going with our boy?” 
 
    I tightened my grip on Tate’s arm when the two Texas hunters stepped in front of us to block our path. I’d seen them at the Plaza a few times, but I hadn’t spoken to them since my run-in with them the night of the raid. I’d heard from several hunters that they weren’t making any friends in town with their aggressive behavior and disparaging comments about New Yorkers. 
 
    “Your boy?” 
 
    Leah, the brunette, pointed at Tate. “We were here first. You can’t come in here and steal him from us.” 
 
    Natalie, her blonde partner, smirked. “Yeah.” 
 
    “He’s wearing my shackles, which makes him my capture. If he was yours, you should have said something before I took custody of him.” 
 
    “We’re saying it now.” Leah took a step toward me, and Natalie did the same.  
 
    “Your butch friend is not here to stick up for you this time,” Natalie taunted. “We’ll be taking our capture, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    “I do mind.” I sized them up, taking in their heavily made-up faces and the slight slur in their voices. They were here to drink, not hunt, and I’d bet my entire bounty they hadn’t even known Tate was here until they saw me with him. 
 
    They tittered, and Natalie said, “In case you hadn’t noticed, honey, you’re outnumbered.” 
 
    I waved away the alcohol fumes on their breath. “You do know it’s illegal to drink when you’re hunting.” 
 
    Leah made a sound of contempt. “You Yankees and your rules.” 
 
    “Those are federal regulations. If you took a Breathalyzer right now, you’d fail.” 
 
    She poked her finger in my chest. “I’m still a better hunter than you’ll ever be.” 
 
    “What is your problem?” I stood my ground. This was their second time trying to pick a fight with me. I didn’t know if they hated everyone or just me. 
 
    She sneered. “You are. We worked to get where we are. We didn’t have it handed to us because our parents were some hotshot hunters.” 
 
    “No one handed me anything, and my parents weren’t even here when I started hunting.” I knew that wouldn’t matter to these two. They didn’t come across as people who bothered with facts. 
 
    Natalie let out an ugly laugh. “Oh, that’s right. They’re goren junkies.” 
 
    Anger ignited in my gut, but I refused to rise to the bait. I stared them down while I thought of how to get out of here without having to fight. Giving up Tate was not an option. 
 
    Natalie’s eyes narrowed when her insults didn’t get a reaction from me. “I’m tired of this BS. Hand him over, or we’re going to take him from you. It’s as simple as that.” 
 
    Her gaze flitted to Tate a second before she made a grab for him. I pushed him behind me, and she snarled when her hand touched nothing but air. 
 
    I took a step back as Leah’s fist glanced off my cheekbone. My eyes stung from the blow, and warmth trickled down my cheek. I looked from her smug smile to the bloodied class ring on her right hand. 
 
    My fists clenched, but Faolin’s words from one of our sessions filled my head. “The fastest way to lose a fight is to let emotions control you.” 
 
    I smiled at Leah. “I think you broke a nail.” 
 
    She started to lift her hand to examine it and dropped it to glare at me. “I’m going to break more of them on your face.” 
 
    “Such aggression.” I made a tsk sound. “Have you tried yoga? I hear it’s great for that.” 
 
    A few people nearby snickered. Leah’s lips pulled back, and a vein popped out on her temple. “It’s on now, bitch.”  
 
    She lunged, throwing another punch. I ducked the strike and sent a hard jab to her stomach, making her double over. I’d taken a few gut punches in training, and I knew how much they hurt. 
 
    Natalie’s hand grabbed my hair and yanked hard, making tears spring to my eyes. Instead of resisting, I moved toward her, only stopping when the top of my head slammed into her chin. I reached up to grab her hand as her grip loosened. Bringing her arm down, I forced her to her knees with her arm bent behind her back. 
 
    Cheers and catcalls came from the onlookers, but they were hollow and distorted as the world seemed to slow around me. My heartbeat and breathing were loud in my ears, and I could feel the vibrations of the air around me. Maybe I’d hit Natalie a little too hard with my head. 
 
    I sensed rather than saw the kick aimed at my head. Releasing Natalie, I put up both hands and caught Leah’s booted foot before it could make contact. A sharp wrench was all it took to knock her off balance and lay her out on her stomach. She tried to push herself up, but I knelt on her back, holding her in place. 
 
    The world sped up, and sound returned to normal. Beneath me, Leah blistered my ears with a stream of profanity, and a few feet away, Natalie wailed that her arm was broken and I was going to pay. 
 
    “Fight’s over, people,” said a hard voice that made the crowd scatter. Even Leah and Natalie shut up. 
 
    I looked up at Orend Teg’s scowling face. The blond faerie crossed his arms as he stood over us. “Jesse James, why is it that the two times there have been fights in my bar in the last six months, you’ve been at the center of them?” 
 
    “Rotten luck?” I offered. 
 
    “Mine or yours?” He surveyed our surroundings. “At least you didn’t destroy my property this time.” 
 
    Leah bucked, trying to dislodge me. “Someone get this crazy bitch off me.” 
 
    “Allow me.” Teg smirked and extended a hand to me. “Miss James.” 
 
    I was perfectly capable of standing on my own, but I took his offered hand and let him pull me up. His brow creased when he got a closer look at the cut on my cheek, but he said nothing about it. 
 
    Leah scrambled to her feet, her face mottled and her hair a wild mess. She charged me, but Teg stepped between us, blocking her. 
 
    “There will be no more fighting in my bar.”  
 
    “She started it!” Leah yelled. 
 
    “You tried to take my –” I swung my gaze around the room. “Damn it!” 
 
    I ran to the door and out into the street, but there was no sign of Lewis Tate. How the hell had he disappeared that fast with his hands shackled behind his back? 
 
    “Lose something?” Teg asked from the doorway.  
 
    I glared past him at Leah and Natalie, who watched me with satisfied smirks. “My bounty, thanks to those two idiots.” 
 
    The Texans tried to push past Teg, but they were no match for him. He waved for someone, and a waitress with fuchsia hair joined us. I remembered her from my first visit here. 
 
    “Boss?” 
 
    “Cynthia, please give these two ladies whatever they want to drink, as long as they behave.” 
 
    The waitress smiled. “Sure thing.” 
 
    The two hunters shot me looks of loathing before they turned to follow Cynthia. I’d have to watch my back until they returned to Texas. 
 
    “You always give free drinks to people who fight in your bar?” I asked Teg as I went back inside. 
 
    “Only the ladies.” He smiled when I gave him a questioning look. “Women attract males, and males like to spend money, especially male faeries.” 
 
    “Ah.” I searched my pockets and found a tissue to dab at my cut, but it had already stopped bleeding. 
 
    “I take it you know them.” He looked toward the bar where Leah and Natalie sat.   
 
    I made a face. “Not really. They’re bounty hunters from Texas, who don’t like to play nice.” 
 
    “So I saw.” Teg stared at me until I squirmed under his scrutiny. 
 
    “Why are you looking at me like that?” 
 
    He blinked. “My apologies. It’s just that I watched you take down the brunette, and I don’t think I’ve ever seen a human move like that.” 
 
    I shrugged. “It’s called adrenaline. And I’ve been training every day.” 
 
    “With whom? The Unseelie royal guard?” he retorted. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    He laughed, and then his eyes widened when he realized I wasn’t joking. 
 
    I took out my phone. “Excuse me. I need to let the Agency know their fugitive is running around the Bronx wearing my shackles.” 
 
    The corners of Teg’s mouth turned down. “Exactly what I need tonight. Agents crawling all over my bar.” 
 
    I smiled apologetically as I called the Agency and was transferred to the Special Crimes division. I gave them a quick rundown of what happened, and they told me to wait there for Agents Curry and Ryan. I made a face at the mention of Daniel Curry. I was starting to wish I’d never seen Lewis Tate at that traffic light. 
 
    “You say Tate met with another man here?” Teg asked when I ended the call and told him the agents were on the way. 
 
    “Yes, he took off when I caught Tate. The Agency will want to know who he is and what business Tate had with him. I don’t suppose you have security cameras.” 
 
    “I have cameras covering every inch of this place, except the restrooms and my office.” 
 
    “If you can give them video of the man, it will probably get them out of here faster.” 
 
    He let out a resigned sigh. “Come with me. I’ll need you to point them out.” 
 
    “Sure.” It wasn’t like I could leave until after the agents questioned me. I might as well do something useful in the meantime. 
 
    Teg turned toward his office. His steps faltered, and he grabbed my arm, almost dragging me with him. He didn’t let go of me until we were inside his large office with the door closed. 
 
    I rubbed my arm. “What was that about?” 
 
    He locked the door and faced me, and I was taken aback to see alarm in his eyes. “Jesse, why is a member of the Seelie royal guard in my bar watching you?” 
 
    “W-what?” I choked out the word as an icy breath tickled the back of my neck. 
 
    “I saw him standing at the back of the dais just now. You didn’t know he was there?” 
 
    “No. Are you sure he’s one of the Seelie royal guard?” Teg was Unseelie, so it was possible he had made a mistake. 
 
    He walked over to his desk and picked up a cell phone. “I’ve seen him before. He was with Prince Rhys when he made his debut, and I have it from a reliable source that he’s one of Queen Anwyn’s personal guard.” 
 
    I swallowed dryly, trying not to panic. I hadn’t seen any of the queen’s guard since that night at Davian’s party, and I was sure he had not seen me. If he had, I wouldn’t have left that penthouse alive. I wracked my brain and couldn’t think of why one of the guards was watching me now. 
 
    “Jesse?” 
 
    I started when Teg’s voice broke through my deep musings. He was watching me with a concerned expression. 
 
    “You look a little pale? Do you want to sit down?” 
 
    “No.” I pressed my lips together in thought. “Can you access your security cameras from in here?” 
 
    “Of course.” He sat and logged onto the computer.  
 
    I walked over to stand beside him. “I got here about thirty minutes ago, and Tate entered ahead of me. Can you go back to that time?” 
 
    Teg brought up the cameras, and I was shocked to see how many there were. He hadn’t been kidding when he’d said every inch of the place was covered. He started with the camera for the main entrance and found the moment Tate entered the bar. I told him where Tate had been sitting, and he switched to that camera. Sure enough, there was Tate joining the unidentified man I’d seen him with.  
 
    “Now, can you go back to just before we got there and look for the royal guard?” 
 
    He did as I asked, bringing up the camera on the dais. He stopped the video and pointed to a blond faerie. “That’s him.” 
 
    Relief made my legs weak. “He wasn’t here for me.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” Teg asked, unconvinced. 
 
    “Because I didn’t know I was coming here until a minute before I entered the place. I spotted Lewis Tate as I was driving by, and I followed him.” I pointed to the faerie on the screen. “Look at him. He’s watching someone in the lower section, and I’ll bet it’s Tate’s friend. He must have known they were meeting here and was waiting for them.” 
 
    Teg rubbed his jaw. “Why didn’t he follow them when they left?” 
 
    “Maybe he was curious because he saw me with Tate. Or maybe he likes watching women fight. But unless he can see the future and somehow knew I’d be here tonight, he wasn’t here for me.” 
 
    “You make a valid point.” Teg switched to the live feeds, but the royal guard was no longer visible. A bit more checking showed the faerie leaving the bar shortly after we’d entered the office. 
 
    A sharp rap on the door made me jump. Teg pulled up the camera outside the office, and a jolt of surprise went through me. 
 
    I stared at Lukas, Faolin, and Conlan on the monitor. “What are they doing here?” 
 
    Teg stood. “I called Lukas.” 
 
    “Why?” I vaguely remembered him picking up his phone when we entered his office, around the same time I was trying not to freak out. 
 
    He walked around the desk. “Because he is my prince, and I have to notify him of suspicious activity in my bar, especially when it involves Seelie.” 
 
    Teg opened the door, and a stone-faced Lukas entered first. He barely acknowledged Teg before his angry eyes narrowed on me. 
 
    “If you’re going to say I shouldn’t be here, you can save your breath,” I said before he could speak. “And stop glaring at me. The Seelie guard was not here because of me. It’s been a crap night, and I’m in no mood for a lecture from you or anyone else.” 
 
    No one spoke. I turned to Teg who was staring at me. “Tell him.” 
 
    “Ah.” The bar owner glanced uncertainly from me to Lukas. “We checked the security cameras after I called you. The royal guard was here before Jesse arrived.” 
 
    Lukas’s scowl stayed in place. “That means nothing. He could have been waiting here for her.” 
 
    “He wasn’t.” I relayed everything that had happened from the moment I saw Lewis Tate at the traffic light. Teg showed Lukas and the others the security footage, but this time he kept playing, showing me coming in and catching Tate. 
 
    “Nice moves,” Conlan said when I shackled Tate and helped him up. 
 
    I didn’t respond because my confrontation with the Texans started to play on the monitor. I stared at the red-haired girl, who moved with a fluid grace that didn’t look real to me. When it got to the part where I grabbed Leah’s foot and took her to the floor, I saw what Teg had seen. For those few seconds, I was moving twice as fast as I normally did. 
 
    I looked up from the monitor to find Lukas, Faolin, and Conlan watching me with odd expressions. “What?” 
 
    Faolin was the first to speak. “Your fighting has improved significantly since the night you fought the ogres.” 
 
    “That happens when you train every day with a bunch of bullies.” 
 
    He ignored the taunt. “You haven’t shown that kind of improvement during training.” 
 
    I lifted a shoulder. “I guess being outnumbered brings out the best in me.” 
 
    Lukas broke his silence. “The Seelie guard didn’t follow you here, but Orend said he was watching you. Is there any reason he would think you have knowledge of the ke’tain?” 
 
    I slanted a look at Teg, and Lukas said, “Orend knows about our search.” 
 
    I thought about it. “As far as anyone knows, I’m just a bounty hunter who came here to catch a fugitive. Everyone heard me arguing with the other hunters about the bounty.” 
 
    “I still don’t like it,” Lukas said. “The last thing you need is to draw their attention after what happened with your parents.” 
 
    A cold knot formed in my stomach. “Maybe he didn’t recognize me.” 
 
    “How many young, red-haired, female bounty hunters are in New York?” Lukas asked. 
 
    “We have a lot of out-of-state hunters here now, and there could be a dozen redheads for all I know.” 
 
    Lukas raised his eyebrows. I was grasping at straws, and we both knew it. 
 
    I almost let out an audible breath of relief when someone knocked on the door. Conlan opened it to admit Cynthia. 
 
    “Boss, there are two agents here to see you and Miss James,” said the waitress, who didn’t bat an eye at the sight of all the faeries. 
 
    “Send them in.” 
 
    She nodded and stepped aside, and Agent Curry appeared in the doorway. To say he wasn’t one of my favorite people was putting it mildly. He might be the person who had freed my parents and me from Rogin’s basement, but I couldn’t forget how he’d harassed me when he should have been searching for them. If he’d put that much effort into doing his job, we might have found my parents a lot sooner. 
 
    Unlike Cynthia, the agent did a little double take when he saw who was in the office. “Prince Vaerik, I did not expect to see you here.” 
 
    “Agent Curry,” Lukas said in a disinterested tone, giving me the impression I wasn’t the only one who didn’t care for the agent. Or maybe he was this way with all agents. 
 
    Curry turned to me. “Miss James, you have some information for us about a person of interest?” 
 
    “Yes.” I took a step forward. 
 
    “You can talk in here,” Lukas told Curry when the agent turned to leave the office. “Two of my men are searching the area for Tate. I will inform the Agency if we find him.” 
 
    Curry frowned. “You have an interest in our fugitive?” 
 
    “I am interested in anything related to the ke’tain,” Lukas said. “I am also interested in the member of the Seelie royal guard who was here tonight watching your fugitive.” 
 
    The agent couldn’t hide his shock. “The Seelie royal guard?” 
 
    “His name is Aibel, and he is one of Queen Anwyn’s personal guard,” Lukas said. 
 
    I’d heard that name before. The Seelie guard at Davian’s had mentioned it to the queen. 
 
    Lukas sat on the edge of Teg’s desk and crossed his arms. “As we are all aware of Seelie’s involvement in the Jameses’ abduction, I need not explain why my men and I will stay for this interview and then see Jesse safely home.” 
 
    “I have my own vehicle, and I don’t need an escort,” I reminded him. 
 
    “You parked half a mile away and walked here. We will take you to it and follow you home.” 
 
    The set of his jaw told me there was no use arguing with him. And to be honest, I didn’t want to walk back to the Jeep with one of Queen Anwyn’s men lurking in the area. I swallowed back my pride and let him have this one.  
 
    Satisfied, Lukas said, “Let’s get started then.” 

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    “Can I pet your dog?” 
 
    I looked up from my phone at the little girl standing in front of me. She was cute, maybe eight or nine, and her hand was reaching for the plastic dog carrier at my feet. 
 
    “No!” I shoved her hand away before it touched the carrier. 
 
    She yanked her hand back, her face screwing up as her eyes filled with tears. A woman rushed over and shot me a death glare as she ushered the crying girl away. 
 
    I sank back into my seat, ignoring the disapproving looks from some of the other ferry passengers. They should be directing their glares at the parent. Who let her child walk up to a complete stranger and stick her fingers in an animal carrier containing God only knew what? 
 
    Right on cue, growls came from the carrier along with the sounds of fighting. The carrier rattled, and the people on either side of me leaned away from me. Unzipping my duffle bag, which sat next to the carrier, I pulled out a bag of coal and stuffed pieces of it through the wire mesh gate. Ten dirty, little gnome-like faces appeared as chubby hands snatched the coal from my fingers. Soon, the growling turned to crunching as the trows inside feasted on their treat. 
 
    Brushing coal dust off my hands, I let out a weary sigh. When Levi had called me this morning, asking me to do a high priority job, I’d had no idea I would be spending the better part of the day saving the Statue of Liberty from destruction. 
 
    Okay, maybe that was a tiny exaggeration, but I had saved it from extensive damage. Trows looked harmless enough until you saw them in action. The little critters had retractable claws as hard as diamonds, which they used to tunnel through rock, brick, stone, or concrete. Like termites, they could destroy a building’s foundation, only they’d do it much faster.  
 
    In a city like New York, trows would be an absolute disaster, and there wasn’t enough Fae power in the world to ward buildings against them. For that reason, they were banned from our realm. This lot had been brought to Liberty Island and set loose by some group protesting the recession. I wasn’t sure what they hoped to gain by wreaking havoc on a national monument. 
 
    Thankfully, like most faeries, the little monsters were weakened by iron. A layer of iron mesh on the bottom of the carrier was all it took to prevent them from extending their claws and breaking free. 
 
    My phone vibrated, and I looked down at a text from Violet, who was still in LA. I didn’t know how I was going to get used to us living on different coasts when she finally moved out west. 
 
    Lorelle wants us to meet up at Va’sha when I get back, she’d texted. 
 
    I smiled to myself. Violet had mentioned Lorelle at least once a day since meeting her at the Fae club, and it was clear my best friend was crushing hard on the faerie. I sent her a few kiss emojis, and she responded with a blushing one. 
 
    A foot struck the dog carrier, upsetting the trows, and I looked up at the man walking past my seat. He grunted an apology without a glance in my direction and headed for the stairs to the upper decks. I was about to go back to texting Violet when the man dropped something and bent to pick it up. As he straightened, I got a good look at his face. 
 
    You have got to be kidding me. 
 
    It was Lewis Tate. 
 
    After his narrow escape a week ago, I’d figured he was long gone from New York. Anyone resourceful enough to evade Lukas’s men and the Agency while shackled would not be stupid enough to stick around. What was he doing on this ferry of all places? A fugitive from the Agency didn’t come out of hiding to take a tour of Liberty Island. 
 
    I stood as soon as he disappeared from sight. Picking up my duffle bag and the dog carrier, I took them to the concession stand and asked one of the workers to hold them for me. She looked at me like I was nuts until I showed her my Agency ID. 
 
    “I’ll be back as soon as I can,” I told her as I turned for the stairs. 
 
    I ran up the stairs and slowed as I reached the top so I didn’t draw attention to myself. The middle deck was only half-full, and a quick walk-through turned up no sign of Tate. He’d either continued to the top deck, or he’d slipped past me and gone downstairs. I headed for the stairs. I’d start at the top and work my way down if I had to, but I’d find him before we docked. He wasn’t getting away from me this time. 
 
    I shivered in my lined leather jacket when I emerged onto the open top deck, where not even the afternoon sun could take the bite out of the river breeze. At least thirty passengers had braved the cold to enjoy the view, including several families huddled together with their children. I was glad for my scarf and cap as I searched the deck for Tate. 
 
    It didn’t take me long to locate him standing at the front of the boat, facing the city as he talked on his phone. I had expected to find him with someone, but he appeared to be alone. It made no sense unless he’d met up with someone on the island. Odd location for a meetup, but what did I know about the behavior of a fugitive black market dealer? 
 
    I approached him quietly. When I was a few feet away, I could hear him talking, and I slowed to listen. 
 
    “I don’t want to hear your excuses. Do you know what a risk I took coming here today to see you?” Pause. “You said you had a lead on who stole it.” Pause. “No, it wasn’t Brian. He’s still in custody, and he would have spilled if he had it.” 
 
    My pulse jumped. Was he talking about the ke’tain? It had been stolen from him before the raid? 
 
    He hunched his shoulders. “Screw Davian. My only way out of this mess is to find it and turn it in. And remember, if I go down, you go down.” 
 
    Tate hung up and turned around, bringing us face-to-face. He stared at me warily but without a hint of recognition. 
 
    I reached up to pull down the scarf covering the lower part of my face. “You owe me a pair of shackles.” 
 
    Panic flared in his eyes. “How do you keep finding me?” 
 
    I could have lied and told him I was just that good, but I went with the truth. “Luck.” 
 
    “No one is that lucky.” His eyes darted around as if he was expecting a dozen agents to materialize behind me. “It was Cecil, wasn’t it? That bastard set me up.” 
 
    “Is that who stood you up today?” I asked. 
 
    “As if you don’t know.” 
 
    I stuck my hands in my pockets, and my fingers touched the cool metal of the shackles there. “You’ll be happy to hear that Cecil didn’t rat you out. The Agency will be very interested in hearing about your business dealings with him, though.” 
 
    “You can’t take me in.” He looked to the side as if he was contemplating jumping.  
 
    I took a step closer, ready to grab him if he made a move. “You’ll freeze to death if you don’t drown.” 
 
    “Better than what the Agency or the faeries will do to me.” 
 
    The sound of an engine reached me, and I glanced over his shoulder at a speedboat headed in our direction. I should have known someone like him would have a backup plan. 
 
    Without warning, Tate rushed me. He shoved me hard to the side, but I kept my balance, thanks to hours of training with Faolin. I tackled him, and we hit the deck, drawing gasps from the other passengers. 
 
    I wrestled with him for a minute before I was able to straddle him. People were standing now, and I flashed my ID at them. “Agency business. Nothing to worry about.” 
 
    “Whoa!” A teenage boy said as I shackled one of Tate’s wrists. 
 
    A girl’s excited voice joined in. “So pretty!” 
 
    “What is that?” a man called. 
 
    I looked up and saw the people nearby were not looking at me. They were pointing and staring at something in the sky. 
 
    Turning my head to follow their gazes, I did a double take. The sky had darkened to twilight in a matter of seconds, and above us was the same undulating light display I’d witnessed from my bedroom window weeks ago. The river reflected the colorful lights, giving the illusion we were at the center of a magical dome. It was breathtaking, yet at the same time, it filled me with dread. 
 
    People held up their phones, recording the strange phenomenon. I was about to do the same when a flash of purple light lit up the deck. I jumped to my feet in time to see a bolt of purple lightning strike the surface of the river near the New Jersey side. Water erupted into the air as the electricity from the lightning streaked in our direction. 
 
    It reached the speedboat approaching us, and in the next second, the boat exploded. I hit the deck, and around me, people screamed. A roar filled the air as the lightning churned through the water toward us. Any second it would hit, and the ferry would suffer the same fate as the speedboat.  
 
    In the next instant, the noise was gone. 
 
    “Oh, thank God,” said a man’s shaky voice.  
 
    He had barely uttered the words when a powerful gust of wind slammed into the ferry. The boat tilted, knocking people off balance, and I lunged for Tate as he rolled away from me. 
 
    The ferry rocked violently, and I had to grab the rail with one hand to anchor us. A teenage boy in one of the seats closest to me threw up, making me gag. The wind carried away the smell, but my roiling stomach couldn’t handle the sight of vomit.  
 
    I rose to my knees and peered over the side at the city moving past us, as the boat spun slowly from the force of the wind. From what I could see, the strange storm was centered over the river, and everything inside it was lit with an eerie purple glow. Above us, jagged lightning cut through the lights in the sky. I caught sight of a private tour boat and two smaller boats also caught in the storm with us, but they were too far away to see how they were faring. 
 
    One of the small boats suddenly vanished in the swells. I searched frantically for it, and it reappeared as the other one blinked out of sight. 
 
    The boats disappeared from view as our ferry continued its slow spin. The water around us grew choppier, and we began to dip and sway as it got steadily worse. The wind howled, but it sounded wrong. It was hollow, like what you would hear in a sea cave. 
 
    I pulled Tate up until he could grasp the rail. “Hold on,” I yelled as cold spray hit us in the face. 
 
    A second later, the ferry pitched heavily to one side. It was all I could do to cling to the rail as passengers were thrown from their seats. More screams filled the air, and I watched in helpless horror as some people went over the side into the river. 
 
    The boat swung back to lurch in the other direction, tossing passengers around like rag dolls. A child’s terrified scream rent the air, and I spotted a little boy clinging to the leg of a nearby seat, his legs dangling as the ferry tipped. 
 
    I let go of the rail and slid down the deck to the boy. My arm circled his small waist just as he lost his grip.  
 
    “Grab on to me,” I shouted. I latched onto the metal seat bolted to the deck and braced my feet against the rail as the boat continued its downward swing. The boy’s arms went around my neck, and his thin legs tightly squeezed my waist. I grasped the seat with my other hand and held on for dear life. 
 
    The ferry shuddered, and my feet lost purchase on the wet railing. Fear ratcheted through me as the boy and I dangled above the churning river. More people went over, but all I could focus on was us. I was a strong swimmer, but I knew from experience how cold that water was. Even if I managed to keep us on the surface, neither of us would survive long in the frigid temperature. 
 
    For the longest moment of my life, we were suspended with the ferry almost on one side. The boat groaned, and I was filled with the awful certainty that we were going under. My mind raced as I planned for what to do when we hit the water.  
 
    And then the boat dropped back to land in an upright position. It kept swaying from side to side, but it was no longer spinning. I rolled over to look up at the blue sky through my wet glasses. The storm was gone as if it had never happened. 
 
    I sat up with the boy clinging to me like we were fused together. His blond hair was plastered to his head, but other than that, he seemed okay. Around us, it was chaos. People cried and called out for each other, and some leaned over the rail, shouting names of those who had gone into the water. A blonde woman screamed for someone named Owen as she tried to climb over the rail. It took two men to hold her back. 
 
    “Mommy,” the boy cried against my throat. 
 
    “Ma’am,” I called to her.  
 
    She continued to wail, and it took several shouts to get her attention. When her eyes fixed on the boy in my arms, she let out a cry and ran to us. 
 
    “Owen!” She fell to her knees and pulled the boy to her. He released me to latch onto his mother as they sobbed together. 
 
    I moved to get up, and she reached out to grab my hand. “Thank you!” 
 
    I squeezed her hand and stood, unsteady on my feet. My left hand hurt, but I ignored it as I took in the scene around me. Couples held each other, and parents comforted their frightened children. A lot of the passengers sported cuts, and a few were more banged up. One man lay on the deck with his leg at an odd angle, and several others were cradling their arms. 
 
    The sound of engines drew my attention to the dozens of harbor patrol boats speeding toward us. Half veered toward the other vessels that had been caught in the storm, and others surrounded us. One boat stopped, and the people on board pulled someone from the water.  
 
    A somber silence fell over the deck as we watched harbor patrol searching the river for survivors. How many had gone into the water? How many would not come out alive? Those of us onboard might have some injuries, but we were the lucky ones. 
 
    The captain’s voice came over the speaker to tell us we would be at the ferry terminal in less than ten minutes. He requested that passengers try to stay seated for the duration of the ride. Emergency personnel would be waiting for us to see to anyone injured in the storm. 
 
    It was then that I remembered Tate. I ran to where I’d left him, but he was gone. He’d either fallen overboard, or he’d somehow made it downstairs.  
 
    A teenage boy with a bloody lip waved to catch my eye. “If you’re looking for the guy you shackled, I think he went down below.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    I ran to the stairs. When I reached the middle deck, a ferry employee with a gash on his forehead stopped me. 
 
    “Miss, you need to sit down until we dock.” 
 
    I showed him my ID. “I’ll sit as soon as I find the man I was taking in.” 
 
    He nodded and let me pass. I didn’t bother to search this deck because Tate would have gone to the bottom deck. It was his only way off the boat when we docked. 
 
    The ferry was slowing its approach by the time I found Tate huddled with some other passengers, wearing a hooded parka he must have stolen from someone. He was pretty banged up, and he didn’t put up a fight when I shackled his other wrist. It was a good thing because I wasn’t sure I had the energy to chase him down. 
 
    Instead of docking at the slip where we’d boarded, the ferry pulled into the Whitehall Terminal. EMTs and terminal personnel came on board to take care of the injured and to make sure people didn’t trample each other trying to disembark. 
 
    I reached for my phone to check it while I waited, only to discover it was gone. It must have fallen out of my pocket when the ferry had almost capsized. I sighed. Better the phone than me. 
 
    An EMT came to check on Tate and me, telling me it was procedure when I argued that I had no injuries. I suspected I had a mild sprain in my left wrist, but I didn’t tell her that and risk being sent to the ER for something so minor.  
 
    “This one might have some fractured ribs and a concussion,” she said after she’d looked Tate over. “He’ll need to go to the hospital.” 
 
    “Do you have a phone?” I asked her. “I lost mine, and I need to call the Agency to tell them to meet us there.” 
 
    “No need. The terminal is swarming with agents.” She pulled out a radio and gave me a questioning look. 
 
    “Tell them there’s a bounty hunter with you, who has Lewis Tate in her custody.” 
 
    She relayed the message to someone along with our location. Within two minutes, we were surrounded by four agents. Three of them escorted Tate off the boat while the fourth went with me to retrieve my duffle bag and the dog carrier from the harried concession stand employee.  
 
    I was never so happy in my life to get off a boat. In the terminal, I was taken aside by the agents who wanted my account of the storm and Tate’s capture. They were especially interested when I mentioned Tate was supposed to meet with Cecil Hunt, who had stood him up. The lawyer was a slippery one if he’d been able to evade arrest by the Agency this long. I had a feeling that was about to end. Lewis Tate would give them whatever they wanted to cut a deal for himself.  
 
    It was almost two hours after I left the ferry that I was finally allowed to exit the terminal. Outside, I was confronted by a mob of reporters shouting questions at anyone who left the building. I put my head down and pushed through them. I just wanted to get out of there. 
 
    My Agency ID had secured me parking at the Coast Guard building next door, and I trudged past police cars, ambulances, and curious onlookers. My movements were sluggish when I climbed into the Jeep, and my hands shook so much all I could do was grip the steering wheel. I stared blindly out the windshield as images flashed through my mind. The one that played over and over was of the rescue boats pulling people from the water. How was I sitting here warm and safe while others might have lost their lives tonight? 
 
    Someone knocked on my window, and I looked into the concerned eyes of a police officer. I lowered the window, and it wasn’t until the cold air hit my wet cheeks that I realized I was crying. 
 
    “Are you okay, Miss?” the older man asked kindly. 
 
    Nodding, I blotted away the tears. “I just…needed a minute.” 
 
    Understanding lit his eyes. “You were on the ferry?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    He rested his arm on the door. “Is there anyone you can call to come get you?” 
 
    I didn’t know why my first thought was of Lukas. I shook my head and showed the officer my Agency ID. “I have a carrier full of trows I need to take to the Plaza before I go home. I promise I’m okay to drive.” 
 
    “Alright. You drive safely. We’re getting reports of traffic accidents all over the city. Guess everyone was too busy looking up at the lights in the sky to watch where they were going.” 
 
    “I will, thanks.” I raised the window as he walked away. Talking to him had calmed my frazzled nerves, and I felt better as I started the Jeep.  
 
    The police officer hadn’t been kidding about the traffic. There was chaos all over Manhattan, making the drive to Queens take twice as long as it normally would. At the Plaza, I ran into Bruce, Trey, and some other hunters, who asked a ton of questions when they found out I’d been on the ferry. I answered a few of them and made my escape. All I wanted was a shower, food, and sleep. Anything else could wait until tomorrow.  
 
      
 
    *     *     * 
 
    Hello?” I called as I walked down the hallway dimly lit by two flickering wall sconces. Stumbling on the uneven floor, I braced a hand against the cold stone wall to steady myself and felt a mild current of energy go through me. What a strange place this was. 
 
    I entered a large, round room as lightning lit up the sky above the glass domed ceiling. Before I could get a good look at the room, it disappeared, and I was outdoors, standing on top of a hill overlooking the ocean. I turned in a full circle and discovered I was on a small rocky island with little vegetation and no mainland in sight. 
 
    Lightning flashed again and raced across the sky. Only it didn’t look like normal lightning. Instead of branching out or zigzagging, it moved in a straight line, like a knife cutting through the very fabric of the sky. And it was bright green instead of white. 
 
    I gasped as cold rain hit me, plastering my hair to my head and soaking my pajamas in seconds. Out of nowhere, a strong wind picked me up and blew me out to sea. I looked down at the water as I flew over it, surprised to see it was calm, despite the storm raging overhead. 
 
    I blinked, and suddenly, I was no longer flying. I found myself standing at the mouth of a wide valley, surrounded on three sides by a mountain and walls of glassy, black rock. Lights dotted the mountain and the valley floor, telling me people lived here.  
 
    Overhead, the strange green lightning coalesced into an undulating display of colored lights above the valley. The air around me sizzled with static electricity, making my hair fly out in all directions. 
 
    A terrible roaring filled the air, forcing me to cover my ears. I watched with a growing sense of dread as a tear formed in the sky above the mountain. I ran toward the mountain, shouting a warning to the inhabitants, but I was too far away. 
 
    The world went deathly quiet as if all sound had been sucked from it. Then an explosion rocked the air, and the mountain began to crumble. My scream was cut short when the shock wave hit me, slamming me into the ground. I lay there unable to move and gasping for air as the ringing in my ears blocked out the distant screams. 
 
    “Jesse, wake up.” 
 
    I opened my eyes and blinked to focus. The shadows above me took the shape of a person, and I let out a small scream as I rolled off the couch. I tried to stand, but I was wrapped up in my quilt like a burrito. I would have crashed into the coffee table if the stranger’s hands hadn’t caught me. 
 
    “Let me go.” I pushed away from my rescuer, and surprisingly, they released me. Heart pounding, I fell back on the couch and stared up into turbulent blue eyes. “What the hell, Lukas?” 
 
    “Why haven’t you returned my calls?” he demanded. 
 
    “What?” I asked dumbly, trying to slow my racing heart. 
 
    He let out an impatient breath. “I’ve been calling you all evening since we saw you on the news.” 
 
    I rubbed my eyes, confused. “I was on the news?” 
 
    “You were leaving the ferry terminal. They interviewed a woman who said you saved her son’s life. And we heard from the Agency that you captured Lewis Tate on the ferry.” His voice grew harsher. “What the hell happened on that boat, and why did you go after Tate alone?” 
 
    I shoved the quilt off me and stood, poking him in the chest. “Don’t take that tone with me. Only my parents get to talk to me like that, and you aren’t either of them.” 
 
    His eyes widened at my outburst. 
 
    I continued. “If you ask nicely, I’ll tell you why I was there…after you tell me how you got into my apartment.” 
 
    “I picked your locks,” he said as if it was no big deal. 
 
    “And the ward?” The fact that he’d passed through the ward without an invitation this time confirmed Tennin’s suspicion that Lukas had made it. But I wanted to hear him say it. 
 
    “I created it.” 
 
    The bottled-up anger drained from me. “Why?” 
 
    He smiled ruefully. “I wanted you to be safe, and it was the least I could do after the way I treated you.” 
 
    “And the ward on my parents?”  
 
    “I thought they might still be in danger, and it would kill you if anything happened to them.” He raked a hand through his hair. “I knew you wouldn’t let me near them, so I did it when you left their room.” 
 
    I dropped back down to the couch. “It was you I saw leaving their hospital room.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said thickly. If he hadn’t put that ward on them, they might have been taken again or killed during the security breach at the hospital. 
 
    “I didn’t do it to win your gratitude, Jesse.” He sat beside me on the couch. “You owe me nothing. I hope someday you can forgive me for what I did to you, but I don’t expect it.” 
 
    The self-recrimination in his eyes was too much. I looked away so I didn’t have to see it. 
 
    “All I ask is that you hear me out. Will you do that?” 
 
    I nodded. Part of me was afraid to hear him voice his reasons for what he’d done, but another part knew I’d never fully be able to let go of my hurt until I did. 
 
    “I was taught from a young age to trust only those in my inner circle, so I kept everyone outside of it at a distance. And then I met you. I won’t lie and say my offer to help you find your parents wasn’t for selfish reasons, but I also couldn’t help but admire your courage and your unwavering belief that your parents were alive. Before I knew it, you had somehow slipped between my defenses, and I felt this need to protect you.” 
 
    I swung my gaze back to his. “I didn’t do that to –” 
 
    A smile touched his lips. “I did it to myself. I arrogantly believed I could choose whom I cared for, but you proved me wrong, and that made me question myself – and you. It’s a sad excuse but the only reason I can offer for why I reacted the way I did that day. I’ve always prided myself on being adept at reading people and recognizing deceit, but I let myself be tricked so easily into believing the worst of you. I was too blinded by my anger to see the truth until it was too late.” 
 
    “When Faris woke up.” My chest squeezed tighter with each word of his admission. 
 
    “No. I knew it before then. When you yelled at me and said you had trusted me, I heard it in your voice, and I saw the complete look of betrayal on your face. I had never hated myself until that moment. I wanted to strike that elf down and take you away from there, but there was more at stake than your forgiveness.” 
 
    “Faris,” I whispered. Lukas’s friend had been in bad shape, and his life had been more important than any friendship we’d formed. I would have done the same for my parents. 
 
    “There was nothing I could have done for Faris that Faolin couldn’t. What I could do was let Havas think he’d gotten away with his plan and lead us to the people behind all of it. We left, but we didn’t go far. We stayed to watch the house – and you.” 
 
    My breath caught. He’d stayed? 
 
    “What we didn’t expect was for the Agency to show up a few hours later. Or that someone would create a portal inside the house to help Havas escape under our noses.” 
 
    I couldn’t speak. I was still processing the fact that he hadn’t left me there alone. All this time, I’d thought he’d walked away as if I were nothing to him. I bowed my head so he couldn’t see the tears stinging my eyes. 
 
    “I’m sorry I hurt you, Jesse,” he said quietly. “I’ve wanted to tell you this for weeks, but you were so angry, and you had every right to be. The Faerie courts have brought your family nothing but pain. I’ve asked myself many times if I should let you go on hating me because you would be better off without me in your life.” 
 
    I stared blindly at the floor. How did I respond to that? I’d told myself I didn’t want or care about an apology from him, but I’d been wrong. So wrong. 
 
    “You don’t have to say anything. You don’t owe me anything,” Lukas said when I’d been silent for too long. His hand appeared in my line of vision and picked up one of mine. His touch was gentle, but it was the hand I’d hurt on the ferry, and I jerked involuntarily. 
 
    He stilled, and then his fingers pushed up the sleeve of my sweater to reveal the compression bandage I’d wrapped around my wrist. “You’re hurt.” 
 
    “It’s nothing, only a sprain.” I tried to tug my hand from his, but he refused to release it. 
 
    “Did you see a doctor?” He rubbed his thumb over the back of my hand. 
 
    I tried to ignore the warm tingle that radiated up my arm. “An EMT checked me out before I left the ferry.” 
 
    He took my hand in both of his and began to gently massage it. “Will you tell me what happened out there?” 
 
    Sensations flooded me. There was something so intimate about the act that it made me forget everything but those strong, warm fingers. 
 
    “Jesse?” 
 
    I swallowed. “I’m surprised you don’t already know everything that happened.” 
 
    “Faolin read the Agency report, but I want to hear it from you. How did you know Lewis Tate was going to be on the ferry?” 
 
    “I didn’t know.” I told him about the trow job, Tate, and the storm. By the time I finished, my chest felt like it was in a vise. “They said on the news that six people drowned. Two of them were children.” 
 
    “I heard that, too.” 
 
    Despite my best efforts, a tear leaked out, followed by another. I angrily swiped them away. 
 
    Lukas let go of my hand. The next thing I knew, his arms were around me, my head tucked under his chin. “Let it out,” he ordered softly. 
 
    “I c-can’t.” 
 
    His hand rubbed soothing circles on my back. “Crying doesn’t make you weak, mi’calaech. Holding in your pain will do you more harm.” 
 
    I didn’t know if it was his touch or his words that did it, but I let the tears come. I cried for the people who had died and for the children whose terrified screams would haunt my dreams. 
 
    Lukas made no move to let me go after the tears stopped. I had to force myself to pull away from the warm comfort of his arms. I felt drained, but in a good way. He was right. Letting it all out made me feel lighter and in control of my emotions again. 
 
    His eyes searched my face. “Feel better?” 
 
    “Yes.” I tucked my hair behind my ears, not caring that I must look a mess. Now that I was feeling more like myself, it was time to get some answers. “What was that storm? I asked the agents about it, and they clammed up, as if I couldn’t tell it was Fae-related.” 
 
    Lukas exhaled slowly like someone about to deliver bad news. “There is a weakness in the barrier between our realms, and the convergence of both atmospheres caused the storm.” 
 
    “But there are portals opening between our realms every day, and they don’t cause problems. And what about the Great Rift? I don’t remember hearing about strange storms when that happened.” 
 
    “Portals are opened by magic that shields this world,” he explained. “And the rift didn’t cause storms because Faerie was strong enough to maintain the balance between the realms until the rift was fixed.” 
 
    “It was strong enough?” 
 
    “When Aedhna created our realm, she put her energy into every living thing there.” He placed his hand against his chest. “The magic in each of us comes from her, and that’s why we have to return to Faerie to restore it. Otherwise, we’d never be able to stand exposure to the iron in this world.” 
 
    “What does that have to do with the storms?” I asked. 
 
    He smiled. “I’m getting to that. Since the Great Rift, thousands of faeries have come to live in this realm. There is a lot of Fae magic in your world where there was once none, and that has upset the balance between our worlds. Faerie is still the stronger realm, but by a lesser margin than before. What that means is that Faerie is unable to fully contain its energy when there is a weakness in the barrier, and some of the energy is leaking into this one. What you witnessed tonight was the result of one of those leaks.” 
 
    That was only a leak? “Can it be fixed?” 
 
    “The weakness was caused by the removal of the ke’tain from Faerie,” he said. “The ke’tain has so much power that it has tipped the balance of magic. Only its return will stop the damage.” 
 
    “What happens if you don’t find it?” 
 
    Lukas’s lips formed a grim line. “More weak spots will form, and the storms will become more frequent and severe. Eventually, the barrier could break down completely, and our worlds will either merge or be destroyed. No one knows.” 
 
    It felt like all the warmth had been sucked from the room. “And the Agency knows all of this?” 
 
    “Yes. They decided it’s in the best interest of everyone not to share this information with the public. It would only cause a panic and make it harder for us to find the ke’tain. The Agency believed that putting a large bounty on the ke’tain would be enough incentive for bounty hunters to search for it without asking too many questions.” 
 
    I shook my head angrily. “Money isn’t all we care about. They should have told us the truth because we deserve to know what’s at stake if the ke’tain isn’t found.” 
 
    “I agree, but the Agency has its own way of doing things.” Lukas’s expression said he had about as much faith in their abilities as I did. “Which is why we are doing our own search, as well as working with them.” 
 
    “Are you close to finding it?” I rubbed my arms, trying not to think about the alternative.  
 
    He reached for the quilt that had fallen to the floor and pulled it up to cover me. “We know it’s in New York because the weakness in the barrier is here. But in a city this big, it could be anywhere. A sensor would have to get within ten feet of the ke’tain to detect it.” 
 
    I burrowed beneath the quilt. “Is there any way to create a stronger sensor, one that could cover a bigger distance?” 
 
    “We tried that, but there’s too much iron here to get a reading. In addition to the sensors handed out to the hunters, there are hundreds of agents and faeries with sensors assigned to grids of the city. All they do is walk the streets and enter buildings, trying to pick up the ke’tain’s signature.” 
 
    A sinking feeling filled me. “The ke’tain is so small it could be anywhere. If someone is smart enough to hide it in iron, it’ll never be found.” 
 
    “The sensors are a last resort. I’ve been focused on who had the means to remove the ke’tain from the temple and tracing their activity here. I know Queen Anwyn is behind it, but her personal guards are too good at covering their tracks. I also know someone in this realm was helping them, and I’ve narrowed it down to several people. Davian Woods is one of them, but he’s smart and elusive.” Lukas smiled. “Or he was until he unwittingly invited a bounty hunter into his home.” 
 
    I shrugged. “No one ever believes I’m a hunter when I tell them. It finally worked to my advantage.” 
 
    “You did what neither I nor the Agency could do. Thanks to you, I know about Davian’s connection to Tate and the Seelie guard.” 
 
    Warmth filled my chest. “Are you admitting I did a good job?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said without hesitation. “But I hope you see Davian Woods is not someone to cross, especially now that we know he’s working with the queen.” 
 
    “I do, but if I’d known that before, I still would have gone to the party.” 
 
    “Because of your parents,” he said. 
 
    “Yes.” I pulled my knees up to my chest and wrapped my arms around them. “There was a security breach at the hospital last month. A faerie tried to get to my parents but couldn’t.” 
 
    “I know. I can tell when another faerie tries to get past my ward.” 
 
    “Oh.” I should have known that after Conlan had set up a ward on my apartment to alert them when there was a break-in. 
 
    Lukas’s eyes held mine. “Your parents are safe, Jesse. They’ve been under my protection since they were taken from Havas’s house, and I won’t let anyone harm them.” 
 
    I could only nod because my throat was getting tight again. I’d been through an emotional wringer today, and it clearly wasn’t done with me yet. 
 
    His gaze went to the photos of my family on the mantle. “Do your parents know what you went through to bring them home?” 
 
    “Not all of it. I’m going to tell them when they can handle it.” I toyed with the frayed edge of the blanket. “Can I ask you something?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “If Queen Anwyn is behind the missing ke’tain, why would she take it and risk destroying your world?” 
 
    He raked a hand through his hair. “Honestly, I don’t know. For the last twenty years, Anwyn has been pushing to bring all faeries home and seal the barrier between our worlds. There is a small faction in Faerie that believes humans are inferior to us, but she’s the most vocal about maintaining the purity of our realm. If anything, she wants to preserve our way of life, not destroy it.” 
 
    My lip curled at his description of the Seelie queen. “If she dislikes us so much, why would she let Prince Rhys come here?” 
 
    “She allows it because the one thing she cares about above all else is her son, and she can deny him nothing. It’s become a rite of passage for faeries coming of age to spend time in your world. Prince Rhys wanted to experience the human world, and his mother would do anything to make him happy.” 
 
    “So, what you’re saying is that he’s spoiled rotten and gets whatever he wants.” One corner of my mouth quirked. “Are all faerie princes pampered like that?” 
 
    Lukas smiled, and it set off butterflies in my belly. “My father has very different ideas about how to raise an heir. When I was a boy, he chose the cousins who would become my personal guard, and we trained together from that day. Whatever challenge they faced, I faced along with them. When one of us was disciplined for mischief, the six of us shared the same punishment.” 
 
    I tried to imagine him and the others, especially Faolin, as mischievous boys but couldn’t. “Does that mean you had to run up and down the mountains, too?” 
 
    Laughter rumbled from him. “We made a game of it. Whoever made it the longest without losing their last meal was the winner.” 
 
    “Let me guess, Faolin excelled at that game.” 
 
    “He did.” Lukas didn’t hide his smirk. “He said you performed tolerably well on the stairs.” 
 
    I made a face. “High praise.” 
 
    “From him it is. Be grateful there are no mountains here.” 
 
     “I think I can safely say I won’t go anywhere near a mountain with him.” I shifted so my legs were tucked under me, feeling at ease with Lukas for the first time since that awful day at Rogin’s. It felt surreal being here with him like this after all that had happened. 
 
    Something clattered in the bathroom, and he shot to his feet.  
 
    “It’s Gus,” I said before he could investigate. 
 
    Lukas’s brow furrowed. “Gus?” 
 
    “He’s a drakkan. He goes in and out through the bathroom window.” 
 
    “You have a drakkan?” Lukas shot me a look of amused disbelief. 
 
    “It’s more like he has me.” I sighed. “He flew into my Jeep, and I brought him home to fix his wing. Now he refuses to leave.” 
 
    As if he’d heard me, Gus strutted into the living room. He took one look at Lukas and growled unhappily. Sticking his head under the coffee table, he reappeared with the football chew toy I’d bought him and stalked off down the hall again. 
 
    I grinned. “I don’t think he likes you, but don’t take it personally. Gus is a bit ornery, and I’m pretty sure he doesn’t even like me.” 
 
    “I’m surprised he comes back.” Lukas stared after the drakkan. “Drakkans are not domestic. In Faerie, they are fierce creatures that guard the borders of Unseelie.” 
 
    A laugh slipped from me at the thought of Gus guarding anything besides his food dish. I’d seen feral cats that were scarier than he was. 
 
    Lukas sat and smiled at me. “It’s good to hear you laugh again.” 
 
    My heart gave a little flutter when our eyes met, and I was suddenly very aware of how close he was. I rubbed my lips together, and his gaze dipped to them for a second. Was I imagining that his eyes had grown a shade darker? 
 
    He reached toward me, and air lodged in my throat when his hand grazed my ear. He lifted a lock of my hair, curling it around one of his fingers and giving it a playful tug that fired off every nerve ending in my body.  
 
    “Lukas,” I whispered. I wanted to ask him what he was doing, but my brain short-circuited when his hand left my hair to cup my face. 
 
    His heated gaze locked with mine. He leaned in until only inches separated us, and I was overcome with a feeling of déjà vu. I lifted a hand and laid it against his chest as if it belonged there. He responded by taking my arm and placing it around his neck. A tiny shiver went through him as my fingers touched the soft hair at the back of his head. 
 
    And then his hand was slipping behind my neck. His mouth brushed mine, setting off explosions in my belly as he whispered my name against my lips. I parted them, and he needed no further invitation. His tongue swept inside, and he claimed my mouth with a fierce tenderness. I was dizzy and panting when he pulled back. 
 
    I murmured a protest, but he had no intention of stopping. His head dipped again, and he took my mouth in another searing kiss that wiped out all conscious thought. I was drowning in his touch and the sensations flooding me, and all I knew was I wanted more. 
 
    I was barely aware of being lifted until I was suddenly straddling his lap. I came up onto my knees and took his face in my hands as I fused my lips to his. He surrendered control of the kiss, choosing instead to slide his warm hands down to cup my backside and hold me against him.  
 
    He pulled out of the kiss to move his mouth down the column of my throat. “Mi’calaech,” he said huskily, the word sounding almost like a plea. In that moment, I would have given him anything he asked of me. 
 
    The bathroom window slammed, and it was like a spell had been shattered. Lukas went still, and for a minute, the only sound in the room was our ragged breathing. He leaned his head back against the couch with his eyes closed as if he couldn’t look at me.  
 
    A different kind of heat suffused me, and I slid off his lap with as much dignity as I could muster. The fact that he didn’t try to stop me said it all. Needing to put space between us, I went to sit in the chair. I looked over at him and found him watching me with a sad expression that made my chest hurt. 
 
    “Jesse –” 
 
    “I think you should leave,” I said, proud of how steady my voice was despite the emotions raging inside me. 
 
    Lukas moved to the edge of the couch but didn’t get up. “I will if you want me to, but not like this.” 
 
    I clasped my hands in my lap. “It was only a kiss. These things happen, and you don’t need to explain anything.” 
 
    “It was more than just a kiss,” he said gruffly. “And I stopped it because of how much I want it, not because I don’t.” 
 
    Something clicked in my mind, like a door I didn’t know existed had opened. I stared at him as memories poured out. He and I were in my bedroom, and he was kneeling before me. 
 
    “But I like the way you kiss me. Will you do it again when I am myself?” 
 
    “No, mi’calaech. But not because I don’t want to.” 
 
    I put a hand over my mouth as that night came back to me. Most of it was out of focus, like a dream you can’t recall exactly. But the kiss I remembered with crystal clarity. 
 
    “We kissed the night I had a fever. Why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    He rubbed his jaw. “Because it shouldn’t have happened, and it was better if you didn’t remember it.” 
 
    I swallowed back the hurt his answer caused. “Then why did you kiss me again?” 
 
    “A moment of weakness,” he admitted. 
 
    “Oh.” I wished I had an eloquent response, but there didn’t seem to be one for when someone kissed you by mistake. 
 
    “I shouldn’t have kissed you because I knew I wouldn’t want to stop at one.” He released a harsh breath. “You know there can be no future for us. I care about you, Jesse, and I won’t treat you like some passing affair. You deserve more than that.” 
 
    He was right, but that didn’t make the words easier to hear. The moment I had started to fall for him, I’d known it would only lead to heartache because human-faerie relationships could not work. Jackson Chase and Princess Nerissa had known that, and rather than be apart, they had risked everything. He’d paid for it with his life. 
 
     It would have been better if Lukas and I hadn’t reconciled our differences. At least when I’d been angry with him, I had been able to turn off the other feelings. And I’d had no idea what it felt like to kiss him. 
 
    I was trying to think of how to respond when a commotion erupted outside the apartment, followed by Maurice’s raised voice. “You have no authority here or any right to keep me from her.” 
 
    “Not again.” I jumped up and ran to the door. Yanking it open, I found my furious godfather looking ready to throw down against Iian and Kerr, who stood with their backs to my door. 
 
    Relief filled Maurice’s eyes when he saw me. “Jesse, thank God. I heard you were on the ferry in that storm.” 
 
    “I was, but I’m okay.” I pushed between Iian and Kerr, who shifted to let me pass. 
 
    Maurice hugged me. “Girl, I think I lost ten years off my life in the last hour. Why aren’t you answering your phone?” 
 
    “I lost it on the ferry.” I pulled back to look at him. “Why didn’t you call the land line?” 
 
    “Didn’t think to.” He narrowed his eyes at the faeries behind me. “It’s a bit late for visitors, isn’t it?” 
 
    “They came by to check on me. They were just leaving.” 
 
    “Get some rest, Jesse.” Lukas’s voice gave away nothing of what had happened between us a few minutes ago. “You can resume training in a few days.”  
 
    I made myself turn to face him. Gone was the person who had kissed me until I’d almost forgotten my own name. Back was Prince Vaerik in all his cool authority, and the distance between us could be measured in miles, not feet. He smiled, but it was nothing like the one he’d given me right before he’d kissed me. It told me there would be no repeat of tonight. 
 
    “Thanks for stopping by,” I said pleasantly, earning strange looks from Iian and Kerr. Could they tell something had happened between Lukas and me? The tips of my ears grew warm. I was so ready for this day to be over. 
 
    “Training?” Maurice asked after the faeries had disappeared around the second-floor landing. 
 
    “It’s mostly conditioning,” I said tiredly, entering the apartment. 
 
    He followed me. “With the Unseelie royal guard?” 
 
    “You think I should stop?” Part of me wanted him to say yes, to tell me Mom and Dad would not approve. Anything to give me an excuse not to go back. 
 
    “Hell, no.” He looked at me like I’d lost my mind. “I’m not thrilled about them being in your apartment, but you don’t pass up an opportunity like that.” He paused. “As long as they don’t cross any lines.” 
 
    I barked a laugh and turned toward the kitchen. “You have nothing to worry about there.” At least, not anymore. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    “Finch, Aisla, I’m going out for a bit,” I called to the tree house as I walked past the living room. 
 
    Finch whistled, and I looked up. 
 
    You said you wouldn’t work today, he signed. 
 
    “I’m not. I need to get a new phone.” 
 
    Running light errands was all I’d be doing for the next few days because I couldn’t hunt or train with a sprained wrist. I wasn’t used to having so much free time on my hands. It figured that Violet would be in California when I finally had time to hang out. 
 
    Can you get some more yikkas for Aisla? Finch asked. 
 
    “I’ll stop by the Fae market on the way home.” Aisla ate the same fruits and berries he did, but her favorite food was a Fae fruit called a yikka that her captors had fed her.  
 
    I grabbed my keys and left, running lightly down the stairs. Reaching the bottom floor, I came up short at the sight of the six faeries, who seemed to take up all the space in the small lobby. The two blond faeries at the front of the group assessed me with cold, unfriendly eyes. Fear gripped me, and I tensed, ready to flee back to the safety of my apartment. 
 
    “Jesse,” said a voice as the crown prince of Seelie pushed past his guard to stand before me. 
 
    “Prince Rhys. What…are you doing here?” I asked stupidly, even though it was obvious he was there to see me. What other reason could the Seelie prince have for being in my building? 
 
    His smile was almost contrite. “I am sorry for coming unannounced. I’ve wanted to call on you since I saw you at Va’sha last month, but I have been out of town. And then this morning, I saw the news story about the terrible ferry accident, and there you were on the television. It was like a sign from Aedhna telling me I had to come see you today.” 
 
    My mouth opened, but no words came out. How did you respond to something like that? 
 
    The main door swung inward, and Gorn entered the building. He saw us and froze, his dark eyes wide. 
 
    “What is your business here, dwarf?” one of the blond faeries demanded. 
 
    Gorn’s terrified eyes flitted from the faeries to me. My anger flared. This was his home, and he should be allowed to come and go as he pleased without fear.  
 
    I went to stand beside Gorn and faced the group. Prince Rhys’s men scared me but not enough to keep me silent. “I’m going to ask that you not harass or intimidate people in my building. Gorn is one of my tenants, but even if he wasn’t, you have no right to question his presence here.” 
 
    The faerie who had spoken sneered at me. “We have every right to detain and question anyone who might pose a threat to our prince.” 
 
    His statement brought back memories of the night Faolin had forced me to go to Lukas’s for questioning. I’d been too overwhelmed back then to challenge them, but a lot had changed since that night. 
 
    I wasn’t familiar with every single aspect of the Fae treaties, but I knew this faerie was full of BS. “You have the authority to intercept anyone who poses a credible threat and to use force if the prince comes under attack. You are not allowed to detain, interrogate, or harm people just for being in his vicinity. You also have no right to enter a private residence and threaten its occupants.” 
 
    The five guards glared at me, and it was all I could do not to turn tail and run. But if I couldn’t stand up to them in my own building, I might as well go hide in my room for the rest of my life. 
 
    Prince Rhys clapped. “Well said.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I looked at Gorn and gave him a reassuring smile. “I’ll see you later.” 
 
    The dwarf nodded jerkily and hurried to his door. He cast a furtive glance in our direction before he disappeared inside. 
 
    A door on the other side of the lobby opened, and we all turned to face my scowling eighty-year-old neighbor. Mrs. Russo’s unnaturally red hair was in large curlers, and she wore a frayed, mint green housecoat that should have become cleaning rags a decade ago. Perched on her nose were rhinestone cat-eye glasses that she only wore when she was watching TV. 
 
    “What is all this racket?” she demanded with the imperiousness of a queen. “I’m trying to enjoy my soap, and I can’t hear a darn thing over all this yabbering.” 
 
    The faeries stared at her, not knowing what to make of this odd, little creature who dared to question them. No one aged physically in Faerie, and they’d probably never encountered a crotchety old person, let alone one as colorful as my neighbor.  
 
    Mrs. Russo eyed them over the tops of her glasses. “Well?” she barked. “I know you can speak, so out with it.” 
 
    My lips twitched, and I pressed them together to hold back a laugh. 
 
    “My apologies, dear lady.” The prince stepped forward and bowed to the old woman. “I am Prince Rhys of Seelie, and I humbly beg your pardon for disturbing your daily ablution.” 
 
    She leaned away from him as if he’d revealed he was an alien. Prince Rhys glanced around, clearly confused by her reaction. 
 
    I couldn’t contain it any longer, and I doubled over laughing. I didn’t care that everyone in the room was staring at me like I’d lost my mind. I let the laughter spill from me, taking with it all the tension of the last twenty-four hours. 
 
    “What have you done to Jesse?” Mrs. Russo asked shrilly. She pointed a bony finger at the prince. “Did you use some of that faerie hocus pocus to addle her brain?” 
 
    “I…” Prince Rhys said helplessly, and I gave in to another fit of laughter. 
 
    It took a supreme effort to regain my composure. I wiped under my eyes and went to Mrs. Russo to assure her I was okay. Facing Prince Rhys, I said, “A soap is a kind of TV show. She wasn’t washing herself.” 
 
    “I see,” he replied, but his furrowed brow told me he didn’t. 
 
    I looked at my elderly neighbor. “No one glamoured me. I just needed a good laugh.” 
 
    She smiled and patted my arm. “If anyone deserves a laugh these days, it’s you.” 
 
    “I’m sorry we made you miss your soap.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. It’s recorded from yesterday, so I’m not missing anything.” She tossed an unimpressed look at the prince and his men. “Use your inside voices next time you visit.” Not waiting for a response, she entered her apartment and shut the door with a resounding click. 
 
    The faeries stared silently at the door, no doubt trying to figure out what the hell had just happened. Prince Rhys was the first to speak. “Are all your elders like that?” 
 
    “No.” I chuckled. “Mrs. Russo is one of a kind.” 
 
    “She is quite interesting.” He turned to me. “I’m sorry. My intention in coming here was not to cause trouble for you.” 
 
    “Why exactly are you here?” 
 
    He smiled sheepishly. “I didn’t give you the best impression of me at Va’sha, and I wanted to show you I’m not that bad. I fear this has not helped my cause.” 
 
    “Your cause?” I stuck my hands in my coat pockets to cover the awkwardness settling over me. 
 
    He must have seen something in my expression because he rushed to say, “I’m not here looking for anything but friendship.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows. “There are millions of people who would kill to be your friend. Why me?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” He frowned, looking as confused as I felt. “Maybe because you’re one of the few humans I’ve met who doesn’t want anything from me. It’s refreshing.” 
 
    One of his men scoffed, but prince Rhys ignored it. “Whatever the reason, I want to get to know you better, and I’d be honored if you would consent to dine with me.” 
 
    My first instinct was to say no. He was the son of the Seelie queen, and I should be putting as much distance as possible between him and me. 
 
    On the other hand, this might be an opportunity to learn more about Queen Anwyn, and maybe gain some insight into why she would want the ke’tain. I was in a unique position. I had access to the one person who knew her better than anyone else. Lukas would not be happy about it, but if it helped him find the ke’tain, how could I not do it? 
 
    “I’ll have lunch with you,” I said. “Do you have a favorite restaurant?” 
 
    His smile was almost blinding. “Why don’t you pick a place?” 
 
    “Your Highness…” one of his men started to object, but Prince Rhys waved him off.  
 
    I considered the options, preferring to stay close to home. “My favorite Vietnamese restaurant is not far from here. Have you tried Vietnamese?” 
 
    “Yes. They have a soup that is similar to one of my favorite dishes at home.” 
 
    I smiled. “Pho. I love it, too.” 
 
    “It’s settled then. My men will drive us there.” 
 
    “If you don’t mind, I’ll drive myself.” At his questioning look, I said, “I have some errands to run afterward, and it will save me the time of coming home to get my car.” 
 
    Prince Rhys looked ready to protest, but his guards’ expressions said they preferred this arrangement. I gave them the name and address of the restaurant and ushered them out of the building before he could say anything. 
 
    I wasn’t surprised when they stayed behind me all the way to the restaurant. The prince probably wanted to make sure I didn’t change my mind and take off. I wasn’t comfortable with his interest in me, even if it was platonic, but I couldn’t think of any way to discourage him without offending him. Hopefully, he’d see today that there was nothing particularly interesting about me, and he’d move on to someone else. 
 
    We beat the lunch rush, so the restaurant wasn’t busy when we arrived. The hostess fell all over herself when she saw the prince, and she ushered us to a booth at the back of the restaurant. Two of his men accompanied us, and the other three took up stations near the door. At least I wouldn’t have all five of them glaring at me over lunch. 
 
    I removed my coat, and Prince Rhys’s eyes fell on the wrap around my wrist. “Is that from the ferry accident?” 
 
    “It’s only a sprain.” I pulled down the sleeve of my sweater to cover it. “I’ll be good as new in a few days.” 
 
    Concern filled his eyes. “My personal physician travels with me. If you will permit me, I will have her come to your home and tend to your injury.” 
 
    I smiled. “You’re very kind to offer, but really, it’s nothing. I’ve gotten much worse bruises than this on some of my jobs.” 
 
    A waiter approached us, looking terrified of the two guards standing beside the booth. He filled our water glasses and took our orders before scurrying away. 
 
    “Tell me, how does someone so young become a bounty hunter,” Prince Rhys asked. 
 
    I sipped my water. “Most hunters start out when they finish high school. Usually, they have family in the business, and they follow in their footsteps instead of going to college.” I didn’t say that some of them would have preferred college, but like me, they couldn’t afford it. 
 
    “And whose footsteps are you following?” 
 
    I debated how much to tell him, and then it occurred to me that his men had most likely done a thorough background check on me by now. They would know if I spoke the truth. 
 
    “My parents. They’re the best in the business,” I said proudly. 
 
    “Is that so?” He leaned in. “Tell me about them.” 
 
    His boyish eagerness was impossible to resist. As we ate, I told him how my parents started hunting, and I shared stories about some of their bigger jobs. He listened intently and interrupted me often with questions. I didn’t mind because I loved talking about my parents’ work. 
 
    “I would love to meet them,” he said earnestly.  
 
    One of his men shifted restlessly. I didn’t need to look at the guard’s face to know he did not like this turn in the conversation. 
 
    “They can’t have visitors right now.” 
 
    Prince Rhys’s shoulders drooped. “Are they working on a big job?” 
 
    I twisted the napkin on my lap. “No. They’re in a treatment facility. They were tracking down a goren dealer in November, and he locked them up and gave them the drug.” 
 
    The prince’s face registered his anger as he listened to the version of the story that had been released to the public. For my family’s safety, the Agency had not mentioned the Seelie royal guard’s involvement in my parents’ disappearance.  
 
    “I’m so sorry that happened to them,” he said, sounding sincere. “I haven’t seen the effects of goren on humans, but I’ve heard it can be quite devastating.” 
 
    I nodded soberly. “The doctors had to keep my parents in a medically-induced coma for two weeks while the goren was flushed from their bodies. They’re recovering slowly, but they can’t remember what happened. The doctors said they’ll probably never get those memories back.” I added the last part in case one of the prince’s men was reporting back to Queen Anwyn. 
 
    “I cannot imagine what you must be going through.” 
 
    “They’re alive, and they’ll recover. That’s all I care about.” I reached for my water glass. “All we’ve talked about since we got here is me and my family. Why don’t you tell me something about you?” 
 
    He smiled. “I’m sure everything you could ever want to know about me can be found in one of those gossip magazines.” 
 
    “I don’t care what your favorite color is or what you like to have for breakfast. Tell me something I can’t find in a magazine. What do you miss most about home?” 
 
    His eyes twinkled. “Are you trying to get the scoop on me, Jesse?” 
 
    “You tracked me down, remember?” I retorted playfully. 
 
    “So, I did.” His eyes took on a faraway look. “I think I miss my tarran more than anything else. I ride every day when I’m at home.” 
 
    I tried not to let my surprise show. Considering how close everyone said he was to his mother, I would expect him to say he missed her. 
 
    “I’ve seen drawings of tarrans. Are they really twice as big as our horses?” A tarran was a Fae equine that resembled a larger, bonier version of a horse with two small horns on its forehead. 
 
    “Not twice as big but they do dwarf your horses, and they are much faster. There is a large meadow below the palace where I used to race my friends when we were children.” He cast a petulant look in the direction of his men. “Now, that activity is frowned upon. It is deemed undignified and unsafe for the crown prince to race.” 
 
    “So, you no longer race?” 
 
    “Of course, I do.” His smile was full of mischief. “I just make sure the queen doesn’t hear of it.” 
 
    It was the first time he’d mentioned his mother, and I used it to casually turn the conversation to her. “She sounds like my mother. I don’t tell her about all my hunting adventures, or she’d ground me for life.” 
 
    Prince Rhys chuckled. “Parents can be overprotective no matter where they live. Mother didn’t even want me to come to your realm, but she knew I would be miserable if I didn’t get to experience all of this. I grew up hearing stories about this world and waiting for the day I was old enough to see it for myself.” 
 
    “And did it meet your expectations?” 
 
    “Oh, yes.” He nodded fervently. “It is better than anything I could have imagined. There are so many different countries to travel to and cultures to experience. I could spend years here and not see them all. I cannot wait for the time when I don’t have to return home each week to replenish my energy.” 
 
    “The iron affects you that much?” I knew faeries new to this world had to return to their realm to recharge, but I thought it was more like once a month. 
 
    “No. It was one of Mother’s stipulations because she worries too much.” He smirked. “In truth, the iron affects Bayard and the others more than it does me.” 
 
    “Bayard?” 
 
    “My head of security.” He inclined his head toward one of the faeries standing beside the booth. 
 
    I wasn’t surprised to see it was the blond one who had spoken to Gorn. Bayard returned my look with a glare that said he still wasn’t happy about his prince’s choice of dining companions. I wasn’t thrilled about being in Bayard’s company either. 
 
    The waiter approached with our bill, but Bayard intercepted him before he reached the table. The faerie handed him some cash and told him to keep the change. I didn’t know how much he’d given the waiter, but the man’s rounded eyes told me it was generous. 
 
    Prince Rhys and I talked a bit more, but mostly about the places he had traveled to so far. I couldn’t think of a way to steer the conversation back to the queen without raising suspicion, so I didn’t try. 
 
    We had been there almost two hours when Bayard signaled to him that it was time to go. The prince nodded and smiled at me. “I can’t tell you the last time I’ve enjoyed lunch this much. Thank you for coming.” 
 
    I slid out of the booth. “I enjoyed it, too, Your Highness.” 
 
    He made a face as he stood. “Oh, no. That won’t do. Please, call me Rhys.” 
 
    I smiled without responding. I couldn’t deny he was very likeable, but I also couldn’t forget that his mother had hurt my parents and tortured Faris. She had stolen the ke’tain, which could lead to the destruction of my world and everyone I loved. She was my enemy, and it would feel like a betrayal for me to be friends with her son. 
 
    We walked to the exit with his guard surrounding us. Thankfully, the lunch rush was over, and there weren’t many people in the restaurant. Two people held up their phones to take pictures, but they lowered them and looked away when the guards glared at them. 
 
    “Keep your head down,” Prince Rhys said as we left the restaurant. 
 
    Before I could ask what he meant, I spotted the first camera. The royal guard closed ranks around us as a throng of paparazzi I couldn’t see shouted questions at the prince. The paps wanted to know who his date was and how we’d met. 
 
    My stomach twisted. They were going to follow me, take my picture, and splash it across every tabloid out there. I was supposed to stay under the radar, and that did not include being linked romantically to the Seelie crown prince. Panic flooded me. They’d find out who I was and they’d write stories about my parents being in a drug treatment facility. Tabloids didn’t make money off nice stories. They thrived on the ugly ones, and they had no problem filling in the holes with lies. 
 
    Prince Rhys took my arm. “Don’t be alarmed. My men will protect you.” 
 
    I stayed quiet because I couldn’t tell him that his celebrity was what I feared. His men couldn’t protect me from that or from the fallout. 
 
    We reached the sidewalk, and the photogs surrounding us gave us a wide berth. Even those guys were smart enough to keep their distance from the prince’s guard. 
 
    Through a gap between two of the guards, I saw a paparazzo lower his camera. I met his shocked gaze as we passed him. 
 
    “Help,” I mouthed desperately a second before he disappeared from view. 
 
    My phone rang, and Tennin’s name appeared on the screen. I rushed to answer it, ignoring the dark look one of the guards shot me. 
 
    “Go into Moore Books on the corner and head to the office at the back,” Tennin ordered. “The owner is a friend of mine. Tell her I sent you. I’ll be there soon.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    He ended the call, and I looked at Prince Rhys. “I have a friend waiting for me at the bookstore on the corner. I can hide in there until the paparazzi leave.” 
 
    Disappointment flickered in his eyes, but he nodded. “Fame is not for everyone.” 
 
    “Especially bounty hunters.” I smiled, and his good humor returned.  
 
    “Bayard,” he said in a low voice. 
 
    “Moore Books,” answered his head of security. “Approaching now.” 
 
    We stopped outside the quaint store I’d visited on a few occasions when I used to have time to read for pleasure. I thanked the prince again for lunch and hurried inside with my head down. Some of the paps tried to follow me, but the prince’s men blocked anyone else from entering the store.  
 
    A pretty brunette in her late twenties, whom I knew to be the owner, was the only person in the store. She looked up from arranging a magazine display by the window when the bell over the door jingled. “Welcome to Moore Books.” 
 
    “I’m a friend of Tennin’s,” I blurted. “He told me to hide in here until the paparazzi leave.” 
 
    She peered out the window, and her eyes went round. “Oh, my. Follow me.” 
 
    She locked the front door and led me to a cramped office at the back of the store. “Sorry for the mess,” she said as she moved a teetering stack of books from the visitor chair to the small desk. 
 
    “No need to apologize.” I steadied some of the books before they could fall to the floor. 
 
    She stood back to look at me. Her eyes searched my face, and I could see she was trying to place me.  
 
    I sank down on the chair and exhaled deeply. “I’m not a celebrity. I just had the incredibly bad luck to be caught walking with the Seelie prince.” 
 
    Her mouth made a perfect O shape. 
 
    “Yeah.” I smiled wryly. “You have seen me before, though. I’ve been in here a few times.” 
 
    The back door opened, and I briefly heard the sounds of traffic before they were muted again. Seconds later, Tennin appeared in the office doorway. 
 
    “Angela.” He gave the woman a quick kiss on the mouth, and her flushed skin told me they’d been a lot more than friendly at some point. “Thanks for your help.” 
 
    “Anything for you.” She practically glowed as she left us alone in the office. 
 
    I quirked my eyebrows at him. “Friends?” 
 
    “Yes, lucky for you.” He closed the office door and stared at me like a disapproving adult about to scold a child. “Do I want to know how you happened to be having lunch with the Seelie crown prince? I hope this is not another one of your crazy schemes, because I don’t want to be the one explaining it to Lukas this time.” 
 
    I groaned. “I’ve apologized for that three times already. And no, this was not a scheme.” I used air quotes around the last word. “Prince Rhys invited me to lunch, and I could hardly say no.” 
 
    Tennin didn’t try to hide his disbelief. “Since when do you know the Seelie prince?” 
 
    “I met him at the Ralston last month, and I saw him at Va’sha a few weeks later. I barely know him.” I picked up one of the hardcover books on the desk and looked at the cover. “I wonder if she has this in paperback.” 
 
    The book was plucked from my hands. “Does Lukas know about you and Prince Rhys?” 
 
    “There is no me and Prince Rhys, and Lukas has no say over who I talk to,” I replied a little harsher than I meant to. Scowling, I reached for the book, but Tennin held it away from me. 
 
    “You’re playing with fire, Jesse.” 
 
    I sighed. “There is absolutely nothing going on between me and Prince Rhys. He asked me to lunch, and I made it clear that’s all it was. You’ve been following him since before he made his debut, so you know how it is. He’ll be interested in the next shiny object before we know it.” 
 
    “For our sake, I hope you’re right.”  
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    He laid the book on the desk. “Did you drive here?” 
 
    “Oh, no. You don’t get to say something like that and leave it hanging out there.” I crossed my arms. “What did you mean by ‘for our sake’?” 
 
    Tennin looked like he’d eaten something that didn’t agree with him. “What have I ever done to you? Can’t you forget I said anything?” 
 
    I didn’t respond. 
 
    He released a pained sigh. “Lukas let it be known that you’re under his protection, and that any faerie who harasses or messes with you will answer to him.” 
 
    “He did what?” I shot to my feet and stared at Tennin. “When?” 
 
    “Early January. I was in Faerie, and I heard it when I came back.” He grimaced. “It’s not as bad as I made it sound. He did it to warn away anyone who might try to hurt you.” 
 
    I couldn’t believe this. “Why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    Tennin gave me an are-you-serious look. “He said not to.” 
 
    “You’re telling me now.” 
 
    “Because I’m starting to think you are more trouble than he is.” Tennin rubbed his eyes. “I plan to throw myself on his mercy. He’ll probably grant me clemency just because he knows what I’m up against.” 
 
    I scowled at him. “Now you’re being dramatic.” 
 
    “Is that so? Do you know what he said to me at Davian’s party after you left? He told me he understood my predicament and that as long as my intentions toward you were good, he’d overlook me bringing you into Davian Woods’s home.” 
 
    I put my hands on my hips. “He had no right to say that to you.” 
 
    Tennin shook his head. “He has every right. He’s my prince, and he will one day be my king. And he wasn’t wrong. I know Davian is a dangerous person, and I never should have brought you there. I’m thankful nothing bad came of it, and not because of Lukas. I could not face your parents if I put you in danger.” 
 
    “At least I got to dress up and eat some of that delicious food.” I looked away so he couldn’t see my guilt for not telling him all that had happened that night. It was better that he didn’t know. “I’m sorry I put you in that position with him.” 
 
    “No worries. It only took me two days to recover.” 
 
    My gaze shot back to his, and I couldn’t tell if he was joking or not. “You still haven’t told me why you hoped there was nothing between Prince Rhys and me for our sake.” 
 
    “Can’t you let that one go?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    He put his face in his hands. “Why me?” When he lifted his head, he wore a look of resignation. “Don’t you get it? Lukas doesn’t give his protection to just anyone. He cares about you. He’s not going to take it well if he finds out you’ve been getting cozy with the Seelie prince, and I knew about it.” 
 
    I threw up my arms. “We are not getting cozy.”  
 
    “Good. You can tell Lukas that.” 
 
    “I’m not telling him anything.” I could only imagine how that conversation would go, and it was never going to happen. “I’m ready to leave now.” 
 
    “Thank the goddess,” Tennin muttered. “Do you need a ride home?” 
 
    “My Jeep is down the street.” 
 
    He extended a hand toward the door. “We can go out the back, and I’ll get you to your Jeep without them seeing you.” 
 
    “You think they are still out there? Won’t they follow Prince Rhys?” I asked hopefully as I trailed him out of the office. 
 
    Tennin made a derisive sound. “You might think your little lunch date was no big deal, but my colleagues out there are like bloodhounds on a scent. They’ll stay as long as it takes for them to learn the identity of Prince Rhys’s mystery date.” 
 
    My mouth went dry. “You don’t think they’ll figure it out, do you?” 
 
    “Not if I can help it.” He opened the back door and peeked out before he pushed it open all the way. “When your parents come home, I’m telling them we’re even.” 
 
      
 
    *     *     * 
 
    “I can’t believe you didn’t tell me!” Violet shook her magazine at me as I drove her home from JFK two days later. “I had to see the pictures in a magazine I picked up at the airport. A magazine, Jesse.” 
 
    I took the exit out of the airport. “I didn’t know there were pictures to tell you about.” 
 
    “I don’t care about the pictures. What I care about is my best friend going on a date with Prince Rhys and not telling me.” 
 
    “First of all, it wasn’t a date. It was lunch. Second, I was planning to tell you when you got home.” 
 
    “Lunch can be a date.” She opened the magazine and pointed to a picture of Prince Rhys and me leaving the Vietnamese restaurant surrounded by his guards. There was also one of me from behind as I entered the bookstore. You couldn’t see my face in either photo. “According to this, you had a long cozy lunch, and then, you went shopping for books together.” 
 
    I would have scowled at her if I hadn’t needed to keep my eyes on the road. “Modern Fae magazine? Really, Vi? They’re nothing more than a celebrity gossip rag.” 
 
    “But that is you in the pictures,” she argued. 
 
    My fingers tightened on the steering wheel. “Can you really tell it’s me?” 
 
    “Duh. I’d know you anywhere.” 
 
    “You would, but what about everyone else?” 
 
    Paper rustled as she studied the photos. “Well…they don’t show your face so probably not. Everyone is wondering who the mystery woman is, and the prince won’t give her – I mean your – name.” 
 
    My shoulders relaxed. “Good. And for the record, we did not have a cozy lunch or go shopping. We sat across from each other in a booth with two of his guards standing over us. Then I hid in a bookstore, and I had to sneak out the back to get away from the paps.” 
 
    “Oh.” She deflated like a leaky balloon. “When you put it like that…” 
 
    I looked around me as I changed lanes. “Exactly. Now do you want to hear the real story?” 
 
    “What do you think?” 
 
    Smiling, I told her about Prince Rhys’s visit and our lunch that had been anything but romantic. “He seems pretty down-to-earth when you get to know him. I got the impression he’d rather travel than live at court.” 
 
    “Are you going to see him again?” she asked eagerly. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    I spared her a quick glance. “How do you expect me to explain to my parents that I’m on friendly terms with the Seelie prince? Prince Rhys might not be involved in what happened to them, but he’s too close to it.” 
 
    “I didn’t think of that.” She fell quiet for a minute. “Do you realize how crazy it is that you know princes from the Seelie and Unseelie courts? A few months ago, you wouldn’t have been able to pick either of them out of a lineup.” 
 
    “A lot of crazy things have happened in my life since November. And you wouldn’t have been able to pick Lukas out of a lineup either.” 
 
    She dropped the magazine into her lap. “I’ve wondered about him. Don’t you think it’s weird that no one seems to know his real identity? You would think someone would have let that secret slip by now.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s some faerie rule that they don’t give away their secret identities.” 
 
    “You could ask him, now that you guys are back on friendly terms again,” she suggested.  
 
    “Maybe I will,” I replied distractedly as I checked the traffic in the rearview mirror. Behind us was a white Lincoln Navigator, and I was certain I’d seen it when we left JFK. I’d taken several different turns since the airport. What were the odds of having the same car following us on the exact same route? 
 
    “Is something wrong?” Violet asked. 
 
    “I might be paranoid, but I think that Lincoln is following us.” 
 
    “What?” She turned to look before I could tell her not to. “How do you know?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but they’ve been behind us all the way home.” I looked at the SUV again. If they were following us, they didn’t have a clue how to tail someone. Or they didn’t care if they were seen. The second thought sent tendrils of fear through me. 
 
    She gasped. “Maybe it’s the paparazzi. What if they figured out who Prince Rhys’s mystery woman is?” She pulled down the passenger visor and started fixing her hair. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “If it’s the paparazzi, I want to look good for the photos,” she said as she rooted in her purse for a tube of lipstick 
 
    I shook my head. “It’s not the paps, Vi.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “You’ve spent a few weeks in Hollywood. How many paps drive around in Lincoln Navigators?” 
 
    “Shit.” She sank lower in her seat as if they were about to start shooting at us. If I wasn’t so worried about the possibility of being followed, I would have laughed. 
 
    “What are we going to do?” she hissed. 
 
    I looked around and spotted an intersection up ahead. “Hold on. I’m going to try something.” 
 
    “Um, do you mean to hold on figuratively or literally?” 
 
    “Both,” I said through gritted teeth as I pulled over into the right lane at the last possible second. The car I cut off blared their horn, but I barely heard it over Violet’s scream as I turned down a side street. I didn’t slow to see if the Lincoln had managed to follow me. Heart pounding, I kept going and prayed I had been wrong about our tail. 
 
    “Are they gone?” Violet asked in a shaky voice.  
 
    I checked the rearview mirror. “We lost them.” 
 
    She sat up straighter in her seat. “Can we have a normal day together for once?” 
 
    “I’m a bounty hunter, and you’re about to become a movie star. I think this is the new normal.” 
 
    “Well, when you put it like that,” she said with a giggle. 
 
    Her laughter did nothing to ease the coil of worry in my gut. I tried to tell myself I’d been mistaken about the SUV following us, but too much had happened in the last few months for me to believe it. 
 
    We spent the rest of the drive talking about Violet’s time in Los Angeles, and some of the actors she’d met at the functions she’d attended. Her agent was working overtime to milk her small role in this movie for everything it was worth. 
 
    “Are you going to come in?” she asked when we stopped in front of her brownstone. 
 
    “Can’t. I have a bunch of stuff to do before I get back to work tomorrow. You want to come over for dinner tomorrow and hang out?” 
 
    “Okay!” She reached for the door and stopped to look back at me. “No more boats for you.” 
 
    I made a face. “No more boats.” 
 
    I left her to drive the two blocks to my place, but I took a quick detour to the grocery store. As usual, once I got there, I thought of a dozen things I needed, and I left the store with my arms around a large paper bag of groceries. 
 
    I was almost to the Jeep when I noticed the white SUV parked on the other side of it. A white Lincoln Navigator. 
 
    I took a step back as a blonde faerie walked around the rear of the Jeep. One glimpse of the cold determination on his face was enough to make me turn around toward the store. I came up short and almost lost my grip on the bag of groceries. A second faerie blocked my retreat, and his eyes flashed me a warning that said don’t try to run. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Fear clawed at my stomach when I got a good look at the second faerie. He was the one I’d seen at Davian’s party, which meant these were Queen Anwyn’s personal guard. 
 
    My mind raced to think of a way out of this. I glanced around and spotted several people loading groceries into their vehicles. Even if I yelled for help, they wouldn’t have a prayer against the Seelie royal guard. There were security cameras on the building, but a lot of good they would do if these guys decided to take me away from here. I’d be dead before anyone looked at the video. 
 
    “Jesse James,” said a hard voice from behind me. 
 
    I turned to face the faerie near the Jeep. My arms trembled around the bag of groceries I clutched as if it could shield me. 
 
    Ruthless blue eyes locked with mine. “We have a message for you from our queen.” 
 
    His hand disappeared inside his jacket, and my whole body tensed. When his hand reappeared holding not a weapon but what looked like a photo, I stared at it in confusion. He closed the distance between us and held the photo in front of my face.  
 
    I recognized it immediately. It was one of the pictures taken of Prince Rhys and me after our lunch. You couldn’t see my face, but apparently Violet wasn’t the only one who had recognized me. 
 
    “Queen Anwyn does not approve of your relationship with the prince,” the faerie said coldly. “She will not allow her son to form an attachment to a human, especially one of your ilk.” 
 
    I was so shocked by the turn of this conversation that I could barely manage to speak. “My…ilk?” 
 
    “A bounty hunter.” He spat the words as if they left a bad taste in his mouth. “You are not worthy of the prince. The queen demands you cease this relationship immediately.” 
 
    I shook my head to clear it. “I’m not in a relationship with Prince Rhys. I barely know him.” 
 
    The faerie produced a second photo. “Explain this.” 
 
    The photo was of me and Prince Rhys standing inches from each other at Va’sha. Someone had snapped the photo in the exact moment I had almost run into him, and the way the prince was smiling at me made it look like he and I were in a cozy conversation. It didn’t help that I was dressed like a party girl in a club where humans went to hook up with faeries. 
 
    “I spoke to the prince for all of two minutes that night.” 
 
    “That’s not what the picture says. Nor does this one.” He held up another photo, and in this one, the prince’s hand was touching my cheek in what looked like an intimate moment.  
 
    I met the faerie’s hostile gaze. “Whoever took these pictures made it look like it was something it’s not. I did see Prince Rhys at Va’sha, but the only reason he touched me was to annoy Prince Vaerik.” 
 
    The faerie’s eyes betrayed his surprise. “The Unseelie prince was there?” 
 
    “Yes. I was talking to him when Prince Rhys saw us and came over.” 
 
    “You were there with Prince Vaerik?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I was there on a job to catch a nymph, and I ran into him. I guess Prince Rhys thought I was with Prince Vaerik, and the two of them argued. It had nothing to do with me, so I left them to fight it out. You can ask Prince Rhys’s guard, and I’m sure they’ll tell you. Just like they will tell you there was nothing romantic about my lunch with the prince. He came to see me because he’s interested in bounty hunting, and that’s mostly what we talked about at lunch. He didn’t ask to see me again, and I have no intention of contacting him.” 
 
    Icy blue eyes regarded me. “We will check out your story. For your sake, I hope you are not lying. You do not want to make an enemy of Queen Anwyn.” 
 
    A shiver went through me at the threat. The Seelie queen was already my enemy, but I didn’t tell him I knew that. 
 
    “Stay away from Prince Rhys. If we hear you have seen him again, we will be back.” With those parting words, he spun and went to the Lincoln. The second faerie, who hadn’t spoken, stalked past me to join him. Neither of them spared another glance in my direction as the SUV pulled out of the parking spot, and they drove off. 
 
    I managed to get into the Jeep before I fell apart. Tremors shook my body as I white-knuckled the steering wheel and took deep breaths to curb what might be my first panic attack. I had no idea how much time passed before I was composed enough to drive. 
 
    At home, I practically ran from the Jeep to my apartment, looking over my shoulder to make sure the Seelie guard hadn’t decided to show up here, too. I must have lost my breath as I ran up the stairs because I was a bit lightheaded when I opened the apartment door. 
 
    Finch whistled as I set the bag of groceries down in the kitchen with shaking hands. I looked over at the couch where he sat with Aisla, and he signed, What’s wrong? 
 
    “Nothing. I’m cold.” I pulled a large carton of blackberries from the bag. “Look what I got for you.” 
 
    His face lit up. If I could count on anything to distract my brother, it was his love of blackberries. They cost twice as much this time of year, but his happiness was worth every cent. 
 
    I put some of the berries in a bowl and set it on the coffee table for him and Aisla to share. She still didn’t say much, but her sweet smile was enough. 
 
    Leaving them to their treat, I went to my room and lay on my bed, staring at the ceiling. It could have been a lot worse, I told myself as my heart finally slowed to a normal pace. It had nothing to do with Mom or Dad, and we were all safe. And as long as Prince Rhys kept his distance from me, I wouldn’t have to fear his mother’s wrath.  
 
    I just had to keep telling myself that until I believed it. 
 
      
 
    *     *     * 
 
    Faris smiled broadly as he opened the door to let me into the building two days later. “I was starting to think you had forgotten us.” 
 
    I laughed and walked past him into the foyer. “It hasn’t been that long.” 
 
    “I’ve gotten used to you coming every morning for training. It’s the highlight of my day.” 
 
    “Your life must be boring indeed if my visits are the highlight,” I said as I deposited my coat and keys on a barstool, and we went to sit on the couch.  
 
    He gave me a pained look. “You have no idea. I can’t wait to get back to training and my duties. A sedentary life does not suit me.” 
 
    “It won’t be much longer.” In the weeks I had been coming here, Faris’s health had improved at an incredible rate. No one who didn’t know the truth would ever suspect he had been on the brink of death two months ago. His strength hadn’t fully returned because of the iron in his body, but the levels dropped a little every day. The last time I’d been there, he’d told me it should be safe for him to return to Faerie in a month. A week at home and he’d be fully healed. 
 
    His mouth curved into a sheepish smile. “I sound like a pouting child when I have so much to be grateful for. I haven’t even asked how you’re doing. You look happier than normal.” 
 
    “That’s because I am.” My heart felt close to bursting. “I saw my parents today, and they told me my father might be ready to come home in two weeks. Their doctors said he is months ahead of what they predicted for his recovery.” 
 
    “That’s wonderful news. And your mother?” 
 
    “She has to stay there longer, but the doctors said she is recovering faster than expected, too.” I hated that she would be there alone when Dad was released, but she wouldn’t hear of him staying with her. She said Finch and I needed him more than she did, and it would do more for her recovery to know he was home with us. I couldn’t argue with her when she put it that way. 
 
    “I’m so happy for you.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I picked up the coffee that had been waiting for me. “The doctors said everyone recovers from goren differently.” 
 
    He grimaced. “It’s the same with iron poisoning. Some recover faster than others. But the main thing is your parents are doing well and your family will be together soon. It makes me glad to see you happy.” 
 
    “We’ve all come a long way since that day.” I didn’t have to elaborate. It wasn’t something either of us would forget. 
 
    He seemed to think about his next words. “Things have changed between you and Lukas as well.” 
 
    “We talked.” I suddenly became interested in a frayed thread on my jeans. Lukas was close to his friends, but he wouldn’t tell them what had happened between us at my apartment. Would he? 
 
    Faris chuckled. “I don’t suppose your talk had anything to do with his current mood.” 
 
    “Mood?”  
 
    A door slammed, and Lukas strode into the room. His jaw was hard, and I was taken aback when his angry eyes immediately honed in on me. 
 
    “We need to talk.” He pointed to the window overlooking the garden. “Out there.” 
 
    I didn’t move except to raise my eyebrows at him. He seemed to have forgotten his manners and the fact that I wasn’t one of his subjects to order about. 
 
    It didn’t take him long to realize his glare wasn’t going to work on me. He released an aggravated breath. “Please.” 
 
    I shot Faris a questioning look as I stood, but he appeared to be as puzzled as I was about Lukas’s behavior. 
 
    As usual, the garden was balmy compared to the crisp winter outside the wall, and the air carried the fragrance of exotic flowers. I crossed the patio and stepped onto the thick carpet of grass that I knew from experience was softer than anything grown in our world. 
 
    “What is going on between you and the Seelie prince?” Lukas demanded from behind me. 
 
    I grimaced at the trees. Was there anyone who didn’t recognize me in those damn photos? I turned to look at him. “You saw the pictures.”  
 
    Normally, I’d tell him it was none of his business whom I spent time with. But he had as good a reason as I to hate the Seelie Queen and her son by association. He had confided in me about the ke’tain and Queen Anwyn’s involvement, and the least I could do was be forthcoming with him. 
 
    His jaw flexed. “How long have you been seeing him?” 
 
    “I’m not seeing him. We just had lunch together.” 
 
    “One does not just have lunch with the Seelie crown prince,” he said brusquely.  
 
    “Why not? I’ve had lunch with the Unseelie crown prince,” I retorted. “Does it count that I had no idea you were a prince at the time? Or the crown prince for that matter?” 
 
    “Jesse.” He practically growled my name, and a tiny thrill went through me. It vanished when his scowl deepened. 
 
    I heaved a sigh. “Prince Rhys came to see me the day after the ferry accident. We went to lunch and talked mostly about bounty hunting. It was all very platonic, and if those paps hadn’t taken pictures of us, you and I wouldn’t be having this conversation.” 
 
    “He came to your apartment?” Lukas’s nostrils flared. 
 
    “I ran into him in the lobby before he could come up to the apartment.” 
 
    Lukas bit out a Fae word. “And he went through the trouble to find you only to talk about bounty hunting?” 
 
    “We talked about other things too, but yes.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    I crossed my arms. “Like what any two people would talk about over lunch. He didn’t spill any Seelie secrets if that’s what you’re asking. I would have told you if he had.” 
 
    Lukas began to pace. “I don’t like his interest in you or him knowing where you live.” 
 
    “You’re not the only one who wants him to stay away from me.” 
 
    He stopped walking. “What do you mean?” 
 
    I bit the inside of my cheek. It wasn’t like I had planned to hide this from him, but I had to mentally prepare myself for the explosion to come. “Queen Anwyn doesn’t approve of her son having any connection with a bounty hunter.” 
 
    Lukas went stock still, his eyes boring into me. “How do you know that?” 
 
    “Her guard came to see me and warned me to stay away from the prince. I told them I –” 
 
    “What?” Lukas’s shout scared the birds in the garden into silence. Behind him, Faris’s concerned face appeared in the window. 
 
    I held up my hands. “Look, it’s not as bad as you think. Let me tell you what happened before you blow a gasket or something.” 
 
    He nodded stiffly, and I told him about the queen’s guards stopping me outside the grocery store to deliver her message. Seeing the fury in his eyes, I was glad I’d decided to leave out the part about them tailing me from the airport. 
 
    “They had photos of you and Prince Rhys at Va’sha?” he bit out. 
 
    “The photos were manipulated to make it look like something it wasn’t. You were there the whole time, remember?” 
 
    Lukas swore. “If they are willing to approach you in a public place, there is nothing to stop them from coming after you when you are alone.” He resumed pacing and stopped abruptly. “You will stay here. It’s the safest place for you.” 
 
    I nearly choked on my saliva. There was no way I was staying in his home after what had happened between us. I wasn’t cool enough to handle that level of awkward. 
 
    “Staying here is not an option. I have to work, and my father is coming home soon. Besides, the apartment is protected by your ward.” 
 
    “The ward won’t protect you when you’re not at home.” He stared at the brick wall around the garden. “One of my men will watch you when you leave the building.” 
 
    I shook my head vehemently. “No.” 
 
    Lukas strode over to me. “Jesse, the Seelie queen has you in her sights. There is no way I’m letting you walk around this city unprotected.” 
 
    “She only cares if I see her son, and I have no intention of doing that. I made that clear to him, too, after our lunch.” 
 
    “And if Rhys ignores her wishes and tries to see you again?” Lukas asked. 
 
    I didn’t have an answer for that because I’d wondered the same thing. I stared up at the sky and watched a bird fly over the fence into the garden. Strange. The ward kept the rain out but not a bird. 
 
    I dropped my eyes to meet Lukas’s. “Put the same ward on me that you did for my parents. That’ll keep the Seelie guard away from me.” 
 
    His expression turned to one of frustration as he let out a harsh breath. “I can’t.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    He dragged his fingers through his hair. “I’ve tried four times already to ward you, and it won’t hold. The ward collapses the moment I stop putting magic into it. Something is blocking it, but I have no idea what.” 
 
    Shock washed over me. “When did you try that?” 
 
    “At the hospital. The first week your parents were there, you used to fall asleep in the chair in their room. It was easy to slip past the nurses and the agent on duty.” 
 
    I didn’t know what to say. He had been at the hospital, not once, but multiple times, and I’d been entirely clueless. 
 
    There was one thing I did know, and that was why his ward wouldn’t work on me. I suspected it was the same reason the ke’tain sensor went on the fritz whenever I picked it up. I had to tell him. 
 
    I cleared my throat. “Do you remember our talk about goddess stones after I told you about the stone I took from the kelpie? I asked if you wanted to go back to the island and look for it. You said it wouldn’t be there because it had gone back to the kelpie.” 
 
    He frowned, puzzled by the abrupt change in topic. “Yes.” 
 
    I reached for his hand, and my stomach quivered at the contact. Lukas didn’t say anything when I lifted his hand and placed it on the back of my head.  
 
    “What if the goddess stone chose a new owner?” I asked as I pushed my hair aside so his fingers could feel the stone cleverly concealed there. 
 
    The confusion on his face gave way to shock as he touched the smooth stone. He turned me so my back was to him, and I could feel his warm breath on my nape when he leaned in for a closer look. The feel of his hands in my hair, touching my scalp, sent a jolt of heat straight to my belly. It was all I could do not to close my eyes and lean back into him. 
 
    “So, what’s the verdict?” I asked lightly to hide my reaction to him. “Is it the real thing?” 
 
    He studied it a moment longer. “I’ve never seen a goddess stone, so I don’t know. You had this when you left the island?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I didn’t find it in my hair until I showered at the hospital. It was white when I took it from the kelpie, but I think it’s the same stone. If I remove it, it reattaches to my hair, and it hides itself if I put my hair in a braid. Violet did my hair one night and she didn’t see the stone or she would have said something. It’s like it has a mind of its own.” 
 
    Lukas didn’t speak for the longest time, and his silence made me nervous. Not being able to see his face, I couldn’t tell what he was thinking. Did he think I was lying? Or was he upset that a human was in possession of a precious Fae object? It wasn’t like I had any choice in the matter. I’d happily give it to him if I could. 
 
    But what if I could give it to him? I’d only ever taken the stone from my hair and put it in my room. If I gave it to a faerie, it might choose them instead. 
 
    Reaching up, I pushed his hands away and grasped the stone. I winced as I pulled it free. I spun to face Lukas and shoved the stone, along with a few strands of my hair, into his hands. “Take it. It belongs with a faerie.” 
 
    He turned the red stone over in his hand. “I can feel something inside it.” 
 
    “Magic?” 
 
    “It’s more like energy.” His hands stilled, and he did a quick intake of breath. “It feels like Faerie.” 
 
    “Don’t all Fae objects feel like that?” I asked. 
 
    Lukas continued to stare at the stone. “Once something leaves Faerie, it loses that energy. Magic remains, but the life force of Faerie fades. It’s why we have to return home to replenish it.” His eyes were full of wonder when he lifted them to mine. “I believe it is a goddess stone.” 
 
    I’d suspected that all along, but having him confirm it left me a little shaken. “Why me?” 
 
    His tone gentled. “It’s not for us to understand Aedhna’s ways, but she gifted the stone to you. You jumped into the river to save a life, and then you took the stone from the kelpie. Aedhna must have felt that act was worthy of her blessing.” 
 
    “But I’m only human,” I protested. 
 
    He picked up my hand and placed the stone in it. “I would never use the word ‘only’ to describe you, Jesse.” 
 
    The air around us felt charged as we stood inches apart with my hand in his. I wanted to blame it on the stone, but it had never filled my stomach with butterflies or made me crave someone’s touch.  
 
    Lukas’s lips parted slightly, reminding me what they felt like against mine. He moved an inch closer, sending my heart into an erratic rhythm. I was like a moth drawn to a flame as I closed the remaining distance between us. I felt the tremor that passed through both of us when my body pressed against his. 
 
    He lowered his head, and I closed my eyes as his lips grazed mine so lightly I thought I’d imagined it. His warm breath caressed my cheek, making me light-headed from anticipation and need. Kiss me, my whole body begged him. 
 
    His mouth covered mine as if he’d heard my silent plea. Unlike the hungry kiss on my couch, this one was tantalizingly slow and filled me with longing for something I couldn’t have. Lost in his touch, I didn’t care about the world outside this garden or the things that would never be. There was only him and me and nothing else. 
 
    I knew it had to end, but that didn’t dull the sting when he broke the kiss. Or the cold that rushed in when he released me and stepped back, putting distance between us. 
 
    “Jesse… I shouldn’t have,” he said roughly, but it was the guilt in his eyes that hurt more than his words. 
 
    I held up a hand. “Don’t. I kissed you back, so this is not on you. We were caught up in the moment.” 
 
    He looked like he wanted to say more, but nothing he said would change our situation. My heart constricted, and I looked down at the stone in my hand as I regained my composure. “Now that you know about the goddess stone, do you think it’s why your ward doesn’t work on me?” 
 
    “It’s the only thing that makes sense.”  
 
    “What if I give it to you? Or Faris?” I held it out to him. 
 
    He shook his head. “It doesn’t work that way. It has to be gifted by Aedhna.” 
 
    “What have we got to lose?” I spun and headed to the door. If he didn’t want to try, I’d get someone else to do it. 
 
    “Where are you going?” 
 
    “To give it to Faris,” I called over my shoulder. “If anyone deserves to be goddess-blessed, it’s him.” 
 
    I entered the living room and walked over to Faris, who was now reading a book. I held out my hand with the stone on my palm. “Take this.” 
 
    “What is it?” He lowered his book to look at my hand. 
 
    “It’s a goddess stone. I want you to have it.” 
 
    He gave me a lopsided smile. “I think those are supposed to come from the goddess, not an angel.” 
 
    I glowered at him. “Just take it.” 
 
    Chuckling, he plucked the stone from my hand. “Ten minutes alone with Lukas and you are bossier than he is. Now why do I need a…a…?” 
 
    “Faris?” 
 
    He didn’t answer, only stared at me with the glazed look of someone in a trance. Fear clawed at me, and I grabbed for the stone, but it was clenched tightly in his fist. 
 
    I shouted for Lukas, but he was already there. He rushed past me and tried unsuccessfully to pry Faris’s fingers open. Whatever was holding them together was stronger than the crown prince of Unseelie. 
 
    My legs wobbled, and I sat on the couch beside Faris. Guilt rolled through me as I watched Lukas trying to rouse his unresponsive friend. Please, Aedhna. Don’t punish him for my mistake. Please, please, please, please, please.  
 
    Faris blinked once, twice. His blank expression changed to one that could only be described as serene. I held my breath as his fisted hand opened to reveal…nothing. 
 
    My hand went to the back of my head, and sure enough, the stone was back in my hair. But what about Faris? If it had hurt him, I’d never forgive myself. 
 
     “Faris?” I said tentatively. 
 
    “Angel.” He smiled at me. Was I imagining it, or did his color look better than it had a few minutes ago? And there was something different about his eyes. There was a spark in them I’d never seen before. 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    He inhaled deeply, like a man breathing fresh air for the first time in months. “I can’t remember the last time I felt this good.” 
 
    “What do you feel?” Lukas asked him. 
 
    Faris stood with ease and walked to the other side of the room where he turned and threw out his arms. “I feel like myself again.” 
 
    Lukas went to stand beside him. He pressed his palm to Faris’s chest, and the air around his hand shimmered with a soft blue magic. It was the first time I’d ever seen him use his magic, and I suspected he didn’t do it often around humans. 
 
    “I can’t detect a trace of iron in your body.” Lukas lowered his hand. “You’re completely healed.” 
 
    Faris placed his fist over his heart and looked at me. “You did this.” 
 
    “It was the stone.” I looked to Lukas for help. 
 
    Lukas smacked his friend on the shoulder. “It’s seems our Jesse has been goddess-blessed.” 
 
    “What?” Faris’s jaw fell. 
 
    I let Lukas explain it. Picking up my lukewarm coffee, I sipped the rich brew while he brought Faris up to speed. Conlan, Iian, and Kerr came in halfway through the story, forcing Lukas to start over. Their loud exclamations over the miraculous healing brought Faolin running downstairs, his hair wet from the shower. There was a lot of back-slapping and man hugs as they cheered Faris’s return to perfect health. 
 
    I sat quietly through it all, feeling more and more like an intruder on their private celebration. My eyes strayed to the door, and I wondered if anyone would notice if I snuck out. 
 
    Standing, I moved as unobtrusively as I could toward the barstool where I’d left my coat and keys. I picked them up, careful not to jingle the keys. 
 
    “And where do you think you’re going?” asked Lukas from right behind me. 
 
    I yelped and spun around. My keys flew from my hand and skidded across the floor to stop at his feet. He picked them up, making no move to give them back. 
 
    I clutched my coat to me, suddenly the center of attention of the Unseelie crown prince and his entire royal guard. “I figured I’d…” 
 
    “…sneak out while we weren’t looking?” Lukas finished for me. 
 
    Yes. “No.” 
 
    His cocked eyebrows said I was a crappy liar. But what was I supposed to say? That I felt out of place here? That it was awkward being around him after we’d shared an incredible kiss that had ended with him saying it was a mistake? Or that I was afraid I might be falling for him again, and there was nothing down that road for me but heartbreak? They were all true, but I couldn’t bring myself to say any of them. 
 
    He motioned for me to sit on one of the barstools. “We still have the matter of your protection to discuss, now that we’ve established that a personal ward isn’t an option.” 
 
    “Who does she need protection from?” Faolin asked. 
 
    Lukas’s eyes stayed on mine. “Anwyn.” 
 
    That got a reaction from them. They all gathered around us as Lukas told them about my visit from the Seelie royal guard. Before I knew it, they had decided who would be on the first watch, and my protests fell on deaf ears. 
 
    “You’re all blowing this out of proportion. I won’t see Prince Rhys again, and the queen’s guard will leave me alone.” I rubbed the back of my neck, which had started to ache. 
 
    Conlan rested his elbows on the island. “You don’t know Anwyn. If she even hears a rumor about you and her precious son, she will be all over it.” 
 
    A chill settled over me. There was nothing to stop one of those gossip magazines from making up a story if they thought it would sell copies. 
 
    “Then we give Anwyn a different rumor,” Faris said. “Something that will assure her Jesse has no interest in Rhys.” 
 
    I looked at Faris. If the mischievous gleam in his eyes was meant to reassure me, it failed miserably.  
 
    “What do you suggest?” Lukas asked. 
 
    “Pictures of Jesse with someone who is not Rhys. Nothing compromising, but it will have to look like they are more than friends.” 
 
    “No,” I blurted, but no one was paying attention to me. 
 
    “It has to be someone Anwyn will recognize,” Conlan said. “One of us.” 
 
    Faolin spoke up. “Anwyn’s not going to believe a human chose a lesser royal over a crown prince.” 
 
    Faris nodded. “It has to be Lukas.” 
 
    “You’re not serious.” I laughed nervously and looked at Lukas, who did not laugh with me. In fact, he appeared to be considering this ludicrous idea. Didn’t he realize he’d be subjecting himself to rumors, too? From what I’d seen, he had never been linked romantically with a human.  
 
    “This has to be handled right,” Conlan said. He snapped his fingers. “Tennin. We can have him take the pictures, and he’ll know exactly how to spin it for our purposes.” 
 
    I slid off my stool. “You guys have lost your minds. There’s no way I’m letting you put my picture up on some tabloid site.” 
 
    Faris laid a hand over my keys when I reached for them. “Tennin will make it look good. He won’t embarrass you.” 
 
    “That’s not it.” I trusted Tennin, but once your picture went out into cyberspace, you had no control over it. I turned to Lukas who was watching me with an unreadable expression. “What happened to me keeping a low profile?” 
 
    “That went out the window the moment Anwyn saw those photos of you and Rhys,” he said pointedly. “This is the best way to throw her off your scent.” 
 
    I sank down on the stool in defeat. “I think I’d rather go with the bodyguard idea.” 
 
    Conlan threw an arm over my shoulder. “Now where is the fun in that?” 

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    I got out of the Jeep and shut the door, wincing when the movement sent a dull pain through my shoulder. I rolled my arm to loosen the joint before I started up the street to our building. I needed to remember to tell Levi to ease off with the troll jobs. Trolls might be as dumb as a bag of rocks, but they were dirty fighters. I was going to have to keep ice packs on my shoulder tonight if I wanted to move it at all tomorrow. 
 
    I didn’t see the figure standing by the lamp post until I reached the steps to the building. Movement out of the corner my eye had me reaching for my stun gun as I whirled toward the person approaching me. I hadn’t seen any of the Seelie royal guard in the week since they warned me to stay away from Prince Rhys. But I was still a little jumpy at times, such as when someone came up to me on the street at night. 
 
    This someone was not the royal guard or anyone else I’d ever expect to see outside my home, but there was no doubt in my mind she was here to see me. I took my hand off the weapon in my pocket and waited for the faerie to state her reason for being here, even though her sneer spoke for itself. 
 
    Dariyah didn’t bother with a greeting. “Who do you think you are?” 
 
    I bristled at her aggressive tone. “I know who I am. You seem to be the one confused and lost.” 
 
    “Stay away from him. He is not for the likes of you.” Her gaze swept over me, and her mouth twisted like she’d smelled something foul. 
 
    “And who would that be?” I asked innocently. We both knew I knew who he was, but I was too irritated to play along. 
 
    “Vaerik,” she bit out. “I saw the photos of you with him. I should have known you weren’t sniffing around his place for Faolin.” 
 
    Ah, the photos. How could I have forgotten those? 
 
    It had been two days since Tennin had taken the carefully-staged photos of Lukas and me outside of a restaurant and uploaded them to one of the more reputable celebrity gossip sites. In the pictures, we were standing close together with Lukas’s arm around my waist and him smiling down at me. You could only see us in profile, but I was identifiable to anyone who knew me well and, most importantly, to the Seelie Queen. 
 
    So far, there had been no mention of the name of the mystery girl photographed with Lukas Rand. Lucky for me, a much juicier story had popped up last night, involving a Seelie princess and a US congressman. If the public loved one thing more than a faerie scandal, it was a scandal about faeries and politicians. 
 
    Dariyah scoffed loudly. “If you think you’ll get more from Vaerik than a few nights in his bed, you’re delusional. He might not be immune to a pretty redhead, but you must know you’re only a diversion to him. He doesn’t keep human lovers for long. He’s too honorable to toy with their feelings.” 
 
    She said honorable like it was a character flaw. I didn’t bother to correct her assumptions about Lukas and me or tell her he had already made it clear we were nothing more than friends. I didn’t owe her an explanation, and I did not appreciate her tracking me down at my home. 
 
    “How did you find me?” I asked. Lukas would not have told her anything about me, even if they were dating. 
 
    “I have my ways.” She tossed her hair back over her shoulder. “And now that we’ve had our little talk, I hope you don’t give me a reason to come back.” 
 
    Her thinly-veiled threat reminded me of the one from the Seelie guard, but unlike him, she didn’t scare me. I laughed humorlessly. Twice in a week, I’d been accosted and warned to stay away from a faerie prince. I must be on a roll. 
 
    Dariyah looked like she’d swallowed a bug. “What is so funny?” 
 
    “Private joke.” I rubbed my sore shoulder. “If we’re done here, I’ll be going now.” 
 
    I turned to the steps, but didn’t make it to the first one before she grabbed my bad arm in a painful grip, reminding me how much stronger than me she was. 
 
    “I don’t think you are getting my message, so let me put this in words you can understand,” she ground out. “Vaerik is the Unseelie crown prince and heir to the throne. As king, he will need a consort to continue his line, and no one but a blue blood is worthy of that role. Vaerik knows this, and he will choose a mate suitable to rule with him.” 
 
    “Such as you?” My heart suddenly felt like it was in a vise, but I wouldn’t let her see it. It wasn’t as if she was saying anything I didn’t already know. 
 
    Her smile held no warmth. “Have no doubt, when the time comes, I will be his consort.” 
 
    “Then you have nothing to fear from a human, do you?” 
 
    She tightened her hold on my arm and leaned in. “You will not see Vaerik again.” 
 
    I held her gaze. “If you have a problem with our friendship, you can take it up with him.” 
 
    Her brow furrowed, and it took me a moment to realize the source of her confusion. She had tried to glamour me.  
 
    I yanked my arm out of her clutches, ignoring the pain that shot through my shoulder. I was fed up with faeries trying to tell me what I could and couldn’t do. I wasn’t some piece on a game board they could push around as they pleased. 
 
    “Glamouring a human is against the law, but I’m sure you know that. Attempting to glamour a bounty hunter is just plain stupid.” 
 
    She laughed arrogantly. “I am a royal, and we both know I’m above the laws of this backward realm.” 
 
    “Why are you here if you hate our world so much?” 
 
    “To protect what is mine, of course.” 
 
    “Of course.” I shook my head. “I think we’re done here.” 
 
    “Yes, you are,” she snarled.  
 
    I didn’t see the intent in her eyes until it was too late. She raised her hands, and pale green magic shot from them to encircle my throat. Her hands curled into fists, and the magic tightened like fingers around my throat, choking off my air. I clawed at the invisible fingers, but there was nothing to grab. 
 
    Dariyah grunted, and I could see the strain on her face from using so much magic. She would exhaust it soon, but before or after I was dead? 
 
    I drew back my good arm and punched her with every bit of strength I could muster. Her head snapped back, and I heard the crack of a bone as she flew backward. She landed hard a dozen feet away, and I sucked in air as the magic around my throat disappeared. 
 
    I stalked toward the faerie, who lay sprawled on the sidewalk. Her mouth was bloody and her eyes stared up at me with a mix of shock and fear. She’d recklessly used too much magic, and she was completely at my mercy. 
 
    “I’m a… royal,” she stammered, spraying blood all over her white top. 
 
    I stood over her. “I couldn’t care less if you were the queen of Seelie. You come at me like that again, and I’ll have you in shackles so fast your royal head won’t stop spinning for a week.” 
 
    I was tempted to shackle her now, but I didn’t know what the iron would do to her in her current condition. Leaving her on the ground, I stomped up the steps. At the top, I looked back to where she still lay, too weak to stand. I uttered a few choice words and took out my phone to dial a number. 
 
    “Angel,” Faris said, and I could hear the grin in his voice. He was a lot more energetic now that he was healed. 
 
    “I need a favor.” I didn’t bother to scold him for the use of the nickname. 
 
    “Anything. What kind of favor?” 
 
    I watched Dariyah trying futilely to sit up. “The kind you can’t tell Lukas about.” All I needed was to have to explain to him that his potential mate had tried to kill me. 
 
    “Dare I ask why?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you when you get here.” I moved my bad arm and bit my lip against the shooting pain in my shoulder. “And if you could hurry, I’d really appreciate it.” 
 
    I hung up and looked at Dariyah, who was still lying where I’d left her. Heaving a sigh, I walked over to her and hooked my arms under hers to lift her to her feet. She was so weak she couldn’t walk, and I had to literally drag her to the building and prop her up on one of the steps. I stayed on the sidewalk, keeping an eye on her while she shot me death glares. I didn’t bother to tell her she was wasting her time. She was far from the scariest faerie I’d met. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, when a silver SUV drove up the street and stopped in front of me, I was surprised to see one of said faeries get out.  
 
    “I thought Faris was coming,” I said irritably. 
 
    Faolin walked around the front of the SUV wearing his usual annoyed expression. “I was closer. He said you need a favor that requires some discretion.” 
 
    “And you rushed right over.” 
 
    “I didn’t break any speed laws.” He gave me a once-over. “You don’t appear to be bleeding to death. What’s the problem?” 
 
    I stepped to one side so he could see who was behind me. If it was possible for eyebrows to hit a hairline, I think his accomplished it. 
 
    “Dariyah, what are you doing here?” he asked in the harsh tone that used to make me cringe. I didn’t miss the answering flicker of fear in her eyes. 
 
    She didn’t respond, and he cast a questioning look at me. 
 
    I stuck my hands in my pockets. “She and I had a little misunderstanding, but we got it all sorted out. I think she’s stayed too long in our realm, though, and needs to go home to recharge.” 
 
    Faolin’s scowl deepened, but he said nothing as he went to Dariyah, picked her up, and carried her to the vehicle. I opened the door for him, and he deposited her on the passenger seat. 
 
    He closed the door and went around to the driver’s side. “He should know about this.” 
 
    “You know about it.” 
 
    A smile ghosted across his face, and he gave me a head tilt before he opened the door and got in. The short exchange was the most meaningful conversation we’d ever had, and the closest to an apology I’d probably ever get from him for the whole Rogin thing. I could live with that. 
 
      
 
    *     *     * 
 
    “I could have driven us home,” Dad said for what had to be the fifth time since we left the treatment facility two weeks later. 
 
    I spied a parking spot and headed for it. “I know, but I’ve gotten very attached to this Jeep.” 
 
    “Oh, no. You are not keeping my Jeep.” He patted the dash affectionately. “I’ve missed this thing.” 
 
    “Okay, but I have no idea how I’ll fit the cage in Mom’s car.”  
 
    He laughed as I pulled into the spot and turned off the engine. I looked over at him, and he smiled. There were new lines at the corners of his mouth that hadn’t been there before, along with some more gray in his hair. Goren took its toll on the body, but the doctors said he hadn’t been on the drug long enough for serious long-term effects. A few gray hairs were nothing. 
 
    We got out, and I grabbed his suitcase from the back. He protested when I left him with the smaller bag, but it fell on deaf ears. One of the stipulations for him getting released early was that he would not overexert himself. He was supposed to spend the next few weeks resting, and slowly ease back into regular activity. I’d finally gotten him home, and I wasn’t letting him do anything that might put him back in the facility. 
 
    Halfway across the street, I realized Dad had stopped walking. I looked back to find him staring at the building. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked. 
 
    “It feels like forever since I saw this place. It looks exactly the same.” He lowered his gaze to mine. “I don’t know why I thought it would be different.” 
 
    “When you go through an ordeal like yours, it’s hard to imagine the rest of the world not changing with you.” 
 
    He caught up to me. “When did you get so smart?” 
 
    “At birth.” I smirked, and he laughed. 
 
     We entered the lobby, where Mrs. Russo was standing in her doorway, waiting for us with a plate of brownies for Dad. He hugged her and asked how she was doing, and I remembered the last time the three of us had stood here talking. That had been back in November, and it felt like another lifetime, which in some ways it was. My life would forever be divided into before and after the day my parents went missing. 
 
    “Jesse did a fine job taking care of the building while you were gone,” Mrs. Russo said. “She even hired a nice man to fix the pipes.” 
 
    Dad smiled proudly at me. “I never had any doubts.” 
 
    We said our goodbyes and leisurely climbed the stairs to our floor. If he knew I was deliberately taking my time for his benefit, he didn’t mention it. After a month of training with Faolin and the others, I could run up these stairs carrying two suitcases. 
 
    “I should warn you that Finch doesn’t know you’re coming home today,” I said in a low voice as I unlocked the door. “I wanted to surprise him.” 
 
    I opened the door and entered first. “Finch, Aisla, I’m home.” 
 
    Two little faces appeared in the tree house doorway. Aisla took one look at Dad and disappeared. It took Finch a few seconds longer to realize I wasn’t alone. His eyes bugged out, and he began to whistle crazily as he leaped from the tree house to the couch to the floor. Dad went down to his haunches, and my brother literally dived into his arms. 
 
    It was several minutes before Finch calmed down enough to sign legibly. Dad sat with him on the couch while I tried to coax Aisla out of hiding. She was great with Violet, but she was afraid of men. I suspected it was because a man had kept her in a cage her whole life. Once she got to know Dad, she’d love him as much as we did. 
 
    Dad looked a little tired, so I told him to relax while I made dinner. To celebrate his homecoming, I’d bought some thick steaks and put them in to marinate before I left to pick him up. Instead of baked potatoes, I made a healthy salad because the doctor said Dad needed lots of fresh vegetables and leafy greens in his diet. 
 
    I had invited Maurice to eat with us, and he arrived as I was turning the steaks over. Hearing the two of them talk and laugh together in the living room made me smile as I finished cooking and set the table. 
 
    Dinner felt almost like old times, except for Mom’s noticeable absence. Finch ate in the tree house with Aisla while Dad, Maurice, and I spent the meal discussing work. A few days ago, Maurice and I had talked about how we would bring Dad up to speed on certain things such as the ke’tain. We had no idea what might trigger a memory, so it was better if he heard about it from us instead of someone else. I watched him closely, but he showed no sign of recognition when Maurice told him about the artifact. 
 
    “A one-hundred-thousand-dollar bounty?” Dad stared at us like he was waiting for one of us to yell “Gotcha!” 
 
    Maurice cut a piece from his steak. “And every idiot with a license from here to Mexico is after it. Two nights ago, I had to break up a fight between a pair of Texas hunters and a team from Florida. The four of them had more attitude than good sense.” 
 
    “Were the Texans a blonde and a brunette?” I asked. 
 
    He grinned at me. “You’ve met them?” 
 
    “You could say that.” 
 
    Dad set down his fork. “Jesse, I don’t like the idea of you being mixed up in this. Hunting is one thing, but there are people who will go to any lengths for that kind of money.” 
 
    “You don’t have to worry. I was looking for the ke’tain, but Lukas convinced me it would be safer to let him go after it.” I didn’t elaborate. He did not need to know what had led to Lukas taking over. 
 
    “Lukas, huh?” Dad gave me a searching look. “And how often do you see the Unseelie prince?” 
 
    “Not often. I think he spends most of his time looking for the ke’tain now.” 
 
    I assumed that was what Lukas was doing. The last time I’d seen him was the day Tennin took the photos of us. I still went to his place to train, but he was never there, and he hadn’t been here since the night we’d kissed. None of his men mentioned him when I was there, and I didn’t ask, even though his absence from my life felt deliberate. Maybe he had figured out I had foolishly developed feelings for him, and he was doing the honorable thing, as Dariyah had put it. 
 
    I hadn’t seen her either since the night she’d attacked me. The next time I’d seen Faolin, he’d told me Dariyah would not bother me again, or she would have the royal guard to answer to.  
 
    Dariyah might be gone, but the things she’d said had stayed with me. As much as I disliked her, she hadn’t been lying about the future king needing a consort. The more I thought about Lukas choosing a mate who could give him blue-blooded babies, the less I wanted to know about it. I wasn’t naïve enough to think for a second that there could have been anything between us. But the thought of him with someone like Dariyah really pushed the knife deeper in my gut. 
 
    I was cleaning up from dinner when Bruce showed up. Word had gotten out that Dad was coming home today, and a bunch of his friends had wanted to throw him a welcome home party. I’d nixed that idea because of the doctors’ warning that he had to take it slow. Bruce and Maurice were his best friends, and they wouldn’t let him overdo it. 
 
    “Did the doctors say when you can go back to work?” Bruce asked as I rinsed the last plate. I turned off the water to hear them better.  
 
    “Not for a few months,” Dad said. “I’m going to manage the business from home until they clear me, and Jesse will do the hunting.” 
 
    I dried my hands and walked into the living room as Bruce said, “She’s a natural hunter. Is she still planning to go to college?” 
 
    “Yes,” Dad and I said together, and we all laughed. 
 
    The bathroom window banged, announcing Gus’s arrival. Bruce was the only one who started at the noise because I hadn’t told him about my new pet. If you could call Gus a pet. He came and went when he pleased, never listened to a thing I said, and seemed to barely tolerate me. The only time he came near me was for food or when he crept in to sleep on my bed every night. 
 
    The cantankerous drakkan walked into the living room and bared his teeth in a hiss when he saw all the people there. Tiny wisps of smoke issued from his nostrils, and he flapped his wings in agitation before he disappeared down the hallway again. 
 
    “He’s hungry,” I explained. I went to fill his bowl with raw chicken and carried it to my bedroom. Gus’s tail stuck out from under the bed where he was sulking. He did that whenever he was unhappy. I’d learned there was no use trying to coax him out, so I set the bowl on the floor and left. The smell of raw meat would draw him out soon enough. 
 
    “You’re supposed to turn in your captures, not keep them,” Bruce joked when I returned to the living room. 
 
    “Tell that to Gus.” I sat next to Dad on the couch, and he slipped an arm around me. I snuggled against his side like I was ten years old again, happy to sit quietly and listen to them catch up. 
 
    As much as I enjoyed their company, I wasn’t sorry to see Maurice and Bruce leave an hour later. Finch came down from the tree house to curl up on Dad’s shoulder, and the three of us watched an old western. The only thing that would have made the evening better was if Mom were here. 
 
    I took the next day off from hunting. After breakfast, Dad and I sat at the table with my laptop and went through the family and business finances. When I showed him Mom’s spreadsheet, which I had been maintaining in her absence, he was shocked at the number of jobs I’d done since I started. 
 
    “Jesse, you’ve brought in a hundred thousand dollars in just over three months.” 
 
    The pride in his eyes filled my chest with warmth. “I learned from the best.” 
 
    He shook his head as he went back to poring over the list of jobs I’d done. “I think you have more Threes and Fours here than your mom, Maurice, and I did in our first year together.” 
 
    “Not quite.” I grinned at him. “I checked.” 
 
    “Maybe I should let you take over the business,” he teased, the corners of his eyes creased with laughter. 
 
    I put up my hands. “Oh, no. I will admit I like hunting more than I thought I would, but I am quite happy being the nerd in the family.” 
 
    “You can be both if that’s what you want.” 
 
    “I know, but my heart is set on college.” After all the craziness of the last few months, I was looking forward to school more than ever. I daydreamed about ivy-covered buildings, nights at the library, lectures, and creating study schedules. Most people might find those things boring after the adventures I’d had, but I couldn’t wait to just be a normal college student. 
 
    I pushed up my glasses. “Besides, this job is hell on my glasses. How does Mom do it?” 
 
    He chuckled. “The Agency’s vision insurance covers unlimited replacements.” 
 
    “Now you tell me.” 
 
    He opened the file where I’d been keeping track of household expenses. “I know this plumber. How did you get him to replace the pipes for that price?” 
 
    I shrugged. “He quoted almost twice that much when he came out to give me an estimate. But when he sent me his invoice, that was what he charged me. I called him to make sure it wasn’t a mistake, and he said we were good.” 
 
    Dad frowned. “This doesn’t look right. The labor alone would cost that much.”  
 
    A knock at the door was followed by, “I know you’re in there. It’s no use hiding from me.” 
 
     Dad and I laughed, and I went to open the door to Violet, whose arms were loaded down with bags. I helped her carry them to the table, and then she practically squeezed the life out of my father. Violet was a big hugger, and she loved my parents. Her eyes were misty when she pulled away and took a large Tupperware container from one of the bags. 
 
    “Mom made you quinoa salad with all kinds of healthy stuff in it.” She made a face. “There’s probably kale in it. You’ve been forewarned.” 
 
    He took the container and peeked inside. “Looks great. I’ll have some for lunch.” 
 
    “There’s grilled chicken breasts, too,” she pointed at a second container. From the other bag, she lifted a pink box with a neighborhood bakery logo on the side. “This is from me.” 
 
    I gave her a disapproving look as she handed the box to Dad. I didn’t need to look inside to know it was Boston cream doughnuts, his favorite.  
 
    She shrugged. “He’s allowed to splurge.” 
 
    “Yes, he is.” Dad picked up one of the doughnuts and took a huge bite. He looked happier than a man just released from prison. 
 
    Violet inclined her head at the laptop, “What are you two up to?” 
 
    “I’m bringing Dad up to speed on the business,” I said. 
 
    She scrunched her nose. “I’ll go hang out with Finch and Aisla until you’re done adulting. And then I’m going to tell you about the amazing night I had.” 
 
    “Lorelle?” 
 
    She pretended to swoon. “You know what they say. Once you go Fae…” 
 
    Dad coughed, sending bits of doughnut across the table. Violet giggled and patted him on the back. “Alright there, Mr. J.?” 
 
    “Yes,” he wheezed. 
 
    She grinned at me over his head and went into the living room. I sat in front of the laptop while he polished off his doughnut and licked chocolate from his fingers. The television came on in the living room, and I could hear Violet’s voice as she talked to Finch. Aisla still didn’t speak, but she seemed to understand us well enough. 
 
    “Hey, Jess, did I tell you my agent got me an audition for another big sci-fi film?” Violet called as she flicked through TV channels. 
 
    “That’s great,” Dad said. “What’s it about?” 
 
    “I can’t say, but the director may or may not have done a certain franchise about robots that turn into cars.” She paused. “You didn’t hear that from me, though.” 
 
    “Hear what?” Dad and I said in unison and grinned at each other. 
 
    Violet snorted. “They’re holding auditions at the Ralston next week, so wish me luck.” 
 
    “Good luck, even though you won’t need it,” I called in a singsong voice. “Right, Dad?” 
 
    He didn’t respond. I slanted a look his way to find him staring off into space, his brow creased like he was deep in thought. 
 
    “Dad?” 
 
    “Sorry. Didn’t mean to space out on you.” He blinked and smiled at me, but I could see that he was preoccupied with something. 
 
    I lowered my voice. “Did you remember something?” The doctors had told us that being home in familiar surroundings could help him recover some of his memories. 
 
    “I don’t know.” He frowned. “I keep seeing the ballroom at the Ralston. It’s only flashes, so I can’t be sure.” 
 
    My pulse jumped. The Ralston was the last place he and Mom were seen the night they disappeared. And a maintenance man had found Mom’s broken bracelet in one of the ballrooms there the next day.  
 
    “It feels like there’s something I need to remember, but it’s blocked.” He rubbed his temple like it was hurting. 
 
    “It’s only your first day home. It’ll come to you.” 
 
    He looked at me, and his frustration was almost palpable. “Whatever it is, it’s important to all of us.” 
 
    It had to be the ke’tain. What else could be more important to everyone? 
 
    Fear snaked through me. Except for waylaying me to give me the queen’s message about her son, the Seelie guard had left me and my family alone. What would they do if they found out my father was getting his memories back? 
 
      
 
    *     *     * 
 
    “Jesse, do you know where the fey dust is?” Dad asked a week later as he did inventory of the supplies on the office shelves. 
 
    I made a face and paused writing up notes on last night’s job. “I might have used it all.” 
 
    “You used a whole bag of fey dust?” He turned to give me an incredulous look. 
 
    “Remember that bunnek I told you about?” 
 
    He frowned. “Fey dust doesn’t work on bunneks.” 
 
    “I know that now. It was a bulletin, and I didn’t exactly have time to come home and read Mom’s notes on bunneks.” I pointed at the monitor. “We need a mobile version we can put on our phones and sync with the main one.” 
 
    His grimace pulled a laugh from me. The computer was Mom’s domain, and he liked it that way. Lucky for us, I’d taken computer classes the last three years of school, and like Mom, I loved spreadsheets.  
 
    “I’ll do it.” I had been thinking about it since January, but there’d never been time. “I should have asked Maurice about his contact for the fey dust.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. You had enough on your plate.” Dad went back to sorting supplies. “We mainly use it for trolls and ogres. No one wants to fight those brutes.” 
 
    I fought back a groan as I realized how easy it would have been to rescue Romeo from the ogres with fey dust. Not to mention the troll jobs. No sprained shoulder or kolosh poisoning.  
 
    No Lukas kiss.  
 
    My skin heated when I remembered how I’d grabbed his shirt front, pulled him to me, and kissed him. And then I’d asked him if he would kiss me again. 
 
    “Jesse?” 
 
    I started and met Dad’s curious gaze. “Huh?” 
 
    “How did you do the troll jobs without the fey dust?” he asked. 
 
    Before I could answer, Gus made an awful retching sound in my bedroom. I ran to my room in time to see him vomit in the middle of my bed. Gagging from the horrible smell, I picked him up and carried him to the bathroom to clean him.  
 
    It was the fourth time he’d thrown up in two days, and I was starting to worry that he might be sick. He usually did it when he’d tried to eat something too big to swallow, like my paperweight. That wasn’t the case now. 
 
    Dad stood in the doorway with my quilt bundled in his arms. “Is he okay?” 
 
    “I think he’s sick.” I gently cleaned the drakkan’s snout with a wet cloth. The fact that he didn’t nip at me confirmed my fears. “What should I do?” 
 
    “When faeries get sick, they go back to Faerie to heal. I hate to say it, but Gus might have to be sent home, too.” 
 
    I caressed the red gold scales on his head. “But he’s never been there. How will he know how to hunt and live in the wild?” 
 
    “They’ll introduce him to a flock, and he’ll adjust,” Dad said. “Drakkans are not solitary creatures. They need to be with their own kind.” 
 
    I swallowed around the unexpected tightness in my throat. Somehow, the cranky little guy had wormed his way into my heart, and I realized I would miss him if he had to go.  
 
    “I’m not taking him to the Plaza,” I said thickly. There was no way I’d allow him to sit in a strange holding cell until he was sent home. “Faris is planning to go home tomorrow. I’ll ask him if he can take Gus with him.” 
 
    Dad nodded. He hadn’t met any of my Fae friends yet, but he’d finally stopped giving me strange looks whenever I mentioned the royal guard. The only name that didn’t come up often was Lukas’s. It had been three weeks since I’d laid eyes on him, and I had a feeling this was how it would be from now on. If my father thought it was odd that I rarely spoke of Lukas, he didn’t say anything about it. 
 
    Dad made a little nest of towels on my bed and laid the subdued drakkan in it. I sat in the chair by the window and called Faris. 
 
    “Your father is right. Gus doesn’t belong in this realm,” Faris said after I explained the situation to him. 
 
    “Will the other drakkans accept him into their flock if he was hatched here?” 
 
    I could hear the smile in Faris’s voice when he answered. “I promise Gus will be very happy in Faerie. Do you want me to come to your apartment to get him?” 
 
    I looked at Gus, who was watching me warily from the bed, and I wondered if he could tell I was talking about him. “I think it might upset him less if I bring him to you. Will Kaia be okay with him there?” 
 
    “I’ll leave tonight instead of tomorrow,” Faris said kindly. “You can stay to see us off if you’d like.” 
 
    “I would.” I stood, knowing the longer I put off what had to be done, the harder it would be. “We’ll be there in thirty minutes.” 
 
    I hung up and avoided looking at Gus as I left my room. I closed the door behind me so he couldn’t take off if he suddenly got it into his head, and I went to the office to tell my father where I was going. Next, I had to go to the living room and break it to Finch and Aisla, who had also grown attached to the drakkan. Explaining to my tearful brother why Gus would not be coming back home would forever sit near the top of my list of things I never wanted to do again. 
 
    I couldn’t risk driving with an unrestrained drakkan, so I dug out the dog carrier I’d used for the trow job. I replaced the iron mesh in the bottom with some old towels and took it to my bedroom where Gus hadn’t moved from his spot on the bed. He growled when I picked him up and placed him in the carrier, but he soon settled down, another indication of how unwell he was. 
 
    “Do you want me to come with you?” Dad asked when I walked out and set the carrier on the coffee table. 
 
    I almost said yes, until I saw Finch’s sad face as he reached through the wire door to pet Gus. He needed our father more than I did now. Dad followed my gaze, and no other words were needed between us. 
 
    “I’ll be home in a few hours,” I told Dad as I pulled on my coat. 
 
    “Take your time,” he said and added in a low voice. “Finch will be okay.” 
 
    I gave Finch and Aisla a few more minutes with Gus, and then I made myself pick up the carrier and leave. As I put it on the passenger seat of the Jeep and secured it with the seat belt, I told myself the tears at the back of my throat were for Finch, not for the grouchy drakkan who didn’t even like me on his good days. 
 
    Gus didn’t make a sound for the first ten minutes. When he began to growl and turn around in the carrier, I smiled, relieved to see him showing some energy again. 
 
    “You won’t have to stay in there long. Where you’re going, you’ll be able to fly all day with other drakkans. Won’t that be nice?” 
 
    He growled louder, and I jumped when he started clawing frantically at the metal grate in the door.  
 
    “Gus, calm down.” Keeping my eyes on traffic, I reached over to pat the top of the carrier. I miscalculated, and my hand touched the door instead. 
 
    “Ow!” I yanked my hand back and sucked at the blood beading on one fingertip. “Gus, what the hell?” 
 
    I looked up as the car ahead of me stopped suddenly. I slammed on my brakes and barely avoided rear-ending them. Horns began to blow, and the screech of metal on metal came from somewhere behind me.  
 
    My gaze fell on the pedestrians on the sidewalk, who had stopped walking to stare up at the sky. Some people had their phones out and were recording or taking pictures.  
 
    I leaned forward to look up at the sky, and I felt a frisson of fear when I saw the lights and jagged bolts of electricity. Based on my location, I guessed they were over the Hudson, exactly where they’d been the day of the ferry accident. I shivered and prayed for the boats on the river. 
 
    Gus chose that moment to go into a full freak-out, tearing at the sides of the carrier. It wouldn’t hold him long like this, and I did not want to be trapped in here with him when he got free. Traffic resumed at a crawl, and I looked around for a place to pull over.  
 
    I saw someone leaving a spot up ahead, and I grabbed it, earning an angry honk from the vehicle behind me. Ignoring the rude gestures from the woman as she drove past, I pulled off my coat and threw it over the carrier. It helped a little, but what I really needed was to get the drakkan inside, preferably away from windows. I looked up to see what buildings were nearby and let out a breath when I saw the sign for Moore Books. 
 
    Angela was standing by the window with a customer, looking at the sky when I ran inside. The owner’s eyes lit with recognition and dropped to the carrier, which emitted angry growls and squawks. 
 
    She cautiously approached me. “You’re Tennin’s friend.” 
 
    I nodded and spoke in a rush. “I hate to impose, but can I use your office again. The storm is upsetting him, and you have no windows in there.” 
 
    “Sure,” she said with more than a hint of uncertainty. “Go on back.” 
 
    “Thanks!” I hurried to the office and shut the door. Setting the carrier on the floor, I knelt in front of it and crooned to Gus until he stopped trying to claw his way out.  
 
    Angela knocked on the door. “The lights are gone. Is he okay?” 
 
    All the tension left my body. “Yes. You can open the door.” 
 
    She cracked it a few inches and peeked in. “Can I ask what it is?” 
 
    “It’s a drakkan.” 
 
    Her eyes went impossibly wide. “For real?” 
 
    I smiled. “Tennin probably didn’t tell you I’m a bounty hunter. This little guy was injured, and I took care of him at home. Now I’m taking him to a friend, who will return him to Faerie.” 
 
    “Wow.” She opened the door further. “Can I see him?” 
 
    “Yes, but don’t be surprised if he growls at you. He doesn’t like people.” I lifted the carrier and set it on the desk with the door facing her. Angela crouched to peer in from a safe distance, and surprisingly, Gus didn’t make a sound. 
 
    “He’s so pretty,” she cooed. “Oh. I think he’s getting sick.” 
 
    I looked inside and sure enough, Gus was retching again. His whole body rocked forward over and over until he finally threw up whatever was left in his stomach. A few droplets of bile landed on the floor, but the rest landed in the bottom of the crate. 
 
    Angela gagged and clapped a hand over her mouth. “God, that smell.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry.” I covered my own mouth as my eyes watered. “I’ll need to clean him up. Do you have a bathroom?” 
 
    She backed out of the office and pointed at another door. “Right there. I’ll be up front.” 
 
    I took the carrier into the bathroom, which consisted of a toilet and a pedestal sink. There was barely enough room to turn around once I shut the door, and I had a hell of a time lifting Gus from the crate without getting the putrid green slime all over me. He didn’t put up a fight, even when I set him in the sink and gave him an impromptu bath under the faucet. 
 
    “Oh, Gus. I hate that you’re not feeling well,” I said as I dried him off with paper towels. I put him on the floor and set about removing the soiled towels from the carrier and stuffing them into the garbage. It reeked in here. Angela was going to have to use a can of air freshener to get this stink out. 
 
    I tipped the carrier to wipe it out, and something fell out and rolled around the sink. I looked down at the small object coated in slime. Was this the reason he was sick?  
 
    “What the heck did you eat this time?” I turned on the faucet and rinsed the mysterious object. As the slime washed away, it revealed a round, iridescent blue stone that was warm to the touch and seemed to glow from within. 
 
    My stomach did a full summersault. It couldn’t be. I dried the stone off with shaking hands and held it up. 
 
    It was the ke’tain. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    I leaned heavily against the sink. I’d found it. Or Gus had found it. I stared down at the drakkan preening himself on the floor. How had this happened? How had a stolen Fae artifact, sought after by Faerie, the Agency, and half the bounty hunters in the world, ended up in the stomach of my drakkan? 
 
    I needed to sit down.  
 
    Picking up Gus, I opened the door and went back to the office. The visitor chair was full of books, so I took the chair behind the desk. I looked at the ke’tain again, and not knowing what else to do with it, I tucked it into the front pocket of my jeans.  
 
    Once the initial shock passed, I was able to think a bit clearer and put the pieces together. I’d known all along Gus had to be the drakkan that escaped from Lewis Tate’s house during the raid. With Gus’s propensity for eating anything that could fit into his mouth, it made sense that he would have swallowed the small stone. Whether that had happened the night of the raid or before, I’d never know. What I did know was that the ke’tain had been under my nose this whole time.  
 
    And now it was in my pocket. 
 
    My scalp prickled with unease. I had an object in my possession that people would kill for. My parents had almost died because of it, and the longer I held onto it, the longer my family was in danger. 
 
    I got up and pulled on my coat. I had to call Lukas. He would come get the ke’tain, and everything would be okay.  
 
    I had just taken my phone from my pocket when a large shape filled the office doorway. Already on edge, I let out a small scream and dropped the phone, which clattered across the floor. I could only stare as he bent and picked it up. 
 
    “Conlan, what are you doing here?” I asked in a voice that was an octave higher than normal. “You scared the hell out of me.” 
 
    He handed the phone to me. “You ran in here, and when you didn’t come out, I worried something had happened to you.” 
 
    My shock gave way to confusion. “How did you see me run in here, and why were you waiting for me to come out?” 
 
    “We’ve been watching you and your father since he came home,” he said matter-of-factly. “Lukas was worried the Seelie guard or Davian might come after you if they thought your father remembered something.” 
 
    “You’ve been following me for a week, and no one bothered to tell me?” Never mind that I’d had the same fear ever since my father remembered the Ralston ballroom. 
 
    Conlan smiled unapologetically. “Telling you wouldn’t have changed anything.” He looked around the office and settled his gaze on Gus. “Faris said you were bringing him a sick drakkan. Why did you stop at a bookstore?” 
 
    My indignation over him following me vanished. All that mattered was the stone sitting in my jeans pocket. I pulled Conlan all the way into the office and went around him to shut the door. Turning, I saw him staring at me in amused bewilderment. 
 
    “I found it,” I whispered urgently. 
 
    “Found what?” 
 
    I took the stone from my pocket and held it out on my palm. For a few seconds, there was no reaction from Conlan. Then he surprised me by falling to one knee with his head bowed, and his hands crossed over his heart. He murmured something in Fae that sounded like a prayer, before he lifted his head to look at me. 
 
    “You are indeed blessed by Aedhna,” he said reverently. “How did you find it?” 
 
    I closed my hand around the stone and motioned for him to stand. “I’ll tell you once we get it somewhere safe.” 
 
    In the blink of an eye, the charming Conlan I knew was gone, and in his place was one of the legendary royal guard. He even looked bigger, if that was possible. “You’re right. I’ll take you to Lukas.” 
 
    My heart gave a little flutter at the thought of seeing Lukas again, but I grabbed Conlan’s arm when he reached for the door. “You should take the ke’tain.” 
 
    One corner of his mouth lifted. “You planning to ditch me when we get outside?” 
 
    Leave it to him to joke at a time like this. “No. I think it will be safer with you.” I held the stone out to him, but he backed away.  
 
    “I can’t touch it.” 
 
    “That’s right.” I remembered Ben Stewart saying the ke’tain was lethal to faeries. I stuffed the stone back into my pocket. “Okay. Let’s go.” 
 
    He opened the door and looked around before he led the way to the front of the store. There was no sign of the owner, and I felt a prickle of unease as my eyes searched the bookstore.  
 
    “Angela?” I walked toward the register. It wasn’t until I was close enough to see through the glass top that I spied the body on the floor behind the counter. I ran behind the counter, and when I saw her sightless eyes, I shouted for Conlan. The unnatural angle of her head told me her neck had been broken. 
 
    Silence greeted me. I shot to my feet and almost tripped over Angela’s body at the sight of the six masked men in tactical gear surrounding Conlan. The faerie was slumped between two of the men who were holding him upright. 
 
    “Conlan!” I shouted, and he didn’t respond. “What did you do to him?” 
 
    The biggest man spoke. “A special cocktail of sedatives and iron. He’s still alive for now.” 
 
    “Sedatives don’t work on faeries,” I said shakily. 
 
    His smile was visible through the mouth hole of his mask. “This one does. It’ll keep him out long enough for us to get what we came for.” 
 
    My mouth went dry. “What do you want?” 
 
    “Don’t play coy with me, Miss James.” The man, who appeared to be the leader of the group, held up a device that resembled the ke’tain sensor, only bigger. The light on the device was blinking green. In his other hand, he held a gun that was pointed at my head. “Give me the ke’tain.” 
 
    I gripped the edge of the counter as my knees threatened to give out. No matter how afraid I was, I couldn’t hand the ke’tain over to him. This was bigger than I was, bigger than Conlan. If he were awake, he would agree with me. It was about protecting the people we loved. 
 
    I met the man’s eyes, which were shadowed by the mask. “I don’t have it.” 
 
    “And I don’t have time to play games with you.” He turned his gun on Conlan. “Even a faerie can’t survive having his head blown off at point-blank range.” 
 
    “Do you know who that is? He’s one of the Unseelie crown prince’s best friends. You kill him, and the entire Unseelie royal guard will hunt you down.” 
 
    None of the men reacted. I had to stall them somehow. By now, Faris had to be wondering why I wasn’t there yet. He’d call me, and when I didn’t answer, he’d call Conlan, whom he would know was following me today. When he couldn’t reach Conlan, he’d sound the alarm. Faolin would trace our phones or Conlan’s car to this street. They’d come. 
 
    “You think Davian Woods won’t give up your names when Prince Vaerik is done with him?” The man’s head jerked back a fraction, betraying his surprise. I seized on it. “The prince is onto Davian and knows all about his little schemes.” 
 
    A tiny movement behind him caught my attention. I darted my gaze to Conlan and saw him open his eyes and look right at me for a second. 
 
    I met the leader’s gaze again. “Prince Vaerik knows Davian was trying to buy the ke’tain from Lewis Tate until Tate disappeared. He also knows Davian is working with the Seelie guard. If anything happens to Conlan, the prince will know it was done by a professional hired by Davian. How long do you think it will take him to track you down?” 
 
    The man lowered his gun until it was no longer pointed at Conlan’s head. “I’m coming over there, and you are going to give me the ke’tain, or I will take it by force. The prince might care about his friend’s life, but I doubt yours will matter to him.” 
 
    “Give it…to…him,” Conlan stammered, surprising everyone in the room. 
 
    “No.” Why would he say that? 
 
    Conlan lifted his head and stared at me with an expression that said to trust him. “He will…find it.” 
 
    “Yes, I will,” the leader said confidently. But Conlan wasn’t referring to him. He was telling me Lukas would find the ke’tain if I let the man take it to Davian. 
 
    “Jesse.” Conlan smiled weakly to let me know it would be okay. “Do it.” 
 
    I stared at him for a long moment before I nodded stiffly and reached for my pocket. 
 
    “Stop.” The leader waved his gun at me. “Come out here where we can see you.” 
 
    I did as he ordered and walked around the counter. Reaching into my pocket, I retrieved the stone and held it out to the man. I felt sick as he approached me with his hand outstretched. Was I really doing this? I was going to give it to him without a fight? 
 
    I wanted to yank my hand back when his fingers brushed it. My other hand itched to curl into a fist and punch him in the throat. I was strung tighter than my guitar strings as I waited for him to take the damn thing already. 
 
    “What are you doing?” one of the other men asked. “Take it so we can get out of here.” 
 
    “I can’t,” the leader said through gritted teeth. “It won’t move.” 
 
    My eyes flew to his knuckles, which were white from their grip on the ke’tain. The tendons strained in his wrist as he pulled, but all I felt was the weight of the stone in my hand. 
 
     “Give it to me,” he snarled.  
 
    “I’m not doing anything.” I looked at Conlan, but he seemed as confused as I was. 
 
    The other man who had spoken came over. The leader let go of the ke’tain, and his friend grabbed it. He grunted as he tried to pull it from my hand. Releasing it, he glared at me. “You’re using magic. Stop it.” 
 
    “I am not!” I turned and placed the ke’tain on the glass counter. “There. Take it.” 
 
    He reached for the stone, but the second he touched it, it disappeared. “What the hell?” he yelled, turning angry eyes on me again. 
 
    I felt the warm weight in my hand before I opened it. He was right that there was some kind of magic at work, but it wasn’t coming from me. For some unknown reason the ke’tain was stuck to me, just like the goddess stone. 
 
    The goddess stone. That had to be it. Somehow, it was connected to the ke’tain and keeping the men from taking it from me. There was no other explanation. 
 
    I couldn’t tell them any of that. God only knew what Davian Woods would do if he found out I had an actual goddess stone. I’d probably end up locked away in one of his private collections. 
 
    “That’s it. You’re coming with us.” The leader grabbed me roughly by the arm. “We get paid as long as we deliver the ke’tain.” 
 
    “Let her go.” Conlan charged us, but his movements were still sluggish from the iron. The other men easily subdued him and shackled his hands behind his back. The shackles weren’t Agency-issue, but they were iron, so they did the job. 
 
    “Put the ke’tain back in your jeans pocket,” the leader ordered. After I did it, he emptied my other pockets, tossing my keys, ID card, stun gun, and phone on the counter. I held my breath as he patted me down, and I bit my cheek when he found the pick set in the inner pocket of my coat. 
 
    When he was done, he spun me around and wrenched my arms behind my back none too gently. I felt cold metal as a pair of shackles were locked around my wrists, and I wondered if my captures experienced the same helpless fear I felt now. 
 
    The men forced us toward the back of the store. We passed the office, and I caught a glimpse of Gus curled up asleep on the desk where I’d left him. He was so worn out that he’d slept through everything. What would he do when he woke up here alone? 
 
    And poor Angela. Heaviness settled over me at the memory of her lifeless body. All she’d done was help me, and she’d died because of it. They’d murdered her. 
 
    “Why did you kill her?” I asked as I was shoved toward the back door. 
 
    No one answered as they took Conlan and me to a plain white cargo van parked beside the dumpster in the small alley. They sat us on opposite sides of the van and pulled black hoods down over our heads. The engine started, and I was overcome with an awful feeling of déjà vu. Only this time, I wasn’t alone in the trunk of a car. I didn’t know if I was more relieved that Conlan was with me, or if I felt guilty for dragging him into this. 
 
    I paid attention to every turn the van took, visualizing the route as they drove through Brooklyn. I knew immediately when we started to cross the bridge into Manhattan, and it wasn’t hard to guess where they were taking us. At least, it wouldn’t be a filthy cage in a drug dealer’s basement this time. 
 
    The van took a sharp turn and went down a short ramp. It stopped, and the driver lowered his window for a minute before he drove on. We were in a parking garage, and I was sure it was the one beneath Davian Woods’s building. 
 
    With the hoods still over our heads, Conlan and I were herded from the van and into an elevator. All eight of us fit inside, so it had to be a service elevator, not the one I’d been in the night of Davian’s party. We rode up in silence, and when the doors opened, we were led down a hallway, through a door, and down a short flight of stairs. Finally, someone pushed me onto a chair and bound my legs to the chair legs with duct tape. My hands were left shackled behind my back. 
 
    I heard footsteps leaving the room. As soon as the last one faded, I called for Conlan and was met with silence. My stomach clenched. What had they done to him? Maybe they’d put him in a different room so we couldn’t talk and plan an escape. 
 
    I wasn’t left alone for long. The soft tap of shoes heralded the approach of a man, but not one wearing combat boots. I didn’t have long to wonder about his identity because he grabbed the top of the hood and pulled it off my head. 
 
    Davian Woods stood before me in a dark gray suit, looking like he was about to walk into a boardroom. He wore the same smile he’d given me the night we met, but unlike then, it didn’t quite reach his brown eyes. 
 
    I wasn’t that surprised to see we were in the upstairs dining area of his penthouse. I turned my head toward the terrace and felt a surge of relief when I saw Conlan shackled to a chair on the other side of the table. His head was down, and he appeared to be unconscious. 
 
    “Miss James,” Davian said, bringing my attention back to him. “I can walk into a room full of the sharpest business minds in the world and read every person there. I’ve built an empire on that ability. Yet you were not only able to gain access to my home, you flew under my radar for months. How?” 
 
    He put a hand to his chin, his head tilted like he was intensely curious about my answer. If he expected to hear I was some highly-trained operative, he was about to be disappointed. 
 
    “You didn’t notice me because I’m a nobody – to you anyway. Tennin has a weakness for redheads, and you have a weakness for faeries. And neither of you would suspect a girl for wanting to go to one of Davian Woods’s society parties on the arm of a faerie prince.” 
 
    Davian cocked his eyebrows at my assessment of him, and then he laughed. “That is brilliant in its simplicity.” 
 
    I smiled in response. The less I said the better. 
 
    His eyes grew shrewd. “How does a young bounty hunter with no obvious connections come to be friends with the Unseelie prince?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t exactly call us friends.” I didn’t know what to call my relationship with Lukas. The best word I could come up with was confusing, but I wasn’t telling Davian that. 
 
    Davian’s gaze flicked to Conlan and back to me. “You were found in the company of one of his royal guards, whom I’m told was quite protective of you. Why?” 
 
    I eyed my captor with contempt. “You could ask him that if your hired guns hadn’t knocked him out.” 
 
    He sighed ruefully. “That was not supposed to happen. I will have to smooth things out with Prince Vaerik.” 
 
    I almost choked, trying not to laugh. Davian had clearly gone off the deep end if he thought he could talk his way out of this after hurting one of Lukas’s men. I decided to let him discover that for himself. 
 
    “I will address that problem in due course,” Davian said. “Right now, I believe you have something I paid a great deal to obtain.” 
 
    “Something that doesn’t belong to you.” I tensed, completely at his mercy with my hands bound behind my back.  
 
    “It’s not for me. It never was.” 
 
    “I don’t understand. Don’t you know what this thing is doing to our world? What good are all your money and your prized possessions” – I tilted my head toward the gallery – “if the world is destroyed?” 
 
    He frowned. “Queen Anwyn never meant to damage the barrier between the realms. Her men lost the ke’tain, and they’ve been trying to find it to take it back to Faerie. Once they do, the barrier will heal.” 
 
    “Prince Vaerik is looking for the ke’tain, too. Give it to him and let him return it to Faerie. It’ll go a long way to smoothing things out with him for what your men did to Conlan.” 
 
    “It would, but I have an agreement with the Seelie queen,” he said. “Payment upon delivery.” 
 
    I stared at him. “You have more money than you could ever spend, and you have no problem getting things brought to you from Faerie. What could she possibly give you that you can’t buy?” 
 
    Davian’s eyes took on a feverish gleam. “Immortality.” 
 
    I shook my head. “That’s impossible. No one can give you that.” 
 
    “The Seelie queen can.” 
 
    “She’s lying to you.” I leaned forward in my chair. “You’re too old. You’d never survive the change.” 
 
    He chuckled, and there was a note of madness in it. “You’re wrong. With the ke’tain, she’ll have the power of the goddess in her hands, and she will be able to do anything.” 
 
    “The ke’tain’s power is lethal to faeries. Queen Anwyn can’t use it.” I wanted to yell at him, scream, anything to get through to him. 
 
    He held out his hand like I hadn’t spoken. “I will take the ke’tain now. The sooner she gets what she wants, the sooner I get what I want.” 
 
    “How do you suggest I do that?” I strained against my shackles. 
 
    Davian grasped my arms and pulled me to my feet. Having my legs tied to the chair made me sway, but he steadied me. Unabashedly, he reached into the left front pocket of my jeans and then the right. He smiled when his fingers touched the ke’tain, but his elation faded when he couldn’t pick up the stone. He tried again and again with the same result, his face growing more mottled with each attempt. 
 
    “Stop it,” he bit out. 
 
    “I’m not doing anything.” 
 
    The slap came fast and hard, sending my glasses askew. Davian grabbed my shoulders and shook me so viciously my glasses flew off, and I thought my neck was going to snap. 
 
    “Do not play games with me,” he snarled, spraying my face with spittle. “Give me the ke’tain, or I will have my men throw you off the terrace.” 
 
    “I can’t!” I screamed at him as fear gripped me. He would do it. I could see it in his eyes. He’d kill me without an ounce of remorse. 
 
    He pushed me down to the chair and stepped back. “You’re telling the truth.” 
 
    “Yes,” I choked out. 
 
    “Did he do this?” He pointed at Conlan. “Did he put some kind of ward on you?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Davian pressed his lips together and nodded. “The queen’s guard will know what to do.” 
 
    I tried to stand and fell back down. “They’ll kill us!” 
 
    He retrieved my glasses from the floor and tossed them on the table beside me. “Then you’d better find a way to give me that stone before they get here.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “You’re a smart girl. Figure it out.” He walked toward the stairs, stopping to talk in a low voice to someone hidden by the textured glass wall. I could hear two other male voices, and Davian telling them to stand guard until the faeries arrived.  
 
    A chill went through me when I heard his footsteps on the stairs. If he called the Seelie royal guard, they could be here in minutes by using a portal. The thought of what they would do to us threatened to make me hyperventilate. 
 
    I forced myself to stay calm because panic would not help Conlan or me. Davian was right. I was a smart girl. I just had to think rationally and work the problem. 
 
    I almost laughed hysterically at that. We were on the second floor of a penthouse apartment that was guarded by at least six armed men. Oh, and the Seelie guard could be on the way here at this very minute. 
 
    Stop it, Jesse. I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. All I could do was focus on the things within my control. I’d figure out the next part when I came to it. My first problem was getting out of this chair, and thanks to Davian, I had the tools to do that. 
 
    I listened for the men and heard them having a quiet conversation over by the stairs. Easing to a standing position, I leaned toward the table. It took some stretching and straining, but I was able to reach my glasses. I sat and carefully broke the ears off them, stuffing the frames in my back pocket. Then I set to work on the shackles. 
 
    It wasn’t easy to maneuver with my wrists shackled, but I’d practiced on Agency shackles at home until I could free myself every time. I was used to working with an actual pick set, which made this harder, but not impossible. I just needed to get the feel for it. 
 
    “Jesse,” Conlan whispered. 
 
    I fumbled and almost dropped one of the ears. Heart racing, I whipped my head in his direction and found him still slumped in the chair. “Conlan?” I said in a voice too low for the men to hear. 
 
    The hood moved a fraction. “Did he hurt you?” 
 
    “No.” I went back to work on the lock. “What did they do to you?” 
 
    “More sedative, I think. The shackles are iron. Can’t move much yet.” 
 
    My heart sank. I’d been counting on Conlan fighting his way out of the penthouse once I woke him up. That wasn’t going to happen in his current state. 
 
    “Give me a few minutes,” he said in a calm, reassuring tone. “I’ll get us out of here.” 
 
    “We might not have a few minutes. Davian couldn’t take the ke’tain from me, so he is calling the Seelie guard,” I said as I worked on the shackles. I bit my lip when I heard a distinct click in the lock, and the shackles loosened. Before they could fall to the floor, I grabbed them and laid them quietly on the table. 
 
    Conlan muttered a few Fae words. “Do you know where we are?” 
 
    “We’re in Davian’s penthouse.” I bent forward to work on the duct tape around one of my legs.  
 
    “Faris knows by now that something happened to us. Lukas will suspect Davian, and they will come here looking for us,” Conlan said softly like he was trying to soothe a frightened child. 
 
    “I know.” I freed my leg and started on the other one. “How long will it take you to get your strength back?” 
 
    He lifted his head. “Once the iron shackles are gone, it should not take more than ten minutes.” 
 
    I turned my head to stare at him. Were all royal faeries that strong, or was it a royal guard thing? I wouldn’t be surprised to learn Lukas and his men deliberately exposed themselves to iron to build a resistance to it. 
 
    I dropped the tape on the floor and stood quietly. After checking on the men who were still talking in low voices, I crept around the far end of the table. Conlan had to be more affected by the iron than he was letting on, because he didn’t stir as I came up behind him. 
 
    “Jesse?” he whispered. 
 
    I leaned down and spoke next to his ear. “Yes.” 
 
    He startled but didn’t say a word as I pulled off his hood. His shocked expression was almost comical, and I smiled as I went to work on his shackles. I made short work of them and heard his sigh of relief when he was free of the iron. 
 
    “How?” he asked as I removed the duct tape from one of his legs. The men had used twice as much on him as they had on me. 
 
    “It’s a bounty hunter thing,” I quipped softly. 
 
    Conlan shook out his arms. “More like a Jesse thing.” 
 
    “That too.”  
 
    I finished freeing his leg and moved to the other one. “I’m sorry I got you into this.” 
 
    “It’s not your fault, and I’m glad I’m here with you.” He laid a hand on my shoulder. “I should have been there for you at Rogin’s, and I wasn’t. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “That’s all in the past.” 
 
    “Not for me. We were friends, and I broke your trust. Losing your friendship will always be one of my biggest regrets.” 
 
    I looked at his downturned mouth and eyes full of remorse. “You did hurt me, but we can be friends again. You just have to do one thing.” 
 
    He nodded. “Anything.” 
 
    “You can start training me with a weapon. I’ve had enough conditioning to last me a lifetime.” 
 
    Conlan chuckled. “Only if you promise not to use it on Faolin.” 
 
    “I can’t make any promises where he is concerned.” I pulled off the last of the tape and stood. “Can you walk?” 
 
    He cocked his head. “Yes. But the two men over there have guns. I will not risk you getting shot.” 
 
    “Then we need to disarm them.” My mind raced as I came up with plans and discarded them just as quickly. My lips curved. “I have an idea. How fast can you run right now?” 
 
    Two minutes later, I was back in my chair with my arms behind my back and the duct tape wrapped loosely around my ankles. “Hey, I figured it out,” I called excitedly. 
 
    “Figured what out?” asked one of the men. 
 
    “The ke’tain. I think I can give it to you now.” 
 
    There was silence, and for a long moment, I feared they were going to call for Davian. Then I heard two sets of feet approach, and both men rounded the corner. One had his hand on his gun, and the other was unarmed. They looked from me to Conlan, who sat with his head down and his hood back in place.  
 
    “I don’t see it,” one of them said suspiciously. 
 
    I wriggled my arms like they were still bound, rattling the shackles for good measure. “It’s in my right pocket. You’ll have to get it.” 
 
    The two exchanged a look but didn’t make a move to take the ke’tain. 
 
    I injected as much desperation as I could into my voice. “Please. I don’t want the Seelie guard to come. Give the ke’tain to Davian, and he’ll let me go.” 
 
    The unarmed man came over to me and stuck his fingers into my pocket. I let out an indignant shriek. “No groping!” 
 
    “I’m not groping,” he snarled. “I’m trying to reach the damn thing.” 
 
    The second man moved closer. “Stand her up. It’ll be easier that way.” 
 
    The guy removed his hand from my pocket and pulled me to my feet. I pretended to lose my balance, and both men reached out to steady me.  
 
    Things happened in a blur after that. I brought my arms around and punched the first man in the throat as Conlan appeared behind the second one. Before I could slap the shackles on one, Conlan had both of them on the floor and out cold. 
 
    I gaped at him. If he could move like this with iron and a sedative in his system, it was no wonder he was one of the most lethal faeries in the world. 
 
    He smiled at me. “Good job. Now let’s get out of here.” 
 
    I picked up the men’s guns and pointed one at the stairs. “After you.” 
 
    Conlan took one of the guns from me, and we crept to the top of the stairs. He listened for sound below and signaled that there were two men at the bottom of the stairs. Then he indicated he would go down alone and neutralize the men. 
 
    He started down the stairs, but on the third step, he froze. The next thing I knew, he was beside me again. “They’re coming.” 
 
    Fear gripped me. “The Seelie guard?” 
 
    “They will be here in a few minutes.” Conlan ushered me away from the stairs. “Davian is lowering the dampening ward for them now.” 
 
    “Then you’ll be able to create a portal out of here,” I said as he tugged me toward the terrace. “You can go and get help.” 
 
    “And leave you behind?” he growled. “Have you lost your mind?” 
 
    I looked around desperately. “I’ll hide somewhere. They’ll think I went with you.” 
 
    Conlan pushed open the door to the terrace and pulled me outside. “Davian and his men might be fooled, but the guard won’t. They will search every inch of this place until they find you.” 
 
    “Then you better hurry,” I said as we moved to one end of the terrace, out of sight of the stairs. He scowled at me, and I added, “If you have a better idea, I’m all ears.” 
 
    The look he shot me said he didn’t.  
 
    I pointed at a cluster of small trees in the corner. “I’ll hide behind those.” 
 
    He nodded stiffly and raised his hands to test the ward. A pale blue aura appeared around his hands but nothing happened. 
 
    “Is the ward still up?” I asked. 
 
    “No,” he answered in a strained voice. “I can’t. I’m still too weak from the iron.” 
 
    “You need an energy shot.” I yanked the goddess stone from my hair and thrust it into his hand. 
 
    When I’d given Faris the stone, he’d gone into a peaceful trance of some kind. Conlan’s body jolted like he’d been stabbed. He gasped and stared at me with eyes that were round with wonder. 
 
    Whatever the stone was doing to him lasted less than thirty seconds. His body sagged, and he opened his hand, but the stone was no longer there. I didn’t need to check to know where it had gone. 
 
    “How do you feel?” I asked him. 
 
    “Stronger than I’ve ever been in your realm.” He raised his hands again, and magic poured from them. As it had the night I’d watched the Seelie guard create a portal, the air in front of Conlan rippled, and an opening began to form. I caught a glimpse of hazy blue on the other side. 
 
    Someone shouted inside the penthouse. I whirled to face the door as it was flung open. Armed men poured out, followed by Davian. 
 
    “Don’t let her escape,” Davian shouted. He pulled something from his pocket and waved it in the air as he chanted. 
 
    “He’s raising the ward.” I turned to Conlan. “Go now.” 
 
    He pulled me to him. “I can’t leave you.” 
 
    “Take her,” a man bellowed. 
 
    Conlan spun us, shielding me with his body. I didn’t hear the gun fire, but I felt the shock of the impact when the bullet hit him. He staggered, and my knees turned to rubber. Oh, God. They shot him. 
 
    In front of me, the portal began to close. 
 
    “Conlan,” I cried out, but my words were muffled against his chest as he swung me up into his arms. 
 
    “Goddess, forgive me,” he whispered. 
 
    And he stepped through the portal. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    I’d always thought that when faeries traveled by portal, they appeared somewhere in Faerie for a moment, and then created a second portal to their destination here. That was how it had been explained to me anyway. I lifted my head when the sounds of New York vanished, expecting to see a lush green forest or a glimpse of the Unseelie court. All I saw was a white fog surrounding us. This was Faerie? 
 
    Another more unsettling thought formed in my head. Humans couldn’t travel through portals, so what if this wasn’t Faerie after all. What if I had died, and I didn’t know it yet? 
 
    “Conlan?” My voice sounded hollow to my ears. It felt like I was alone in a huge cavern devoid of sound and smell and color. It was what I imagined a sensory deprivation chamber to be like. 
 
    A faint roaring sound came from far away, like a distant waterfall. It grew steadily louder, and I couldn’t tell if it was coming to me or if I was moving toward it. The closer it got, the more I could pick out the murmur of voices, a phone ringing. My breath caught. It sounded like home. 
 
    The fog parted, revealing a blur of color up ahead. It grew brighter and brighter until I had to shield my eyes from it. Just like that, the fog was gone, and I was standing in a room I knew all too well. I spun and found Conlan standing behind me wearing a bemused smile. 
 
    “You never cease…to amaze me, Jesse James,” he said before he fell to his knees.  
 
    “Conlan!” Horror filled me at the sight of the red stain blossoming on his shirt. 
 
    Someone caught Conlan from behind, and I stared up into Kerr’s shocked face. There was movement off to the side, and Iian appeared beside Kerr, looking as dumbfounded as his friend. 
 
    “Conlan’s been shot,” I said when they continued to gape at me. 
 
    “S’okay,” Conlan murmured as Kerr lowered him to the floor. “Lukas?” 
 
    “He’s with Faolin and Faris. They’re looking for you two.” Kerr tore open Conlan’s shirt to inspect the wound. “You’ll be okay, my friend. The bullet went straight through, and you are already healing.” 
 
    Relief made me lightheaded, and I needed to sit down. I didn’t know how it was possible, but we’d made it. 
 
    “Jesse?” Iian rushed over to me with his phone in his hand. “You have blood on you. Are you hurt?” 
 
    “It’s Conlan’s.” I frowned. My voice sounded funny. And why did it suddenly seem darker in here? 
 
    I had the sudden sensation of floating, and then I was lying on the couch with Iian and Kerr’s worried faces above me. Kerr pulled the front of my coat and shirt apart and cool air touched my skin. 
 
    Iian spoke into the phone. “Jesse has been shot.” 
 
    “Shot?” I said, and the taste of blood filled my mouth. I tried to speak again and choked as blackness crowded my vision. 
 
    … 
 
    “Don’t you dare leave me, Jesse,” ordered a harsh male voice. Lukas. “How much longer?” 
 
    “Almost there.” Faolin. 
 
    I drifted inside a cocoon of warmth, but I could feel the cold pressing to get in. I was so tired. I just needed to sleep for a few minutes. 
 
    “No, Jesse. Stay with me.” Lukas’s voice was commanding, impossible to disobey. “Your father is coming. You have to stay awake for him.” 
 
    … 
 
    The warmth disappeared, and then there were bright lights above me, machines beeping, and people shouting. Two people wearing surgical masks appeared over me. They were speaking to each other, but I couldn’t make it out over the noise. 
 
    Someone placed an oxygen mask over my mouth and nose. The lights dimmed. 
 
    … 
 
    Beep. Beep. Beep. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Mr. James. There was too much damage to her heart. If there is family you need to call, you should do it now.” 
 
    “There has to be something you can do for her,” said my father’s anguished voice. Was he talking about Mom? Had something happened to her? 
 
    Dad? Can you hear me? 
 
    … 
 
    Beep. Beep. Beep. 
 
    “Mom is coming. Please, hold on, Jesse.” 
 
    Dad, what’s wrong? Why can’t I see you? 
 
    … 
 
    Beep. Beep. Beep. 
 
    Someone was crying. It was Violet. Why was Violet crying? 
 
    “I understand the risk.” My father’s voice was hoarse and desperate. “Please, do whatever it takes to save my little girl.” 
 
    Voices rose in argument. “I cannot authorize that,” said a woman. 
 
    Faolin spoke close by. “She will die if you do this, Lukas.” 
 
    “She will die if I don’t.” 
 
    … 
 
    Beep. Beep. Beep. 
 
    “Forgive me, mi’calaech. I can’t let you go.” 
 
    … 
 
    Beep. Beep. Beep. 
 
    A gentle hand stroked my forehead. I knew it was my mother before she spoke into my ear. “We’re all here, baby. We love you so much.” 
 
    … 
 
    Beep, beep, beep, beep, beep… 
 
    “She’s crashing!” 
 
    Beeeeeeep. 
 
      
 
    *     *     * 
 
    “Not this place again.” 
 
    My voice sounded small in the cavernous space. I turned in a full circle, but all I could see was the endless white fog. 
 
    “Hello?” I called. “Anyone there?” 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    I started walking. The fog swirled around my feet, which made no sound on the ground. It was like walking on a cloud. 
 
    Am I dead? Wasn’t I supposed to see a light or something to show me where to go? I stopped walking when an awful thought struck me. What if I was stuck in this colorless, soundless place for eternity. 
 
    I resumed walking. If this was the afterlife, there had to be more to it than this, and I was going to find it. It wasn’t like I had anything better to do. 
 
    “Would it have killed them to put up a few signs to show dead people where to go?” I muttered after a few minutes. 
 
    “You are not dead.” 
 
    I jumped at the female voice and looked to my left at a beautiful woman with long, silvery blonde hair. Her warm, gray eyes regarded me with affection and a touch of sorrow. 
 
    “I’ve seen you before.” I wracked my brain trying to remember her, and it finally came to me. “I dreamed about you. You were talking to me, but I couldn’t hear you.” 
 
    She smiled. “I thought my gift would allow me to speak to you, but I discovered it does not work on humans.” 
 
    “Gift?” 
 
    “The stone in your hair. The instant you took it from the kelpie mare, I sensed you would be the one to help restore the balance between our worlds.” Her eyes twinkled. “For any human who would go into the water with a kelpie to save a friend must have a good and courageous heart.” 
 
    “Aedhna?” I squeaked, not sure whether to be afraid or in awe. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    She hooked her arm through mine. “Come. I will explain it.” 
 
    We started walking. She seemed to know where she was going, so I let her lead me as she spoke. 
 
    “Do you know what the ke’tain is?” she asked. 
 
    “It’s a sacred object that is kept in your temple.” I looked at her. “It’s not your actual breath, is it?” 
 
    She laughed, a musical sound. “No. I created the stone to hold a part of my essence to provide the energy Faerie needs to flourish. There are three others, but they are well-hidden and long passed from living memory. 
 
    “When the ke’tain was brought to your world, it weakened Faerie. The other three stones have been able to sustain Faerie, but the imbalance is weakening them and my world.” 
 
     “Lukas told me the barrier between our worlds is failing because Faerie is no longer strong enough to hold it.”  
 
    “Yes,” she said sadly. “I knew if the ke’tain wasn’t found soon, it would slowly tear apart the world I created. I tried to find it myself, but I have no power in your world. I sought humans who could help return it to Faerie. When you touched the kelpie’s stone, I sensed you might be the one I sought. I gifted the stone to you, and I watched you to see if you were up to the task.” 
 
    I sneaked a glance at her. “Was I?” 
 
    She squeezed my arm lightly. “I could not have chosen better. The stone not only allowed me to watch you, it also attracted the ke’tain to you. I knew you would do the right thing and return it to Faerie.” 
 
    I stopped walking to stare at her. “Is that why Gus flew into my car and refused to leave my place? The ke’tain was drawn to me?” 
 
    “It was. And once there, the ke’tain knew it was safe within the ward created by the Unseelie prince.” 
 
    I frowned. “Lukas and Tennin saw Gus at my apartment. Why didn’t they feel the ke’tain?” 
 
    “The drakkan’s fire hid the ke’tain’s energy from them.” 
 
    “Why didn’t the ke’tain let them know it was there?” I asked. “Gus could have thrown it up, and all of this would have been over.” 
 
    Aedhna sighed and resumed walking. “Drakkans are unpredictable and do things in their own time.” 
 
    “Gus certainly has his own mind.” I thought about how he kept sneaking into my bed, no matter how many times I scolded him for it. “Was it the ke’tain that made me dream of you?” 
 
    “The stone did that. The ke’tain did give you increased strength and speed, but that would happen to any human exposed to it as much as you were.” 
 
    “Now that you mention it, there were a few times when people said I was faster than normal. And here I thought all my training was paying off.” 
 
    She chuckled softly, and it made me smile. She was the personification of beauty, grace, and strength, and just being in her presence made me want to be a better person. 
 
    “What happens now that the ke’tain has been found?” I squinted at a spot ahead of us. Was the fog playing tricks with my eyes, or had I seen something there? 
 
    Aedhna held up a slender hand. Lying on her palm was the ke’tain. “It will be returned to its rightful place, and our worlds can begin to heal.” 
 
    “And me?” I swallowed, bracing myself for her answer. 
 
    It was her turn to stop us. She turned me and placed her hands on my shoulders. “Your body has been damaged badly, but the ke’tain has kept you alive.” 
 
    Hope ignited in my chest. “Does that mean it will heal me?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Now it is in his hands.” 
 
    “Whose?” 
 
    She took my arm again and led me toward a dark shape. The fog parted as we neared it until I could see Lukas, kneeling beside someone who lay on the ground. We walked around them, and a chill went through me. The person on the ground was a ghostly pale version of me. Her lips were colorless, and even her freckles were nearly invisible. She looked dead. 
 
    A transfusion hose ran from Lukas’s arm to hers. My eyes were glued to the hose as blood began to flow through it, getting closer and closer to the girl on the ground. 
 
    The girl shuddered, and warmth flooded my arm, slowly spreading to the rest of my body. It was nice, like sinking into a hot bath on a cold night. 
 
    Lukas reached up and felt around in her hair, and when his hand reappeared, it held the goddess stone. His jaw was hard with determination when he closed his hand into a fist, and placed his other one flat over the girl’s heart. He spoke softly in Fae, and the only word I recognized was Aedhna. He was praying to the goddess. 
 
    Waves of blue magic poured from his hand and into the girl. I felt the pressure of a hand against my chest, but when I looked down, there was no one touching me. The sensation stayed even when I rubbed at the spot. 
 
    The girl began to shake as heat built behind my ribs. I shifted uneasily as my chest cavity grew warmer. It felt like there was a metal band around my heart that was slowly getting tighter and hotter. 
 
    The magic turned a brighter blue, and I released a breath when the uncomfortable heat in my chest abated. 
 
    The girl’s back bowed suddenly like she was having a seizure. A second later, scalding heat erupted in my chest, burning the oxygen in my lungs. I tried to inhale, but my windpipe was blocked. I clawed at my throat as black spots floated before my eyes. 
 
    The fire receded, and I sucked in a lungful of air. I managed two breaths before the heat came again. This time, it raced through my torso, down my spine, and along my arms and legs. The heat saturated muscles, cartilage, and bones, growing hotter and hotter until I doubled over in agony.  
 
    I fell screaming to my knees when blinding pain exploded in my skull. My eyeballs were burning in their sockets, and I curled my fingers to gouge them out and end the excruciating pain. 
 
    Something cold touched my forehead, and the pain in my head lessened to where it was barely tolerable. I opened my eyes to see it was Aedhna’s hand that had eased the pain. I looked at her through my tears, and her ageless face was etched in remorse. 
 
    “This was not part of my plan for you, my child,” she said gently. “You were supposed to return the ke’tain to its rightful place and go on with your mortal life.” Her other hand cupped my chin. “You have new trials ahead of you, but know that I believe in you. You are strong and brave and worthy of any challenge. And you will not be alone. Trust your friends, and let them guide you.” 
 
    “Now,” Lukas shouted harshly. 
 
    Out of the fog stepped Faolin, who knelt at the girl’s head. Next came Iian and Kerr, who took positions at her feet. Conlan and Faris appeared last to kneel on either side of her.  
 
    Conlan and Faris took the girl’s hands in theirs while the other three touched her head and feet. They all looked at Lukas as if they were waiting for him to speak. He held out the hand with the stone in it, and the five of them layered their hands over the stone. Lukas nodded, and magic in different shades of blue and green poured from their free hands to envelop the girl. 
 
    Not even Aedhna’s cool touch could hold back the inferno this time. It felt like my blood had been turned to gasoline and set ablaze. I writhed on the ground as the fire consumed me, incinerating me from the inside out. Soon there would be nothing left of me but ash, floating forever in this endless foggy world. 
 
    And then a bomb detonated inside my skull. There was no more pain, no more me. Only blessed, blessed nothingness. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    I woke slowly. My entire body felt like it was wrapped in cool silk, and I didn’t know if it was real or part of a wonderful dream. I wanted to stay like this and not wake up to have it disappear.  
 
    Flashes of another dream tried to intrude on my bliss, but I pushed the images away, except for one. There was something about the beautiful, silver-haired woman that was comforting and familiar. I wanted to remember her. 
 
    I had no idea how long I drifted in that pleasant state of being only half awake, before my body decided it was done with sleep. The first thing I noticed before I opened my eyes was that I could still feel the deliciously cool material against my skin. The second thing was the amount of bare skin exposed to it. I rubbed my legs together. Why wasn’t I wearing my sleep pants?  
 
     My eyes opened, and I stared up at the high ceiling. I let my gaze fall to the dresser across the room, and then to the dark red bedspread covering me. My pulse jumped. What was I doing in Lukas’s bed? The last thing I could recall clearly was Conlan stepping out of a portal into the living room with me in his arms. I had the ke’tain. And Conlan… He’d been shot! 
 
    I bolted upright, staring around the very masculine room. I gasped when my eyes met those of the faerie sitting in a chair beside the bed. Lukas watched me with an unreadable expression that unnerved me. 
 
    I jerked the covers to my chin. “What am I doing here? Where are my clothes? Where’s Conlan?” 
 
    Something flickered in Lukas’s eyes and was gone. “You’re here because you’ve been recovering, and there’s a bag in the closet with some of your clothes in it. As for Conlan, I believe he is downstairs with the others.” 
 
    “He’s okay then?” 
 
    Lukas smiled. “Yes, and he’ll be delighted to hear that your first thought upon waking was his health.” 
 
    “Well, he did take a bullet for me.” Conlan was going to milk that as long as he could, but he had saved my life. I looked down at the bedspread covering everything but my head. “How long have I been here, and what am I recovering from?” 
 
    Lukas’s expression darkened. “You don’t remember any of it? The hospital?” 
 
    “No.” Panic made my voice higher than normal. “I was in the hospital?” 
 
    He left the chair to sit on the edge of the king bed. There was still at least three feet between us, but it might as well have been three inches. His presence was comforting and disquieting at the same time. 
 
    He met my gaze again, and a small pit of dread opened in my stomach. I knew that look. It was the same one Dr. Reddy had given me when he’d told me my parents had to be placed in a medically-induced coma. It was the kind of look someone had when they were about to give you bad news. 
 
     “You were shot,” Lukas said in an easy tone. “The bullet went through Conlan and into you.” 
 
    “What?” I quickly took stock of my body, but I didn’t hurt anywhere. “But I feel fine.” 
 
    “The bullet hit you in the chest. When Conlan took you through the portal, it destroyed the bullet, but it couldn’t heal you. We got you to the hospital, and they worked on you for hours, but there was too much damage to your heart. As far as I could tell, the ke’tain was somehow keeping you alive. We think it was the reason you were able to survive the portal as well.” 
 
    As Lukas spoke, flashes came to me of bright lights, machines beeping, my mother’s voice, and him asking me to forgive him. But I’d already forgiven him for what happened at Rogin’s. 
 
    I swallowed dryly, wishing I had some water. “The ke’tain saved my life?” 
 
    Something shifted in his expression. For the first time since I met him, he looked reluctant to speak. Suddenly, I didn’t want to hear whatever he was going to say. 
 
    “You were dying. The ke’tain was only delaying the inevitable.” He paused. “I told your father I would try to save you with his permission. We knew there was a good chance you would die whether I did it or not.” 
 
    “Did what?” I asked warily. Lukas was one of the most powerful faeries in his realm, but Fae magic couldn’t heal humans. That had been tried numerous times over the years to no avail. 
 
    He let out a breath. “The only thing that could be done. I made you Fae.” 
 
    “That’s not funny, Lukas.” 
 
    He didn’t smile. 
 
    I shook my head slowly as my heart began to race. “No. I’m too old.” 
 
    “You were,” he admitted. “But you also have something no other human does – a goddess stone. I used it to amplify all of our magic and the magic in my blood that was pumped into your veins. Together, we were strong enough to complete the conversion.” 
 
    “No!” I scrambled away from him toward the other side of the bed. Throwing off the covers, I jumped out and ran to the bathroom, slamming the door behind me. 
 
    I gripped the edge of the marble vanity and fought to control my breathing. He was lying. I didn’t know what game he was playing, but I was not a faerie.  
 
    I straightened and looked at myself in the large mirror. The first thing I saw was Dad’s old U2 T-shirt I’d stolen from him two years ago. It was from the first concert he and Mom had gone to, and seeing it calmed me a little. 
 
    My eyes lifted to my face, and my hands trembled in relief when I saw the same reflection I’d looked at in the mirror my entire life. Faeries didn’t have red hair or freckles. They had flawless skin, straight, shiny hair, and perfect teeth. I bared my teeth, and there was the bottom tooth that was still slightly crooked after two years of braces. 
 
    “The conversion doesn’t change who you are.” 
 
    I jumped and spun to see Lukas filling the doorway. I’d been so consumed by panic that I hadn’t heard him open the door. His tone was kind, but his expression was the same one he used when he was prepared to win an argument. 
 
    “I feel exactly the same. I feel human.” I held up my hands. “See. No magic.” 
 
    “It doesn’t work that way,” he said patiently. “Humans who become Fae don’t have magic at first. It takes time for their bodies to adjust and to develop their magic.” 
 
    I cross my arms. “You’re telling me I look and feel human, but I’m not human?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    I pushed past him and went around the bedroom, searching for something to prove I was right. 
 
    He followed me. “What are you looking for?” 
 
    “Iron,” I said as I reached for his closet doors. “If I’m a faerie, iron will affect me.” 
 
    “There’s no iron in this room.” 
 
    My hand paused in midair. Of course, he wouldn’t have iron in his bedroom, at least not in pure enough form to harm him. I went to the door. There had to be something iron in this building. 
 
    “Jesse, stop,” Lukas called. 
 
    I grabbed the doorknob and twisted it. “You don’t get to tell me what to do.” 
 
    “And you don’t want to go out there without pants.” 
 
    I froze and looked down. The T-shirt barely covered my underwear, and below that was a lot of bare skin. Under any other circumstances, being in a state of undress in front of Lukas would have made me pink with embarrassment. I was too upset and angry at the moment to care. 
 
    Stalking across the room, I threw open the closet doors and found the bag with my clothes in it. I dug around and pulled out a pair of jeans, a long-sleeved tee, and a bra. I turned to see Lukas watching me, and I scowled at him. “Do you mind?” 
 
    The corner of his mouth lifted, and he presented me with his back. I fumed as I dressed and dug some sneakers and socks from the bag. Glad one of us found this amusing. 
 
    Being in my own clothes gave me a semblance of normalcy and made me feel less vulnerable. I didn’t think Lukas would harm me or do anything inappropriate, but it felt like we were on more even footing now. 
 
    I didn’t say a word to him as I went to the door again and opened it, only to nearly trip over Kaia, who lay in front of it. The lamal rolled to her side to look up at me, making no move to get up. 
 
    “Kaia, move,” I ordered. 
 
    She leaped to her feet and stepped back, surprising the hell out of me. I walked past her to the top of the stairs and stopped, unsure if I should go up or down. 
 
    As if I’d spoken out loud, Lukas said, “If you tell me what you want, I can point you in the right direction.” 
 
    “Iron. The kind that would affect you,” I answered. 
 
    “Training room.” 
 
    I knew it. They used iron as a part of their training regimen. I ran up the stairs to the third floor and entered the training room, relieved to find it empty. I was not in the right state of mind to deal with anyone else. 
 
    Lukas followed me inside and went to one of the cabinets built into the wall. He walked over to me, carrying a wooden box that contained a length of iron chain, iron weights, and a pair of Agency shackles. He set the box on the floor at my feet and waved a hand at it. 
 
    I crouched beside the box, and my stomach twisted. What if he was telling the truth? What if I touched the iron, and it weakened me? I couldn’t be Fae. I didn’t know what I would do if I was no longer human. 
 
    “It won’t hurt,” he said softly. “It will only weaken you.” 
 
    Physical pain was the least of my fears as I reached into the box. I held my breath as my fingers made contact with the shackles, but I felt nothing. I picked them up, and still, I felt no different. 
 
    “Are these real Agency shackles?” I looked up at Lukas, who was watching me closely. 
 
    “You can’t tell?” 
 
    My chest expanded in elation. “No.” 
 
    He frowned. “Try the chain.” 
 
    I returned the shackles to the box and picked up the heavy chain with both hands. It was thicker than the chain we had in our supplies at home, but it looked like real iron. The disbelief on Lukas’s face when I glanced up at him told me it was. 
 
    “There you go.” I dropped the chain into the box triumphantly. “No faerie could hold all that iron without feeling it.” 
 
    He shook his head. “I can’t explain why the iron is not affecting you, but you are Fae, Jesse.” 
 
    “I look human, I feel human, I have no magic or Fae strength, and iron has zero effect on me – yet you say I’m a faerie.” I put up my hands. “I’m sorry, but I don’t believe you.” 
 
    His jaw flexed, and I could see my lack of trust bothered him. I couldn’t imagine one scenario where he’d have a reason to make up something like this, and it hurt to think he’d want to deceive me. But what was I supposed to think? 
 
    “Why would I lie to you, Jesse?” His tone was pacifying, but all it did was put me on edge. 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    Lukas took a step toward me. “I know you’re Fae not only because I made you one, but because I can see your aura when I look at you.” 
 
    The sincerity in his eyes was too much. I had to get out of here and go somewhere I could think straight. I skirted around him, but he grabbed my arm. 
 
    “Let me go!” I strained against his hold, but he was too strong. 
 
    “I will, but I want to try something first.” 
 
    I stopped struggling and watched as he bent to pick up the shackles. He handed them to me, wincing slightly as I took them with my free hand. I had no idea what he was trying to prove. We already knew they didn’t affect me. 
 
    He reached around me, and I thought he was going to hug me until I felt a tug at my hair. He stepped back, and my stomach gave a tiny roll. A few seconds later, it was like he had attached weights to my wrists and ankles and placed a yolk around my shoulders. My entire body felt weighed down, and I barely had the energy to stand upright. I broke out in a cold sweat as bile rose in my throat, and my knees gave out. 
 
    Lukas caught me and took the shackles from my hand, tossing them into the box. The moment they were gone, I felt better. I was still weak, but the nausea was gone. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I had to do that.” He steadied me and held up his hand so I could see the red stone lying on his palm. “The goddess stone is protecting you from the iron. Without it, you’re as susceptible as any faerie new to this world.” 
 
    I pulled away from him. “This is my world.” 
 
    “You can live here, but Faerie is your world now.” His voice was firm, but it was the sympathy in his eyes that had me backing away as the room grew too warm.  
 
    I spun and took off. I raced down the stairs, not stopping at his room to get my things. It was getting harder to breathe, and I needed air. I had to get out of this building. 
 
    I came up short on the first floor when I saw Conlan standing in front of the door. My relief that he was healthy lasted as long as it took me to realize he was blocking the exit. 
 
    “Let me out,” I demanded, panting. 
 
    He raised his hands in a calming gesture. “It’s going to be okay, Jesse.” 
 
    My chest rose and fell rapidly. “You can’t keep me here.” 
 
    “It’s for your safety,” Faris said. I turned to see him standing in the living room with Faolin, Iian, and Kerr. They all looked at me like I was a wild animal to be handled with caution. 
 
    “Your body can’t handle the iron out there yet,” Faolin said in his usual candid manner. “The wards here are shielding you. If you go outside now, it could kill you.” 
 
    Faris glared at his brother. “For the love of the goddess, Faolin.” 
 
    “Would you have me lie to her? She needs to be exposed gradually to this environment, or it will make her sick. Coddling her will not change that.” 
 
    “I’m not like you, and you can’t force me to stay.” I wrapped my arms around me as a cold sweat broke out all over my body, and my hands started to shake.  
 
    “Jesse, look at me,” Lukas said firmly. 
 
    I turned my head to see him two feet away from me. I hadn’t even heard him come down the stairs.  
 
    “Everyone in this room is your friend, and we’re going to help you through this. You’re frightened and upset, but running away won’t change anything.” 
 
    “You make it sound like she has a choice,” Faolin said. “She is Fae now, and this is her life. She has to adjust and learn that she has limitations in this realm.” 
 
    Conlan huffed. “She just woke up from a five-day sleep to find out her whole life has changed. Give the girl a break.” 
 
    Five days? The walls started to tilt and close in around me. 
 
    “It’s going to be okay, Jesse,” Lukas said as he held me from behind. “It’s just a panic attack. Breathe.” 
 
    I pulled away from him and moved toward the door still blocked by Conlan. I shoved at him and pummeled his chest with my fists, but he was immoveable. I screamed, but I didn’t know if it was in my head or out loud. 
 
    Lukas said something, but the words were lost in the roaring that filled my ears. And then Conlan stepped aside, and I was throwing open the door. I stumbled into the foyer and reached for the exterior door. 
 
    The sun blinded me when I ran outside, and I had to close my eyes as I gulped in air like someone drowning. I bent over and put my hands on my knees while I fought the hysteria threatening to engulf me. 
 
    I wasn’t sure how long I stayed like that before I was able to stand and breathe normally. I opened my eyes and took in my surroundings. How could I be different when everything around me looked exactly the same? 
 
    My feet started moving, and the next thing I knew, I was on the street. I had no car, no money, and no phone, but I had a destination. Home. 
 
    When Lukas appeared at my side, I kept walking and refused to acknowledge him until he took my hand in his. 
 
    I jerked away, not meeting his eyes. “I’m not going back. You can’t make me.” 
 
    “I’m not here to bring you back,” he said gently. “I’m going to take you home.” 
 
      
 
    *     *     * 
 
    I rolled the rubber football chew between my hands as I stared at the scratches and nicks in the surface. It was the only toy Gus hadn’t been able to swallow, and the one he’d always leave on my bed when he slept here.  
 
    I turned my head to the side, half-expecting to see him curled up on my pillow like he owned it. Pain pricked my chest, and I wondered for the hundredth time where he was and if he was happy. I’d asked about him when I came home, and Dad told me Faris had taken Gus to Faerie while I was asleep. One more part of my life gone forever. 
 
    A guitar string twanged. 
 
    I didn’t bother to look up. “Not now, Finch. Maybe later.” 
 
    He plucked the string again. 
 
    I rolled onto my side, facing the wall. My phone rang on the night stand, but I didn’t reach for it. Violet was on a plane to Utah to start shooting her movie, and there was no one else I wanted to talk to. Least of all, one of them.  
 
    That didn’t stop them from calling at least once a day. I also got a daily text, updating me on the search for Davian Woods, who had vanished after his failed abduction. I didn’t think Davian was a threat to me now that the ke’tain was back in Faerie, but Lukas had a score to settle with the billionaire. Davian was probably hiding out on some private tropical island that wasn’t even on the map. If he was as smart as he claimed to be, he’d stay there. 
 
    “That’s it.” Dad entered my room and stood at the foot of my bed. “Get up.” 
 
    “I’m tired,” I said listlessly to the wall. 
 
     “Yes. I’m sure the pity party you’ve been having for the last week is exhausting.” 
 
    “That’s not fair.” My throat tightened because he had never spoken to me in that tone before. “You don’t understand.” 
 
    “You’re right. I don’t understand what you’re feeling because all you do is hide in your room, refusing to talk about it. I know you’re in pain, but you are not the only person to ever suffer a loss or go through a major life change. And you aren’t the only one in this family who is hurting.” 
 
    His words sliced through my misery like a knife. I rolled onto my back to look at him, really look at him for the first time since I came home. His face was stern, but the worry and anguish in his eyes gutted me. 
 
    I blinked away the tears, making his face swim before my eyes. “I don’t know how to talk about it. I don’t even know who I am anymore.” 
 
    “Yes, you do. You’re my daughter. You’re Finch’s and Aisla’s big sister, and Violet’s best friend.” He smiled proudly. “You’re the girl who became a bounty hunter to find her parents, the one who never gives up no matter how hard things get.” 
 
    I sat up with my back against the headboard and looked for Finch, but he was no longer in the room. “I just feel so…lost. Everything I planned for college and my life after, it’s all gone. What do I do now?” 
 
    “What are you talking about? You can still go to college and do anything you want to do.” Dad came to sit on the foot of my bed. When I came home a week ago, the ward on him wouldn’t let me get within ten feet of him. Lukas said it had something to do with me now being a faerie with a goddess stone. He’d removed the ward since it was no longer needed with the ke’tain back in Faerie. 
 
    “I can’t hunt,” I said. 
 
    The Agency had suspended my license after they had been informed of my new “status.” There had never been a Fae bounty hunter, and they weren’t quite sure what to do with me. I was prohibited from hunting until they decided whether or not to reinstate me. 
 
    As far as the other hunters knew, I was taking time off to recover from being shot on a job. The Agency had been keeping the truth under wraps, mainly because of the media feeding frenzy that would happen when the world discovered an almost nineteen-year-old had survived a conversion. The few people at the hospital who knew about it had been ordered not to talk, and no one dared defy the Agency. The only people who knew the truth besides Lukas and his men were my family, Maurice, and Violet. 
 
    “That’s temporary, and you’re planning to go to college next year anyway.”  
 
    “To study law and fight for Fae equality,” I said pointedly. “I’m a human turned Court faerie. Who is going to take me seriously?” 
 
    “Anyone who meets you.” He shook his head. “You’ve never let anything hold you back, and you’re not going to start now. Just because the path to your dream changes doesn’t mean you can’t have everything you wanted. Being a faerie could open a whole new world of opportunities to you that you didn’t have before.” 
 
    I pulled my pillow over and hugged it. I wanted so much to believe he was right. “I don’t know where I belong anymore. I don’t feel like one of them, but I’m not human either.” 
 
    His brows drew together. “You belong with us. You could live in Faerie for years, and this will still be your home. Always.” 
 
    I shook my head vehemently. “I’m not going to Faerie.” 
 
    “You have to go eventually.” Dad tilted his head. “You’ve spent years reading everything you could about Faerie, and now you’re not the least bit interested in seeing it firsthand? You’re not curious at all?” 
 
    “No.” I crossed my arms.  
 
    “One thing hasn’t changed. You still can’t lie that well.” He chuckled and stood. “Get up and put on something besides pajamas. We’re going out.” 
 
    “Where are we going?” 
 
    “To do something we haven’t done yet this winter.” He went to my small closet and poked around, reemerging with my ice skates. “Think you can still keep up with me?” 
 
    I grinned, suddenly feeling lighter. Mom didn’t like skating, so it had been Dad and my thing ever since I could walk. “Can we have hot chocolate?” 
 
    Relief flashed in his eyes. Since the day I came home, I’d had no appetite and I’d only eaten to placate him. This was the first time I’d shown interest in food or drink. 
 
    “Of course.” He carried the skates to the door. “You have five minutes.” 
 
    “Make it twenty. I need to do something first.” 
 
    He gave me a knowing smile and left. I got up and went to pick up my guitar for the first time since I came home. Sitting cross-legged on the bed, I strummed a few chords and began to play Annie’s Song. I was a minute into the song before Finch ran into the room and climbed up onto the bed. Aisla flew in and landed gracefully beside him. 
 
    Sing, Finch signed. 
 
    I did, and then I stopped halfway through the first verse when I realized he hadn’t fallen into his usual trance. It made sense. Only humans could entrance faeries that way. 
 
    I finished the song and rested my guitar on my lap. “I’m sorry I haven’t been a good sister this week.” 
 
    I’m sorry you’re sad, he replied. 
 
    Aisla nodded and whistled. 
 
    “Me too, but I’m lucky to have you guys.” I patted the guitar. “You want me to play another one?” 
 
    They nodded eagerly, and I played them two more songs before I had to change for my outing with Dad. As I was leaving the room, I reached for my spare pair of glasses on the desk, and I had to remind myself that I had perfect vision now and no longer needed them. I wasn’t sure why I still had them. Maybe because I wasn’t ready yet to let go of that part of me. 
 
    “I’m driving,” Dad said when the two of us reached for the keys hanging by the door. 
 
    I grabbed the knob and twisted it. “This time.”  
 
    Swinging the door open, I stopped short when I found the Seelie prince standing on the other side with his hand raised to knock. He was surrounded by his stone-faced guards. I hadn’t spoken to him since the day we had lunch, and he was the last person I expected to see today. 
 
    “Prince Rhys.” My first reaction was surprise. That quickly turned to fear when I remembered Queen Anwyn’s warning that had been so effectively delivered by her own guard. 
 
    He stared at me in wonder. “Incredible. I heard you were made Fae, but I didn’t believe it. And yet, here you are, and you look so healthy. It took me weeks to acclimate to the iron in this world.” 
 
    “Here I am,” I managed to say. “How did you hear? The Agency said no one knows about it.” 
 
    He gave me an indulgent smile. “The rulers of both courts are informed if a new faerie is made. As soon as I heard it was you, I wanted to come and see you, but my attendance was required at court.” 
 
    Dad made a sound behind me, and I stepped aside to awkwardly make introductions. Prince Rhys’s face lit up like a little boy at Christmas when he found out who was with me. 
 
    “I’m thrilled to make your acquaintance, Mr. James. Jesse has told me such entertaining stories about your work.” 
 
    I turned to my father. “Prince Rhys is a big fan of the old west, and he’s very interested in bounty hunting.” 
 
    “Is that so?” Dad smiled politely because that’s what you did when Fae royalty showed up at your door. I could see the tension in his posture that the prince and his men might not notice. 
 
    “Oh, yes. I would love to talk to you at length about it. Perhaps you and Jesse would consent to be my guests for dinner one night this week.” 
 
    Bayard cleared his throat, and Prince Rhys gave me an apologetic smile. “Forgive me. I got carried away, and I completely forgot decorum. You are Unseelie now and newly changed, and I really shouldn’t be here. But I wanted to let you know you have a friend at the Seelie court.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said weakly. “It’s all very new to me, and I appreciate your kindness.” 
 
    “That’s very good of you.” Dad stepped out into the hallway and extended his hand. Prince Rhys accepted it like a teenager meeting his idol, when he himself was one of the most adored celebrities on the planet. Out of all the surreal moments I’d experienced lately, this had to be near the top.  
 
    Watching him with my father, I was more convinced than ever that Prince Rhys had no idea of his mother’s involvement in my parents’ disappearance. He was a pampered royal with unfortunate parentage, but he had an earnest sincerity about him that I believed was authentic. If not for our very different situations, he was someone I could see myself befriending.  
 
    I was so lost in my thoughts I barely registered the two of them were still talking. I tuned in to hear Dad telling the prince about a series of western fiction he might like by someone named Louis L’Amour.  
 
    “I’ll find them today.” Prince Rhys’s eyes lit up. I smiled to myself because he reminded me of Dad in that moment. Kindred spirits maybe. 
 
    “Your Highness, we should be going,” Bayard said. “You have that interview in an hour.” 
 
    “That’s right.” Prince Rhys’s face fell, and for a second, I thought he was going to tell Bayard to cancel. “I hope we can talk again, Mr. James.” 
 
    “I’m sure we can arrange it,” Dad replied. His initial wariness at meeting the prince seemed to have evaporated. 
 
    “Wonderful.” Prince Rhys looked at me. “I’m glad to see you well, Jesse, and I meant what I said. I am here if you ever need me.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said again. 
 
    He reluctantly turned away and descended the stairs with his guard. When they were out of sight, Dad and I went back inside the apartment. He looked deep in thought as he hung the keys on the hook. 
 
    “Are we not going skating now?” I asked. 
 
    “In a minute.” He left his skates by the door and walked over to sit on the couch.  
 
    I followed him, worried by his odd behavior. “Dad, are you okay?” 
 
    “Yes. It’s just…” He stared at the far wall, frowning in concentration. “I think I remembered something, but it keeps slipping away.” 
 
    I sat beside him. “Remember what the doctor said. Don’t force it, and it’ll come to you.” 
 
    He rested his head in his hands. “I know, but this feels important. I have to –” 
 
    “Dad?” 
 
    “Oh, God.” He lifted his head, and a chill raced down my spine at his expression. He looked like a man who had just watched his world crumble before his eyes. When he spoke, his words were barely audible. “I remember.” 
 
    My stomach fluttered in nervous excitement, but I kept my voice calm and even. “What do you remember?” 
 
    “That night.” He stared unseeing at me. “We went to the Ralston because of him. Your mom didn’t want to wait. She could never believe he was gone. She needed to see him and tell him.” 
 
    They’d gone to see Prince Rhys? My body went cold. Did that mean he had been involved in their disappearance all along? 
 
    “Tell who what, Dad?” I asked gently. 
 
    He blinked and looked at me with haunted eyes. “To tell Prince Rhys the truth.” 
 
    I could barely breathe. “What truth?” 
 
    “That he’s our son. He’s Caleb.” 
 
      
 
    ~The End…almost~ 
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    I stared at my father, waiting for him to say something after the bombshell he’d dropped on me. The torment in his eyes was too much to bear, and it was almost a relief when he turned his head away. 
 
    My mind whirled as I tried to think of a response to his declaration that the Seelie crown prince was my brother. My brother, who had died twenty years ago, when he was two months old. The only plausible explanation was that the stress of my near-death had caused Dad to have a mental setback.  
 
    Guilt pressed down on me. The doctors had warned me this could happen if he didn’t take it slowly. I needed to call them. The possibility of Dad having to go back to the treatment facility gutted me, but we couldn’t risk his health. Fifty percent of recovering goren addicts went back to using within the first year, and my father would not be one of them. 
 
    I laid my hand over his. “Dad, you look pale. Maybe you should lie down for a few minutes.” 
 
    “I don’t need to lie down. I’ve slept enough in the last four months.” 
 
    “But –” 
 
    He swung his gaze back to me. “I’m okay, Jesse. It’s a shock and a lot to take in, but it’s not a delusion.” 
 
    I stared into his clear eyes. His tone was rational, and he didn’t look like someone on the verge of a mental breakdown. But his claim that a faerie prince was his dead son was the kind of thing that got people admitted to a psych ward. All I could think of to do was hear him out and see where it went. 
 
    “Can you tell me about it?” 
 
    Dad drew in a shaky breath. “I don’t know where to start.” 
 
    I reached over to take his hand. “Why do you think Prince Rhys is Caleb? Did someone tell you that?” 
 
    “No. Your mom recognized the prince when she saw Tennin’s photos of him. She said the hair is different, but the prince has my eyes, and he looks like I did when I was twenty.” Dad let out a weak laugh. “I know how that sounds because I thought the same thing at first.” 
 
    “Why didn’t Tennin tell me this?” 
 
    Dad shook his head. “He didn’t know. Your mother didn’t tell me until we were back in the car. I thought she was imagining the resemblance until she pulled out an old photo of me she keeps under the visor.” 
 
    I realized I was holding my breath. “And?” 
 
    “If my hair was blond, I could have been Prince Rhys’s twin when I was his age.” 
 
    I had to see this for myself. Standing, I went to the cabinet where Mom kept all the photo albums. They were labeled by year, and I pulled out the one for my parents’ late teens. My heart thudded as I carried the album back to the couch and sat beside Dad. I stared down at the cover, afraid of what I would see when I opened it. 
 
    “Do you want me to do it?” Dad asked when I made no move to look inside. 
 
    “No.” I lifted the cover. The first few pages were of Mom with her high school girlfriends, followed by an 8x10 photo of her in her cap and gown. I turned the page slowly to reveal Dad’s graduation picture, and it was as if someone had punched all the air from my lungs. 
 
    “Oh, my God,” I whispered. Whipping out my phone, I brought up one of the thousands of online pictures of the Seelie crown prince. I laid the phone beside Dad’s photo, and my world tilted on its axis. It wasn’t only the eyes that were the same. Prince Rhys and the eighteen-year-old version of my father had identical smiles and the same tiny cleft in their chins. The prince had more refined features, like a marble statue with all its imperfections polished away, but Dad was right. They could have been twins. 
 
    I looked at Dad, who was watching me expectantly. Twenty-three years had passed since that photo was taken, and his face was leaner now with crow’s feet near his eyes and lines around his mouth. When I looked past those things, all I could see was the young man smiling up at me from the album. 
 
    “How did I not see it? The first time I talked to Prince Rhys, I felt like I’d met him before, but I thought that was because his face was everywhere.” I shook my head. “What about Bruce, Maurice, and your other friends who knew you back then? None of them saw a resemblance between you and the most famous faerie in the world?” 
 
    Dad shrugged. “I doubt they would remember exactly what I looked like back then without seeing a photo. That happens when you age together. As for everyone else, people don’t always see what is in front of them, especially when they aren’t looking for it. Who would think to make a connection between me and the Seelie prince? You didn’t.” 
 
    I looked down at the two photos. I knew from personal experience how easy it was not to see something that was right in front of your eyes. I still wondered how I hadn’t realized who Lukas was until Rogin Havas had let it slip. 
 
    I pursed my lips as I searched for the right words to phrase what had to be said. “Prince Rhys looks like you, but that doesn’t mean he’s Caleb. I mean…Caleb died. You and Mom saw him, and there was an autopsy and a funeral.” 
 
    I flinched internally and saw an answering expression on Dad’s face. He and Mom never liked to talk about that time, but there was no way around it now. 
 
    He shifted position and glanced away before meeting my eyes again. “The medical examiner said Caleb died from pulmonary atresia, which is almost always diagnosed soon after the baby is born. Caleb was two months old, and he didn’t have any of the symptoms. He looked like a normal, healthy baby. Your mom…” He swallowed. “She didn’t believe the dead baby she found in the crib was ours. She said a mother knows her own child, and that someone had switched her baby for a dead one.” 
 
    Dad’s voice cracked on the last word. Tears pricked my eyes, and I blinked them away. 
 
    “The baby looked like Caleb, and the M.E. said there was nothing suspicious about his death. I explained that to your mom, but she was too distraught to believe it. Nothing would convince her Caleb was dead.” 
 
    “What did you do?” I asked around the rock lodged in my throat. I had always seen the sadness in Mom’s eyes when Caleb’s name came up, but my parents had never gone into detail about his death, other than the cause. 
 
    He cleared his throat. “I thought she would come to accept it after a few days, but she refused to even make the funeral arrangements. And then she started going up to strangers with babies to check that their baby wasn’t Caleb.” Dad paused, his face etched in pain. “It was bad for the first year. After a while, she started to be more like her old self, but I don’t think she was happy again until we found out she was pregnant with you.” 
 
    “You guys never told me any of this,” I said hoarsely. 
 
    “Your mom didn’t want you to know. It was a very dark time in our lives, and she was ashamed of how she behaved.” His face twisted in agony. “No one believed her when she said the baby wasn’t Caleb – not even me. And all this time, she was right.” 
 
    Needing to do something, I laid the album on the coffee table and got up to walk around the room. It hurt too much to think about what my parents had suffered back then, so I focused on their disappearance.  
 
    “What happened the night you disappeared, Dad?” 
 
    He straightened his shoulders as if he was shaking off the pain. “Your mom wanted to see the prince in person. We called one of our contacts at the Ralston and found out he was doing a photo shoot in the small ballroom on the sixth floor. The odds of getting near him were slim, but we had to try.” Dad stared past me as he remembered the events of that night. “The moment we stepped off the elevator, I knew your mom was right. Prince Rhys is Caleb.” 
 
    A new wave of shock rolled through me. “You saw him?” 
 
    “Not the prince. The ballroom door was open and a group was leaving. There were two male faeries in front, and as soon as they saw us, they came to intercept us. They knew who we were before we could even show them our IDs. One of them said he knew they should have killed us twenty years ago when they took the boy. 
 
    I pressed a hand to my mouth as he continued. “They restrained us and told the prince’s guard to take him to his suite while they dealt with the problem. The next thing I knew, we were in the ballroom and they were calling Rogin Havas to dispose of us. They didn’t want the death of two well-known bounty hunters to draw any attention to Prince Rhys and risk reporters making a connection between him and us. They had no idea Rogin’s sister would intercept the call and save us.” 
 
    “You remember seeing her?” I’d told him that Raisa had been the one who gave them the goren to keep them alive. Until now, he had no memory of her part in it. 
 
    “Yes. I woke up in her house. She said she would do whatever she could to keep us alive. After that, all my memories are foggy. I can’t tell the real ones from the goren dreams.” 
 
    I continued pacing. I couldn’t think about the possibility that my brother was alive or about everything my parents had been through. It was too much for my brain to process all at once. Instead, I focused on the person at the root of it all, the one who had caused my family so much pain. 
 
    “What I don’t get is why? Why would Queen Anwyn steal a human baby, convert him, and raise him as her son? Her heir? One thing I know about Fae politics is that they only want the bluest blood in the royal line. I can’t believe any Seelie faerie with an ounce of royal blood would be okay with someone who isn’t even Fae-born being their king someday.” 
 
    “They would if they don’t know he isn’t Fae-born.” 
 
    “That’s it!” I whipped my head toward my father. “That’s why her guard tried to have you and Mom killed, and why they don’t want you to remember. I thought they were worried you knew about them stealing the ke’tain, but all along it was about Prince Rhys…Caleb…” 
 
    My voice trailed off, and a knife twisted in my gut at the fresh pain in Dad’s eyes. I couldn’t imagine what he was going through. His son had been ripped from him and raised as a faerie with no knowledge of his real parents. Even if Prince Rhys somehow learned the truth and wanted to know his family, we could never get back the life that had been stolen from us. 
 
    I went back to pacing. “It still doesn’t explain why she would take a human baby and pass him off as her own. What could she gain from that?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Dad stared down at his hands. “But she went through a lot of trouble to do it and to cover it up.” 
 
    He was right. Her guards had done a lot more than steal Caleb. They’d switched him with a changeling made to look like my brother, which required a lot of magic. They also would have had to glamour the medical examiner to make sure the autopsy report confirmed the dead baby was Caleb and that he’d died of a heart defect. 
 
    After all of that, the guards couldn’t bring a human baby to Faerie. Their magic wasn’t strong enough to do a conversion, which meant Queen Anwyn had secretly come to our realm to perform it herself. 
 
    But why Caleb? Of the millions of male babies in the world, why had they chosen my brother? Had they been looking for something specific, or were we the first family they found with a baby boy? We’d probably never know the answer to that, and I feared it would haunt my parents for the rest of their lives. 
 
    Helpless anger flared inside me. The Seelie queen had done nothing but bring pain to the people I loved, and she was virtually untouchable. Not that we had evidence of her crime. The prince’s resemblance to Dad could be passed off as coincidence, and we had no proof of his real identity. Once a human became Fae, none of our human DNA remained. It was one of the things I’d been struggling with this past week. 
 
    There was the body Mom and Dad had buried, but it would take a lot more than a crazy story about changelings to get the authorities to exhume it. And something like that would not go unnoticed. My family would be dead before the ink was dry on the order. 
 
    A soft whistle drew my attention to Finch, who stood at the end of the hallway. His eyes were wide and worried as he signed, Is Dad okay? 
 
    I followed his gaze to where Dad sat with his head in his hands, and then I signed back, Yes. He’s just figuring out something. 
 
    Okay. He turned and disappeared again. 
 
    Dad moved his head from side to side. “It’s my fault. I should have kept him safe.” 
 
    “How can you say that?” I went to sit beside him. “No human is a match for the Seelie royal guard. You know that better than anyone.” 
 
    “You don’t understand. I had the apartment warded, but only against the kinds of faeries we hunted. I never thought to protect us from Court faeries. If I had, they wouldn’t have gotten in and taken Caleb.” 
 
    “You can’t blame yourself for that. No one would have thought to ward against the royal guard.” I laid my head against his shoulder, lost as to how to comfort the strongest man I’d ever known. My father was a protector, and he’d carry this guilt on his shoulders forever. It was one more reason for me to despise the Seelie queen. 
 
    Neither of us spoke for a long moment, and it was Dad who broke the silence. “We need to make a plan.” 
 
    “A plan for what?” I straightened. Surely, he wasn’t going to suggest we tell Prince Rhys who he really was. As much as I wanted my parents to be happy, I was terrified of what the queen would do to them. 
 
    “To protect our family. If Queen Anwyn learns the prince has been here and met me, she’s not going to take it well. And if her guards find out I have my memories back, they –” 
 
    “No.” Fear sent me to my feet. “We can’t tell anyone about this. The Seelie guard will come after you and Mom, and I can’t lose you again. I can’t.” 
 
    “Jesse.” Dad stood and put his hands on my trembling shoulders. “I’m not talking about going public with this. But if the prince keeps showing interest in us, the queen will take notice, and her guard will come snooping around. We need to prepare for that.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    He pressed his lips together, and his grip on my shoulders tightened a fraction. “The first thing we have to do is tell Lukas.” 
 
    “No.” I shook my head so hard it almost gave me whiplash. 
 
    Dad stopped me when I would have pulled away from him. “Listen to me. I know you’re still angry at him, but he cares about you. He’ll protect you.” 
 
    I had no idea what I felt for Lukas anymore. At first, I’d been furious at him because he’d made me Fae without giving me a choice, even though there had been no way I could have made that decision. Then I’d hated myself for being unfair to the person who had saved my life. I’d spent the last week alternating between hoping he would come assure me everything would be okay and not wanting to see him. Not that he had tried to see me – or talk to me. The others had been taking turns calling to check on me, but I hadn’t heard a word from him since the day he brought me home. 
 
    There was one thing I did know. If we told him about Caleb and what Queen Anwyn had done, he wouldn’t let me stay here. He’d most likely send me to Unseelie to keep me safe, and it could be months or years before I saw my family again. After everything I’d gone through to get them back, I wasn’t letting anyone separate us. 
 
    I shared my fears with Dad and waited for several long minutes while he paced the room deep in thought. His face was still pale, but he looked more like himself as he worked out things in his head. 
 
    He stopped walking midstride and turned to me. “We’ll tell people the doctor said our memories are gone for good. That usually only happens with long-term goren addiction, but we were given high doses and put into comas, so it will be believable. If the guard is watching, they’ll get wind of it.” 
 
    “What about Mom? What if she gets her memory back and tells someone?” 
 
    Dad nodded. “I’ll talk to her. She’ll be okay.” 
 
    I didn’t ask what he would say to her. If he said he would take care of it, he would. My parents’ marriage was built on a deep foundation of trust and mutual understanding. They were best friends and partners and knew each other better than anyone else ever could. Whatever Dad told her, she would trust him and follow his example without question. 
 
    “That takes care of Mom. How do we protect you if the queen’s guard comes around?” 
 
    A gleam entered his eyes. “The guard took me by surprise last time, but now I know what I’m up against. I’ll make some preparations and call in favors from a few friends. Don’t worry about me.” 
 
    The pressure on my chest eased. “Are you going to tell Maurice the truth?” 
 
    “Yes. I’ll ask him to come by this evening.” 
 
    Maurice normally didn’t stay in town this long, and I’d assumed he’d be off on another big job now that the ke’tain had been found. He felt guilty that he hadn’t been there for us when Mom and Dad were missing, and he wanted to make up for that by sticking around for another month or so. I’d never been so happy to know he was next door. 
 
    “Now what do we do about you?” Dad asked, startling me from my thoughts. 
 
    “What about me?” 
 
    “It’s you Prince Rhys came to see. Even if the queen believes my memories are gone for good, she’s not going to allow you two to continue seeing each other.” Dad paused. “Especially if she thinks his interest in you is more than platonic.” 
 
    My stomach rolled at the mere suggestion that Prince Rhys might have any romantic interest in me. He was raised a Faerie, but he was still my brother. The fact that I’d never been attracted to him didn’t ease the ick factor one bit. 
 
    It made much more sense now why Queen Anwyn had sent her guards to warn me away from him. It had nothing to do with me being a lowly bounty hunter and everything to do with me being his sister. 
 
    “I doubt we’ll be seeing that much of him anymore. You heard what he said when he was here. He’s Seelie and I’m Unseelie, so it wouldn’t be right for him to visit me.” I let out a breath. “And I don’t think the queen will come after me now that I’m Unseelie. She knows I’m friends with Lukas, and after the whole ke’tain thing, he would suspect her if anything happened to me.” 
 
    “That’s true.” Dad smiled, but there was no mistaking the flicker of sadness in his eyes. His focus was on keeping our family safe, but at the root of all of this was the child who had been stolen from him. What turmoil he must be feeling. To protect the rest of his family, he had to pretend he didn’t know his son was alive and well. 
 
    He cleared his throat. “I’m going to the office to make a few calls.” 
 
    “I’ll make us some coffee,” I said a little too cheerfully. “That is if you haven’t used up my stash.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t dare.” He chuckled, and the sound warmed me. 
 
    As soon as he left the room, the weight of everything I’d learned pressed down on me again. I moved on autopilot as I put the coffee on and took down two large mugs. The last week I’d wallowed in my misery, thinking about what I’d lost. That was nothing compared to what my parents had suffered and the loss to our family.  
 
    Caleb is alive. I wondered how many times I’d have to repeat those three words before they sank in. I thought back on all the years of visiting his grave with my parents, of looking at that tiny, white headstone and imagining what my life would have been like if my brother had lived. Not in a hundred years could I have envisioned a scenario where he was stolen by faeries and raised as the crown prince of Seelie. Or that if I breathed a word of it to anyone, the monster he called a mother would have my entire family killed.  
 
    The coffee finished brewing, and I inhaled the rich aroma as I poured it into our mugs. At least some things didn’t change. I made my father’s just how he liked it and then my own. I had been so depressed for the last week I couldn’t even think about food, and the smell of the coffee made me realize how much I’d missed it. 
 
    I raised the cup to my mouth and closed my eyes to savor the first sip. 
 
    And then I sprayed coffee across the kitchen. 
 
    I set the mug on the counter and ran to the sink, ducking my head under the faucet to rinse the awful taste from my mouth. It was bitter and ashy and made me think this must be what burnt dirt tasted like. No matter how much water I gargled, I couldn’t get rid of it. 
 
    Raising my head, I wiped my mouth with my sleeve and stared at the coffee left in the pot. Someone was pranking me. They’d switched out my coffee for this horrid stuff and… 
 
    Realization hit me like a blast of cold air, and I let out a cry that would have put a banshee to shame. Dad came running into the kitchen, wild-eyed like he expected to find the entire Seelie guard attacking me. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” he asked a little breathlessly. 
 
    “I hate coffee,” I wailed. 
 
    He stared at me in confusion until understanding dawned on his face. “I’m sorry, honey. It was bound to happen.” 
 
    I bent my head so he couldn’t see the tears burning my eyes.  
 
    “Jesse,” Dad said at the same time the doorbell rang. I grabbed some paper towels and cleaned up my mess while he went to see who else was paying us a visit. The way this day was going, it was probably Queen Anwyn. 
 
    I didn’t look to see who it was, but I could hear the murmur of male voices. Seconds later, footsteps approached, and I looked up at Faolin’s scowling face. I would have preferred the Seelie queen. 
 
    “Are you crying?” he asked brusquely. 
 
    I tossed the wet paper towels in the trash. “I’m just that happy to see you.” 
 
    He scoffed, but I caught a glimmer of amusement in his eyes, which only annoyed me more. His sharp gaze moved past me to the coffee machine and the two mugs on the counter. He quickly put two and two together, and in typical Faolin fashion, he said, “You’re crying because you can no longer drink that stuff?” 
 
    I glared at him. “It’s not about the coffee.” I didn’t need to add the words “you insensitive jerk” because my tone more than implied them. 
 
    “Then what is it?” 
 
    “It’s nothing.” He was the last person I wanted to confide in. I hadn’t even told Dad about it. That ever since I’d woken up and learned I was Fae, I had taken comfort in the fact that I still looked and felt human. I had no magic or Fae strength, and iron didn’t affect me thanks to my goddess stone. As long as none of that changed, I could pretend I was the same old Jesse. 
 
    I crossed my arms. “Why are you here, Faolin?” 
 
    “I brought you some food.” He set a bulging cloth bag on the counter. 
 
    I eyed the bag warily. “We have plenty of food.” 
 
    “Human food.” He loosened the drawstring and took out various Fae fruits, a few of which I recognized, along with a bottle of green juice and two small, round loaves of dark bread. The juice looked like the same stuff Faris had drunk during his convalescence. 
 
    Faolin finished his task and looked at me. “Your father said you have barely eaten since you came home.” 
 
    “Did he?” I shot Dad an accusing look. He hadn’t been at the door long enough to discuss my eating habits, which meant he’d talked to Faolin before his unexpected visit. 
 
    Dad leaned his shoulder against the wall, not looking the least bit contrite. “You have certain nutritional needs you didn’t have before, and I wasn’t sure exactly what to buy.” 
 
    “Faeries can eat human food,” I reminded them. 
 
    “Yes, but we also require Fae nourishment.” Faolin picked up something that resembled an elongated pink pear. “Fruits and juice will be the easiest for you to digest until your body adjusts to the change. You can have Fae bread but only in small portions at first.” 
 
    “What? No crukk steak?” I quipped. Crukks were the main source of meat in Faerie. They looked like a shrunken version of a wooly mammoth and they were raised domestically like our cattle. 
 
    He gave me a mocking smile. “You can eat crukk if you don’t mind it coming back up an hour later.” 
 
    I made a face. “I’ll stick to beef.” 
 
    “As long as you make sure to include enough Fae foods in your daily diet.” He waved a hand over the food. “You can get any of this at the local Fae market, or you can call us, and we will bring you what you need.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said without much enthusiasm.  
 
    “Do you need anything else?” he asked.  
 
    Yes. I want to know why Lukas didn’t bring the food, and why he is the only one who hasn’t called me, I thought, but all I said was, “No.” 
 
    “Then I’ll be going.” 
 
    Dad stepped back to let Faolin pass. “Thank you for coming by. We appreciate everything you and the others have done for us, and when my daughter gets her manners back, she will tell you the same.” 
 
    I scowled at my father. What was he talking about? I’d thanked them. Hadn’t I? 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Faolin said. His back was to me, but there was no missing the note of laughter in his voice. At the door, he turned to face me. “Don’t think your new status means you no longer have to train. We will resume that after you build up your strength.” 
 
    “Oh, joy. I can’t wait.” 
 
    “Neither can I.” He flashed me a devious smile as he left. “See you soon, Jesse.” 
 
    Dad followed me back to the kitchen. “It was nice of him to bring you food.” 
 
    “He’s a real boy scout.” I opened the bottle of juice and sniffed. It was the same stuff Faris used to drink. I capped it and put it in the fridge then grabbed a basket from the cabinet for the fruit. 
 
    “You’re not going to eat any of it now?” Dad asked when I was done. 
 
    “Not hungry.” I picked up my mug and gave it a longing look before I poured the coffee down the drain. After rinsing the mug, I placed it in the draining rack to dry. “Well, I guess I’ll save a lot of money on coffee.” 
 
    He came over to put an arm across my shoulders and gave them a small squeeze. “There’s the Jesse I know.” 
 
    I heaved a sigh. “I’m sorry I’ve been so hard to live with this week.” 
 
    “You had a good excuse, so I’ll let you off easy this –” 
 
    The floor vibrated beneath our feet, and a rumbling sound filled the air as if a plane was flying low over our building. I clung to Dad as the windows rattled, and car alarms started to go off down on the street. 
 
    It was over as fast as it had started, leaving the two of us staring at each other in stunned silence.  
 
    I was the first to find my voice. “Did we just have an earthquake?” 
 
      
 
    ~The End…for now~ 
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    “Still nothing?” 
 
    “Not yet.” Faolin scowled at his computer monitor. He had spent the last two days trying to determine how someone had managed to kill the two men under his surveillance. Few things got by him, and he was taking this one personally. 
 
    I had wanted to kill the men who had attacked Jesse in her apartment, but Faolin’s cooler head had prevailed. Even he had to practice restraint when he saw the bruises on her face and throat that night. He had no tolerance for most people, but he was thawing a little for our li’fachan. Not that he would ever admit it. 
 
    My phone rang, and I looked down to where it lay on his desk. Something unpleasant tugged at my gut when I saw Jesse’s name on the screen, and my first thought was that someone was breaking into her apartment again. 
 
    I snatched up the phone. “Jesse?” 
 
    A muffled rustling sound came from the other end, and she said something, but her voice was slurred. Jesse didn’t strike me as the drinking type, but she sounded drunk now. I smiled at the thought of her drunk-dialing me and imagined her pretty blush when I teased her about it later. 
 
    Her next words were raspy and clear and sent shards of ice through my chest. “I think I’m dying.” 
 
    The line went dead. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Faolin pushed back his chair and stood. 
 
    “Jesse is in trouble.” I spun and strode from the large office we shared on the third floor of the building. He was on my heels when I reached the first floor and raised my hands to form a portal. 
 
    Faolin laid a hand on my arm. “What kind of trouble? Where is she?” 
 
    “She didn’t say. I’m going to her apartment.” 
 
    “Not without me.” He stood back and waited for me to proceed.  
 
    I felt the air in front of me as I murmured the words that allowed portals to be created through the wards on my building. Distracted by my concern for Jesse, it took more concentration than usual to detect the minute traces of Fae energy in the invisible barrier between the realms and to harness my magic to the energy. Once the connection was made, it was a matter of feeding more of my magic into it and manipulating the energy to open a window into my private courtyard at the palace. From there, it required less magic to create a new window to the hall outside Jesse’s apartment. 
 
    “I’ll go first,” Faolin said when I reached for her door. He made short work of the locks and produced a small curved blade before he silently entered the apartment.  
 
    It was dark and quiet inside, and I could see no signs of trouble. What if she wasn’t here? How would I find her? I pushed past Faolin and walked stealthily toward the bedrooms, ignoring the warning voice in my head that said my need to protect Jesse was stronger than it should be for any human female. 
 
    Jesse’s bedroom door was open, and I let out a breath when I found her sleeping restlessly in her bed. She had kicked off her quilt, and she mumbled something unintelligible that was followed by a low whimper. On the bed next to her was her phone. 
 
    Entering her room, I flicked on the lamp beside the bed, illuminating her sweaty, flushed face and damp hair. I laid my hand against her overheated cheek. “Jesse, can you hear me?” 
 
    She turned her head toward my touch but didn’t respond.  
 
    “She’s burning up.” I felt her too-hot forehead. 
 
    Faolin came to stand beside me. “I see nothing suspicious. Do you think she’s been poisoned?” 
 
    A fresh wave of worry hit me, and I bent low to sniff her breath. I inhaled several times to separate her normal smell from something that wasn’t quite right. “I detect something, but it’s too faint to identify,” I told him as I touched her forehead. Whatever it was, it could kill her if we didn’t do something fast. “We have to bring her fever down.” 
 
    Faolin disappeared and returned with a wet cloth. He handed it to me, and I pressed it to Jesse’s forehead. She let out a small sigh as I gently ran the cold cloth over her face, but it was only temporary relief. We had to figure out what had caused the fever in order to help her. 
 
    “Humans are prone to infections when they are hurt,” Faolin said as if I’d spoken out loud. “Does she have any injuries?” 
 
    “Not that I can see.” I ran my hands over her arms to check for cuts. Finding none, I dragged the sheet down to expose her lower body. She wore a T-shirt and shorts, and she shivered when I lifted the bottom of her top to look at her stomach. 
 
    “There.” Faolin pointed at her thigh, which was marred by a pink, four-inch cut. “It looks like a knife wound, but it doesn’t appear to be infected.” 
 
    I studied the cut. It didn’t look serious, but humans had fragile immune systems. It still amazed me that they thrived with all the toxins and diseases in this world. 
 
    “Damn troll,” Jesse mumbled, curling up on her side. 
 
    Troll? Was she dreaming or telling us something? I patted her cheek to rouse her. “Jesse, did a troll do this to you?” 
 
    She nodded jerkily, and a small smile curved her lips. “Yes. But I got him.” 
 
    I straightened and shared a grim look with Faolin. “Kolosh,” we said at the same time. 
 
    The kolosh was an ornamental tree that resembled the bonsai tree in this realm. It had been popular here until someone discovered the sap was poisonous to humans. Trolls had begun coating their blades with the sap, which caused fever and delirium in humans, and in rare cases – death. 
 
    “I’ll stay with Jesse while you get the ghillie,” I told him. 
 
    He shook his head. “I cannot leave you here alone. You know one of us must be with you at all times.” 
 
    “I have the same training as you. I will be okay without you for a few minutes. Go. Jesse needs the antidote.” 
 
    He looked ready to argue, but he nodded and strode to the bedroom door. Stopping in the doorway, he said, “She is strong…for a human.” 
 
    “I know.” I smiled down at her. When I first saw Jesse at Teg’s, she had looked so young and completely out of her element. Later, after she’d told me about her search for her missing parents, I’d admired her spirit and courage, but I never believed she’d last alone in this city. Since then, she’d fought a kelpie, survived a night on North Brother Island, and had bested two larger attackers in her home. Those were the things I knew about, but they were enough to convince me never to underestimate her again. 
 
    I brushed a damp curl from her face. “You’re going to be okay. Faolin has gone to get the antidote.” 
 
    She sighed. “Faolin’s so nice.” 
 
    I laughed softly and slipped my arms under her. “Now I know you’ve been poisoned. Come on. Let’s sit you up.” 
 
    Her brows drew together. “Sleep.” 
 
    “No sleep. You have to stay awake.” Kolosh poisoning spread faster during sleep, and the best way to slow it without medicine was to keep the person awake. 
 
    I picked her up and cradled her against my chest, feeling the heat of her fever through my shirt. For not the first time, I tried to ignore how perfectly she fit in my arms and the sense of rightness I felt having her there. She’s not for you, I reminded myself as I carried her to the living room and set her down in a chair. 
 
    I went to the bathroom and wet the cloth under the cold water again. When I returned to the living room, I found Jesse barely upright in the chair and staring at the wall with dazed eyes. Kneeling before her, I gently wiped the sweat from her flushed face and neck.  
 
    “That feels nice,” she slurred, sinking down in the chair. 
 
    I gave her cheek a soft slap. “Stay awake, Jesse.” I glanced toward the door. Faolin hadn’t been gone long, but if we didn’t get the antidote into her soon, it might be too late.  
 
    She made a sound of protest and opened her eyes, which were unfocused and bright with fever. A strange, prickling sensation started in my chest, and it took me a moment to realize it was fear. I couldn’t remember the last time I had experienced that emotion.  
 
    Relief filled me when the door opened, and Faolin came in. “How is she?” he asked as he walked over to us. 
 
    “Same.” 
 
    He held up a cloth pouch, and I stood to let him take my place. From the pouch, he pulled a red leaf from the ghillie fruit tree that grew abundantly in Faerie and was the most effective antidote for kolosh poisoning. He held the small leaf to Jesse’s mouth. “Eat this.” 
 
    She shook her head and pressed her lips together like a small child refusing to eat. I should have known she wouldn’t take it from Faolin. He hadn’t exactly given her a reason to trust him. 
 
    I was reaching for the leaf when he tried again, speaking with all the kindliness of a wounded drakkan. “It will make you feel better. Eat it.” 
 
    Jesse stared at him, unmoving. Few people could beat Faolin in a battle of wills, but he appeared to have met his match. The tightening of his mouth said he knew it, too, but he was also a master of coercion. 
 
    “Shall I get your sprite to eat some to prove it is safe?” he asked slyly. 
 
    Her eyes widened. “You leave my bro-”  
 
    I smiled when he unceremoniously shoved the leaf into her mouth and forced her to chew and swallow it. If the glare she shot him was any indication, she was going to be just fine. 
 
    “You’ll live,” he told her. 
 
    Her mouth turned down. “Don’t sound so happy about it.” 
 
    Faolin scoffed softly. And then he did something I hadn’t seen him do since Faris disappeared. He smiled. 
 
    Jesse tilted her head and smiled back. “You’re cute when you’re not all grumpy.” 
 
    A laugh burst from me as my friend’s smile fell. It might have been short-lived, but for a few seconds, he’d looked like the old Faolin. 
 
    He stood and went into the kitchen to pour a glass of water. “Someone will have to watch her until the fever breaks, but she’ll recover. I can stay and care for her.” 
 
    “No,” I said with a little more force than I intended. His eyebrows rose, and I added, “You and she are not exactly on friendly terms…except when she is delirious with fever.” 
 
    One corner of his mouth quirked. 
 
    “If she comes out of it and finds only you here, it might upset her,” I continued. 
 
    He watched me with the astuteness of a lifelong friendship, but if he saw something in my expression, he chose not to mention it. Instead, he held the glass out to me. “If we can get her to drink, it will be better for her.” 
 
    I took the glass and returned to the living room, where our patient sat with her chin resting on her chest. I shook her awake. “No, you don’t. You can’t sleep yet.” 
 
    “But I’m tired.” 
 
    She looked so exhausted that it felt cruel to deny her rest, but there was no other way. “I know, but you have to be awake for the antidote to work.” 
 
    She huffed and leaned back to pout at the ceiling. “This dream sucks.” 
 
    I grinned and gave her a few minutes to sulk before I lifted her head and coaxed her to drink some water. Once she tasted the cold liquid, she tried to gulp it all down, but I took the glass away before she could. The trick was to keep her just hydrated enough to sweat out all the poison. Too much water would make her throw up, which would not help her. 
 
    A flash of blue on the other side of the room drew my gaze to the tree house in the corner. A tiny face peeked through the leaves of some vines, the eyes wide and frightened. 
 
    “She’ll be okay,” I assured the sprite, who promptly disappeared. 
 
    I looked down at Jesse to see her eyes had closed again. She groaned when I shook her awake. 
 
    “You’re mean,” she wailed.  
 
    I tucked a damp strand of hair behind her ear. “Just a few hours and then you can rest.” 
 
    Glancing over at Faolin, I found him watching with that same expression he’d had in the kitchen. He looked like he wanted to say something, but he stayed silent. He wouldn’t have told me anything I didn’t already know. 
 
    Jesse’s fever raged on throughout the night, Faolin and I taking turns watching her and giving her water. The growing scent of kolosh on her skin told me the ghillie was doing its job and flushing the poison from her body. When it finished, her fever would peak, and the danger would be past. 
 
    It was dawn when she started to shudder and make little whimpering sounds. I could feel the heat coming off her without touching her. 
 
    “It won’t be long now,” Faolin said. 
 
    He was right. A minute later, her body convulsed, and she cried out in pain. She tried to stand, but I held her down. Her clothes were drenched with sweat and smelled strongly of kolosh. 
 
    “It hurts,” she sobbed, fighting weakly to break free. 
 
    “I know.” I felt helpless. All I could do was watch until the fight went out of her. “That’s it, li’fachan. The worst is over.” 
 
    She suddenly went limp under my hands, and I was struck by the irrational fear that she was dead. I lifted her chin, and something loosened in my chest when she looked at me with sleepy eyes. 
 
    “How is she?” Faolin asked from the kitchen. 
 
    I withdrew my hand and walked over to him. “The fever broke.” 
 
    “Sleep is all she needs now.” He looked at his phone. “Conlan is downstairs with the car whenever you’re ready to leave.” 
 
    “I’ll get her back to bed and make sure she’s settled first.” 
 
    He nodded, and then his eyes went to something behind me. “What is she doing?” 
 
    I turned to find Jesse writhing in the chair as she struggled to shimmy out of her top. My lips twitched when she made a sound of disgust and strained, but her exhausted muscles were no match for the wet garment. 
 
     Holding back a laugh, I said, “Stripping, by the look of it.” 
 
    Jesse laughed to herself and called, “Violet, can you help me? My clothes are all wet, and I think I need to pee.” 
 
    I looked at Faolin, who smirked and held up his hands. “I’ll let you handle this one.” 
 
    My gaze went back to Jesse, and I sighed. The last thing I should be doing was helping her undress, but I couldn’t leave her in her wet clothes. And I certainly wasn’t going to stand out here while Faolin did it. 
 
    Jesse stopped trying to remove her clothes and looked up at me when I walked over to her. I bent and picked her up, and she let out a small squeak. Striding down the hall, I entered the bathroom, which was smaller than my closet, and set her on her feet. When I was sure she wasn’t going to fall over, I left to find some dry clothes for her in her room.  
 
    I waited until I heard the toilet flush to return to the bathroom. She was standing with a hand against the wall for support and looking a little lost. My original plan had been to hand her the clothes and let her take care of it. One look at her and I knew that wasn’t happening. 
 
    “Turn around,” I said briskly, intending to keep this as impersonal as possible. 
 
    I expected her to argue. She surprised me by obeying the order. When I grasped the hem of her top and pulled it up, she automatically raised her arms so I could remove it.  
 
    I kept my eyes trained on the back of her head until her long hair lifted with the top, giving me a view of her bare shoulders and back, which tapered to a small waist. Most of the women I’d seen naked had been all soft curves and tanned or dark skin. Jesse was toned from rigorous training, and her skin was flawless porcelain except for a sprinkle of freckles on her shoulders. I wanted nothing more than to trace the trail of freckles with my fingers and to touch that soft skin. 
 
    Jesse chose that moment to turn slightly, presenting me with a generous glimpse of a creamy, rounded breast. I swallowed as my body responded, and I hurriedly finished removing her top. Her arms dropped back to her sides, and her hair fell down to cover most of her back. 
 
    I clenched my jaw as I reached for the dry T-shirt I’d brought for her. Helping her change clothes had not been one of my better decisions.  
 
    Ever since the morning I’d carried Jesse off the island and held her on the boat, I’d felt something shift between us. At first, I had told myself it was gratitude for her alerting us to the planned attempt on my life. But then a few days later, she’d walked in on me in my towel, and a bolt of lust had gone through me when her eyes slid down my body. If she had waited another second to turn her back on me, she would have seen how much she affected me with just a look.  
 
    I held the dry top above her head. “Hands up.” 
 
    She laughed, and the sound went straight to my groin. “Are you arresting me?” 
 
    I gave her a pained smile she couldn’t see. “No, but I’m starting to think you’re more dangerous than you look.” 
 
    I lifted her arms and helped her into the T-shirt, making sure to keep my eyes fixed on the shower curtain over her head. Thankfully, she took over from there and pulled the top down over her torso. 
 
    There was no way I could help her change her shorts after that. I reached around her to shove the dry pair into her hands. “I’ll turn around so you can change your bottoms.” 
 
    I faced the door, trying not to listen to the swish of the wet material sliding down her legs to hit the tile floor with a soft plop. There wasn’t much room in here, and imagining her so close behind me in only her panties was not helping my current situation.  
 
    “The last time I was in a bathroom with a boy, he tried to cop a feel,” she said airily. 
 
    “Why did you go to the bathroom with a boy?” My gut hardened at the thought of her in close quarters like this with a hormonal teenage boy. 
 
    She scoffed. “I didn’t go to the bathroom with him. I was at a party, and he followed me in.” 
 
    A new image filled my mind of some boy forcing himself on her, and my hands curled into fists. “Did he hurt you?” 
 
    There was a short pause, followed by a sigh. “No. But I might have overreacted a little. I blame it on my dad. He’s the one who drilled all those self-defense lessons into me.” 
 
    My respect for Patrick James doubled in that instant. The tension drained from me, and I chuckled at the new image of Jesse treating the boy to a taste of the beating she’d given her two attackers. “What did you do?” 
 
    “Let’s just say poor Felix walked funny for a week,” she answered lightly. 
 
    I grinned at the door. “Sounds like he deserved it.” 
 
    “He did.” She let out another sigh. “But after that, no boy at school would come near me, except Trey Fowler.” 
 
    My smile slipped. “Trey is your boyfriend?” 
 
    “God, no. I’m not desperate,” she blurted. “I’m done.” 
 
    I turned to find her holding a hand against the wall to steady herself. She gave me a tired smile and didn’t protest when I scooped her up and carried her to her bedroom. I set her down in the chair in the corner and told her to stay put while I went to run a fresh cloth under warm water.  
 
    I should have given the cloth to her to wipe her face and neck, but the need to take care of her outweighed the reasons why I shouldn’t touch her. Even pale and tired after her fever, she was so lovely that I felt a tug at my chest. Or maybe it was due to the absolute trust in her eyes as she watched me. No one had ever looked at me like this, and it made me long for things I couldn’t have. 
 
    “Are we friends?” she asked suddenly, pulling me from my thoughts. 
 
    Friendship was not a word I’d use to describe what I felt right now. I placed my hands on either side of her and met her searching gaze. “Do you want us to be friends, Jesse?” 
 
    “Yes.” She nodded eagerly. “But don’t tell Violet.” 
 
    “You don’t want her to know we are friends?” Violet was her best friend and confidante. Why would Jesse not want her to know about our friendship? 
 
    She waved a dismissive hand. “It’s not that. Violet thinks I should hook up with you because…well, you know.” 
 
    Realization dawned. It was no secret that humans preferred faeries as sexual partners, but I wanted to hear her say it. “Know what?” 
 
    Jesse rolled her eyes. “That faeries are better lovers. I keep telling her it’s not like that, but you don’t know my best friend.” She expelled a breath. “It’s a good thing I didn’t tell her I thought about kissing you. She’d never let it go.” 
 
    My pulse quickened, and the desire I’d been fighting came roaring back. “You thought about kissing me?” 
 
    “I was curious about what it would be like,” she said matter-of-factly, as if she hadn’t just ignited a fire in the pit of my stomach. The mere idea that she’d imagined it made me crave the taste of her lips, and I could barely think of anything else. 
 
    “And you’re not curious anymore?” I asked her. 
 
    Her eyes dipped to my mouth, and the next thing I knew, she grabbed the front of my shirt and pulled me toward her. I went willingly, letting her lead as she met me halfway and grazed my lips with hers. When her tongue tentatively flicked against my mouth, I suppressed a groan, but there was no stopping me from taking what she offered.  
 
    I slanted my mouth across hers as my fingers tangled in her hair and held her against me. Her lips parted, and I kissed her with a need I’d never felt before. She responded with sweet abandon that threatened to unravel me. I could take her to the bed, and she would give me anything I asked of her. And Goddess, how I ached to feel her beneath me, around me. 
 
    It was the last thought that broke through the raw need consuming me. With a strength of will I hadn’t known I possessed, I ended the kiss.  
 
    Shame swept over me like a cold wave as I touched my forehead to hers. What was I doing? Jesse was barely recovered from a dangerous fever and in no condition to think rationally, let alone give consent. One touch from her and I’d let my base desires control me like an adolescent boy. She and I were like fuel and tinder, and one spark was all it would take for us to combust. 
 
    “I was right. You are very dangerous, Jesse James.” 
 
    “Is that why you stopped?” she asked in a voice laced with frustration and uncertainty. 
 
    I met her confused gaze. “I stopped because you are not yourself. I’ve done some questionable things in my life, but taking advantage of a female is not one of them.” 
 
    “But I like the way you kiss me.” Her mouth formed an adorable pout that made me want to kiss it again. “Will you do it again when I am myself?” 
 
    She would never know how much I wanted to grant her request. A faerie and a human could have no future, and she deserved so much more than I could offer her. I touched the end of her hair, which was dull from the fever instead of its normal fiery red. The first time I’d seen it down, it had reminded me of the calaech flower that resembled flames when it bloomed. It was a fitting name for her. It matched her passion and her spirit. 
 
    “No, mi’calaech,” I said tenderly. “But not because I don’t want to.” 
 
    My answer seemed to appease her, and she relaxed into the chair with her eyes closed and a dreamy smile on her lips. It occurred to me then that she might not even remember any of this in a few hours, which would probably be for the best. I’d remember for both of us. 
 
    Standing, I leaned down and picked her up again. “Let’s get you to bed so you can sleep this off.”  
 
    As soon as I laid her on the bed, she curled up on her side. “Thanks for taking care of me. But you never answered my question.” 
 
    “What question is that?” I asked as I pulled the covers over her. 
 
    She gave me a sleepy smile. “Are we friends?” 
 
    Friendship was the one thing I could offer her. I caressed her face, knowing it had to be the last time I touched her like this. “Yes. Now go to sleep.” 
 
    Jesse closed her eyes, and I stood at the foot of her bed, watching her until her breathing evened out. In sleep, she looked so vulnerable that I wanted nothing more than to protect her. She’d been through so much, but I knew she would be back to hunting and the search for her parents tomorrow. 
 
    “How is she?” Faolin asked in a low voice from the doorway. 
 
    “Asleep.” I didn’t look at him. My men were practiced at tuning out from my private interactions, especially with women, but something told me he knew exactly what had happened in this room between Jesse and me. 
 
    “We can leave her now, unless you want to stay longer,” he said. 
 
    Taking one more look at the girl on the bed, I committed to memory the image of her with her hair spread out on the pillow and her soft lips parted in sleep. I couldn’t allow myself the luxury of seeing her like this again because I didn’t know if I’d be able to walk away next time. 
 
    “Sleep well, Jesse,” I whispered, and then I turned and left her to her dreams. 
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