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PROLOGUE


Finley

Throughout my life, I never gave much thought about whether evil truly exists. It’s an abstract concept at best, an all too easily applied label at worst. I once took a philosophy course in college about the concept of evil, and I came out of it still not understanding a damn thing.

Is there true evil—like a malevolent spirit within the soul—or do people just do really bad things? After all, evil is the opposite of what is good and moral. Is evil a religious concept or an excuse to justify actions we can’t understand?

I couldn’t figure it out in college, and I never gave it much thought for many years after. But as I stand here next to this gorgeous man who has me tied up in knots—figuratively, not literally—I can see that evil actually has a face.

Something I can readily identify.

Hell, I could touch it if I wanted to, but I don’t want to at all. I want to run so very far away.

The man beside me stands quiet, watching me as I watch evil, and my heart weeps. But I can’t turn to him for comfort because he’s not a kind person. If I were to show weakness—that I’m scared shitless right at this moment—he’d sneer and walk away.

Possibly forever, and despite how much he confuses me on any given day, he’s the only one who can see me through to salvation.

I’m just an ordinary woman and this should not be happening to me.

Ordinary is, of course, subjective. To me, it means living a moderately pleasant life in Seattle, the city where I was born and raised. I own a business, have friends, and I pay my bills. I date with no expectations. If the perfect man comes along, that’s awesome. If he doesn’t, well, that’s okay, too. Life is easy and uncomplicated, which is how I like it.

But that was then.

This is now.

Now, I can see evil and somehow, it’s fallen upon my shoulders to confront it.

I dare to look away, just for a moment, to the man beside me. It’s necessary to tip my head back just to catch his eyes.

It wouldn’t be accurate to say they were the lightest of browns because some days they’re pots of molten gold and others—when he’s exhibiting strong emotion—they shadow to dark amber. Despite the warmth of the color, they are hard and unyielding as they meet mine, and I usually get a cold chill when he stares at me.

“Are you seeing what I’m seeing?” he asks in a guttural voice, his gaze cutting back across the space to what I had just been looking at with horror.

“Yes,” I manage to whisper, my throat all but closed off from fear and confusion.

“Fucking hell,” he murmurs in that calm, cultured tone that he could absolutely use as a weapon of seduction if he thought to do so.

Fucking hell, indeed.


CHAPTER 1


Finley

5 Weeks Earlier

Opening my bedroom blinds, I glance outside. It’s a glorious morning in Seattle with blue skies peeking through clouds that are white and fluffy on top, and flat as pancakes with a touch of gray underneath. That may or may not mean rain, but I don’t need to look at the forecast. I always carry an umbrella attached to my backpack because rain is a fact of life in the Pacific Northwest.

My eyes catch on my neighbor, Mr. Pelman, as he rolls his garbage can out to the curb for collection. He’s old and stooped and I should really offer to do it for him, but I don’t.

It’s not that I’m a rotten or uncaring person. On the contrary, I try to help anyone I can—my weakness is handing out money to the Seattle homeless whenever I have some on hand. But Mr. Pelman happens to be one of “those” and being in his presence for too long or staring at him too hard causes bad things to happen, and my neuroses will go into overdrive. I’ve worked far too hard to get my mental health in a good place, and I take great care to avoid any of “those” that threaten to make me unstable again.

My father would be proud of me, accomplishing that which he could not. His mental health issues ultimately led to his demise.

I take an extra moment to let my gaze roam my neighborhood, avoiding Mr. Pelman. It’s a mishmash of different types of small houses with tiny yards. There are no sidewalks, the grass growing right to the edge of the road, and most of the driveways are pea gravel. It’s been my ’hood since the day I was born almost twenty-eight years ago, and I was literally born in this house, right on my parents’ bed. Situated on the northwest side of the city within spitting distance of the Puget Sound, I’m sandwiched between the Broadview and Bitterlake neighborhoods on a street filled with rhodie bushes and tall evergreens.

My home is like most others, a Cape Cod-style built in the late forties. It’s covered in light blue vinyl with dark blue shutters that could use a new coat of paint, and it has a small, uncovered stoop at the front door. The front yard is plain except for a square patch of grass leading to the road and boxwoods along the front foundation. The backyard is where we hang out on nice days as Dad had built a large deck that holds a grill and a four-piece table and chair set along with a flimsy chaise lounge I like to read books on when it’s warm enough and overcast, as my pale skin burns easily. At the bottom of the deck stairs, there’s a rose garden my mother had planted and which my dad and I valiantly tried to maintain over the years, but neither of us have green thumbs. It’s pretty sickly, but I can’t bear to tear it out as I don’t have much of my mother left.

My twin sister Fallon and I inherited this house when my father died. We were only sixteen, and were fortunate to continue to live here under the guidance of a distant aunt who came to live with us until we turned of age. He had enough life insurance to help pay off the mortgage, cover the utilities and other expenses related to two teenage girls, with enough left over to give us both a significant boost to pay for college.

At almost twenty-eight years of age, Fallon now lives downtown with her fiancé in a luxurious condominium, the epitome of success, and I live in this square box of a family home that I love dearly with three cool roommates.

Smiling, I turn from the window, knowing I need to get going. Layers are required in Seattle, because while consistently temperate, the days can start chilly and end warm. It’s the first week of June, which means early fifties in the morning and lower seventies by midafternoon. I shrug a jacket on over my long-sleeved tee, which is under a short-sleeved t-shirt, take a moment to lace on my white low-top Chucks, and head out of my bedroom.

I cross the hall to Rainey’s room—formerly my parents’ bedroom—and knock on it loudly. “This is your wake-up call. Rise and shine, princess.”

She mutters something back, but I don’t wait around to try to decipher it. This has been our routine for about the entire four years we’ve been roommates here, and she’ll stumble out for a cup of coffee in a few minutes. Rainey’s in my parents’ bedroom because I never felt the need to move out of the one I’d grown up in. Even though her room is larger, there’s something about being in the room where my parents were intimate and I was born a squalling mess on their bed, not two minutes after my twin Fallon, that just weirds me out. Of course, that bed is long gone, but still… I’m happy in my childhood bedroom. Even on the cusp of turning twenty-eight, I still have a Foo Fighters poster on the wall above my bed, my hardback set of Harry Potter books I’d saved up for and purchased myself on my shelves, and a small Tiffany butterfly lamp my dad gave me on my sixteenth birthday that sits beside my bed.

It was his last gift to me as he died less than a week later.

In the kitchen, I find Myles at the round table that seats four, head bent over his laptop. He’s in IT and gets lost in coding with a dopey look of pleasure on his face. He’s cute by any woman’s standards with dark hair that’s shaggy and unkempt, with locks that fall adorably across his forehead. His brown eyes always shine warm and inquisitive through his black-framed glasses, and he rarely shaves, so there’s always scruff on his face. It’s not thick enough to grow into a full beard, and at twenty-six, that’s probably not going to change at this point. But still, it presents a roguish kind of cute that totally works.

There’s a bagel on a plate beside his laptop, and I nab it as I walk by.

“Hey, Finley,” he gripes, head popping up. “That’s my breakfast.”

“And it was feeling completely ignored.” I bat my eyelashes to help plead my case for absolution, but he just rolls his eyes at my efforts. Myles has been secretly in love with Rainey for about the same amount of time I’ve been knocking on her bedroom door to wake her up, and he couldn’t care less if I bat my lashes. In fact, I could probably prance around naked, and he wouldn’t give me a second glance. Myles was second to move in after Rainey, and he has been here for just about four years, too.

“I’ll make you another one,” Adira tells Myles quietly from behind the small kitchen counter where she’s pouring me a cup of coffee.

Adira’s the last of my roommates, but she’s only been here a year. While Rainey, Myles, and I have the three bedrooms on the second floor, Adira has settled into the small hobby shop my dad had converted from our detached garage many years ago. He installed baseboard heaters and a small working bathroom with a shower, and he spent a lot of his free time puttering out there—fixing broken things and making little pieces of furniture that were wobbly and adorable at the same time. When I considered adding Adira as a roommate to boost my rental income, I sprang to have the room carpeted for more comfort. She brought her pull-out couch when she moved in, keeps her personal belongings in milk crates, and has been happily, but quietly, living with us since.

She pushes the steaming mug across the counter to me—strong and black, the only way to drink coffee in my opinion—and grabs the bag of bagels to toast another for Myles.

Leaning a hip against the counter, I take a quick sip of the hot java before asking Adira, “Are we carpooling today?”

Adira and I work at the same downtown coffee shop—one of about a few thousand—and we’ll often take turns driving to save gas. That’s how we met and eventually became roommates—I heard she was looking to move out of her ex-boyfriend’s house after a bad breakup.

She shakes her head, her dark wavy locks bouncing. She has the coolest hair. It’s cut in asymmetrical layers, shorter on one side, longer on the other, but never touching her shoulders. She has pretty blue eyes with a light smattering of freckles across her nose and cheekbones. She’s tiny like a waif and while she’s sweet and genuine, it takes a while to get to know her.

“I have a job interview after I get off work,” she explains.

I cock an eyebrow at her. As the manager of the coffee shop where we work together, I’m a little surprised she’d admit such a thing to me.

Noting my expression, she smiles reassuringly. “It’s for a second job doing proofing for a small educational publisher. It won’t take away from my shifts.”

“Phew,” I say with a dramatic swipe of my hand across my brow. “I was fearful for all coffee drinkers I was going to lose one of my best baristas.”

Blushing, Adira busies herself putting cream cheese on Myles’ bagel, which popped out of the toaster.

It’s at this moment Myles sits up straighter in his chair as Rainey shuffles into the kitchen. She has on a blue silk robe wrapped tight around her body, her golden blonde hair quite the mess. Still, she’s one of the most beautiful women I’ve ever had the pleasure of being friends with.

Rainey has one of those perfectly symmetrical faces with large blue eyes and a perfectly straight nose, along with full lips, gleaming, straight teeth, and contoured cheekbones. Her body—just from an unbiased, non-lesbian perspective—is the unrealistic model of perfection every woman dreams about, from her exquisitely shaped breasts to her tiny waist to her long legs.

I’d absolutely hate her for her perfection if I didn’t love the wench so much. After four years as roommates, she’s my closest friend.

My gaze moves to Myles, who shoots her a longing glance. He’s my closest friend, too. To be honest, it’s a draw between them and I hate being the one who holds the secret of his unrequited love. Still, I couldn’t bear to tell Rainey as she’d feel awful not being able to reciprocate, and Myles would be so mortified he’d probably move out.

So I hold my tongue like I always do.

“Okay, nerds,” I announce to my household posse. “I’m outta here. I’m thinking of grilling some burgers tonight, so I need to know who’s in.”

I’m the household cook. Long ago, we divvied up responsibilities and since I was the best at cooking, I became the resident chef and chief grocery shopper. Rainey, Myles, and Adira have a system worked out for cleaning the house, and they all three chip in to cover the groceries.

“I’m out,” Adira says, and I figured as much if she has a job interview after work. “I’ll just grab something downtown.”

“I’m in,” Myles says, his attention now back on his laptop. Adira brings him the bagel she’d just prepared. He ignores it like he did the one before it, but that’s just the way he gets wrapped up in his work.

“I’m in, too,” Rainey mutters as she sips at the coffee she just poured. It takes her a while to wake up and function. She works in the mall as head of the makeup section in a fancy department store. Unlike me, she has a college education. Like me, Rainey’s happy doing what she’s doing and not aspiring toward a more ambitious and lucrative career. Deep down, she’s just waiting to land the right rich man who will keep her in lavish comfort, and I can respect that ambition.

I wolf down the rest of my bagel and coffee, grab my backpack by the side door off the kitchen, and head out to my car.

Since this is my house, I get privileges of parking in the gravel driveway that runs right up to the detached garage that serves as Adira’s room. The only real perk is I’m a few feet closer to the door. Rainey and Adira park on the street, and Myles has never owned a car. He either takes the bus or bikes wherever he needs to go.

I love my car. It’s a Subaru Forester in the coolest metallic gray-green color I’ve ever seen. It’s eight years old, and I got it for a great price. It’s been a trusty mode of transportation, and even though traffic in Seattle is some of the worst in the world, I love driving the jam-packed freeways into downtown. It helps me polish my skills of observance, calm steadiness, and the ability to make dangerous maneuvers without hesitation by slipping into the next lane when needed. Not sure when I would ever need such skills outside of driving the Seattle freeways, but they’re nice, shiny, and ready for use.

I’m less than a mile from 99—also known as Aurora Avenue—which is a straight shot south into downtown where I work. It’s roughly an eleven-mile trip that can sometimes take me an hour, depending on rush-hour traffic. It’s my time to gear up for the day, though, and I jam to the prince of Seattle, Kurt Cobain, as I make a mental list of tasks I need to accomplish at the coffee shop.

Just before I cross the Aurora Bridge, it starts to rain, and my hands go white-knuckled on my steering wheel. I flip on my windshield wipers, grimacing each time they lift as they make a horrible squeaking sound. While I love the rain of the PNW, it makes the metal grating of the Aurora Bridge slippery as hell and causes my anxiety to go sky high when I have to travel over it. It’s the thing I hate about my city the most and all of my daredevil, rush-hour traffic maneuvers grind to a halt as I slow my speed down to a near crawl, clearly pissing people behind me off.

As I inch across the bridge, I ponder that what I do love about Seattle can’t be found in tourist attractions or guidebooks. It’s the cultural diversity that attracts me to stay here despite the bad traffic and rainy weather. It’s the environmental conscience of most of the residents, a shared love and commitment to keep our planet healthy and whole. It’s the vibrant art scene and gorgeous scenery that’s unparalleled. Sure, call me a granola cruncher, but there’s not a lovelier place in the world to live than my city, especially on a clear day when you can see west across the Puget Sound to soaring views of the Olympic Mountains, or the even clearer days when Mount Rainier shines from the south with its snowcapped peak. I’ve heard that it can even be seen as far away as Oregon and British Columbia, but I’ve not seen that with my own eyes, mainly because I’m not much of a traveler.

Of course, that’s more by circumstance than desire, as I pretty much live hand to mouth working as a coffee shop manager in an expensive city and am too poor to travel.

I park in a garage two blocks from where I work. There’s a light mist—nothing that could actually be called rain—so I leave my umbrella tucked away as I move with the pedestrian crowd. It’s not enough to get my clothes wet, but the mist will wreak havoc on my hair.

My dad always used to say, “Finley… if you love what you do, you’ll never work a day in your life”.

I know that to be true because I really love my job and never think it’s a burden in any way. I even get a little squeeze of fondness in my heart when the front door of the coffee shop comes into view.

It’s called One Bean, and it’s the most amazing place ever.

Recessed in between a pharmacy and a small branch bank on 6th Avenue, the exterior is a worn red brick. The front door is solid wood on the bottom, painted black, with paned glass on the top. Just above the door is a small sign in white cursive lettering that says One Bean. I’m sure many marketers would frown on such a horrible effort of getting the shop noticed, especially since it’s recessed inward by about ten feet, but the owner was far smarter than they’d expect. As the shop itself is two stories, there’s a small balcony above the door that holds two tables where patrons can sit on a nice day. It’s bordered with black wrought-iron railing and attached to the exterior of said railing is the word COFFEE, done in marquis lettering three feet tall and blazing with light bulbs along each letter.

Edison light bulbs are also strung across the width of the recessed space, crisscrossed back and forth, and it provides for a magical atmosphere at night. I freaking love this place.

We open at six for the early morning commuters, and my day-shift manager, Lisa, has the place in tip-top shape by the time I walk in at eight. The interior is packed, and three espresso machines are chugging behind the counter at the same time. Glass cases on either side of the two registers showcase a delicious array of pastries, muffins, yogurts, granolas, cookies, breads, and other sweet edibles to have with coffee—or tea for the weird ones.

Glancing around with pride, I take in every filled table. The inside of One Bean is as charming and eclectic as the outside. The walls are the same worn red brick, and the flooring is reclaimed pine. The tables are bleached oak, and the chairs have the same matching wood on the seats, but the back and legs are painted black. Immediately to the left of the entrance is a floating staircase that leads up to the second floor, which has about half the space as the first floor. It’s a popular spot, and I know there won’t be an empty seat up there either.

I make eye contact with Lisa, who has been at One Bean for almost five years now. She wears her hair shorn into a buzz cut, which one might think would make her look mannish. On the contrary, her face is delicately feminine, and her makeup is so expertly applied that it enhances her beauty. She is always wearing some type of floating, gauzy dress, usually patterned in flowers or butterflies, giving her a bit of a hippie vibe. This totally contradicts all the piercings in her face—at least seven or eight in each ear, an eyebrow bar, a nose ring, and a stud on the outside of her lower lip. She’s like a patchwork of different styles, which is another reason I love working here. We aren’t required to wear uniforms, and we’re encouraged to be ourselves.

Lisa’s working behind the counter, and she gives me a chin lift. I point to the bathrooms down a short hall to the right, then to my hair. She grins, knowing exactly what I mean, given the weather outside and my unruly mop.

Weaving through the line of customers waiting to place their order, I head into the women’s bathroom. Same red brick walls and pine floors. Amber-colored bowl sinks are set into a wooden vanity with two stalls done in lacquered black paint.

It’s empty and as I step up to the mirror, I blow a frustrated sigh out of my mouth. Placing my backpack on the wooden top, I fish out a hair tie.

My mom was a redhead like me, but I only know that from the stories my dad tells or by old pictures of her. But my red is a bit different.

“Like fire,” my dad would always exclaim with pride. It’s vivid, bright, and loud.

And there’s a bunch of it. It hangs midway down my back and despite the fact I rarely cut it, it has various layers. Moreover, my hair can’t decide which way it wants to behave. Half is a mass of coiled curls that, when pulled taut, would reach my butt. The other half is merely wavy. When the two intermix, it makes for a crazy, hard-to-tame mane—and that’s on a good day. It’s impossible to manage on a misty day.

As such, I gather it up into a huge messy knot on top of my head. A few of the wavy shorter pieces fall out and frame my face.

I take a second to study said face, knowing I look like my mom there, too. Classic heart-shape, pale skin, adequately full lips, and I was blessed with the best eyebrow shape in the history of women’s eyebrows. They are delicately arched and rarely need to be plucked.

My most striking feature, by far, is my eyes, but far be it from me to be the one to laud my peepers. So many people comment on them—even strangers stop me on the street. From a few feet away, they are a strange bluish-green tint. Up close though, the colors don’t actually mesh but are differentiated. Close to my pupils are rings of gold, which striate into a circle of green, which melts into an outer border of blue. In my life, I’ve never seen another person with eyes like mine and sometimes that can make me feel overly strange.

My dad used to say that on the night I was born, an angel shot a bolt of magic into me, which fried my hair into curls and filled my eyes with the heavens.

Of course, my dad was nutters, so it wasn’t something I believed. I just found it to be charming.

Finished with my perusal, I leave the women’s bathroom and step across the hall to the office. I’m the only one other than the owner who has a key, and I unlock it to open the door enough to toss my backpack inside. The other employees have lockers in the small break room at the end of the hall. After locking it back up, I head to the heartbeat of the shop.

I make my way behind the counter where magical coffee dreams are made and money is collected.

I greet each of the employees by name and with a smile. I’m a good boss, overly genial and fair. I can be hard when warranted—such as come in late three times and the fourth, the employee would see the temper of a redhead—but for the most part, it’s a very chill work environment.

We have two cash registers and only one person working them, so I step up to the unmanned one and turn the key to fire it up. The line splits, and customers come over to me.

Looking up from the register, I greet the first one with a bright, cheery smile. “Welcome to One Bean. What can I get…”

My words trail off because my stomach sours, and my heart starts pounding as I take in the customer before me.

To every other person in this shop, he looks normal enough—a morning commuter dressed in slacks and a nice button-down with a crew-neck sweater over it. It’s the standard attire for most businessmen downtown and you rarely see men or women in expensive, tailored suits. Seattle’s just way too casual for that. He has a briefcase in one hand and a phone in the other. Ordinary face, brown hair, and brown eyes.

But as I take him in, I don’t have to look hard to know there’s something wrong with him. The vibe I’m getting—while making me distinctly nauseous—is cold, hard… maybe even psychopathic.

I could see him with clearer eyes if I so chose, but I tamp down on that particular gift. It’s not a pleasant experience. Like Mr. Pelman, he’s one of “them” and I learned my lesson where “they” are concerned a long time ago. The less I know, the better. It’s bad enough knowing my dad was a little crazy—I don’t want anyone thinking the same about me. And I definitely don’t want to believe that about myself anymore.

I lock myself down tight, even as a cold sweat chills my body. My vision glazes slightly as I look at him, a cheery smile still in place. “Sorry… what can I get you today?”

He gives his order, which I write on the cup. His voice is hard and gravely, his tone just short of snide. In just that short meeting, I can tell he’s a jerk to most people but that’s not the reason I’m experiencing fear. That’s just surface personality. It’s what lies beneath that has my knees shaking just slightly.

His name, so normal… Dan. If he had a knife in hand and no witnesses, I bet he’d take pleasure in slitting my throat.

And I hate that I know that about him.

I take his money, careful not to touch his fingertips, and hand over his change. I avoid obvious eye contact the entire time, instead keeping a hazy awareness of his body in general. My mouth feels like it’s going to crack as I desperately hold onto my smile.

When he steps to the side to await his order, my gaze lowers to the cash register. I let out a long exhale, returning it immediately with a calming breath.

I lift my head, welcoming smile back in place, and ready myself to greet the next customer.

“Shit,” I mutter when I see the woman standing before me.

My twin sister, Fallon.

“We need to talk,” she says.


CHAPTER 2


Finley

I tell Lisa I need about ten minutes, and she cheerfully says I should take my time. Grabbing Fallon’s tall half-caff, soy latte, and a straight-up black for myself, I wind my way through the tables. She miraculously found one under the staircase that leads to the second floor.

Fallon sits facing me as I approach, but her head is bent over her phone, fingers flying across the screen. We’re fraternal twins and stand us side by side, it’s easy to tell we’re sisters, but no one ever guesses we were born on the same day. Outside of some slight resemblances in the face—nose, arched eyebrows, chin—we’re like night and day.

Whereas Fallon is polished, educated, and accomplished, I’m a college dropout managing a coffee shop. While she wears designer clothes, elegant jewelry, and has monthly spa visits to pamper herself, I like my skinny jeans, Chucks, and t-shirts, sometimes with a flannel on top. Relaxation for me is sitting on the back deck drinking a beer and reading a good book.

As I’ve already mentioned, my red hair looks like a perpetual cyclone circles around it while hers is all smooth and sleek from weekly blowouts. Her fingers are soft, her nails manicured. Mine are chewed and ragged.

The list could go on and on, but you get the point. There’s not much we have in common.

I assume she’s on her way into work, and maybe stopped in on a whim. She owns an art gallery on First Avenue in Belltown, but her condo is just a short four-block walk north of One Bean.

Not that she’d make the walk. No, I’m sure she had a car service bring her here, and the driver is probably circling the block until she’s ready to head to the gallery.

It’s not intentional on her part, but she always makes me feel drab in comparison to her, despite my fire-engine-red hair. Today, she’s exquisitely elegant in a pair of wide-legged, camel-colored pants, a white blouse that frills up around her neck but in no way looks old fashioned, and beautiful nude heels with pointed toes that look like they’d kill the feet within just a few moments of putting them on. Fallon changes her hair frequently, but the style du jour is an asymmetrical bob that’s cut just to the nape at the back and hangs longer in the front but doesn’t quite touch her shoulders. It’s shiny, and I’m sure laden with a hundred dollars’ worth of product.

She lifts her head when I set her coffee on the table and I take the chair opposite her. Because I know it will irritate her, I slump down and kick my legs out, my hands curled around my recycled cardboard cup of java. “So, what’s up?”

Fallon doesn’t answer right away, instead appraising me as she takes a sip of her coffee. She gives a tiny moan of satisfaction, which I don’t get… it’s decaf, and soy, and just gross.

“You should sit up straight,” she murmurs, intentionally ignoring my question as to what brings her into my domain. In the six years since I’ve been working at One Bean, this may be the third time she’s come in.

Because I don’t want to fight, I straighten and even cross one leg over the other to mimic her pose. I may dress in grunge most of the time, but I still have a distinctly feminine side. “Why are you here?”

Her look is chastising. “You missed dinner last night.”

“You make it sound like I just didn’t show up,” I reply calmly. “I texted you and told you I had to work late.”

All true, and what does it say about me that I was relieved I had to work late and would not have to suffer through a meal with Fallon and her incredibly snobbish, uptight fiancé.

“Just as you’ve missed the last four dinner invitations I’ve extended to you,” she replies in a censuring tone.

“I’m sorry,” I offer, and truthfully, I am. I wish I could be a better sister to her because she does try to include me in her life.

She gives me a small smile, perhaps an acceptance of my apology. “I certainly hope you took tonight off.”

“Tonight?” I ask, mind racing. “Why tonight?”

Fallon’s beautiful face goes slack, her eyes filling with disappointment. “My art show? The one I asked you to please come to over four months ago—that you promised to attend? I’ve been sending you texts all week to remind you, but you haven’t responded. So if you want to know why I’m here, Miss Finley Porter, it’s to make sure you’re going to live up to your promise and come tonight.”

Shit.

Shit, shit, shit.

I had totally forgotten. I’m horrible at keeping track of functions. I miss half the appointments I schedule because I simply forget to put them in that handy-dandy little calendar on my iPhone.

Moreover, I probably subconsciously didn’t put it in my phone and have been consciously ignoring her texts because while I love my sister, and I’m proud of her for this big show she’s putting on, there is no place I would rather avoid than an art gallery filled with rich, obnoxious people dressed in five-figure dresses and bidding insane amounts of money on ugly paintings.

“Fallon.” The pleading in my eyes matches my tone. “I’m so sorry. But I forgot and unfortunately—”

She cuts me off mid-excuse with a hand held up, palm facing me. Her voice has its own pleading tone. “You promised, Finley.”

My gaze drops. I had indeed promised. At the time, I got sucked in because she was begging me to come, wanting her sister by her side. She guilted me, and, yes, I promised.

“You know, Finley,” she continues, her voice getting softer by the word. “I try so hard to keep a relationship going with you, but you make it so difficult. I try to let go of all the things you do to show me I’m not important enough in your life, like ignoring all my dinner invitations. But this is incredibly important. I don’t ask a lot of you, but I am asking you to uphold your promise to me.”

There’s no getting around it. I’m well and truly committed to this event. I don’t break promises, and I do want to show my support. Our mother died in childbirth and while we never developed that twin bond so many people marvel over, Fallon developed somewhat of a mothering role. She took good care of me growing up because, despite being only two minutes older, she seemed infinitely wiser. And, because our dad could be unreliable at times, it was often Fallon who made sure there was dinner on the table and milk in the fridge.

So yes, I will suck it up and go for her.

Reaching across the table, I grab her hand. “I’m sorry. I’m a bitch and hard to pin down, but yes… I will absolutely go tonight.”

Her face softens, a smile breaking wide in relief. “Thank you.”

Pulling my hand away, I motion to my body. “I can wear this, right? Because I’ll have to come straight from work.”

Fallon sniffs, grimacing at my outfit. “Under no uncertain terms can you wear that.”

“You know I don’t have anything appropriate.”

“Well, it’s a good thing we’re the same size,” she replies easily. “Be at my condominium at five, and I’ll put you in one of my gowns.”

“I have to wear a gown?” I ask in horror.

“And heels,” she adds maliciously.

Groaning dramatically, I drop my forehead to the table. I pray for strength before looking back up at her. “Why do I have to be there so early? The show doesn’t start until eight.”

“Because I have to be at the gallery well before then, and it’s going to take a bit of time to do your hair and makeup. I can’t have my sister looking like a street rat.”

“Hair and makeup,” I exclaim, making an exaggerated faux moan of discomfort for effect. “Fallon… you’re killing me here.”

At that, she laughs, and it’s a beautiful thing. Patrons to our right actually turn to look at her, and I take a moment to enjoy this lighthearted moment with my sister. We don’t have many these days, only for the fact we both lead very busy and very different lives.

Having my promise in person while looking her dead in the eye, Fallon’s work here is done. She rises from the table, and I do the same. In an uncharacteristic display of affection, she steps around and pulls me into a hug. I’m shocked because Fallon’s not the hugging type, so I’m stiff and straight-armed for a moment. It feels right and wrong at the same time when you’re not used to it.

I’ve often wondered if the fact we’re fraternal and not identical is why we never twin bonded. Or maybe it’s because of our father, the man I loved more than anything and who Fallon could barely stand at times. I don’t think she’s ever forgiven him for taking his life, and I’m fairly sure she resented our bond that seemed to survive even his passing.

Which means, at times, I think she resented me.

And maybe… I resented her for not loving our father the way I did, but she just couldn’t accept his shortcomings. He was too much of an embarrassment to her.

Yes, our family was dysfunctional, and then it was split apart when our father shot himself. You would think in times like that, Fallon and I would cling to each other, but instead, it caused us to drift a little farther apart. I was lost without my papa, and she couldn’t understand the level of my grief. Add to that the stress of living with an unknown relative until we turned of age, by the time we became adults, Fallon and I led vastly different lives.

She went on to college, got a Bachelor of Fine Arts, and opened an incredibly beautiful and well-frequented art gallery. Fallon’s engaged to a wealthy attorney, and she lives in a luxury condominium. She is the epitome of success.

By contrast, I dropped out of college in my sophomore year, having no real ambition to do anything. I felt lost and adrift, and while Fallon encouraged me to stay the course, I just didn’t feel college was the right path. Instead, I took my portion of the inheritance from my father that was supposed to be for college and used it to buy Fallon out of her one-half ownership interest in the family home. She told me I was crazy, and yet I knew in my heart it was the right decision. Still, she didn’t talk to me for weeks after that.

As a college dropout, I drifted from job to job, never staying anywhere for more than six months. I’ve worked jobs as varied as a delivery driver to selling makeup—which is where I met Rainey—to being a check-in clerk at a gym.

Then six years ago, I walked into One Bean because I thought the marquis lights above the door looked cool, and I was hoping for a decent cup of coffee. I struck up a conversation with the owner, Rich Cardello, thoroughly enjoying his wit and sarcastic humor. I came back again and again until he finally offered me a job.

Six years later, I’m the general manager of the shop and still, it’s so very inadequate compared to the success of the lovely creature hugging me tight.

At least, that’s how I feel when I’m in her presence.

When I’m not around my crazily successful and put together sister, I feel good about my life and where I am. Maybe that’s why I don’t hang with her as much as she’d like—because she makes me consider the awful possibility I could be more.

Fallon’s hands grip my shoulders, and she stares at me pointedly. “You promise you’ll be at my condo by five?”

“I promise,” I reply emphatically, making a mental note to call Rich to let him know I’ll need to leave a bit early. He won’t care because I rarely miss work and I always bust my ass.

Fallon gives me one last smile—and yes, I can see some skepticism in it—and then she strides out with her designer soy drink in hand.

*     *     *

As the general manager of One Bean, I used to work eight to five with my assistant managers under me working split shifts to cover the hours before and after. Over the past six months, though, Rich has been spending more time away and has turned over more of the business responsibilities to me to handle.

It means more hours, but I don’t mind in the slightest, and my preference is to work later rather than coming in earlier. I’ve always been a night owl by nature.

I’ve come to deeply love this place in the past six years, and I have a very personal stake in it now. Its success is important to me, just as Rich has become important to me over the years.

It’s been eleven years since my father died, and he can never be replaced in my heart. But Rich has managed to settle himself into a small corner of mine. In addition to the respect I have for him as my employer, I’ve come to love the man since I started working for him.

My day here is almost over and I want to say goodbye, so I go to Rich’s office. After giving a short rap of my knuckles on the door casing, I walk in without waiting for his bidding.

Rich Cardello would never be considered a handsome man. He has a heavily wrinkled face, bulbous nose, and receding hairline. He’s a big man, but his barrel chest is starting to migrate a little south.

Still, he’s not an ugly man. He has this charisma about him—an energetic charm—that makes people take a second look. With his warm brown eyes, genuine smile, and mellow laugh, he makes people feel like they’ve known him forever.

He lifts his head, his smile welcoming. “Getting ready to head out?”

Nodding, I lean against the doorjamb, glancing at the receipts he’s going through. “You didn’t have to come in to do that. I was going to come in early tomorrow to finish it up.”

Rich waves an impatient hand, scoffing as his attention goes back down to the stack of papers before him. “Nonsense. You work too hard as it is.”

As I worked my way up the ranks of One Bean over the years, Rich entrusted me with more of the high-level stuff. He taught me how to balance the books, handle payroll, and manage people. I learned inventory, how to negotiate with vendors, and even took trips with him to trade shows where we’d sample roasted arabica for our regular brews and robust for our espressos, choosing new brands to showcase.

As Rich taught me more about the coffee shop business, he started to spend more time away. It was gradual and at first, I didn’t notice it. One day, though, I realized he hadn’t come in for almost a solid week. I had a minor freak out, thought the worst—that he was dying—and showed up at his house, banging on the door to demand answers.

He’d laughed, a big and boisterous sound from deep within that burgeoning belly, and told me he was in fine health but was just enjoying what he called “the Finley Porter early retirement program”. He’d sat me down in his living room, explaining I was doing such a great job of running the business that he was enjoying the time off.

“Hell,” he said with a big cheesy grin. “I’ve actually developed a hobby. Woodworking.”

That afternoon, I spent an hour at Rich’s house while he showed me the new woodshop he set up in the garage and several pieces of furniture he’d made. It was good stuff—not like what my dad used to make—and I was quite impressed. The important thing was that he was fine and healthy, and he valued what I was doing for him.

It was then I’d known I was on some sort of path that may have been fated. I’d realized I really loved doing what I was doing. I had found my passion.

“You should get going,” Rich says, pointedly looking at the wall clock. It’s four-thirty. “You know Fallon won’t be happy if you’re late.”

Sighing, I push off the doorjamb and move into his office. It’s cluttered and disorganized, but it’s always been that way. The one time I tried to clean up, he scolded me for messing with his system. Since then, I’ve left things alone.

Flopping down in the only chair across from his desk, I stare longingly at the work he’s doing. “I have plenty of time to get over there. It’s just I’d rather be here going through receipts than at a fancy art showing.”

Rich chuckles. “You and me… like peas in a pod. I never did like fancy stuff either.” His eyes turn a bit misty with memory. “But my Joyce did. She loved to get dressed up and hit the town at night. I indulged her always, of course.”

I smile, my gaze dropping to my lap as he reminisces. His wife Joyce died almost fifteen years ago, and I’ve heard so many stories about her that I feel as if I know her. When he talks about her, the love in his voice sometimes makes my heart hurt. It’s the painful squeeze of loss I feel when I think about my father, which has never lessened over time. I’ve merely learned to accept it.

“Listen,” he says, getting up from the chair. My head snaps up, and I watch as he moves over to close his office door. “Seeing as how you have a few minutes I want to run something by you.”

I sit up straighter in the chair because he sounds businesslike, and I want him to see I can be professional, too. “Sure. What’s up?”

Rich settles his frame deeper into the chair, which groans slightly from the weight. His hands settle onto the plastic armrests, and he drums his fingers while staring at me appraisingly. “You know I’ve come to rely heavily on you to run this business, right?”

Yes, I do. Rich praises me often, validates my skills, and pays me pretty damn well for a manager of a coffee shop, although it’s not enough to retire on. “I love what I do, Rich.”

“I’m glad to hear that,” he says, something in his face relaxing. “Which is why I want to make you an offer.”

I tip my head to the side. “An offer?”

“I’d like to sell One Bean to you,” he says.

I merely gape, eyes slightly flared, left eyebrow arched a fraction higher than the right.

He stares back at me.

I burst out laughing. “Sell the shop to me? Rich… are you going daft or something?”

I get no laugh in return. His kind eyes don’t even crinkle. He holds my gaze until I start to feel hot in the face and neck, and I realize I’ve misjudged this.

My smile slides off my face. “Are you serious?”

Rich sighs, rubbing a hand covered in age spots across the nape of his neck. It’s a sign of annoyance that I’m not taking him at face value, and he just gazes at me from under bushy graying eyebrows.

“Are you sick?” I demand, leaning forward in my chair. My voice turns shrill. “Dying?”

“No,” he declares with enough force and zeal that I instantly believe him. “Of course not.”

Putting my hand to my heart, I slump down in the chair. “You nearly gave me a heart attack, Rich.”

“Wasn’t my intention,” he mutters. “I get I’m dropping a bomb on you, but the offer is real if you’re interested.

Pulse back to normal, I perk up, straightening in my seat. “Why do you want to sell?”

“My son needs the money,” he replies.

“Richie?” I ask curiously. That’s his oldest, his namesake, and the one who can’t seem to keep himself out of trouble.

Rich shakes his head. “Daniel needs it. He’s going to go into marijuana production.”

A feather could knock me over at this news. Daniel is Rich’s other son, younger than Richie by three years, but a million times more mature, responsible, and successful. He’s a freaking CPA with his own firm.

“Marijuana production?” I can’t wrap my head around strait-laced Daniel doing this.

“It’s a fifty-billion-dollar-a-year industry, Finley. He’s going to invest with three others in an indoor grow facility. He just needs some cash upfront to get in on it.”

There’s no stopping my jaw from dropping. I’m not surprised Rich wants to help Daniel. He loves his kids. And there’s no judgment from me that Daniel wants to go into marijuana production. It’s completely legal here.

But I’m stunned Rich wants to sell the shop. It’s been his life for the last thirty-two years. It’s part of his identity.

“I just…” I stumble for the right words. “I just can’t believe you want out. I mean… this place is you, Rich. It’s your legacy, and I always sort of thought it would pass to Richie or Daniel.”

Rich shakes his head, lips pressed flat. “Richie would run it into the ground. As you can see, Daniel has an incredibly good opportunity here. That’s why I want to offer it to you. And you’re right… it’s a legacy, and I trust you to take good care of it.”

“I can’t afford to buy—”

Rich holds his hand up. “Just listen to my offer. If you’re not interested, I can open it to outside bidders. But I’d rather you have this place over anyone else. I’ll finance it for you, but I’m going to need some cash upfront for Daniel.”

“How much cash?” I ask, my tongue feeling thick and swollen in my mouth.

“Two hundred thousand,” he says, and I gasp.

I can’t afford that. I can’t even afford five percent of that. And while it would be a dream I didn’t realize I had to own this place, I now feel my very existence is crumbling away at the foundation.

“Rich… that’s impossible for me.”

“Don’t say that,” he demands, looking at me much the way my father would when I was frustrated and ready to give up. “There are all kinds of ways. Fallon could help you, or you could get a second mortgage on your house. I’ll help you figure it out.”

“How soon do you need an answer?” I ask hesitantly.

“Soon,” he replies softly. “Daniel’s on a deadline to make his buy-in. He needs to have it by the end of the month.”

Shit. That’s only three and a half weeks away. Despite what might seem like impossible odds, I promise Rich to give it some serious thought. Still, as I trudge the four blocks to Finley’s condominium—which happens to be uphill—the only conclusion I can come to is that it would be nearly impossible for me to come up with that much cash.

Which means Rich will have to sell to an outside investor. My job could be at stake. Life could change drastically for me, and it puts me in a piss-poor mood by the time the doorman greets me at Fallon’s building and opens the door for me to enter.

I don’t come here often enough to know the people who work resident services, but the doorman dressed in a red frocked coat, white gloves, black pants, and black top hat gives me a warm smile. I receive his smile at the same time I get a frothy, buzzy feeling welling inside me. It makes me want to dance and twirl around. It’s like happy champagne bubbles, and the feeling seems to shoot directly from the man holding the door open straight into my body.

Those vibes have nothing to do with his smile or genial personality, but everything to do with what’s deep inside him. Just as with Dan and Mr. Pelman, I close myself off to it. Slam a mental door tight and cut those fizzy vibes off at the root.

While this man doesn’t make me think of serial killers, he is definitely not natural no matter how good he makes me feel. I duck my head, shooting him a brief smile, and scurry into the building’s foyer.


CHAPTER 3


There’s no denying The Sapphire is a beautiful building, named for the blue-tinted reflective glass on the exterior. The lobby is what one would expect for a luxury high-rise condo with Italian marble flooring, expensive crystal lighting, and an officious-looking receptionist who sits behind a curved desk to welcome people. Everything is done in white and chrome, which Fallon calls contemporary elegance, but I call hospital sterile chic.

I cross the lobby to the desk, my Chucks making a faint squeaking noise against the floor that causes the woman sitting there to purse her lips in distaste. She’s just a receptionist, but she is voguishly polished and I’m sure probably makes more money sitting here directing people than I do busting my ass as a coffee shop manager.

“May I help you?” she inquires cordially with a pasted-on smile, but I can tell she thinks I may have wandered into the wrong place.

“I’m here to see Fallon Porter. I’m her sister Finley.”

A bit of warmth seeps into the woman’s expression, and she nods. “Yes, of course. Miss Porter said you’d be coming.”

Pointing to the bank of three elevators, she types something onto her keyboard and the farthest one opens. It’s an express elevator that leads to the top five floors. It can only be opened by the computer the receptionist commands, or by a resident’s thumbprint on the pad beside the elevators.

Welcome to the modern world. I remember being slightly impressed with it the first time I came to visit, but, after that, it was just a novelty.

“Thank you,” I reply before moving quickly toward the door. In my mind, I know it won’t shut, but there’s still an urge to break into a run in case it does.

It waits for me, as it was programmed to do, and I step onto its marbled floor. Holding onto a chrome rail, I push the button to the thirty-seventh floor. While The Sapphire is forty floors in height, the top five condos are all equally identical in size and amenities. There isn’t a cream-of-the-crop penthouse in this building with extra features, size, and appointments. The only thing that distinguishes them is their height relative to where the ground is. However, Fallon’s fiancé complained to me once that he lost his bid for the top floor, and, as such, they’d probably be moving at some point to somewhere more prestigious. I could only stare at him blank-faced because I didn’t get why it was so awful being on the thirty-seventh floor versus the fortieth when they were identical in features.

But that’s Blain. Everything is about status with him.

The elevator takes off and I hold tight because it’s built onto the exterior of the building with transparent glass walls so that once it surpasses the second floor, it shoots out over Seattle and flies upward. I’m sure many people love the thrill and the chance to gaze at the beauty of a portion of downtown and the Sound beyond, but I’m afraid of heights, so my stomach rolls over and over again.

I close my eyes.

It doesn’t help.

I take deep breaths, but it makes me want to puke.

So I concentrate by staring at my feet and trying to ignore the outside whizzing by through my peripheral vision.

You know, if Fallon truly wants to know why I don’t visit more often, this puke-inducing ride up is one reason.

The elevator slows, coming to a smooth stop on the thirty-seventh floor. A cultured but digitally engineered female voice serenely states, Floor thirty-seven. I exit after the doors silently slide open, then turn left to Fallon’s condo. It sits on the west-facing side of the building and as long as it’s a sunny day, it has a prime view of the Puget Sound, Bainbridge Island across the water, and the Olympic mountains beyond that.

The double entrance doors to Fallon’s condo come into view, and I press the doorbell to the right. An officious donging sound resonates from within and after just a few moments, the door is opened by Fallon’s fiancé.

Blain Stratherton, III.

As in when he introduces himself to people, he actually says, “Blain Stratherton the Third.”

I wonder if it bothers him that he’s not “the First,” sort of like it bothers him to be on the thirty-seventh floor rather than the fortieth.

At any rate, he bears the most obnoxious name ever and, boy, does it fit his personality. He comes from a family of rich attorneys who made their wealth in something other than the law, but I don’t care enough to ask Fallon about it. He’s a partner in a law firm along with his father and grandfather, and it’s called Stratherton, Stratherton & Stratherton, PA.

The first time I met him, he droned on and on about his law firm—how it was the top-rated firm in the Seattle area. When he told me the name, I just couldn’t help myself.

“I have a marketing idea,” I had said to him from across the dinner table. It was the first of maybe three times I’d accepted a dinner invitation from Fallon.

“What’s that?” He’d smiled condescendingly as he lifted his wineglass to his mouth.

“Why not just call it the Stratherton firm?” I asked, being deadly serious and not smart-assed at all. “It’s just easier to say, and I think it has a great deal of panache.”

Blain blinked at me over the edge of his wineglass as if I’d just sprouted horns from the top of my head. Finally, he said, “Don’t be ridiculous. It’s important that each of our names are represented.”

Now I was the one blinking because that was perhaps the dumbest reasoning ever. Fallon had told me before that Blain had an incredibly high IQ, but, at that moment, I didn’t believe it at all.

I held back on what I wanted to say, which was to point out the obvious—that each of their names were still represented, even if it was only on the sign once—but I knew it would be a waste of air. Instead, I’d said, “Well… I think your way sounds nicer.”

He’d nodded pompously, and that was that.

We haven’t had any deep discussions since then.

I study Blain now as he stands with one hand on the doorknob, not even bothering to look at me or invite me in. He’s reading a thick document—presumably legal in nature—clutched in his hand.

I’ll give it to him, though. He’s pretty enough—if perfectly coiffed blond hair, manicured nails, and a little bit of snoot in your man’s attitude is what you want, then he’s great.

Perfect for Fallon, actually, because ever since she opened the art gallery, she’s grown a bit snobby herself. I don’t hold that against her, though. She deals in fine art for extremely wealthy people, so she has to fit in with them. Honestly, they appear as if they were made for each other and if she’s happy, then I’ll bite my tongue and be happy for her.

Without lifting his gaze from the document in his hand, Blain merely says, “Finley.”

“Blain,” I reply as I step into the large foyer with gleaming hardwood floors inlaid with wooden fleur-de-lis in a lighter color around the edge.

Ignoring me, he closes the door and turns away. He walks toward the massive living area with floor-to-ceiling windows that overlook the Puget Sound. I watch as he sits on the couch, crosses one leg over the other while loosening his tie, and continues to read the papers in his hand.

I shrug, a bit grateful not to have to converse with him because it’s always stilted, and he makes me feel like a dumbass somehow. More so than the terrifying elevator ride, Blain is really the main reason I don’t accept Fallon’s invitations very often. I just can’t get on board with liking him, no matter if she loves him. He takes every opportunity to make me feel inferior and while I have a pretty thick skin, I just don’t like it.

Granted, Fallon likes to remind me of my shortcomings, but at least she has a concerned tone when she does so. I’m mature enough to realize it comes from a place of love and a need to still act like a mother figure to me. Blain just likes to degrade me because he’s an asshole, and he was raised to be that way. Still, he could be tolerable if Fallon worked to make him so, but, sadly, the last reason I don’t accept many invites is that Fallon lets him get away with his bad behavior. Oh, sometimes she’ll shake her head silently in admonishment, or press her lips together in disapproval at something caustic he’ll say to me, or sometimes she’ll merely say, “Blain” in a soft tone of warning. But never once has she taken a stand and told Blain to stop treating me so poorly, and that hurts just a tiny bit. We may not have a tight, twin-like bond, but we are family and I thought there would be some loyalty.

I put those thoughts aside—because they’re bitter and I don’t like to be that type of person—as I head down a hall to the master suite. I decided a long time ago I was done holding things against Fallon because she didn’t meet my expectations. I’ve learned to accept things as they are, and I keep my distance for the most part.

But on other occasions, such as tonight, I gladly stand by her in support because there were years where we had no one but each other.

As I traverse the long hall, I take a moment to admire the artwork Fallon has chosen. Blain let her redecorate the condo when she moved in. While I’m not a fan of the dark, charcoal-colored walls, I do like she chose light-colored paintings done in whites, beiges, and silvers. They’re all abstract, which I appreciate because I think everyone can see something different within what looks like chaos except to the person who created it.

Fallon and Blain have been dating for three years and have lived together for one. He proposed to her last year with a huge five-carat diamond ring. When she proudly showed it off to me, I was boggled by its size and brilliance, but I was happy for her because she was happy. Secretly though, deep down, I was terrified it would attract bad people to her and she’d be robbed one day while walking the streets of Seattle.

And I’m not talking about the homeless crisis we are currently experiencing in my city, which puts unsavory characters on virtually every block. I’m more worried about the evil people out there who would gladly chop her hand off to get that diamond or for the pure satisfaction of the violent event.

People like Dan in the coffee shop or Mr. Pelman, my hunchbacked neighbor.

At any rate, this is Fallon’s home now and while it’s too austere for me, it makes her happy, so I’m happy for her. She and Blain will be getting married in the fall and soon they’ll have uptight, perfectly coiffed little babies, who I’ll revel in getting dirty and teaching them bad things.

I find my sister sitting at a vanity table in the bathroom, which is spread out with cosmetics, applying some shimmery dust to her cheeks. She sees me in the mirror’s reflection and turns, her smile bright. “You made it.”

“Of course I did.” I laugh.

“Did you see Blain?” Fallon turns back to the mirror, using a brush over her cheeks. “Did he offer you a drink?”

No, Fallon. He didn’t even offer me common courtesy.

But I would never say that to my sister because I know she loves the douchebag, and, for whatever reason, he makes her happy. Plus, I don’t want her ever to have to choose between us.

Or more like I don’t want to find out who she would choose if it came down to that. I’m not so sure I’d beat Blain out, and I don’t want to find out where that line would be drawn.

No, this is enough for me, so I merely reply, “I’m good. I don’t need anything.”

Setting the brush down, she rises from the chair. Nabbing a robe from a hook on the wall, she says, “Get your clothes off and this on. We’ll do your makeup first.”

I do as she asks, because this is her night and I’m not going to do anything to ruin it in any way. Balking at letting her pretty me up would totally put her in a foul mood. My clothes go into a folded pile on her sink, my Chucks resting on the floor below, and I shrug into the soft robe.

I sit in the chair, trying not to squirm as Fallon starts to work on me. She grumbles about wishing I’d had time for a shower because “you smell like coffee” and “I have a great conditioner that would calm these unruly curls,” but I don’t say a word. I merely nod and agree with her.

Fallon starts with my face, applying creams, foundations, and powders. She uses sponges, brushes, and even her fingertips. My eyes take the longest, and I’m fairly sure she put at least four coats of mascara on me.

While she applies makeup, she chats amiably about her wedding. She had asked me the day after Blain proposed if I would be her maid of honor, and, of course, I accepted. Frankly, I was shocked the offer went to me. She has a host of close friends and sorority sisters from college who would have better served, so it is kind of an honor she wants me at her side.

And the one thing I’m eternally grateful for is that my sister has a ton of class, and she chose stunning bridesmaid dresses in a shimmery beige that are strapless, simple, and elegant. I might have had to kill her if she went with poufy sleeves or bows on the butt.

I listen as Fallon prattles about the details of the ceremony and the lavish reception, again genuinely pleased for her because her dreams are coming true. While we may not be all that close, I still love her more than anything in this world.

When she finally sets down the last makeup implement and steps back to admire her handiwork, I have to admit I’m a little shocked by my appearance in the mirror.

Sure, I’ve worn makeup before. I like wearing it when I’m going out at night.

Sure, I’ve dressed up before. I even own some sexy dresses and high heels that come out on extreme occasions if Rainey drags me out for a night on the town.

I am no stranger to girlie things; I even enjoy them.

But no matter how many times my face has been transformed, it’s never been done in a way such as this, and I’m thinking Fallon may have missed her calling in life.

My skin looks flawless and dewy, like I just walked through a misting rain. My cheekbones are accentuated in such a way as to make me seem almost aristocratic. My lips are full and lush, and whoa—my eyes—I can’t stop staring at them.

As I said, my eyes can usually stand on their own because of their unusual color and naturally long lashes, but the eye makeup she put on me is dark and sensual. My lids are done in a collage of grays, with thick liner cutting under. Whatever she put on my lashes makes them look ridiculously full, and the overall effect on my green-gold-blue eyes make them look like jewels floating in the middle of a stormy sea.

“Wow,” is all I can say.

Fallon smiles. It’s a knowing smile—that she could take me from a pretty girl to an enchantress with just a few brush strokes.

She frets with my hair a little bit, but I like what she does with it. She pulls the sides back, twisting and pinning so my curls look tame. Pulling the long mass to the side, she loosely braids it to hang over one shoulder. At the bottom, she fastens a jeweled hair cuff studded with what looks like diamonds and black onyx.

Fallon steps behind my chair, puts her hands on my shoulders, and squeezes me. “You are exquisite, Finley.”

“Only because of your talents,” I murmur, turning my face left and right to admire her handiwork. At this moment, I’m not sure I’ve ever felt more beautiful. I’m also positive if I tried this myself, I’d come out looking like a deranged raccoon high on meth.

“Come on,” she says. “Let’s get dressed.”

She leads me back into the bedroom, right into their closet, which is at least three times the size of my bedroom, and moves over to a rack that contains nothing but formal wear. She pulls a blood-red strapless gown, holding it up for me to see.

“I’m wearing this,” she says, turning to put it on a wall hook. “I know it would look great on your figure, but the red will clash with your hair.”

When I don’t disagree, she goes right to a dress with confidence, which means she had already perused and considered the options before I arrived.

The dress is black, and I can’t tell much about it by the way it drapes on the padded hanger. She merely lays it over her forearm, then orders me to take the robe off.

I do so without hesitation or embarrassment. Growing up together, we’ve been naked in each other’s presence thousands of times.

“Bra, too,” Fallon says, so I unhook my white cotton bra to let it fall to the floor.

She moves to place the dress over my head. I thread my arms through what I think are the armholes, and she lets it slither down my body. The fabric is silky, but it has a glittery shimmer to it. Turning to the full-length mirror, I gasp.

It’s gorgeous, elegant, and totally indecent. It’s almost a Grecian design with pleated folds over my shoulders that crisscross over my breasts and bind tight at the waist. The plunge down my cleavage, though, is so deep that not only the inside swells of my breasts are visible, but also the underswell as well. The sides are almost nonexistent under my armpits. As I turn slightly, I can see parts of my breasts showing there as well.

“I can’t wear this,” I say, even though, deep down, I’m fascinated because I’ve never felt so sexy in my life.

“You can and you will,” Fallon says, giving me no choice in the matter. Or is it that I want to wear something a little daring and risqué, knowing I might not ever have an opportunity like this again because this just isn’t my lifestyle?

Fallon grabs a black pair of strappy, pointy toe shoes with a ridiculous heel. I’m already envisioning a broken ankle, but I resolve to plant myself in a corner and not move, thereby minimizing the risk of serious injury.

I sit on a padded bench to put the shoes on, grateful they are closed-toed as the paint on my toenails is chipping. Fallon drops her robe and slips into her red dress, which truly does look amazing on her with her coloring, which is so different than mine.

As she’s fiddling through her jewelry drawer to put the finishing touches on us both, I take the opportunity for some sisterly advice. If there’s something Fallon enjoys more than trying to push me to do things I don’t like to, it’s giving me guidance in life.

“So… um… Rich is going to sell the coffee shop,” I say.

She doesn’t look at me, but her tone seems genuinely interested as she pulls out a gold mesh necklace and holds it up for consideration. “Oh, really?”

“He wants me to buy it,” I add.

That gets her attention and her head snaps my way, eyes flaring. “You’re kidding.”

In those two words, I hear disbelief which means she must think Rich is crazy for offering it to me, which means I’m not worthy.

I start to stammer. “I know you never approved of my career path, and you probably think it’s stupid and unambitious but—”

“Actually, I think it’s a marvelous idea,” she exclaims, coming to sit next to me on the bench. “I mean… yeah, I didn’t want you to be a manager of baristas your entire life, but owning a business is a commendable undertaking. And you already know everything about running it and how to keep it profitable.”

I’m so relieved to have her support, and I revel in this moment of glory that she’s being supportive of something I want to do rather than disapproving.

But, as so often happens with my sister, she manages to cast a little damper on things. Rising from the bench to go back to her jewelry selections, she offhandedly says, “Plus… you have your mental health under excellent control now with the medications. That shouldn’t be a hindrance to you owning a business.”

My gaze drops to my hands, which are now clenched in my lap. Fallon’s never been sympathetic to my issues, and I’ve always believed they’ve been a bit of an embarrassment to her. It’s sad she thinks I’m better with medications, especially since I haven’t been on them in years. I’ve just learned to control my weirdness and keep my crazy thoughts to myself, but I’m not about to share that information with her. I’m just going to go with the fact she supports my idea.

“He needs two hundred thousand cash, and he’ll finance the rest,” I say, lifting my eyes back to hers.

Fallon whistles. “That’s a lot of money. What are you going to do?”

“Nothing,” I reply, frowning. “I don’t have that type of money.”

“Well,” she says thoughtfully and with a bit of criticism in her voice. “It seems to me you’re giving up a little too early. You could ask me for some of the money. I don’t have two hundred thousand, but I’ll give you what I can. You could apply for a loan for the remainder. Or you could renegotiate the amount down, get a silent investor, or even try to find a partner. You have a lot of options, Finley, so you can’t just dismiss it out of hand because the task seems insurmountable right now.”

It’s been a long time since I’ve felt such a flush of true affection for my sister. As we’ve gotten older and drifted apart, it’s been hard to connect.

But the mere fact she believes in me and has offered to help has me practically ready to ruin my eye makeup with tears.

She must sense I’m on the verge of messing up all her hard work because she gives me a bright smile and pulls me up from the bench. “Listen… let’s get this evening behind us, then tomorrow you and I will sit and make a game plan on how you can accomplish this.”

There are a million things I could say to Fallon, but all I can do is take the initiative this time and pull her into a hug. Like I was earlier today, she’s surprised by the spontaneous affection and is stiff at first, but then her arms come around me, and the embrace turns warm and meaningful.

Maybe this is a turning point in our relationship, I think, realizing I would not mind that at all.


CHAPTER 4


Finley

Fallon and I arrive at her gallery an hour before the show starts, although it’s clear setup has been going on for far longer. Caterers bustle around, setting up tables of little canapes that are barely big enough to chew, fresh sashimi, and delicate pastries. Waiters fill large silver buckets of ice on pedestals within which they push down bottles of expensive champagne to grab at the ready. More tables have nothing but fluted crystal glasses for the bubbly.

There are still men on ladders making slight adjustments to some of the large-scale paintings, and Fallon immediately moves into owner mode, sailing around to make sure all the preparations are on schedule.

I’ve already got a slight headache brewing just from the anxiety of having to socialize with people I have nothing in common with. Deciding to hang out in Fallon’s office, I carefully make my way there on the spiky-heeled shoes I’m wearing.

After Fallon got her degree in Fine Arts, she managed a gallery for three years. It had always been her dream to have her own business and with the help of her very wealthy boyfriend-soon-to-be-husband, she opened this gallery—simply called Fallon’s—a mere two years ago. However, with Blain’s contacts and Fallon’s exquisite taste and eye for detail, it quickly became known as “the” place to find timeless pieces created by fresh, new artists who had the promise to become big.

It’s a gorgeous space located right on First Avenue in Belltown. Big windows, black lacquered floors, and pristine white walls make it the perfect space to display the treasures she shows for commission, most of which lean toward the contemporary. The prices she charges ensure that, with or without marrying into the Stratherton family, Fallon will have a comfortable life.

Looking back over our childhood, and through the tribulations of being raised by a single father who was not all that mentally stable, I think Fallon was the ambitious child. She was industrious, forward-thinking, and always eager to accept a challenge.

Frankly, she was my hero, and I always told myself, “I want to be more like Fallon.”

Not exactly how it turned out, though.

While Fallon flits about, I settle into her small office at the rear of the gallery. The dress she has me in isn’t all that comfortable—way too tight to be honest—so I can’t sprawl on her loveseat against the wall. Instead, I take a prim seat on the edge, noting the dress has a scandalous slit up the side, and pull my phone out of the small black handbag Fallon had given me.

For the next hour, I do research, using search terms such as “owning your own business” and “silent partners” and “how to leverage equity in your home as collateral”. I get sucked down different rabbit holes, finding myself having to back up and start again. My head swims with information overload, but I keep plugging away at it.

I pull up a new search field on Google, then type in, “organizations that help startup companies” and dive down that tunnel of swirling information. There are governmental agencies and private philanthropies. There are “private investors” but the interest rates they charge are exorbitant, and I’d be indebted to them forever.

All of it is very depressing to me and if I were even to attempt buying the shop from Rich, it would be incredibly difficult to achieve.

My inclination at this point is to back away and let Rich sell to someone else. I can hope to keep my job and position, and maybe nothing will change.

“Hey, you,” I hear from the doorway, glancing up to see Fallon. “Doors are opening in five minutes, and I’d like you by mine and Blain’s side when they do.”

I nod, slipping my phone in the bag and rising from the couch.

Fallon surveys me, eyes running the length of my body. She moves toward me, adjusting a few locks of my hair that loosely frame my face. After checking the cuff at the end of the braid draped over my shoulder, she finally nods with approval. “You are truly stunning tonight, Finley.”

“Thank you,” I reply with a stab of pleasure in my chest. I’ve never felt stunning as she just called me. On some days, I might be passably pretty, but mostly I’m probably just unique in the way a sore thumb would stand out. Pretty or not. Stunning or drab. Either or.

I’m just Finley.

I’m just me.

“Listen,” Fallon says, putting her hands on my shoulders. Her palms are cold, and it causes me to shiver. “Tonight is an opportunity for you.”

Tilting my head, I ask, “Opportunity?”

“To gain some culture and socialization. You need to meet people outside your little circle.”

“I like my circle,” I say, fondly thinking of Rainey, Myles, and Adira, and also of Rich, who will be less of a presence in my life soon.

“Yes, but there’s nothing wrong with expanding it. And who knows, maybe you’ll even meet someone tonight.”

“Someone?”

“A man,” she says with a laugh. “Or a woman if that’s your thing. Is that your thing?”

I shake my head, but whether I like women or men is beside the point. “I’m not here to find a date, Fallon. I’m not interested.”

Fallon scoffs, letting her hands fall away from me. “Seriously… when is the last time you even went out on a date?”

My mind races, flitting back through the weeks and then months. I had sort of a fling with a guy in a band before Christmas, but that was fun and short-lived—exactly what we’d both been looking for.

Instead, I shrug. “I’m too busy running One Bean. With what little time I have left, I like spending it in the gym.”

Fallon wrinkles her nose. She’s incredibly non-athletic, and she doesn’t understand how I love getting into the gym to practice my mixed martial arts. There is no stress reliever like throwing punches, kicks, and elbows. It’s something my dad started me on when I was about ten years old. First, it was karate, and then I tried jujitsu. When I was older, I moved into the realm of mixed martial arts, enjoying learning the various disciplines involved. Moreover, I love sparring with other fighters, testing out my skills. There’s empowerment in being able to defend myself if the need were to arise.

“Hmm,” is all Fallon replies with. It’s that low hum of disapproval I’ve heard often over my life. “Well, let’s get going. I have a show to open.”

The next hour is a whirlwind of activity. The gallery has been transformed into a magical place with focused lighting on the art pieces, beautiful strains of music in the background, and delicious food. Fallon keeps me by her side as she introduces me to more people than I could possibly keep track of. It could be a pleasant time, except Blain is by her side as well, and I have to suffer his boorish behavior, which causes my headache to increase.

For only the second time since Fallon and Blain started dating, I meet his parents again. They give air kisses to Fallon, and they pretend like they don’t remember meeting me before. I’m relieved when they move off to mingle.

“Oh, there’s Michael,” Fallon gushes, grabbing my wrist. “I’ve wanted to introduce you.”

She drags me across the slick floor, leaving Blain behind—thank God—and I pray I don’t go down in a tumble of limbs and exposed leg because I’m pretty damn wobbly in these heels. They’ve got to be a good five inches with a bit of platform under the front part, which is about two inches higher than I normally wear if I were to go out.

Internally, I groan as she pulls me along, but I knew this was coming at some point. I figured Fallon had someone in mind she wanted me to meet, thus her pointed comment earlier about me needing to get out and date.

Fallon weaves me through the crowd, then I see a man who isn’t dressed in finery like the rest of us. He has on faded jeans, hiking boots, and a flannel shirt. He’s tall and lean with longish brown hair that’s messy and unkempt. He’s talking to a man and woman about a beautiful abstract painting on the wall that isn’t in the bold, primary colors that are often seen, but instead in subtle creams, barely-there grays, and muted yellows.

I’m so captivated by the painting that I miss the beginning of the introductions, tuning in when Fallon mentions my name to the group.

“I’m sorry,” I say, shaking my head and smiling sheepishly. “I was so taken by the painting that I didn’t catch everyone’s names.”

Fallon gives a light laugh, then introduces me again. The couple—an older, wealthy man and woman—smiles graciously and then bid their farewells as they move on to look at more artwork.

Then Fallon says, “Finley… this is Michael Varrons. He’s the artist who did this painting.”

Oh, wow. Okay, yeah… so that explains why he can get away with dressing the way I wish I were dressed right now.

“So you like it, huh?” Michael asks as he sticks his hand out to me.

We shake, and I can’t help but notice how cute he is. Maybe a few years older than Fallon and me, but with his stubbled face and dimpled smile, he’s totally charming.

“It’s beautiful,” I say, turning to give it another critical regard.

“Well, your sister seems to think it’s worth seven thousand dollars, but I’m sure we can convince her to give you a discount if you really want it?” His smile broadens, the dimples going deeper.

We all laugh, including Fallon. But then she decides to abandon me, putting a hand on Michael’s shoulder. “I’ll leave it up to you two to work out the details.”

And with that, she drifts away to circulate among her patrons and potential buyers.

When I look back at Michael, I immediately set the record straight. “I manage a coffee shop. Just so you know I could never afford this no matter how steep the discount.”

Michael leans in, glances at Fallon across the room, and then brings his eyes to mine. “That’s okay. Between you and me, I don’t think it’s worth the price she’s asking.”

I give a chastising shake of my head. “Now, there you’re wrong. My sister knows her art and the value of such in Seattle. If she says it’s worth seven thousand, then that’s what she’ll get for it.”

“Are you flirting with me?” he asks, a twinkle in his eye.

“Not yet,” I reply with actual flirtation in my tone. Maybe Fallon was right. Perhaps I need to get back into the dating scene, and Michael is handsome, accomplished, and seems to like me.

For the next hour, I stand with Michael by his painting as patrons circulate. He’s duty-bound to talk to them, explain his process, his medium, and the story within his art. He includes me in the discussions, and yes, I’ll admit… I actually enjoy myself. In his down moments where no one is complimenting his work, he and I joke and laugh, and, admittedly, some of it is because of the two glasses of champagne I have. I’m not much of a drinker.

“So,” I hear my sister drawl from behind me, then I feel her arm around my shoulder as she joins Michael and me again. “You two seem to be getting along famously.”

I blush because it’s so obvious Fallon is trying to set us up. But she doesn’t belabor the point because she turns to Michael. “I sold your painting.”

“What?” he exclaims, his eyebrows shooting up.

She grins, then nods toward the counter where her assistant is handling the monetary transactions. The couple he was talking to when we first walked up is standing there, the man pulling a credit card out of his wallet.

“And…” Fallon drawls as her arm falls away from my shoulder and goes to Michael’s. She gives him a little side hug. “They want to talk to you about commissioning a piece for their dining room.”

“You’re kidding?” he mutters in disbelief.

“I’m not,” she replies, giving him a tiny push in their direction. “I suggest you go talk to them about it. Finley will be here waiting for you when you’re done.”

Michael nods, looking like a giddy kid. He practically trots over to the couple who bought his art.

“You two look really good together,” Fallon says out of the side of her mouth.

“Oh, stop it,” I reply, but secretly, I have to admit Michael seems like a great guy. Handsome, funny, smart, and accomplished. Oh, and he likes jeans and flannel. Bonus points.

I watch, head tilted, as Michael talks to his new patrons, shaking their hands and giving what looks to be profuse thanks.

But then Fallon’s hand grips mine so hard I feel like my fingers are going to break. My head whips to the side to stare at her, but she’s not paying me a bit of attention. Her eyes are wide and her mouth hanging open with shock as she gapes at the entrance to the gallery.

“Oh my God,” she gasps, her other hand coming to flutter at her neck. “I can’t believe it’s him.”

Him who?

My head swivels in the direction of her awe. A man stands there, shaking hands with several people.

And well… not just any man.

A man of importance, I can tell. Maybe even extreme power.

He’s not classically handsome or even ruggedly good looking. He’s gorgeous in almost a feral-looking way.

Wild and sharp.

He appears to be in his mid-thirties if I had to take a guess. Perfectly angled cheekbones, his strong, square jaw showing the hint of stubble that will be appearing before the evening is done. His dark hair—the darkest of browns bordering on almost black—is perfectly styled, cleanly trimmed on the sides, but slightly longer on top. He wears it swept back from his forehead, which must contain some product, yet it still looks natural. His brows are slightly on the thicker side, but they only serve to frame eyes that some people would say might be prettier than mine. Even across the room, I can tell they’re a light amber color that seem to shine with an ethereal luminescence. He’s clearly well known, shaking hand after hand, and engaging in conversation that brings out a bright smile with straight teeth framed by full lips.

I give a hard shake of my head, realizing I just internally waxed poetic about the handsomeness of a man, which is something I don’t recall ever having done before. And that includes the time Rainey and I got backstage passes to meet Dave Grohl three years ago, and he is my all-time crush.

The man we’re currently gawking at is probably just an actor or a fashion model, or something along those lines, and I normally don’t get caught up in that sort of thing.

“I really can’t believe he came,” Fallon whispers, more to herself than me. “I mean… I sent him an invitation, but never in a million years did I think he’d show up.”

I look to my sister, frowning at her thrall. “Is he someone famous or something?”

Fallon’s piercing gaze whips to mine. “That’s Carrick Byrne.”

“Who?”

Fallon rolls her eyes, giving me a look that conveys I need to catch up to the modern world. “He’s only the richest man in Seattle.”

Huh. Handsome and rich. Big deal.

“I’ll be right back,” Fallon says, and I can hear the nervousness in her voice. She smooths her hands over her dress, then her hair. She takes a step away from me, then whips back around. “Is my makeup okay? My hair?”

“You look perfect,” I assure her.

She takes a deep breath, lets it out, and then nods at me. I stare back in fascination. I’ve never seen Fallon so ill at ease before. She’s nervous and unsure of herself, and that’s just not my sister.

I glance back at the man as he starts to move away from the door but is repeatedly stopped by people coming up to him. He seems to have an almost rock-star type of status among the Seattle rich.

Fallon turns, straightens her spine, and then impressively glides with confidence his way. I watch, sipping on my champagne as she pushes through the crowd to introduce herself to this man—Carrick Byrne.

They chat amiably as he seems to put her right at ease. More people come to join their circle, and there’s laughter. Someone brings Mr. Byrne a drink—not champagne—but something dark and in a crystal glass. Scotch or bourbon, I’m guessing.

My eyes drift over to Michael, also in animated conversation with his new clients. I’ve clearly been forgotten. With a sigh, I realize it’s probably time I headed home. I left my car back in the parking garage near One Bean, so I’ll just Uber back over to it as there’s no way I’m walking ten blocks, uphill, in spiked heels. That’s just suicide.

Prepared to slip back into Fallon’s office to grab my purse, I look over at her one more time. I find her staring directly at me, and then she starts motioning for me to come to join them. The crowd around Mr. Byrne has grown, his popularity obvious, and it’s clear Fallon wants to introduce me.

I shake my head in the negative, clearly conveying I can do without.

She narrows her eyes, gives me a scowl that says she’s not to be trifled with, and jabs her finger down toward the floor, a silent message that says, “Get your ass over here, right now.”

With another sigh—this one far more suffering—I move that way. It’s Fallon’s night. If she wants me to meet the richest man in Seattle, so be it.

I try to walk as gracefully as possible, given I don’t have a lot of practice in shoes quite this high. I have no clue what material the floor is, only that it is shiny and black and looks slick as hell. It messes with my head to walk across it, which is why I was grateful to just stand in one spot for so long talking to Michael.

I manage to make it over to the group somewhat gracefully where I have to turn sideways, slip in between two men to bring myself to Fallon’s side. Mr. Byrne is currently in an animated discussion with Blain about some stock that just went belly up. Fallon’s hand grips my wrist, most likely to ensure I don’t flee.

When there’s finally a lull in the conversation, Fallon says, “Carrick… I’d like to introduce you to my sister, Finley.”

Fallon gives me a slight push in my lower back, meant to convey I should politely engage with the man. He turns his head from Blain to me, and the moment our eyes connect, I know something is gravely wrong.

Up close, I see I was correct about his eye color. They’re colored somewhere between warm honey and glowing amber, heavily rimmed with thick black lashes. When he looks at me, something hot flares inside them with such intensity, I take a step backward.

What was that? A moment of recognition?

Impossible, as I’ve never met this man before. He’s not the type one forgets.

Those eyes, though, in just a millisecond it seems, lose all their warmth. Despite the golden hue that emanates with a glow that would make one think of a cozy fire, they go ice cold as his jaw locks hard. A shiver moves up my spine as Mr. Byrne stares at me with what I can only describe as open hostility, possibly even hatred.

Fallon doesn’t seem to notice as she’s blathering on about me. How I manage a successful coffee shop with ownership potential, and I can tell that not a single word is filtering through to the man glaring daggers at me.

He abruptly turns his gaze from me to Fallon, and I note that his eyes seem warm and human again. He interrupts her monologue without an ounce of remorse. “I’m sorry, Fallon. I had hoped to be able to stay longer, but I have another appointment. I can’t be late for it. Perhaps I’ll come by for a private tour of your gallery another time.”

Fallon gushes her gratitude. “It would be my sincerest honor, Mr. Byrne.”

“Please call me Carrick,” he says with a charming smile, sticking his hand out to her. They shake, then he turns to shake Blain’s hand as well. His body swings slightly toward the group that had been standing around in awe as he talked, and his gaze briefly moves over every single person there as he nods a farewell.

Every single person but me.

He pointedly refuses to look at me, and I’m baffled by the snub.

Worse yet… I’m actually sort of… hurt?

Which is ridiculous because I don’t know this man. Moreover, I have skin thicker than cowhide. My feelings and ego are secure. It would take much more than a rude man to cause an ache in my chest, yet I feel like I’ve been let down by the most important person in the world.

I shake my head because that’s utterly laughable.

He’s an ordinary man.

Nothing special.

I narrow my eyes at him. Opening myself up and focusing my energy, I look for something weird way beneath the surface I hadn’t picked up on before, but nothing stands out.

Fallon walks him to the door, shaking his hand one more time before pressing her business card into it. I watch as he steps onto the sidewalk only to be met by a short, balding man carrying an umbrella he holds high over Mr. Byrne’s head. There’s a dark sedan with tinted windows parked at the sidewalk and they disappear into the backseat, first Carrick Byrne and then the bald man, who deftly closes the umbrella before shutting the door.

Huh?

That was strange.

I take stock of my feelings. The ache in my chest is gone, and I must have imagined it. I’m completely nonplussed that, for whatever reason, Mr. Byrne did not like me.

And now that he’s gone, I can take my leave feeling secure that I have done my duty in supporting Fallon on her big night.


CHAPTER 5


Finley

I’ve worked so hard this week that I simply can’t feel guilty for taking a few hours of “me” time, so I’m getting in some gym time this morning before heading into work. I know a lot of people say working out gives them extra energy, but that’s never been the case for me. Instead, I sort of get a mellow sense of well-being after I’ve spent time pummeling and pounding things. I guess you can say it makes me feel zen, and I could use some of that right now.

This past week, I decided to throw all my extra energy outside of managing One Bean into figuring out how I could buy the place from Rich. True to her word, the day after her gallery showing, Fallon sat down with me and we made a list of options and potential resources. She pledged to give me twenty-five thousand dollars, which actually made me cry. It was a lot of money and after my tears dried up, I insisted it would be a loan with interest. She argued with me about that.

Once.

Then graciously accepted my offer to pay her back with interest.

But that left me still needing a hundred and seventy-five thousand dollars and as you can imagine, a coffee shop manager doesn’t have that type of financial portfolio. It meant I had to turn outward for help.

Over the last week, I’ve met with my bank about a business loan, but I need an appraisal on my house for collateral, which could take weeks. I considered, but quickly turned down, an offer by Fallon to ask Blain for the additional money—as a loan, of course, because he’d never just give it to me—but I didn’t want to be indebted to him in any way. I immediately discounted other lenders who could easily qualify me but would charge exorbitant interest rates I’d never be able to pay off in my lifetime.

In the end, I focused on my best shot at success, and that was applying for small business philanthropic grants. I filled out a total of five applications, and I was able to secure an appointment with one where I’d have to make a business pitch.

The organization is called Olympic Dreams, and I’m not sure if it’s because they grant huge wishes to want-to-be business owners or in honor of our beautiful Olympic mountains just to the west of Seattle. Before my interview this afternoon, I’m going to try to look up the answer to that question just in case they want to grill me about my knowledge of their organization.

But first… I fight to become zen.

A back fist catches me on the right temple. Luckily, my headgear absorbs most of the impact, and I manage to block a left Thai kick coming in quick succession. Following my block, I launch a flurry of punches at my opponent.

Jab, jab, cross, left hook, right uppercut.

Every single one is deflected, and I growl in frustration.

Planting my left leg hard, I raise my right knee and launch a push kick right at my opponent’s midsection. It’s caught in gloved hands and with a sharp twist, my body spins in the air for a brief moment before crashing down onto the mat, face-first.

Something pokes me in the back of my leg, and I glare over my shoulder to find my coach nudging me with his foot. “Get up.”

“I’m tired.” But my mouth guard makes it sound like um thard.

He pulls his own mouth guard out, bouncing lightly from foot to foot. “Tough shit. You’ve gotten lazy lately. No stamina. You need to build it back up.”

Rolling over on my back, gasping for air, I pull my mouth guard out before pleading for mercy. “I’ve been working my ass off, Duane.”

“Not here in the gym,” he retorts.

Duane’s been my MMA coach for the last three years and I used to train with him at least four times a week. Lately, I’m lucky if I get in one day because I’ve been so busy at work, and he’s right… my stamina sucks these days. I used to be able to hang with him for three-minute sparring rounds, but now I can barely survive a minute without getting knocked on my ass. The only thing that makes these failures bearable is the fact I really don’t do anything with these newly honed fighting skills. I don’t compete at karate and jujitsu like I did when I was younger. I was just a kid then, and I had no responsibilities that took priority. I had all the time in the world outside of school to practice, and, well, I had my dad always urging me on.

Now I don’t have the time to commit to serious competition training. No, the mixed martial arts is just for my own joy and satisfaction in knowing I could adequately defend myself if needed. Plus, it’s a great way to stay in shape, particularly because I eat way too many of One Bean’s chocolate croissants.

There’s also the added benefit that punching and kicking things is a huge stress reliever, which, in turn, makes me zen. Duane also teaches me fun stuff like how to use nunchucks, fight with staffs, and defend against knife attacks, so it’s always a good time.

Duane sits facing me, and I push up to my elbows to at least make eye contact. “Your head isn’t in it today,” he observes.

“I know,” I mutter, sitting all the way up and pulling at the Velcro straps holding my gloves on.

While he can be a tough-as-hell coach, Duane is probably the nicest person in the world. He genuinely cares about people and even when riding my butt to do better, it’s always done in a way that lifts me up rather than knocking me down. His brown eyes are soulful and watchful in a way that tells me he understands.

“Need to take a break from this?” he asks, stretching his legs out beside mine in the opposite direction. His dark skin makes mine look ridiculously pale, to the point of appearing sickly. Maybe I should hit a tanning bed or something, but I know that will just cause me to break out in a rash of freckles.

When I don’t answer, he pops to his feet and holds his hand out. I take it, letting him haul me up from the mat.

“I don’t need a break,” I finally say, tugging a glove off. “I just need to prioritize my time better.”

“Well, I miss training you, kiddo,” he says, bopping me lightly on the top of my head, which I barely feel because of the padded gear I’m wearing.

“And I miss training,” I reply earnestly. And more than the training, I miss Duane, who has felt a bit like a father figure to me, much the way Rich has. While neither can replace my dad, it’s nice to have strong, stable men as role models in my life.

I glance up at the clock on the wall, one of those old analogs that have a metal grate over it, which is bolted into a stud so no one will steal it. “I need to get going.”

I have to take a shower, get back to One Bean for a few hours, and then off to my late afternoon appointment at Olympic Dreams.

“Text me to let me know when you can come back in,” he says, holding his gloved hand out.

I bump it with mine. “I will.”

And I resolve to make more time for this, because it’s one of the few hobbies I have and it’s something I genuinely love doing.

*     *     *

Olympic Dreams is headquartered on the third floor of an office building several blocks west of One Bean. I decide to take the bus rather than drive because it’s raining, and I don’t want to walk to the garage for my car when one bus stop is right outside the coffee shop and the other is just one block down from Olympic Dreams. An umbrella is adequate protection for that brief walk, and it will keep my hair from frizzing.

I managed to get my hair halfway decent after my shower at the gym by pulling the riot of curls away from my face and securing them with a large barrette. Fallon always says wearing my hair back does wonders for my cheekbones, and I’ll just trust her on that. I also took a few extra minutes to put some makeup on, mostly concentrating on my eyes. I even put on a beautiful skirt and blouse Fallon loaned me that probably costs more than I make in a week. The only thing I wouldn’t compromise on was a pair of super high heels she tried to insist on. Instead, I’m wearing a pair of my own modestly low heels so I can walk more naturally.

The lobby of Olympic Dreams is quiet. There’s no one else in here besides the beautiful receptionist behind a glass-and-chrome desk. I choose a leather couch along the wall adjacent to the entrance doors. It lets me face the only other visible door from the lobby, which I assume leads back into the belly of the company. I imagine a maze of cubicles, or maybe even a collaborative, open-plan office design because Seattle is progressive in that way.

My position here is deliberate because I want to be able to see the man I’m meeting with as soon as that door opens. I have my brilliant smile and a firm handshake ready to unleash.

The receptionist has an earpiece, and she effortlessly handles answering a busy phone system. She doesn’t spare me another glance after telling me to take a seat. In between phone calls, she types away on a thin white laptop. It matches the white walls, the white tiled floor, and the white leather furniture. Even her outfit is white—a form-fitting sleeveless dress. The overall effect is disconcerting, but rather than feeling sterile because of the absence of color—much like the lobby of The Sapphire feels—the effect is like being in the middle of a cloud. I expect that might be because the furniture is comfortable and almost squishy, and there are beautiful arrangements of white lilies on a few of the tables dotted around. The artwork—also white but in various shades from bright white to vanilla—is actually graceful with soft lines. There’s a statue of a woman that looks as if she’s swaying to music with her hands over her head, eyes serenely closed, and in a dress that billows around her ankles. On one wall, there’s a painting of a snow-covered landscape with mountains so far in the distance, they’re more light gray bordering on eggshell. Altogether, it exudes peace and serenity, and again I marvel how it contrasts to the lobby of Fallon’s condo, which is also all done in white and chrome. I bet Fallon could lecture me for an hour on how texture, curves, and layout have everything to do with creating different atmospheres and feelings just with the color white.

I’ve been waiting on the couch for only about five minutes, but, then again, I was about ten minutes early and have resigned myself to sitting here a bit longer. My nerves are getting the best of me, so I decide to review my proposal one more time since I can only admire the decor for so long.

Opening the burgundy leather portfolio Fallon loaned me—you’ll look so professional, she’d said—I glance over the sheet of paper on top. It’s the bio of the man I’m going to be making my pitch for a business grant to which I’d printed off last night.

Mr. Marcus Valentine, Chief Executive Officer of Olympic Dreams, and the man who will make or break my ability to buy One Bean. It’s made me infinitely more nervous that I’m meeting with the head honcho. The only thing giving me some small measure of comfort is that he at least appears to be a friendly type in the headshot accompanying his bio.

The outer door to Olympic Dreams opens, and someone enters. I don’t lift my head because it’s not the door I care about, nor am I curious if this is perhaps another grant applicant. I don’t want to compare myself to any possible competition. Instead, I concentrate on re-reading Mr. Valentine’s bio to perhaps find an interesting tidbit to bring up, but I barely make it across the first line before my entire body jerks when I hear the receptionist say, “Good afternoon, Mr. Byrne.”

I snap my head up to see a man standing before the receptionist’s desk. “Good afternoon, Olivia.”

Shit. It’s freaking Carrick Byrne. His back is to me, but I recognize his bearing, that dark wavy hair, and that voice, which sounds cultured in an almost European way, but without any true ring as to what country it would be. His name sounds Irish, but it’s not a brogue I’m detecting. Just smooth, articulate tones that indicate wealth, good breeding, and most likely an expensive education.

The receptionist hands him a manila envelope. He opens it, glances inside, then closes the flap again. I hold my breath, not moving a muscle, hoping beyond all hope he doesn’t turn to see me sitting here. I’m even afraid to bow my head over the portfolio, worried any movement at all will catch his notice. While I’m fairly sure he doesn’t have eyes in the back of his head, I have the impression he’s a man who is intensely alert and sensitive to everything around him.

I have no clue why he’s here or what he is to Olympic Dreams, but I absolutely do not want to risk catching his attention.

Mr. Byrne nods to the receptionist. I assume a smile is attached to it because she smiles at him, and miraculously turns not toward me, but to the door that leads into the interior of the company.

I start to exhale ever so quietly in relief when Mr. Byrne pauses mid-stride, spine stiffening just a bit before turning all the way around. His gaze lands on me, and there’s a burst of shock within his golden orbs before they become cold and remote. It’s mystifying how such warm-colored eyes can emote such a chill.

“You,” he says accusingly, taking three long strides to bring his large frame before me. In those scant seconds when he comes my way, I can’t help but notice the expensive tailored suit in a navy so dark it seems almost black, a light blue dress shirt with the top two buttons undone, no tie, and expensive-looking brown wingtips.

Mentally, I chastise myself for even wasting time or effort on noticing his clothing. It’s never been important to me.

With Mr. Byrne no more than two feet from me, I have to tip my head way back to take in the glare he’s leveling on me. “What in the hell are you doing here?”

I’ve never been a shrinking violet. Quite the opposite, actually. I’m often easy to anger, and I don’t take it lightly when someone offends me. Like right now, my blood is boiling and I have to bite down on my tongue for some control. What I’d like to do is jump up, get all up in his business despite me being a good foot shorter than him, which means the effect would not be all that monumental, and ask him the same thing.

But I’m here to make a good impression and secure my future. Given the receptionist’s familiarity with Carrick Byrne, I can’t afford to offend him in case he has the power to ruin this for me.

So I merely give him a polite smile as I stand. Holding my hand out for him to shake, I say, “It’s a pleasure to see you again, Mr. Byrne. I have an appointment with Mr. Valentine at three to talk about a Dream Starter grant.”

The man’s lip curls up at one corner—an obvious sneer—as he stares down at my hand before bringing his eyes back to mine. Ignoring my polite greeting, he merely pivots hard on the heel of his designer shoe and leaves me standing there like an idiot with my hand out. He disappears through the door, and it takes me a few moments to gather the strength to attempt to sit back down as I’m afraid my legs might give way entirely. That was singularly one of the most intimidating experiences I’ve ever had, and I can feel sweat trickling between my breasts.

I glance over at the receptionist, who is staring at me, eyes all agog. She’s embarrassed I caught her ogling the situation, and she quickly bows her head over her laptop.

With a shaky exhale of breath, I start to lower myself to the couch, hoping the pounding of my heart won’t cause me to stroke out. Unfortunately, I barely get my butt to the supple leather when the door Mr. Byrne just went through opens back up, and I immediately recognize Marcus Valentine, the man I’m supposed to meet.

I’m relieved Mr. Valentine looks as nice in person as he did on his website. He’s young, probably early thirties, but his hair is completely silver gray. He wears it super short on the sides, long on top, and swept into a hip pompadour with a sharp, defined part on the side. His neat, trim beard is salt and pepper, and his dark eyebrows and dark eyes are framed with thick, black glasses. He’s incredibly handsome in a hipster sort of way.

His super casual clothing catches me a little off guard. Dark skinny jeans and a black V-neck t-shirt with a hoodie and black Pumas—an ode to the laid-back nature of Seattle, even in the business sector.

His smile is warm and engaging as he regards me. “Miss Porter,” he says, holding his hand out as we walk toward one another. We shake, and he says, “I’m pleased to meet you. Why don’t you come this way?”

Our hands break apart and I’m dismayed to feel cool air against my palm, indicating he just got a good feel of the sweat that must have been there. I rub it on my skirt as I follow him on the same path Mr. Byrne took not but a few moments ago.

Through a door down a nondescript hallway because it’s done in the same white tiled floor and walls. We take a left turn, then a right, passing offices along the way. Some with doors opened, others closed. Employees of this organization are all dressed casually like Mr. Valentine, working hard at their desks. I wonder what it is exactly they do to gift grants to first-time entrepreneurs.

“Right in here,” Mr. Valentine says, stopping at an office door and motioning me in to precede him. I do so as he asks from behind me, “Would you like anything to drink?”

“Um… no, thank you,” I reply.

He closes the door, directs me to a chair, and then moves behind his desk to take his own. As he does, I do a quick perusal of his domain to see if I can glean anything helpful. His desk is sleek blond wood in a contemporary design, his guest chairs the same but with chrome accents and leather-covered cushions in taupe. It’s not an overly large space, but he has two sets of black bookshelves that contain a bunch of binders shoved in tightly. There are no personal photos or knickknacks that might give me an inkling as to his character or personality.

Essentially, nothing helpful at all.

Opening a folder, he pulls out a multi-page document stapled at the corner and holds it up. “Your application.”

I smile, not sure what I’m supposed to say.

“It’s certainly not the norm that we get here,” he continues.

“Oh yeah?” I ask, my voice almost a croak. Now I wish I had asked for some water. “Why’s that?”

“Well, most potential business owners and startups who apply have at least a four-year degree behind them.”

My heart sinks and all I can hear in my head, reverberating loud and on repeat, is Fallon’s voice saying, “I told you not to drop out of college.”

Face flushing, confidence starting to fade, all I can say is, “Um…”

“But,” he says, flipping to the second page. “We’re impressed with your experience. Working directly at the business you wish to purchase is a huge plus. And from what we can see, you basically know every aspect of running it. Mr. Cardello’s letter of recommendation was very glowing.”

I had not read Rich’s letter. I had asked him to write it, but they wanted it uploaded directly to their server through a secure link. However, I expected he’d gush because I know he genuinely respects my abilities, cares for me personally, and wants me to keep One Bean running rather than a stranger.

“So,” Mr. Valentine says, dropping the document on his desk. “Your application got you the appointment. Now convince me that you deserve a grant of a hundred and seventy-five thousand dollars.”

I’m ready for this. Fallon practiced with me. Rich helped me put together the financials from the last five years, which shows steady growth and healthy profit margins.

Taking in a breath, I let it out and start talking. I hand him profit-and-loss statements, balance sheets, and a seventeen-page, five-year business plan Fallon helped me put together. Rich reviewed it and helped me polish it, adding in his own invaluable experience. I speak with the confidence of a woman who knows I can continue to run a flourishing and profitable business because that’s what I’ve already been doing for the past few years.

My full pitch takes thirteen minutes, and I feel good as I wind down. Mr. Valentine, who has been leaning back in his chair to listen, now pushes forward to cross his arms on his desk. “Very impressive, Miss Porter. I have a few questions, although I doubt you’ll have any problem answering them.”

Already at a pretty good level, my confidence soars even more. I straighten in my seat. “Of course.”

Mr. Valentine opens his mouth, but his attention is diverted—as is mine—when his office door unexpectedly opens. My stomach knots when I see Carrick Byrne, his gaze going to Mr. Valentine.

“What’s up?” Mr. Valentine asks with a smile, indicating an informal, friendly relationship.

Stepping farther into the office, Mr. Byrne closes the door and moves to the chair beside me. He unfastens the three buttons on his suit coat and sits, casually crossing one leg over the other. “I briefly met Miss Porter last week and I also know her sister, who owns a great art gallery down on First. I thought I’d sit in on the rest of the interview.”

“Not a problem,” Mr. Valentine says and turns his attention to me, presumably to ask another question.

“But why?’ I blurt out, glancing briefly at Mr. Byrne before giving my attention to Mr. Valentine. His eyebrows are lifted high in surprise and I don’t need to look back at the other man causing me such intense and sudden angst because I can feel the weight of his hard stare.

“Because I own Olympic Dreams,” Mr. Byrne says. “And it’s my final decision as to whom grant monies are disbursed.”

And just like that, every bit of confidence I’d been feeling fades away into nothingness. My hands shake, my stomach pitches, and I get the distinct notion if I were in a private place, I’d probably puke as I watch my dreams start to vanish along with my morale.

In fact, every one of the qualities that make me independent, fierce, and strong take a beating, and I fear tears might come next.

My eyes lock onto Mr. Valentine, one last-ditch hope he’ll perhaps speak up on my behalf and tell Mr. Byrne what a great pitch I just made.

Later, I’ll try to analyze it. I’m sure I’ll conclude my emotions were in such complete disarray, I couldn’t lock down my defenses. I groan in dismay, knowing the scary things I try so hard to avoid, day in and day out, are not going to be avoided at this moment.

There’s a burst of what feels like tiny bubbles running through my bloodstream, then Mr. Valentine’s handsome face seems to dissolve, to fade as if the outer layer of skin covering it is leached of all color and substance. As his likeness starts to vanish, another form begins to appear in its place.

Over the years, I’ve learned that when this happens, I could be looking at something grotesque and terrifying or something almost angelic. Neither seems to matter… both scare the shit out of me, and these delusions have played havoc with my life. I can’t afford to let them get out of control again.

With Carrick Byrne’s appearance having discombobulated me so badly and scrambling all the defenses I’ve built up over the years, I simply can’t control my abilities. I can’t stop the transformation like I often do by concentrating hard on closing the door to it. My eyes go round in shock as he transforms and with all my heart, I want to turn away. I absolutely do not want to see what Mr. Valentine will become, and yet my gaze stays helplessly pinned to him.

His skin starts to turn blue, iridescent, and a thin white glow surrounds his countenance. His irises morph into what might be cut crystal. The structure of his face—bones, contours, curves—start to bubble and shift, and I can’t take it anymore.

“I’m sorry,” I cry as I bolt from my chair, my portfolio falling to the floor. I leave it but make a successful grab of my purse before making a hasty retreat to the office door.

I can hear Mr. Valentine’s chair roll back so forcefully it hits the wall, and he calls after me, “Miss Porter… what’s wrong?”

But his words cut off abruptly as I open the door, dash through, and slam it shut behind me.


CHAPTER 6


Finley

My chest is constricting so hard I can barely breathe as I rush down the hallways, trying to remember the turns to get back to the lobby area. I burst through the door so violently the receptionist shrieks.

“Sorry,” I mutter before running to the double doors that will lead me out of Olympic Dreams and to the bank of elevators to get me the hell out of this building.

I pull the right door open, then dash through, but I don’t make it more than two steps before something clamps down on my elbow and brings me to such a quick stop that my low heels slip on the floor. One leg goes up, then the other, and I know I’m going to come crashing down hard on my ass, but I’m somehow miraculously pulled into a standing position by the strong grip on my arm.

I peer over my shoulder, but I immediately jerk away as I realize my captor is none other than Carrick Byrne. His grip merely tightens on my arm, holding me firmly in place.

For the first time since I’ve met the man, he’s not glaring at me like I’m beneath him. Instead, his eyes are wide and curious. “You saw beneath the veil. How did you do that?”

“What?” I blurt out, confused by his words. I try to pull my arm out of his hold, but he merely clamps down tighter. “I don’t know what you mean.”

“You saw Marcus,” he presses.

I understand what he means because I couldn’t control my reaction in the office, but I feign ignorance. Instead, I straighten my spine and lift my chin. “Of course I did, Mr. Byrne. I had an interview with him, didn’t I?”

He narrows his eyes, his lips pressed into a chastising line of disappointment. “Don’t play stupid with me, Miss Porter. We both know you’re anything but stupid.”

I just stare back, eyes round and unblinking. I’m not admitting to anything. Because what I just saw in there is the mark of a crazy woman, and I don’t want to be crazy.

Two people come out of an office beside Olympic Dreams, moving past us toward the elevator where they push the button and wait for their ride. Growling in frustration that what little privacy we had has been breached, Mr. Byrne starts dragging me down the corridor. By the time I think to try to pull away, he’s opening the door to the fire stairwell and ushering me through.

Again, as soon as the door slams behind us, he demands, “How did you see beneath the veil?”

I lift my chin again, staring at him icily. “I have no clue what you mean.”

I am not about to admit to this stranger—no, this asshole—that I see strange things. I’ve been told my entire life they’re hallucinations and the product of a sick mind. Somehow, he must have found that out about me, maybe a hack of my medical records. For some reason, he’s trying to bait me into admitting these things.

Even as these thoughts run through my head, I know they’re ridiculous. This man has no reason to check up on me, and it was sheer dumb luck I happened to pick his company to apply to for a grant. But still, I can’t accept what I’m seeing is real.

Something comes over his face—an acceptance of sorts—and he releases me. He takes a step back, pushes his hands down into the pockets of his designer slacks, and gazes down at me with sheer confidence. “All right… I’ll tell you what you saw, and you tell me if I’m correct.”

I blink in surprise, not expecting this.

“You somehow managed to break past the glamour—or veil as it’s more formally known—that Marcus wears in front of humans, and you saw his daemon self. Pale blue skin, sort of shimmery. Eyes that look like cut crystal. Two tiny blue horns that stick out from his temples.”

Gasping, I blurt before I even think to stop myself. “I didn’t see the horns.”

“I knew it,” he murmurs, more to himself than to me. “By your expression, I could tell you saw him. The real him, I mean.”

“What do you mean by the real him? And what is a daemon? You said he wears a glamour in front of humans… are you implying he’s not a human? And most importantly…” I whisper, feeling my world start to spin. I lean against the cold cement wall, hugging my arms over my stomach, my gaze falling to the floor. “Am I going crazy again?”

“You think you’re crazy for the things you see?” he asks, not in an accusing manner, but as if things suddenly make sense to him. “How long have you been able to do this?”

I shrug, as I can’t quantify at what age. “I thought they were imaginary friends when I was little. I had my first admission to a psych unit when I was ten.”

“Fuck,” he mutters and if I didn’t know any better, I’d think it was empathy I see in those normally chilly, remote eyes. And then he ruins it by growling, “What in the hell are you?”

Anger burns through me like a raging fire. I push off the wall, take a step into him, and give him a hard poke in the chest with my index finger. “What in the hell am I? What in the hell are you that you knew I could see those things? And what is Marcus, the mysterious man with the blue skin and horns? What in the hell is going on?”

Mr. Byrne merely flicks a glance down at the finger jabbing into his chest, then back to me with one dark eyebrow arched.

It’s not amusement, that arch.

It’s more of a “how dare you touch me in such a manner?”

My hand immediately falls away.

“We need to talk,” he says in a matter-of-fact tone. The professional, cultured tones in his voice seeming to be exaggerated to the point he sounds imperial.

“So talk,” I snap.

“At my place,” he replies, taking my arm at the elbow again. “Where we can have privacy.”

I try to pull away with no success. He’s simply too strong, but I lean back and scrabble my feet backward to indicate I’m in complete disagreement with the way he’s handling me. “I’m not going anywhere with you, most certainly not to your place. You could be a psychotic killer or something.”

Never in a million years would I think a man supposedly as rich, accomplished, well known, and respected in Seattle would pull an immature move, but he actually rolls his eyes at me. “Psychotic killer? Really, Miss Porter? Are you always this dramatic?”

I stubbornly glare at him, but inside I admit that when I’m upset about something, I can certainly be dramatic. My dad used to say it was all related to my Irish heritage and my crazy red hair, which produced not only incredible tempers but extreme emotions.

With a sigh, he releases my arm. “Suit yourself. But you’re not crazy, Miss Porter. You’re somehow able to see under a magical glamour. Marcus is but a daemon, but I suspect you can see fae, too. Oh, well.”

Oh, well? That seems to be an ominous warning.

He turns for the stairwell door and opens it. Glancing over his shoulder, he offers, “If you change your mind and want some help trying to figure out this gift—or curse as the case may be—come see me.”

And then he’s gone, the door slamming shut.

What in the hell?

I can see daemons, and I don’t even know what that means. And did he say “fae”? He implied I could be cursed.

And clearly, he knows something about all this.

“Wait,” I cry, but there’s no way he can hear me behind the closed metal door. Flinging it open, I immediately see him starting to step into the elevator. I yell this time. “Wait.”

His hand shoots out to hold open the elevator door, his head popping out to watch me run his way. The expression on his face is smug.

Coming to a skidding halt, I smooth down my skirt and look him in the eye. Sounding slightly recalcitrant, I say, “If you don’t mind, I’d like to learn more about this.”

“By all means,” he murmurs, sweeping his hand to indicate I should enter the elevator with him. “But if it makes you feel safer—you know, because I could be a psychotic killer—you could always text your sister and tell her that you’re visiting with me at my home.”

Yeah… I am absolutely not doing that. Fallon knowing I spent time in the company of the great and powerful Carrick Byrne, whom she practically swooned over at her gallery opening, would invite a bazillion questions and curiosities.

But as we take the elevator down to the ground floor, I do send a text to Rich that says: Olympic Dreams owned by Carrick Byrne. We’re continuing the interview at his home office. Wish me luck.

I realize that text could imply something unprofessional because, honestly, why would he move a professional business interview to his home? In fact, I bet Rich is getting blustery just thinking about Carrick Byrne trying to take advantage of me… or maybe offering me a grant in exchange for sex. I’ll have to dissuade Rich of that notion later since he’ll want to know exactly what the hell happened. But at least someone knows where I am this evening just in the off chance a psychotic killer murders me.

Or something worse.

I turn my phone off as I bet he’ll start blowing it up with texts or calls.

When Carrick and I make it down to the street, there’s a black sedan waiting, complete with a driver holding an umbrella to keep us dry. A moderate rain is falling, and I’m chilled as soon as I step outside. I’m not sure if it’s the weather or the fact I might not be as insane as I once thought, but I’m definitely probably more scared than crazy.

“Give me your address, and I’ll meet you there,” I say before we leave the dry safety of the building’s overhang.

“Don’t be ridiculous, Miss Porter. It’s raining.”

“Well, no kidding. This is the Pacific Northwest.”

Mr. Byrne doesn’t reply. He merely takes me by the upper arm again, then leads me toward the car. The man with the umbrella covers us and when the back door opens, I’m urged inside.

I slide to the opposite side of the backseat, providing plenty of room for the enigmatic and slightly off-putting Carrick Byrne to settle in beside me.

The ride to his building takes about fifteen minutes, which has nothing to do with distance and everything to do with rush-hour traffic. The entire time he surfs on his phone and ignores me, which is fine. I’m not sure how casual conversation would go at this point.

Hey… so, Mr. Byrne… um… we have daemons and fae in our world, huh?

Not quite sure really what daemons and fae are, but what about vampires and werewolves?

In your opinion, do you think any of these creatures could be aliens from another world?

It’s no surprise when our driver brings the car to a gliding stop in front of the most expensive and exclusive residential building in all of downtown Seattle. On the northeast side of Belltown, it’s perched upon a hill five blocks from the water, which would give it extraordinary views of the Sound, Bainbridge Island, and the Olympic Mountains. Same views as Fallon and Blain, just with a much more expensive price tag. It’s called The Prestige, and I guess the name says it all.

I’ve heard Fallon talk dreamily about how maybe one day they could move from The Sapphire to The Prestige, but I think it’s a pipe dream. It’s reserved for the one percent of the one percent. Blain Stratherton may have money, but he doesn’t have the type that would let him in the lobby of this building. And now I get why Fallon was fawning all over Mr. Byrne—having someone wealthy enough to live at The Prestige could be the biggest feather in her cap if he were to buy art from her gallery. I make a note to ask him if he’ll be doing so anytime soon because he totally should. Fallon’s stuff is amazing.

An umbrella isn’t needed as the lobby portico is large enough to cover two rows of vehicles pulling up to the building. I follow Mr. Byrne out of the car, then through a gold-framed carousel door to the inner lobby.

There’s an impressive reception desk that stands at least four feet in height. It’s manned by two people who are impeccably dressed in black suits, earpieces, and pleasant smiles. To both the left and right of the desk are banks of elevators that must lead up to condos on either side of the building.

“Good evening, Mr. Byrne,” one says in a muted voice, to which he gets a curt nod in return. I follow him along the marble floor toward the elevators on the right, but we move past said elevators and through a door he has to enter a very long digited code to get through.

On the other side of the door is a small room with the same marbled floor and a single private elevator.

There’s a button, which Carrick presses, and the doors slide silently open. I step inside a lushly decorated car with thick carpeting, dark paneled walls, and brass fittings. There’s only one button on the inside, and he pushes it. I can only assume it goes to one place, and it must be the top floor.

The silence between us is awkward. I lean against the wall, staring at my shoes, but that feels even more awkward. Daring to glance up at the man across from me, it’s disconcerting to find him staring at me. Expression like stone, but I see a bit of curiosity there as well. Unwilling to show my discomfort, I refuse to look away.

Mr. Byrne peruses my face, which causes my cheeks to heat just a bit because his study is critical. When his gaze focuses on mine, he says, “Your eyes are very odd.”

I almost want to laugh because they are indeed unusual. But I feel like he’s using the word “odd” in an intentional way… as to if to put me down in some way.

I laugh, shaking my head. “That’s a first. Most people compliment me on how beautiful they are.”

“Do they now?” he murmurs, expression still unyielding.

There’s a soft ding, and the elevator door slides open. I’m caught off guard to realize the elevator actually opens right into his home, then I’m completely blown away by the splendor and decadence of this top-floor penthouse in The Prestige.

Yes, my jaw drops.

I gape as I take in my surroundings.

We’re in a large open living area that’s so massive it’s scattered with groupings of furniture.

Not just one set of furniture, but several pockets of chairs, couches, loveseats, and tables clustered in groups to promote quiet conversations. The colors are calm… beiges, creams, and light blues. There’s a free-standing fireplace in the middle of the room that has to be at least seven feet in length, and it rises all the way to the ceiling. The hardwood floors are done in a unique herringbone pattern in various shades of wood ranging from light blond to dark walnut. Under the groupings of furniture are thick rugs of cream and gray in geometric patterns.

Most spectacular is the west-facing side. Nothing but floor-to-ceiling windows so it’s easy to view the splendor of the western horizon. Dusk is settling in, and I can see the lights of Bainbridge Island twinkling in the distance.

A man appears and I give him a glance, immediately recognizing him as the man who was waiting for Mr. Byrne outside of Fallon’s gallery the night we first met. Short and balding with dark, beady eyes surrounded by silver, wire-framed glasses. What little is left of his hair on the sides and back is gray, but his face isn’t overly lined with age. It makes it difficult to assess how old he is, but I’d guess early sixties. He’s dressed in black dress pants, a black turtleneck, and black loafers. He’s talking to Mr. Byrne about a catering issue for a party that’s upcoming and I immediately tune him out, letting my attention wander back to this marvel of a home.

Walking through the living area, weaving through the groups of furniture set in intimate circles. I expect extravagant parties are thrown here, and this is the perfect place for guests to mingle and chat. There’s a beautiful grand piano set at an angle not far from the western windows and as I get closer to them, I can see they slide open to a spacious balcony set up with more couches, chairs, and tables. There are large pots of lush plants that look so perfect they could be artificial, but I’d bet a million dollars a man of Mr. Byrne’s taste and wealth would never allow fake foliage in his place.

When I glance to the right, my eyes get even bigger as I see the adjacent side of his condo and realize there’s a north-facing wall, all floor-to-ceiling windows with an incredible view of Seattle’s most-famous attraction. I give a quick but fond glance at The Space Needle, built in 1962 for the World’s Fair. It’s what my city is best known for, but, weirdly, I’ve only ever been in it twice. It’s not that big of an attraction to us native Seattleites.

I start walking toward the north side of the condo, now having a distinct hunch that it takes up the entire top floor rather than sharing it with another resident. I had assumed there was an identical private elevator on the left side of the lobby when we entered, affording at least two residents the opulence of the top floor.

I bet I can walk the entire circumference, and it would be nothing but windows and a complete 360-degree view of Seattle. Bedrooms, kitchen, bathrooms… those must be on the interior, and I pass two hallways that lead inward as well as one bathroom. When I reach the north-facing side, a glance to my right confirms what I thought—a long, windowed walkway toward the east side.

Yup. Carrick Byrne actually owns the entire top floor of The Prestige, and I wonder how I can slip that in conversation to Blain at some point, knowing he’ll be green with jealousy.

“Miss Porter, it’s positively rude to wander around someone’s home like you are,” I hear from somewhere behind me, and I turn to see Mr. Byrne staring at me with irritation. I note the balding man he was talking to also stands behind him, hands clasped behind his back as he watches me with thin lips pressed into a complete look of distaste. He certainly takes after his employer in that respect. “Let’s go into my office to discuss things further.”

Mr. Byrne pivots, then heads in the opposite direction. I follow, but the other man, who has not been introduced to me as of yet, continues to watch me with displeasure.

And it hits me… is this man wearing a glamour? Is he something else underneath? Clearly, Carrick has a penchant for hiring beings not of this world, as evidenced by the blue-tinted Marcus Valentine.

As I walk toward him, I focus on his face. Opening myself up all the way, I invite my gift—or curse as the case might be—to let me see underneath his skin. Or veil. Whatever it’s called.

And… I see nothing odd. I feel nothing odd. Just an unpleasant-looking man—obviously human—with cold, judgmental eyes watching me as I approach. I move past him, averting my gaze and trotting to catch up with Mr. Byrne, who has taken a left-hand turn past the grand piano into an interior room.

When I reach it, I see the doorway space is wide enough for double doors, yet none exist. It’s an office, and his desk faces the opening so he can see the view out the windows beyond.

As soon as I walk in, I survey the décor, which is similar to his main living area. Soothing tones, plush furniture, and bold lighting fixtures. His desk is a sleek design of gray-stained wood. There are two matching chairs for visitors on the opposite side. Although he has the same herringbone-patterned hardwoods, a snowy-white rug takes up almost the entire room. The walls are painted in a grayish-blue, but they are devoid of any artwork. I need to encourage him to let Fallon suggest some art to suit his tastes.

“Let’s sit over here,” Mr. Byrne suggests, sweeping a hand to a grouping of furniture to the right of his desk. There’s a small European-styled couch in gray silk against the wall and two settee chairs adjacent at each end. A low, rectangular glass coffee table sits in the middle.

I take the couch for no reason other than it looks incredibly uncomfortable, and I don’t want to get too relaxed. Mr. Byrne removes his suit jacket, drapes it over the chair to my left, and then settles into it. Crossing one leg over the other, he props an elbow on the armrest, and puts his chin in the palm of his hand, casually observing me.

Finally, he says, “Now… start from the beginning and tell me all about these abilities you have.”


CHAPTER 7


Finley

“Mr. Byrne,” I say, leaning forward on the couch and narrowing my eyes, “how about you tell me what in the hell I’m seeing first?”

“Call me Carrick,” he orders. Doesn’t ask, which would be the polite thing to do. I can tell he’s used to commanding situations at all times, and that rankles me down to my bones.

When I don’t reply because I’m not about to jump to do his bidding and I’m stubborn in ways he can’t even imagine, his lips curl into a wry smile. “The whole Mr. Byrne thing makes me feel old.”

I’d almost laugh at that, as it’s the first laid-back sort of comment the man has made but there’s a scoffing sound and I look over to see the bald man—who I’m just going to assume is a butler until someone says different—walking into the office. He’s carrying a tray with what looks like a tea service on it.

Fairly sure he’s scoffing at my temerity, and by his expression, I can tell he thinks I’m impertinent to be standing up for myself, or rather standing up to the great Carrick Byrne. Regardless, I sit back against the couch cushion and hold my tongue, and I will continue to do so until he leaves.

Carrick glances at the man and smiles, nodding to the table. The butler bends at the waist, sets the tray down, and efficiently pours two cups of tea from a pot. He serves one to Carrick first and then, looking completely put upon, picks up the other cup with a tiny plate under it and hands it across to me. I give a curt shake of my head, declining the offer. Not about to drink a damn thing they offer me.

The butler shrugs, straightens, and lifts the cup to his mouth, taking a tiny sip while glaring at me over the edge. I blink in surprise at his audacity, my gaze going to Carrick. “Do you think your butler should be a part of this conversation?”

The little bald man actually growls. “Butler? Please… I serve no one but myself.”

I turn my attention back to Carrick, throwing a thumb at the irate man. “Who is he?”

“That’s Zaid.”

“Zaid?” I inquire, shocked at the oddity of the name.

“Zaid,” Carrick repeats.

My head swivels, and I look at the bald man. “Z-E-D. Zed.” I test the name out on my tongue, and it’s simply weird. “He doesn’t look like a Zed.”

“It’s spelled Z-A-I-D,” Carrick replies in exasperation. Leaning forward, he settles his cup of tea on the glass table and straightens in his chair. Turning to me, he says, “I want you to look at him.”

I don’t do as he asks—orders really—instead, I keep my eyes lasered onto Carrick. “Why?”

“Focus on him,” he instructs, nodding toward Zaid and ignoring my request for an explanation.

Sighing, I shift on the couch and face Zaid, the man who is not a butler but serves tea. I stare at him, focusing on his eyes as if we’re in a staring contest. I’ve already tried to see if he had a glamour as I walked past him a bit ago, but that was just mere seconds. Now, I rivet my gaze on him and open myself up once more. He stares back smugly as he holds his teacup.

My brows pinch inward, and I lean forward as I concentrate harder on his face. I will the skin to melt away and for whatever is underneath to come forth.

Nothing. Not even a flicker. Not even a rumbling in my belly of a weird vibe.

Taking in a breath, I hold it and laser beam my eyes onto his small dark beads, giving forth every amount of effort I have within me so I can see him for who he truly is, because I know he’s something different. Otherwise, Carrick would have never ordered me to study him.

A sharp pain strikes me dead center of my forehead, so explosive I clap my hand to it and fall backward onto the couch. “Son of a bitch,” I cry out, pressing the palm of my hand to the area right between my eyebrows. The pain starts to immediately ebb, but there’s a dull throb left behind.

I don’t dare look back at Zaid as I know he somehow did that to me. Instead, I turn an accusing scowl on Carrick. “What the hell was that?”

Zaid gives an amused laugh and from the corner of my eye, I can see him making his way out of Carrick’s office. I hear a slight rasping sound and turn my head to see him backing out and closing pocket doors that were concealed in the walls. He’s giving us privacy, even though he’s well aware I’m an odd duck who has some abilities. He’s clearly not impressed with them, though, which is why I assume he left.

Whatever.

I’m not trying to impress him or Carrick.

Again, I ask, “What the hell was that?”

Once more, Carrick puts an elbow to the armrest and sets his chin in his palm, surveying me lazily. His amber eyes hold a slight fizzle of warmth. “Zaid’s glamour is exceptionally good. Normally just trying to pierce that veil wouldn’t cause you any pain, but Zaid was putting up extra defenses when you tried. Unfortunately, that can cause a small side effect.”

“Small side effect,” I grumble, dropping my hand from my head. “It felt like an ice pick was being shoved in my head.”

“And now you know there can be repercussions of trying to use your gift on someone who is wise to you doing so.”

My gift. That word again. More like a curse.

But I don’t want to talk about that right now. I need to understand what I’ve been seeing all these years. “You’ve called it a glamour, and you’ve also called it a veil. Are those the same things?”

“The terms are used interchangeably.”

“And what exactly is a glamour?” I think I know the answer, because I have some experience over the years with watching faces morph into something else, but I want to make sure I know all there is to know.

“It’s a form of magic to hide the way someone truly looks since, as you’ve no doubt encountered throughout your life, many of them have very inhuman appearances.”

As I thought. Not much more he’s offering.

“What would I have seen if I had been able to see past Zaid’s glamour?” I ask curiously.

“Zaid is a daemon like Marcus,” he informs me.

“So he’d have blue skin, crystal eyes, and horns?” I surmise in a murmur, giving a slight rub to my aching forehead.

Carrick shakes his head. “Daemon is more like a genus. Below that, there can be various species. Zaid and Marcus are not the same species.”

I forget my line of questioning as to what Zaid looks like for there’s something that strikes me as far more important to understand. “What exactly is a daemon?”

Carrick stares at me a long moment. I can tell he’s sizing me up, wondering just how much I’m going to be able to absorb, but he must decide I’m worthy because he uncrosses his legs and shifts slightly in his chair toward me. Leaning forward, he puts his elbows to his knees, hands hanging loose in between them. It’s the pose of a man getting ready to impart something serious and that I should pay attention. His eyes lock onto mine and for a moment, I get lost in their color. It strikes me that his eyes are unusual, just as mine are. The color seems to change given his mood and right now they are molten gold.

“Are you paying attention to me, Miss Porter?” Carrick says dryly, and I have to blink my eyes to dispel my errant thoughts.

“You could call me Finley,” I mutter, trying to hide my embarrassment.

“Pay attention, Finley,” he says with deliberate annunciation. “Because telling you about daemons is sort of starting at the end. To understand them, you need to understand the beginning.”

There’s an ominous but slightly epic tone, and I feel like someone getting ready to settle in for a good story. “The beginning of what?” I murmur.

“Well, that’s a relative term, isn’t it? But in this context, I mean the beginning of other creatures co-existing with humans.”

My eyes flare even though this shouldn’t exactly be a surprise. I mean, I’ve figured out enough to know that Marcus isn’t human—and supposedly Zaid is not—but hearing there’s a history to this whole bizarre story makes it more real to me when maybe part of me has been hoping this is but a dream.

Let’s face it… it’s just far easier to believe I’ve been hallucinating because of mental health issues, and I had managed to miraculously keep them at bay with my own hard work and determination.

“Okay,” I say hesitantly, because while believing I’m still crazy is easier, I’m now fairly sure it’s not the truth at all. “You have my undivided attention.”

Carrick stares at me a moment and again I can feel the weight of that look settling heavily on my face, particularly on my eyes. He called them odd, and they clearly hold his attention. But then his gaze moves to my hair, roving from the top down to the wavy strands, some of which lay over my shoulders.

He blinks to clear his focus, much as I did moments ago when his own eyes mesmerized me, and starts his story. “Millenia ago—”

“Millennia?” I exclaim because I sort of thought non-human creatures might be a modern thing. Honestly, I’m assuming this is a story about aliens recently landing on earth and secretly integrating with our society.

“Many, many, many millennia ago,” he clarifies, “there was an angelic rebellion in heaven.”

“Heaven? You mean, like up there?” I ask, pointing a finger upward. In my mind, though, I’m trying to remember exactly what a millennium is.

A thousand years, I think.

Carrick looks at me in exasperation. “How about you listen to the entire story, then ask questions? Otherwise, we’ll be here all night.”

“Noted,” I mutter. Settling onto the couch, I vow to listen and keep my mouth shut. But yes, fairly sure a millennium is one thousand years, so he’s talking about many thousands of years ago, and that’s a bit mind-numbing. I go on hyper-alert, though, and listen intently to what he says.

“The legend says God found out about the rebellion, and he swept up all the guilty angels. He split them into two factions—those who were open perpetrators and those who were sympathizers. His punishment was to banish the angels who actively set about to unseat him to the Underworld. He stripped them of their wings, most of their powers, and cast them mercilessly out of Heaven, where he trapped them permanently in the land of fire and brimstone. They would be responsible for ruling the place where dark souls went to suffer for eternity.”

“So Hell is real?” I murmur. Again, I ask for clarification. “Heaven, for that matter?”

Carrick shrugs. “Isn’t that what faith is all about? At any rate, those who were mere sympathizers, but who did not join the rebellion, also angered God to the extent they too were banished. But they were cast out to live their lives on Earth. Denial of the beauty of Heaven was a severe punishment.”

“But they kept their wings?” I ask.

Carrick shakes his head. “They were stripped like those cast to the Underworld but they were allowed to keep more of their powers, albeit they were muted on Earth.”

“You’re saying these cast out angels walk among us? What does that have to do with what I’ve been seeing?”

“No, I’m not saying these cast out angels walk among us,” he reprimands, a sharp rebuke for interrupting again. “The minute God cast them from Heaven, they were angels no more. But as I said, this was thousands and thousands of years ago and as happens with everything—whether it be Heaven, Earth, or the creatures that walk upon or below it—evolution happens. Over thousands of years, stories handed down are changed and molded to fit different cultures and societal beliefs. All you need to know, that in this modern era, the angels expelled from Heaven became known as fae when their banishment started.”

“Fae?” I murmur. I’ve heard that term, of course. “Like little fairies that fly around Ireland, right?”

“Not really,” he says dryly. “Those angels cast to the Underworld became Dark Fae. Already filled with darkness because of their unholy desires to depose God from his throne, they evolved into creatures that were filled with evil and dark intent. It was fortunate they were trapped in the Underworld because they would have destroyed earth long ago. Those angels cast to Earth who were allowed the grace to keep some of their powers became known as Light Fae.”

“Does that mean they’re good?” I ask curiously.

After a moment’s pause where he seems to want to berate me for another interruption, he says, “That’s actually a good question. What you should know is that all things that are born good have the capacity to turn bad, and all things born bad have the capacity to turn good.”

“That’s not helpful,” I mutter.

“Think of it this way,” he says, leaning forward in his chair. “Once cast from Heaven, they lost angelic status and were no longer filled with holiness. They walked upon the earth and evolved, sometimes not in a good way. They formed societies, established hierarchies, and they made their lives within these new limitations. But the Light Fae didn’t stay on Earth.”

“What? How? Where did they go?” It’s like a light bulb goes off in my head, and I blurt, “Aliens came and took them to another planet, right? And then they came back somehow?”

It’s a hypothesis and the minute the words are out of my mouth, I realize it’s a stupid one. Carrick’s expression is openly mocking of my stupidity.

There’s a moment he just stares at me until I return an appropriately abashed look for interrupting him again. Giving a slight nod of acceptance, he continues.

“To understand where the Light Fae went, you have to understand why they wanted to go.” Carrick shifts in his seat, settles into it, and re-crosses his legs. “When they were exiled from Heaven, they were left with certain powers. One of the most powerful was that of glamour, where they could hide their supernatural attributes. They had to for they were far too glorious for mortal men to behold. For a time, they co-existed with modern man, glamoured so as not to reveal themselves, and, eventually, modern man evolved, too. But the ability of Light Fae to reproduce is incredibly rare, and so soon, they were in the great minority among the human population explosion, especially as it spread across the globe. The Light Fae were afraid their existence would be discovered and snuffed out.”

I nod, following along. Sort of.

“They needed a way to keep their race safe,” Carrick explains. “They needed a better way than just glamours and minor powers to stay secret. They needed someplace to go where humans could not find them.”

My eyebrows knit together. “You mean like a secret hideout?”

“No, not like a secret hideout. A new realm to live in.”

“Realm? What does that even—”

Carrick holds a hand up, and I snap my mouth shut. “I realize this is a lot of information, but it would help if you stop interrupting and let me tell you the full story. Okay?”

“Okay,” I promise, thinking I might need to keep a hard bite on my tongue to keep from blurting out my incredulities. As it stands, I’m probably awfully close to Carrick pulling out some duct tape to seal my mouth for me.

Carrick waits to let his point sink in before continuing. “The Light Fae needed somewhere they could be safe. Earth was no longer theirs. Now, some say perhaps it was divine intervention—God throwing a bone to his cast-out angels—but help did indeed come their way. It arrived in the form of a meteor plummeting to earth a few thousand years before Christ was allegedly born—”

“Allegedly?” I can’t help but blurt the interruption, the fact a meteor hit earth being nowhere near as important. “You don’t know if it’s true that Christ was born?”

“Again, that’s a matter of faith and something that’s irrelevant to this conversation. You asked to know about daemons, and I’m getting there, Miss Porter.”

“Sorry,” I murmur. With a hand, I motion for him to continue, but I feel very compelled to add, “But it’s Finley, not Miss Porter.”

Carrick clears his throat, ignoring my last statement. “The meteor struck the earth in ancient Egypt in the time of the Pharaoh Khufu. Except it didn’t quite strike the way one thinks of meteors speeding to earth. In those cases, the impacts can be catastrophic, but yet when the meteor was found, it was sitting gently in the sands with no crater around it. It was as if it had rather floated down to earth. Legend says it was quickly discovered the meteor had strong magical properties and to hide it away from the world to keep it solely for himself, he built one of the Giza pyramids over it. But it wasn’t a secret that could be kept and the pyramid was ransacked over and over again, pieces of the meteor being chipped away and stolen for the magic within it.”

I’m dying to ask a question. Like what kind of magic? What could it do? Is the meteor still there?

I hold my tongue, but I can’t stop from shifting restlessly in my seat. He probably thinks I need to pee, but I just need the rest of this crazy, bizarre, and yet, I’m finding, completely believable story.

“Eventually, the entire meteor was demolished, leaving nothing behind. Stolen away by ancient priests who tried to figure out how to harness the power. Some of those who were lucky enough to grab onto pieces of that rock from space were Light Fae. Because they already had inherent powers and divine knowledge, they used the power of those stones to rip into the veil that covers reality. It was what they needed to escape.”

Can’t stop it from coming out. “The veil that covers reality?”

“The reality we have right here—you and I sitting in my office—is but a dimension, and there are thousands, maybe millions, of dimensions layered upon one another. The Light Fae learned how to use the magic of the stone to create a new reality for them. They created an entirely new world, right in this one, just in another dimension. They ripped the fabric of that veil and moved into that new dimension, creating a new place for themselves to live peacefully away from humans.”

“You’re kidding?” I gasp.

“I’m not,” he assures me. “It’s known as the land of Faere.”

His cultivated accent, which is nice to listen to, pronounced it as “fare”.

“Can you spell it?” I ask politely.

He does, and I pronounce it myself. “Faere.”

My mind is spinning at this point, and I need to make sure I’m tracking. “So bottom line… unbelievably bad angels sent to Hell and evolved into Dark Fae, trapped in the Underworld. Not-so-bad angels sent to earth are known as Light Fae. Light Fae didn’t like earth and created their own world with a magical stone.”

“In its most base format,” Carrick replies blandly.

“So, there aren’t any Light Fae on earth anymore?”

“There are,” he replies casually. “They have the power to cross back and forth through the veil. Most choose to stay in Faere.”

“And the Dark Fae are still tucked away in Hell?” I press. Because while he hasn’t said much about them, the thought of them scare me.

“For the most part,” he hedges.

I shiver. “For the most part?”

“Like I said… both species evolved. The magic of the stone made it to the Underworld, and some Dark Fae were able to make their own rips into the veil that separates this reality from the Underworld. It’s a rarity because the magic required to do so requires immense power, and the Dark Fae had been stripped of their strongest. A few have been able to make something just big enough for a small amount to slip through over the centuries, and they now walk among us. Glamoured, of course, which is a magic that all fae yield. But those rips are found and repaired by Light Fae, who have no wish to see their darker counterparts come to earth, where they could then potentially find Faere. But the vast majority of Dark Fae that make their way to Earth were actually summoned here with stone magic on this side of the veil. Humans dabbling in dark magic, summoning dark creatures to do their bidding sort of thing. The thing you need to know is that both Light and Dark Fae have managed to reclaim some of the powers—to varying degrees and depending on their access to stone magic—that were stripped away by God and are not harmless creatures. All fae are immortal, have super human strength, can glamour their appearances to look like anything they choose and can potentially have powers they gained through stone magic and later through evolution.”

I press my fingertips to my temple, a throbbing ache forming there as I try to digest these incredible claims he’s making. It’s not that I completely doubt him… but I don’t necessarily believe him either, despite the fact that the story is actually credible sounding. I think it’s just Carrick himself that I don’t find to be trustworthy, but that’s all gut instinct right now and I’m sure stems from our very first meeting where he clearly took an instant dislike to me.

“And daemons?” I ask, letting my hand fall away. “What are they?”

“As I said, the fae—both Light and Dark—have difficulty reproducing. It’s incredibly rare within their own race. But, somehow, over time and as both races evolved, it was discovered they could mate with each other. The offspring of a Dark and Light Fae is called a daemon.”

“But I’ve been assuming the Light and Dark Fae don’t like each other,” I say with a frown. “Why would they—um—do they have sex to create offspring?”

“Yes,” he replies with a smirk. “They have sex. They look far different from humans, but the anatomical parts are the same.”

I gape in surprise.

“For the most part,” he adds on with a gleam in his eye.

Surprise turns to shock, but I shake my head to leave it behind. Anatomical parts of fae are not high on my priority list right now. “So why do they reproduce if they don’t like each other?”

“As I said, you can be born light and turn dark, and vice versa. And in between, there are always shades of gray. It’s not prevalent for light and dark fae to come together to produce, so daemons are rare, but they are more prolific than two faes producing within their own races.”

It’s overwhelming, the stories he’s telling me. I have a million more questions bubbling, and I’m trying to quickly sort them in order of importance because I suspect Carrick isn’t a man who’s long on patience.

“The Light Fae that are still here on earth—”

“Enough,” Carrick growls low in his throat, but the word is surprisingly powerful when it comes out. When his hand goes up, my mouth clamps shut. “You’ve received your information. Now I want mine.”

“But—”

“No buts. Tell me how you see them.”

My mind races as I try to figure out some details to reveal without giving everything away. I still don’t trust this man as far as I can throw him.

“As I said, I was a little kid when I first started seeing them. Or at least as far back as I can remember. They were like cartoons to me. Make-believe. At first, I didn’t think it was all that odd. When I’d mention it to my dad, he just chalked it up to me being extremely imaginative.”

“And your mom? What did she think?”

“She didn’t think anything. She died in childbirth.”

Normally when someone says something like this, the other person will give words of regret or empathy. Carrick does neither. He only nods. “Go on.”

What an ass.

I clear my throat. “But I kept seeing them and kept talking about them to my sister and father, and when it went well beyond the age where it couldn’t just be chalked up to imagination… well, then they were called ‘hallucinations’.”

“By your family?” he queries.

I shake my head. “By the shrink my dad took me to. He was getting concerned because I wouldn’t stop talking about what I saw. Fallon had written me off as just being an obnoxious brat, and she wouldn’t even talk to me about it. But my dad listened to me. He never made me feel bad or crazy for the things I said I could see, but I know he was scared. So he took me to see my pediatrician, which turned into a visit to a psychologist. After that, it got much more serious.”

“What do you mean?” His lips are pressed thin and flat.

“A short stay in a psych unit, medications, psychiatrists, counseling. From the age of ten on up.”

His expression never changes, but now there’s a tiny muscle ticking at the corner of his jaw. Must be a tooth grinder.

“Did you ever stop seeing beneath the glamours?” he asks.

I shake my head. “I stopped telling people about it. Instead, I started lying to my doctors, my father, and my sister. I didn’t want to be thought of as crazy. And I learned how to cope with it. I get sort of a vibe when I come across one. Like something is lurking under a mask. Before my senses can open up to it, I’ll force myself not to look at what lies beneath. In other words, I’ve learned to control it somewhat. How to turn it off.”

Carrick frowns. “You were purposely trying to see beneath Marcus’ glamour?”

“No,” I quickly assure him. “In fact, I got no vibe from him at all. I mean… I was a little nervous, like butterflies in my stomach, but I chalked that up to the interview. However, when you came into the room, you rattled me, and my defenses sort of slipped. Before I knew it, I saw his… what do I call it… a daemon face?”

“I rattled you, and your defenses slipped?” he asks skeptically, his expression clearly saying he’s not buying my explanation.

“Let’s face it, Carrick,” I grit out angrily. “You’ve made it clear from the first time we met that you don’t like me at all, and you can be very intimidating, oh exalted prince of Seattle. And normally, when I do see past a glamour, I have been really good at hiding my reaction. I’ve seen so many horrific things over the years—beautiful things as well because they’re not all hideous—that I’ve learned not to react. Apparently, I didn’t hide my reaction well enough from you.”

“If you had to take a guess, why do you think you have this ability?” he asks, completely ignoring my diatribe over his boorish behavior and what it caused me to do.

“I have no clue. I was raised in a normal household. I didn’t do drugs. My parents didn’t do drugs. We don’t live under power lines, and I’ve never been radiated. As far as I know, I’ve never been visited by an alien. In fact, I’m the one who should be asking you for answers, because you know far too much about all of this. So you tell me, Mr. Byrne,” I say in a disgusted tone, emphasizing the formal title, “Why am I like this? Or am I really just crazy?”

“I have no clue,” he says simply.

“But you know things,” I accuse. “You employ fae or daemons or whatever the hell Marcus and Zaid are.”

“Both daemons,” he clarifies.

“Are you a daemon?” I ask.

“No.” His bland expression doesn’t crack.

“Fae?”

“No.”

I narrow my eyes. “Are you lying to me?”

“No.”

He could very well be lying, but I’d never know the difference. “How do you know all this stuff?”

“None of your business,” he replies smoothly.

Huffing out my frustration, I turn my gaze away from his and stare across his office at the built-in shelves that are backlit and display old vases, plates, medallions, and other sculptures. Not the type of stuff Fallon carries in her gallery, but she would find them fascinating. Suddenly, my stomach rumbles from hunger and I know it’s getting late.

Finally, I return my attention to him. “How do I know what you’re telling me is true?”

“You don’t, and I personally don’t care if you do,” he replies, with a supremely bored expression. “I was curious about you and your abilities, but since you can’t give me any insight, I don’t have any use for you.”

His words are sharp and while they shouldn’t hurt, they do cause a twinge in my chest. Not because he’s dented my feelings, but because he’s provided me with an alternative narrative to what I’ve always believed about myself.

That I’m not crazy and I so very much want to believe it. But he’s drawing a line and cutting me loose from his wisdom.

“What am I supposed to do with this ability?” I ask, desperate for some type of guidance.

He doesn’t answer right away. Rather, he pushes out of the chair to tower over me. “Do with it what you will, Miss Porter. Now, if you’ll excuse me, Zaid will see you out.”

And just like that, the pocket doors slide open and his butler—or whatever the hell daemon type of servant he is—stands there. His eyes upon me are still disapproving.

“So that’s it?” I ask, my voice rising in a slightly hysterical way. He can’t just throw all of this at me and then cut me loose. It’s too much knowledge for me to handle on my own.

Carrick stares at me before giving a slight nod. “Good evening, Miss Porter. Zaid will have my driver take you wherever you need to go.”

I rise from the couch, glaring at him. If he’s not going to give me the type of help I need, I don’t want a damn thing from him. “No thank you. My car is in a garage not far from here.”

“It’s late, and it’s too dangerous to be walking the streets alone,” he advises, his voice monotone without any true concern. “Declining my offer of a ride would not be a wise decision.”

He’s not wrong about the danger. The homeless situation in downtown Seattle has reached epic proportions, causing major friction between citizens, the city council, and the police. It’s a growing problem, and you can barely walk down a street without stumbling over a homeless person. While many are harmless, others are not, and some type of drug addiction fuels almost all. I have no intention of walking into it.

Lifting my chin, I give him a saccharine smile. “As you said a few moments ago, you have no use for me, so I think your concern is misplaced. Good evening, Mr. Byrne.”

And on that note, which I think is about as good as I can give to a man like that, I slide around the coffee table and stride right past Zaid out of Carrick’s office.

While he’s whisper silent behind me, I can feel Zaid following me through the living area to the elevator that will take me back down to the lobby.

“Are you sure I can’t call the driver around?” Zaid asks from behind me. It’s not with concern but sounds more like a duty—as if Carrick would expect him to try to push the issue.

“No, thank you,” I reply stiffly, stabbing at the button on the private elevator. I don’t expect him to argue with me, but his silence is disconcerting.

The door to the elevator opens. I step in, turning around to face Zaid. Except he’s gone without a sound or even a polite goodbye.

Weird man.

Daemon.

Whatever.

After I push the button that will take me down, I pull my phone out to order an Uber. As the elevator glides smoothly downward, I posit that perhaps this is all just a weird dream. More than likely, I’ll wake up tomorrow and realize as much.

But deep in my heart, I know that my world has just shifted in a way I never saw coming and I’m not sure how to handle it.


CHAPTER 8


Carrick

Even if he couldn’t actually hear or see them from his office, Carrick knew the moment the elevator doors shut.

That’s because he could viscerally feel Finley’s presence fading away, more so as the car began to descend.

Hopefully taking her out of his life forever.

Not one to sit and brood, Carrick left his office and settled himself at the grand piano overlooking the western edge of downtown Seattle. The glass wall to his left was covered in droplets of evening rain, and the traffic and lights below left rainbow prisms of color reflecting in them. Closing his eyes, he brought forth a piece of music in his mind and moved his fingers over the key. It was a slow version of “Für Elise,” not because he preferred it that way, but because he hadn’t played in a while.

Zaid appeared out of nowhere, leaning an elbow on the edge of the piano. “There’s no mistaking it. It’s her.”

“I know,” Carrick murmured, giving only a glance to the older man as his fingers moved with the rote confidence of one who’s played the piece many times over. “What do you suppose it says about me that my gut reaction was to kill her when I first saw her?”

Zaid shrugged. “I’d say that was reasonable. And how do you feel now?”

“Did you get someone to ensure she safely makes it to her car?” It was Carrick’s way of answering Zaid’s question.

“Of course,” Zaid replied with a haughty sniff. He’d known Carrick so well that he knew he’d never let a woman—even Finley Porter—wander the streets of downtown Seattle by herself after dark. “Turns out, she ordered an Uber. We confirmed she got into it, though, so she should be fine.”

Carrick remained silent because, truth be told, if Finley was mugged and killed tonight, it might be the best thing to happen to him. It’s the pang of regret he felt immediately upon having that thought that surprised him, and it was clear now, more than ever, that he would have to take some type of action. If he were feeling regretful for his murderous thoughts, it meant she held too much sway over him and nothing good could come of that.

“She’s strange, though, don’t you think?” Carrick pondered, slightly swaying now with the rhythm of the song. While he played many different instruments, the piano was his favorite, and the music it created was usually a balm to his dark soul. “What do you make of her being able to see daemons?”

“Not all daemons. She couldn’t see me,” Zaid pointed out. “But all that means is she has no clue how to use her skill. With some training, I think she could have busted through my glamour. I wonder if she can see fae the same way, or perhaps she might have other powers she has kept hidden from you?”

Carrick shrugged as he transitioned into Mozart’s “Sonata No. 11”. “I have no clue. I mean… she’s human. You’d agree with that?”

“I definitely didn’t get anything non-human off her,” Zaid affirmed. “But then again, if she’s human, it should be impossible for her to be able to see past glamours.”

That was a truth that couldn’t be denied. Carrick’s knowledge of fae and their daemon offspring was unparalleled, and he’d never heard of one such as Finley Porter.

He reasoned she must be an anomaly.

Something… other.

“You know, early humans who got hold of pieces of the stone harnessed that magic. I mean, that history dates back thousands of years, but maybe she has a stone.”

Zaid snorted. “I doubt it… she seems entirely clueless.”

Carrick smiled in amusement. “Clueless, indeed.”

“What are you going to do with her?” Zaid asked, not an ounce of concern in his tone. Merely curiosity.

Carrick stiffened, shocked by the question as the last notes of music drifted off into silence. “Do with her? Why would I possibly want to do anything with her?”

Zaid leaned forward, his expression turning serious. “You know she crossed your path for a reason.”

Refusing to allow the weight of that statement to settle over him, Carrick swung his legs over the piano bench and stood tall. “That doesn’t change how I feel.”

Moving to the windows, Carrick barely took in the city lights, the boats on the Sound, and Zaid’s reflection behind him still leaning on the piano.

“You could just kill her,” Zaid suggested.

It was an option for sure.

There was something else he could do, though. Something he’d considered before, but it had been an extremely long time since it had crossed his mind. It seemed more appropriate now than ever.

Carrick pivoted toward Zaid. “I think it’s time to petition for ascension.”

Blinking in surprise, Zaid straightened. “Are you ready for that?”

“You know me better than most,” Carrick replied with a wry smile. “What do you think?”

Inclining his head in acknowledgment, Zaid returned a smile—one that spoke of a man who would always bend to Carrick’s wishes. “You’re more than ready and most deserving.”

It’s what Carrick needed to hear. “I’m going to get changed. Have the Mercedes brought around front. I’m going to see The Council.”

*     *     *

After a change of clothes from suit to jeans and a quick meal Zaid insisted on, Carrick drove southeast out of Seattle and headed in the direction of Mount Rainier. Zaid offered to make the ride with him, but Carrick declined. Not that he minded the company. Zaid was one of those who didn’t waste words so conversation with him was never tedious. However, he didn’t know how long he would be with The Council, and he didn’t want Zaid to have to potentially wait for hours.

Not that Zaid would mind. His loyalty to Carrick was unquestionable, and there wasn’t much he wouldn’t do if Carrick asked.

Still, this was better done alone.

Just before reaching Mount Rainier National Park, there was a small town called Carbonado that had barely seven hundred residents. It was best known for excellent jeep trails and abandoned coal mines, and past that, there’s not much else.

But Carrick’s business wasn’t in Carbonado, but rather a few miles south of the town limits. He followed WA-165, a winding two-lane road, bordered by forests on either side. There were houses scattered here and there, but, past that, it was desolate and incredibly dark.

Carrick slowed his vehicle—a black Mercedes G550 he picked up a few years ago on a whim because he liked the rugged design—and executed a careful right turn onto a dirt road just wide enough for one vehicle. Actually, it wasn’t even much of a road—it was more of a path cut into the woods with barely discernible tracks that had been used on occasion by others coming to see The Council.

Carrick’s SUV bounced along, taking the rough terrain like it was designed to do. The pathway went on through a thick forest of pine intermixed with fir and cedar for what seemed like miles, but, in actuality, it was just slightly less than two. The canopy of trees overhead was so dense the rain wasn’t breaking through, so Carrick didn’t need his windshield wipers anymore.

Reaching his destination, which was merely the end of the path that stopped abruptly, Carrick cut the engine. The headlights remained on for a short amount of time and through their beams, the trees pressed in on all sides.

Grabbing a flashlight from the glove box, Carrick exited the vehicle and headed west. His footsteps were sure as he followed the beam from his flashlight, the hiking boots on his feet easily traversing the forest floor covered with roots, pine needles, and decaying leaves.

About two hundred yards from where he left his car, the trees started to thin a bit. After another twenty yards, Carrick stood in a small clearing that was open enough to see the starry sky above. The rain had stopped, and the skies cleared. Tipping his head back, Carrick saw a misty moon providing ambient light.

In the center of the clearing was a small pool, no more than five feet in diameter. Really more like a large puddle but rather than appearing muddy, it had an ethereal, glassy surface and the water shimmered silver from where the moonlight struck it. Shutting off the flashlight, Carrick strode to the water’s edge.

Briefly, he stared into the small pool before dropping to his knees before it. He let the flashlight fall to the ground and from his back pocket, he pulled out a knife.

Opening his palm and facing it toward the sky, he deliberately drew the sharp edge of the blade across it. The cut immediately welled and blood pooled in his palm, which he now formed into a cup-like shape with his fingers pressed tight together to hold the ruby liquid in.

Bowing his head, he uttered a rhythmic current of words—a language absolutely unrecognized by any living creature on earth—and slowly extended his arm over the pool. With just a slight rotation, his palm opened, and the blood poured forth into the moonlit puddle. Red ribbons mixed with the moon’s reflection, dispersing outward and finally disappearing.

Carrick’s words slowed down to a murmur and when he went silent, a strange bluish glow illuminated the pool from within. The light turned golden in color, then grew brighter and still brighter yet until he was satisfied and rose to stand tall.

“I give thanks for granting entrance,” he rumbled in English this time, his preferred language.

Had an ordinary person been watching, they would have been astonished to see Carrick take one step forward into the pool. Except rather than his foot sinking into water with perhaps a muddy bottom, it disappeared into the glowing light and connected with something solid.

After that first step, which was one of faith, the water became transparent, and the light coalesced to form a staircase that led downward. The steps were plain, without adornment or handrail, and only a few feet wide but still glowing golden. There’s no telling where it ultimately led, for nothing could be seen but a halo of light that surrounded the first few steps.

Without hesitation, Carrick started to descend the staircase. While to the casual eye, it appeared there was still water covering the small pool, none of it touched him or soaked his clothes as he took step after step downward. He kept on… four, five, six, seven steps before his head was completely submerged, and the pool returned to normal. Nothing but a round puddle with moonlight glimmering off the soft ripples left behind by Carrick’s entrance.

The dense, dark forest having disappeared, he reached the bottom and stepped onto a marble patio surrounded by the appearance of morning sunlight. And not just any type of sunlight, but the kind that was incredibly bright and luminous even though no sun was visible in the sky. The skies were hued mostly blue, but with some pink and orange on the horizon as if the sun were just ready to peak above it.

Just ahead of him was a massive gazebo on a raised dais made of white marble with silver-blue veins running through it. Chaises, pillows, and comfortable chairs were scattered about, ready for someone to lounge upon. All were empty.

The three-hundred-and-sixty-degree view revealed snowcapped mountains hundreds of miles in the distance with verdant, rolling hills in between dotted with fruit trees. The smell of jasmine and gardenia was heavy in the air.

When Carrick turned around, the staircase that would lead back up into his world was gone. In its place, there was a marble pathway that meandered up a small hill to a much larger gazebo of the same white marble. The thick Grecian-styled columns were covered in green vines heavily covered in white and yellow blooms. Carrick could see five figures standing there, watching him.

The minute his blood hit the pool in the water, they had assembled there to await his arrival.

The Council.

Carrick’s stride was confident as he moved along the path, then up a set of steps to the gazebo. He was not intimidated by the beings before him, even though they had the power to destroy his life if they so chose. Hell, any one of them could snap their fingers, and he’d be dead.

Each held immeasurable power. They were known throughout history as The Council; although at one point in time, they’d been called The Infinites. As the world evolved, it had been decided that, given their duties, The Council sounded far more officious than their former title. It’s not like there was anyone to question them about renaming it.

They were, in fact, gods.

Three women. Two men. Long ago, Carrick had learned the women preferred not to be called goddesses, a term they felt was antiquated. It amused him at times to think that even concepts of misogyny and feminism that were particular to the human race could extend to these almighty beings.

Regardless, they were all equal in power, although each had their own unique gifts. Despite their omnipotence, they did not insist on formality. It was appropriate to address them informally by their names.

“Carrick.” The melodious voice of Veda had his gaze turning her way first. “Welcome.”

Veda had always been his favorite. As the god of Humanity, she ruled over the cosmos and was the supreme power over love, hate, and virtue. She had existed since the beginning of time, and yet she appeared no older than in her mid-twenties.

Her smooth face was porcelain with a dusting of freckles across her nose. Her long hair was straight, and midnight black starting at the roots. The farther down it traveled, the color lightened into charcoal gray, then dove gray and finally white at the tips. It perfectly matched her silver eyes and finely arched black eyebrows. Today, she dressed in a black halter-style dress that reached to the floor, revealing the tattoos liberally etched across her shoulders and upper arms in swirling and romantic-looking scrollwork. Carrick had never had an opportunity to study them and didn’t know if they had significance or not.

He nodded toward her with a slight smile. “Veda.”

“We were surprised to hear from you,” she crooned, her voice sounding like tinkling bells, creating an almost chiming effect as she spoke. “It’s been a long time.”

“Indeed it has,” Carrick offered with a slight bow. While he wanted to just get to the point of the matter, civility required he greet the remainder of The Council, so he nodded to each.

To the left of Veda stood Cato, the god of Nature. He played a vital role in creating the universe and commanded the storms and sea at his whim. Piss him off, and you might find a lightning bolt striking you from above.

Cato was dark-skinned, and he wore his hair cropped so close to his head it could be considered nothing more than stubble. His golden, almond-shaped eyes and his sculpted cheekbones gave him an exotic air but that didn’t diminish his obvious power. Cato was easily almost seven feet tall and incredibly muscular, yet he never felt the urge to showcase his physique. Today, he sported navy dress pants, a tailored white shirt, and a four-button vest in grey herringbone. Carrick recognized the Ferragamo’s on his feet. While he might look dapper, one would be foolish to forget that Cato could crush a man’s skull inside his huge hand as if it were nothing more than a tiny grape.

On the other side of Cato was Circe. Her platinum hair arranged in loose curls around her face and neck, but swept back from her forehead and temples, reminiscent of a fifties’ glamour model. Her lips were painted bright red, and her dress was white and cinched at the waist to highlight her hourglass figure. Her feet were bare and her toenails were painted a red that matched her lips. She was known as the god of Fate, who oversaw free will and destiny, although she openly admitted to manipulation at times.

Of course, all the gods manipulated but mostly in secret. Circe just didn’t care if anyone knew about her machinations.

Next in the group was Onyx, perhaps the fiercest and most intimidating of all. As the god of Conflict, controlling war and peace throughout the universe was her job. It’s why she dressed as a warrior in bronzed breastplates, shoulder shields, and shin protectors above her sandaled feet. Her skin was the color of ebony with eyes to match, so much so it was hard to distinguish iris from pupil. Despite the old-fashioned garments reminiscent of an ancient Roman gladiator, her hair was decidedly twenty-first century. Shaved on the sides with razored lines running from her temples back behind her ears, the long swath on top was colored in a shade of pink so vivid, one’s eyes could water from staring at it too long. She was fierce yet fair, and, next to Veda, she was who Carrick trusted the most.

And lastly, the one who Carrick despised the most and held no trust in was Rune. The god of Life, which in turn meant he ruled over death. Rune saw fit to manipulate not only life and death, but the evolution in between. He had not been kind to Carrick over the time they’d known each other. Crowned Steward of the Underworld, Rune wore his hair similar to Onyx, except his was bright neon blue rather than pink. He bore a scar running vertically through his left eyebrow, piercing blue eyes that could freeze you in place, and a perpetual scowl on his mouth rimmed with a black goatee.

Rune’s icy eyes shimmered with something just short of malice as he returned Carrick’s nod of greeting.

“What brings you to us, Carrick?” Circe asked. Her voice was husky and sensual. She was the siren of the group, although every one of the gods were highly sexualized creatures in their own rights. It’s just that Circe embodied sensuality in all things she did from the way she dressed to her tone of voice to how she walked.

“You look troubled,” Cato observed before Carrick could answer Circe. While he could whip up a stormy tempest with a mere thought, he was an empath and was the most even-keeled of The Council.

Carrick didn’t bother to acknowledge Cato’s statement, for it wasn’t a question. Instead, his gaze moved from one god to the next before saying, “I’ve come to petition The Council to grant me my right to ascend.”

Veda gasped, and she shared a pointed look with Onyx. Circe bit down on a ruby lip with wide eyes, and Cato blinked in surprise.

Rune, however, laughed… his eyes narrowing on Carrick in an amused way. “Your right?” he asked incredulously in that annoying, supercilious tone he had that grated on Carrick’s every nerve. “You have no rights.”

Carrick’s jaw tightened, and he had to force his teeth to unclench. Inclining his head to Rune, he apologetically corrected himself. “It is my right to petition. The Council may grant it by unanimous vote.”

“That is true,” Rune replied with a sly grin. He stepped away from the group, turned to face them, and beckoned. “Who among you would grant Carrick the right to ascend? Just go ahead and raise your hand. No need to get fancy.”

Three hands immediately went up. Veda, Onyx, and Cato. Circe took a moment as she considered, but ultimately lifted hers in the air. Carrick’s heart started to race as he slid his gaze over to Rune, the fifth and deciding vote.

Rune shook his head, a look of regret on his face Carrick didn’t believe was genuine at all. “I’m sorry, Carrick. I don’t agree, so you don’t get your unanimous vote.”

His tone was taunting, meant to drive home the point that Rune was no friend of Carrick’s.

Carrick’s fists balled tightly, and he leaned toward Rune. It was an intimidating gesture, and something that was never done to a god unless one wanted to be stricken dead with a wave of a hand.

“Is your curse upon me not enough?” Carrick demanded.

“Come on, Carrick,” Rune exclaimed with a laugh, clapping him on the shoulder as if they were good buddies who just had a little disagreement. “Don’t get so dramatic.”

“I demand the gauntlet then,” Carrick hissed between his teeth. He was going for broke.

That got everyone’s attention and all eyes pinned on him in shock, including Rune’s. The gauntlet simply wasn’t requested because it could not be beaten. It was Carrick’s right to request it—a horrific schedule of feats that he must pass—any one of which was almost assured to guarantee death. It was a testament to how serious the request was, and he noted Veda’s expression was sympathetic to his cause. She always had the softest heart of them all.

“How about an alternative?” Rune suggested, a sly twinkle in his eyes.

Carrick’s head whipped the blue-haired god’s way, expression hardened with mistrust. “What would that be?”

Heads began to nod—all four of the other gods instinctively—even telepathically—aware of where Rune was going. “It’s a good alternative,” Veda said, her tone slightly pleading for Carrick to listen.

“What alternative?” Carrick gritted out.

“There’s a prophecy—” Circe began.

“There’s always a fucking prophecy,” Carrick snarled, cutting her off. He wanted his goddamn ascension, and he deserved it. They all knew he deserved it, but Rune wanted to continue to punish him.

Fire flamed in Circe’s dark brown eyes, and Carrick could feel the heat on his skin. He held his ground, though, staring her down.

“As I was saying,” Circe admonished as the flames withered, which meant she wasn’t all that perturbed by his outburst, “there is a prophecy that must play out in a certain way, for if it does not, the Earth realm will be put in peril.”

Carrick rolled his eyes. There was indeed always a prophecy. Always some world that needed saving. Something was always hovering over humanity, ready to cause havoc. But something about Circe’s tone gave him pause because she inferred the entirety of Earth could be in jeopardy.

“Take part in the prophecy,” Rune continued for Circe. “See it through in a way that pleases us, and I’ll give you my vote to ascend.”

That caught Carrick’s attention. With Rune’s vote, they were offering Carrick his greatest desire. Still, he was skeptical. “What’s the prophecy? When will it start?”

Rune grinned smugly, and Carrick knew Rune was getting ready to say something that was going to change the course of his destiny.

“You’ve already met a key player,” Rune hinted, expression laden with mischief.

It hit Carrick with the same force as if he’d taken a hard sucker punch to the gut as the realization of what Rune was intimating sank in. His gloating was too obvious.

“Finley Porter,” Carrick snarled furiously.

Veda took a small step forward. “She’s incredibly important.”

“Of course she is,” Carrick retorted with a sneer, waving a hand to indicate all five of the gods. “You and your games where you play with the fate of humanity, but you always manage to fuck someone’s life up in the process.”

“What we do isn’t done on a whim,” Onyx growled in defense of their jobs, her hand going to the hilt of the sword at her hip.

“Some of you operate on whims,” Carrick accused, turning his focus on Rune. “Or rather, at least one of you does. Isn’t that right?”

“You deserved your curse,” Rune replied with a careless shrug. “Now… do you want to partake in the prophecy and earn the right to ascend, or do you want to go about your life and pretend Finley Porter doesn’t exist?”

Carrick didn’t need to think about it. He couldn’t continue to live under the torment Rune had cast upon him. If it meant he needed to help Finley accomplish an important task, then he was damn well going to do it so he could ascend.

“I’ll agree, but I need to know—”

Carrick’s words were cut off. He saw Rune wave his hand dismissively and in a blink, Carrick was back at his Mercedes.

“Fuck,” he muttered as he opened the door. It was clear they were going to offer no more help on the matter.

For now, he had something urgent to do. He had to figure out how to get close to Finley so he could figure out what her role in this prophecy was. There was no doubt in his mind something would soon be revealed, and he surmised they’d be on a wild goose chase after that.

Prophecies were complex, twisty, and dangerous. They were rarely easy.

That never gave Carrick pause before, but he never had to work with someone like Finley. A woman he’d just as soon strangle to death as he would kiss her. Way too fucking complicated.

This was going to be a living hell for him, but he was determined to succeed. The ascension was too important.

One thing he knew for certain, he wasn’t about to share with Finley that she was part of a prophecy. It would only invite too many questions from her, and he’d prefer to keep her out of the loop until he could figure out what was going on. He assumed at some point he was going to be given a sign, then he’d decide how to handle that with the woman.

So, for now, the only thing he could do was make some peace with her and attempt to keep her close.


CHAPTER 9


Finley

I’m sure there were dozens of times I’ve cried in my life. Skinned knees, hurt feelings when Fallon chose to play with other neighborhood kids rather than me, and the first time I caught an errant elbow across the bridge of my nose during a jujitsu match.

I cried when they admitted me to the psych unit of a hospital on the outskirts of Seattle, and my father had to physically peel me off him because I wouldn’t let him go when it was time for him to leave. He cried, too.

I cried over my first broken heart in tenth grade when the boy I liked—Troy Dennison—liked another girl. He was my first crush, and it felt like my heart was being ripped apart.

I cried at my father’s funeral. We were so close, and part of that was because we shared what I thought was a bond over our complex but unique mental health issues.

Hallucinations were sort of my thing, but, with my dad, it was mostly deep and utter depression he would move in and out of. It wasn’t the only reason I loved him beyond measure, but it was something that connected us more thoroughly than any father-daughter bond he could have with Fallon. There’s no doubt she resented him for that as much as she did when he died by suicide.

Some would say that’s a lot of crying, but for almost twenty-eight years, it’s really not. Which means I’m probably due. It’s been a long time since I’ve had a good, soul-purging outlet of tears. Maybe since my dad’s funeral, I think, and that was almost twelve years ago.

So, tonight, I sit in my car, in my driveway, with the rain steadily coming down, and I can’t help but cry for all the things I lost tonight after Carrick brutally revealed a world I didn’t know existed.

I’m not shedding tears because I’m fearful or because he hurt my feelings by having no interest in helping me adjust to this strange new life I seemed to have been given.

No, I’m grieving the lost connection I thought I had with my father. The man who loved me beyond all measure, protected me, cried with me, ached when I did. Even in his darkest depressions, it was still comforting to just sit in the quiet and be with him. All of that was because I thought we shared a mutual understanding of what it was like to live with demons in our heads.

And now… that’s gone.

Carrick Byrne took that away from me tonight by telling me I’m not crazy but instead have a unique ability to see things I never knew existed. He made shallow all those moments with my dad I thought were preciously ours alone.

Reaching over into my glove box, I pull out a few napkins I always stash after a fast-food drive-through trip. I dry my eyes, blow my nose, and stare out through the distortion the rain causes on my windshield.

I’m pissed, too.

Because I didn’t have to be admitted to a psych unit, and I didn’t have to take drugs that made me feel like a third of the person I knew I could be, and I didn’t have to have Fallon treat me with kid gloves, pity, and disdain all at once. I didn’t have to have friends look upon me weirdly, and I didn’t have to cause pain to my father, thinking his little girl was going to be just like him.

A tiny sob pops free as I wonder, before my dad died, did he worry I might be on the same trajectory? Did he take that with him as his last thoughts… worried I’d end up with the same fate?

I dab at a few more tears leaking from my eyes and force myself to take a deep breath. It’s late, I haven’t eaten since lunch, and even though I don’t have much of an appetite, I know if I don’t put something in my stomach, I won’t sleep well.

With a sigh, I open the car door and don’t even bother with an umbrella. I’m still dressed in Fallon’s skirt and blouse she loaned me, except I’d pulled the blouse out from the waistband of the skirt for comfort and kicked the heels off. I leave them in the car, grab my purse, and lock up.

Gingerly I walk my bare feet across the crushed gravel driveway in front of my car, across the small sidewalk where weeds grow between the cracks, and up my small stoop that’s lit by a small yellow bulb. It’s in an old sconce that has a broken pane of glass on one side I’ve meant to fix for over a year now.

I’m soaked by the time I unlock the door and let myself in as quietly as possible so as not to wake my roommates. The house is quiet and dark, so I flip on a living room lamp before heading to the kitchen for food.

My heart about bursts through my breastbone when I see Rainey sitting on the couch as soon as the room is illuminated. I give a tiny yip, slapping my hand to my chest as I hiss, “You scared me to death. What are you doing sitting here in the dark?”

Scowling, she uncurls from the couch and gathers her blue robe around her as she faces me. “I’m up because I’ve been worried sick about you tonight. You haven’t answered my calls or texts asking where you were. You were supposed to be home after your meeting at Olympic Dreams this afternoon, and you were supposed to cook dinner.”

“You’re angry you didn’t get the pleasure of my cooking tonight?” I snap, although I know that’s not what she’s saying.

“Don’t you dare be a bitch with me, Finley,” she scolds, even wagging a finger. “It’s not that you weren’t here to cook dinner, it’s that you’ve never, ever missed doing so. And when you didn’t respond, I thought you were freaking dead in an alley or something. How could you not have at least let us know you were okay? Myles was beside himself. He ended up drinking four beers while we frantically waited, which, as you know, is enough to put him in a coma. He went to bed about an hour ago.”

“And Adira?” I ask curiously because she’s relatively new to our group.

“She was distressed, obviously. But she had work to do, and she’s been in her room.” Rainey’s lower lip trembles ever so slightly before she adds on, “I didn’t know whether to call the police or not.”

After dropping my purse on the coffee table, I step into Rainey. I lean in, putting my hands on her shoulders. “I’m really sorry. Something came up, and I didn’t even look at my phone at all. That was very irresponsible of me, and it won’t happen again.”

Her eyes soften slightly, but she crosses her arms over her chest. “What was so important? And why have you been crying?”

My hands fall away from her and I pivot, heading into the kitchen. It’s not hunger driving me there, but a need to avoid her probing gaze. I can’t tell her where I was or what I learned or why I was crying. Rainey follows me in, taking a seat at the kitchen table.

I use the time as I rummage through the fridge, trying to find a suitable lie so she doesn’t push at me. Because if she did, I might confess all, and she’d think I was doubly crazy than what she originally knew about my supposed mental health issues.

It wasn’t right away, but a few years into our friendship, when Rainey started feeling more like a sister to me than Fallon, I told her all about my psychiatric history. I trusted her enough that she wouldn’t look at me in fear or pity, but rather in understanding.

And she did. I eventually told Myles, too, but it’s not something I feel close enough to Adira to share.

But it’s been a long time since Rainey and I have even discussed it because I’ve been keeping my hallucinations—correction, glimpses beneath veils or glamours or whatever Carrick called it—to myself. My mental health issues haven’t been an actual issue for years.

When I straighten, pulling an apple out of the crisper, I say, “The interview with Olympic Dreams didn’t go well.”

“Oh, no,” she croons, her face softening in sympathy. “Want to talk about it?”

“No,” I say with an emphatic shake of my head. I put the apple on the counter, then move to a cabinet for some peanut butter. Grabbing a plate and paring knife, I bring my late-night dinner to the table.

Rainey watches me in silence as I slice pieces of apple and dip them right in the peanut butter jar. On my third slice, she asks, “Still doesn’t explain where you’ve been for hours?”

My gaze slides to her, and I give her a cheeky grin. “Since when did you become my mom and have the right to know my whereabouts?”

She narrows her eyes. “Okay… fair point. Then tell me why you were crying.”

“I told you,” I reply vaguely, cutting another piece of apple. “The meeting with Olympic Dreams didn’t go well. I’m not getting the grant. I’m upset.”

“Bullshit,” Rainey growls, leaning in closer. “Finley Porter doesn’t cry over things like that. Try again.”

She knows me too well ever to let me get away with that lame excuse, but no matter how close we are and how much we love each other, I could never tell her what’s actually going on.

Because in the end, she would think I was hallucinating again. As much as she loves me and trusts me, she’d never believe me. In fact, there’s not one person in this world who would believe me except Carrick Byrne.

The isolation caused by this nearly crushes me.

Pushing the plate away, I cross my forearms on the table and lean in toward Rainey just slightly. “Have you ever had something in your life you believed in so completely, but then at some point found out it was all a big lie?”

She frowns, worry pooling in her eyes. “You mean like a crisis of faith or something?”

“That could be a good example,” I concede. “Something on par with that.”

Rainey pulls her lower lip into her mouth and thinks before ultimately giving a slow shake of her head. “I can’t say I have. But I’m thinking this has happened to you. What is it?”

Smiling, I shake my head. “It’s nothing, really.”

“It made you cry,” she points out.

My expression sobers, and I reach across the table to take her hand. Giving it a hard squeeze, I keep it clasped tightly in mine. “I can’t tell you, Rainey. It’s just something I have to keep to myself for now.”

That clearly doesn’t reassure her. Her voice lowers to a whisper. “Are you… um… doing okay mentally?”

When I told Rainey about my psychiatric history, I held back nothing. She knows about my hallucinations, the doctors, and the medications. She never saw any of it because by the time we’d met, I had them well controlled and had tossed the pills.

But she did know I suffered for it.

I give her hand another squeeze. For the first time since leaving Carrick’s condo, I give her a genuine smile. “Actually, that is one thing I have firmly in hand and is causing me no problems whatsoever.”

And that is such a sweet truth to be able to say, especially since I’ve lied about it to so many people for so long. But I know now that I’m not crazy. I just have a remarkable gift that made me think I was.

Rainey sighs with obvious relief, and she tugs her hand away. Nodding at my plate, she urges, “Finish your dinner. But you should eat something more than an apple.”

“Yes, Mom,” I drawl like a petulant child.

She grins in return, but it fades quickly. “I’m glad you’re not having a mental crisis, but I do hate there’s something that’s caused you to be upset, and I can’t help you fix it.”

“I’ll be fine,” I reassure her. “I’m a bit out of sorts, but nothing a good night’s sleep won’t cure.”

“And you know,” she murmurs, her eyes locked onto mine, “that you could share anything with me, and I’d never judge you for it. I’d be your biggest supporter, no matter what.”

God, how I wish that were true. But I tell her what she needs to hear. “I know that.”

Rainey watches me take another bite of peanut-butter apple, and I know she’s trying to see beneath my veneer of secrecy. Much the way I look beneath daemon’s veils, I suppose.

When she’s satisfied I’m not going to cry again, and that I’ve told her all I can at this point, she pushes out of the chair. “Okay… I’m heading to bed. You do the same after you eat.”

“I will,” I promise, my voice soft and affectionate.

“I love you, Finnie,” she murmurs. It’s a nickname only she uses, and one she rarely pulls out.

“Love you too,” I assure her. “Now, get to bed.”

I finish my apple then decide I should eat just one more. After, I grab a bottle of water out of the fridge and head into my bedroom. It’s nearing midnight, and I’m not the tiniest bit sleepy.

If anything, I’m wired with the information I’ve been given, and because Carrick has refused to help me make heads or tails of my gift, I decide to do some research of my own.

I quickly change into pajamas, brush my teeth, and scrub my face of the remaining makeup that wasn’t washed away by my tears. I nab my laptop from my desk, crawl under the covers, and prop myself against my headboard.

Then I start to search.

Starting with Google, I put in the new terminology I learned tonight. I have no clue how to spell daemon, so I spell it in a variety of ways. I learn daemons can be noble spirits, evil demons, or even a computer program that runs unobtrusively in the background.

Nothing I find relates daemons to the fae.

When I search for fae, I come up with over sixty-three million results. I dive down rabbit hole after rabbit hole reading about their myths, quickly realizing the narrative changes according to what culture I’m studying.

Never in any of my searches, though, does it talk about an angelic rebellion where God purged the traitors, and they become what are known as fae.

Furthermore, I can find nothing about a meteor crashing to earth in the time frame Carrick said it did. I even go back a few thousand years more, but not one single mention anywhere. I do lengthy searches on the Egyptian pyramids and by the time the clock approaches almost three AM, I still haven’t found one single article or mention of anything similar to the story Carrick told me.

Had he made it all up?

Was he a fraud?

But if so, why? And why me?

He clearly knows I can see strange creatures lurking inside human bodies. He described exactly how Marcus looked, which means he can see, too.

So is he like me?

Meaning, does he have the same gift I do, or is he batshit crazy like I might be?

I snort, setting my laptop aside on the mattress, then rub at my tired, gritty eyes. The one thing I know for sure is Carrick Byrne is nothing like me. I’m ordinary and uninspiring, whereas he’s enigmatic, powerful, and surreal. We have nothing in common except perhaps the ability to see strange things.

My head lolls on the headboard, and I look to my laptop. I really should start searching for history books on Amazon. Maybe some will even be available in Kindle Unlimited. I have a strange feeling most of my search would yield a bunch of romance novels because, in my Google foray, I found the fae are an extremely popular trope in romance.

I don’t quite understand that because whether the creatures I’ve seen over my lifetime were hideous or jarringly beautiful, they were all incredibly terrifying. I have no clue what could be romantic about that.

The yawn comes unbidden, and I decide I need to get a few hours of sleep before I have to get up for work. I close my laptop, roll enough to set it on my bedside table, and flip off the lamp. Settling down under my covers, I close my eyes.

I wonder if my dad is watching all of this unfold right now. I’ve never been a religious person, but I’ve always liked to believe he was in Heaven or at least somewhere good, because he was a good man. By not being religious, I don’t subscribe to the notion that dying by suicide is a sin.

“Can you believe this, Dad?” I whisper into the dark. “Maybe I wasn’t crazy after all.”

A horrible thought strikes me, and my eyes pop open. My room is gloomy, and there’s some light filtering in from the outside streetlight since my bedroom is at the front of the house.

What if my dad’s mental issues were because he could see beneath glamours, too? What if he was carrying that horrible burden… and it made him so despondent that he took his own life?

Tears well in my eyes, and I hastily wipe them away with my fingers. I hate thinking my dad perhaps suffered from the same affliction I do, and he went to his death believing it was a mental health issue.

He never knew the truth.

Right then, I have a rush of gratitude toward Carrick Byrne for making sure I knew the reality of what I see. Sure, he’s left me in an awful situation where I have to figure out how to deal with this on my own, but he gave me a comforting truth about myself. My mental faculties are well and firing on all cylinders in the way they should be.

I’m not crazy. Until this moment, I never knew how heavy that weight was.

I close my eyes again, and sleep takes me quickly.


CHAPTER 10


Finley

I’m a walking zombie as I enter the front door of One Bean. Although it rarely happens, I’m ten minutes late for my shift. I’d texted Lisa to let her know, so all is well, and she has things covered like she always does.

The fresh aroma of ground beans and the chatter of patrons perk me up slightly. Still, I need more coffee in my system if I’m going to be able to function after my lack of sleep last night.

Lisa’s behind the counter working one of the machines. I hand out smiles to the regular customers and staff before sidling in beside her. “I’ll give you a bonus if you make me a tall black next.”

She gives me a side glance, grin already in place, but the minute she looks at me, Lisa frowns. “Jesus, Finley. You look like hell. Are you okay?”

“Really?” I ask, because I thought I looked okay before I walked out of the house this morning. Granted, I did nothing more than braid my wet hair and I didn’t bother with even a touch of mascara, but I felt presentable when I looked in my full-length mirror on the back of the bathroom door.

Lisa fills a tall cup of coffee for me. “Your eyes are red as hell, your skin is way paler than normal, and your shirt is inside out and backward.”

Taking my java in hand, I look down to see my t-shirt tag is indeed in the front and blaring the fact I don’t know how to dress myself. “Crap,” I mutter before wincing. “Let me slip into the bathroom and fix this, then I’ll be back out to help.”

She nods before going back to her next order in the queue.

I move out from behind the counter, intent on cutting left down the hall that leads to the bathroom. Thank God I carry eye drops with me so at least I can clear my eyes up, and the t-shirt is a simple fix. Suppose I could slap my cheeks a bit for some color.

The door to Rich’s office opens up and he comes out just as I round the corner, shutting it behind him. I’m going to have to sit down with him sometime today to tell him I’m not going to be able to buy One Bean, a thought that’s causing me a lot of anxiety. I not only lost the Olympic Dreams grant, but none of the others even granted me an interview. Not only am I letting Rich down, but I’m also putting myself in an unknown position as far as my employment.

I’m sure I also have to explain my text to him last night that stated I was going to Carrick’s home, which I’m not looking forward to. In fact, I do a critical study of his expression. I don’t see an ounce of worry about last night, relief I showed up at work, or censure I went to a man’s house for an “interview”.

“Glad you’re finally here,” Rich says with a bright smile, reaching out for my elbow. “We need to talk.”

“I need to visit the restroom first,” I say, pointing with my coffee-laden hand that way. Thankfully, it has a top, or it would have sloshed all over me and I don’t need to look worse than I already do. “Apparently, I look like hell and Lisa thinks I’ll scare the customers off.”

“There’s no time,” Rich replies and starts tugging me toward his office door. “There’s someone here to see you and you’re a bit late. He has another appointment to get to, so I need you in here now.”

By the time Rich reaches for the doorknob, my spidey senses kick in. Suddenly, I have a very good idea who might be on the other side of that door.

Sure enough, when it swings open, I see Carrick sitting in Rich’s chair behind his desk, casually leaning back with one leg crossed over the other, elbows relaxed on the armrests.

“What are you doing here?” I ask dully, partly because I’ve written him off and also because I’m still tired and having a hard time processing what’s going on.

“Finley,” Rich chastises me. “Is that any way to greet your benefactor?”

“Benefactor?” I ask, peering in confusion over my shoulder at Rich, my eyebrows scrunched.

Rich beams, patting me on the shoulder. “I’ll let him explain. I’ll just leave you two alone.”

“Wait, no,” I start to say, having no desire to be left alone with Carrick. Just his physical presence is intimidating, and I’m feeling knocked low by how quickly my life seems to be falling apart. Also… he’s a jerk, and I don’t have the tolerance for it today. I’ll probably say something I’ll regret.

But Rich is gone in a flash, pulling the door shut.

Wincing slightly at having a confrontation I’m not prepared for, I smooth out my expression and turn slowly to give Carrick my attention. Like he always does when he first sees me, his gaze runs over me in critical perusal, always landing on my eyes last.

We lock into a staring match before he finally sweeps an arm to the chair in the corner. “Take a seat.”

The immature brat inside of me wants to refuse because, in addition to being intimidating and a jerk, he also hurt my feelings by refusing to help after dropping an exploding bombshell on me last night.

Instead, I act my age and settle into the chair, taking a small sip of my coffee. I’m not sure if it’s because I’ve worked in this business for six years and have an undeniable love affair with coffee, but I can feel the immediate effects from that one sip. I feel more perked up and slightly more in control.

“Your shirt’s on inside out,” Carrick points out.

“So I’ve recently been made aware,” I mutter. Another sip of coffee.

“Do you normally dress this way at work?”

“With my clothes inside out?” I ask incredulously. “Of course not. I had trouble sleeping last night, as you might imagine, and I’m operating a little sluggishly today.”

If I thought I’d get an ounce of sympathy from him over the mention of my lack of sleep, I’d be waiting until hell froze over.

Or is it the Underworld froze over? I’m not sure at this point.

Carrick’s expression remains neutral. “I merely meant your casual state of dress. T-shirt, flannel, jeans, and children’s tennis shoes.”

“Hey, these are Chucks, and lots of adults wear them,” I retort defensively, holding a leg out to examine one fondly.

“My point is that you’re the general manager here. You should dress the part.”

My frown presses deep furrows into my forehead. “I’m sorry… but what makes you think you can tell me how to dress at my job?”

“Because I’m going to offer you a grant so you can purchase this place,” he replies smoothly.

My jaw sags, mouth hangs open, and I can do nothing but gape in bewilderment.

“Do you understand me, Miss Porter?” he asks, and I can tell my lack of response does not amuse him. He probably thinks I’m an imbecile.

“Um… I ran out of my interview yesterday,” I feel the moral need to remind him. “Why would you give me the grant?”

He considers my question, his gaze once again seemingly narrowed in on my eyes. It’s almost as if he can’t stop staring at them, and I’m a little put off by it.

Finally, his expression slackens. “Marcus thought your interview went very well, and it was his recommendation we help you.”

Without a doubt, I should be elated and practically jumping for joy. I should be giving effusive platitudes to the man across from me, and perhaps offering up my first born in gratitude.

Instead, I’m suspicious. Even with as many strange things as he told me last night that explain away what I’ve seen all my life, I still don’t know if I’m getting the full truth. I certainly don’t trust Carrick because as soon as he unloaded on me, he kicked me out the door because I was no use to him.

This smells rotten to me.

“So you’re just going to offer up a $175,000 grant to me when it’s obvious you don’t like me and I don’t have anything to offer you?” I ask.

Carrick chuckles, and I realize it’s the first time I’ve heard such a sound from him. First time I’ve seen somewhat of a smile, too. He shakes his head, the smile sliding from his face. “No, Miss Porter. I’m not just going to hand over that much money to you.”

“There’s a catch?”

“You might say that,” he intones. “Since you weren’t the only one qualified for a Dream Starter, you’re not getting the full amount you requested.”

I open my mouth to tell him if that’s the case, then there’s no sense in talking any further because I can’t come up with the rest. He must sense my intent as he holds up a hand to silence me.

“We can only offer you one hundred thousand in grant money, but I will personally loan you the other seventy-five at a fair interest rate. I’ll be a silent partner, but I’ll have a direct hand in mentoring you on the business side.”

I ignore the silent partner/mentoring part for now. “I have no collateral to give you.”

“You do, actually,” he replies with an opportunistic smirk.

“Aha,” I exclaim, pointing an accusing finger. “I knew this was too good to be true. I know you’re up to something and let me just say I want no part of it. You ruined my life last night—”

“I enlightened you to the truth that you weren’t crazy,” he growls as he leans threateningly across the desk, stopping my tirade dead in my tracks. His eyes seem to be glowing—surely a trick of the light—but I’m bothered by it all the same. My mouth snaps closed, but I refuse to shrink back from him. Instead, I sit up straighter and lift my chin. For a moment, I think I see respect in his eyes, but it’s fleeting and perhaps I only imagined it.

Settling back in his chair, his voice is calm once again when he says, “You are right… I want something personal from you as collateral, and I’m not talking about taking a second mortgage on your house.”

“Like what?” I ask suspiciously.

“I want to figure you out.”

Simple words, but they don’t make a lick of sense to me.

“You wanted nothing to do with me or my abilities last night,” I point out, cringing when I can’t wipe the hurt out of my voice.

“Upon further reflection, I think you might have a gift that could be important to others. I’d like to figure out why you have it and help you develop it.”

“Important to others how?” I take a sip of coffee, but it barely makes it past the knot in my throat. He’s throwing a lot at me between the money and now my ability to see strange creatures.

“I keep track of the fae and daemons in this city,” Carrick says, examining a nonexistent piece of lint on his cuff. When his eyes meet mine, he says, “You can help me do that.”

“Why do you do that?” I ask.

“Because some are dangerous,” he explains. “Some need help. I make it my business to know why they’re here and make sure they pose no risk.”

I roll my eyes. “What… are you now like the protector of the city? And you want me to help?”

“Hardly,” he scoffs, and in that one word, it’s obvious Carrick Byrne doesn’t do anything for the greater good. He only operates in his best interest, so identifying fae and daemons must benefit him in some way.

While he’s offering me the dream chance of buying One Bean, every one of my gut warning signs are ballistically going off, telling me it’s a very bad idea to get involved with him.

Carrick offers no other explanation. He’s currently leaving the ball in my court whether to accept what appears to be a two-fold type of deal. Money for me to buy One Bean, meaning I’ll be indebted to him on a business level, and some sort of personal relationship that will revolve around figuring out my abilities.

I switch tracks, going back to his investment offer. “I’m not sure I like the idea of you mentoring me. Surely there’s someone else at Olympic Dreams—”

“It’s not negotiable, Miss Porter. You want my money, then I will be a silent investor, but I won’t be all that silent. I will be involved in making sure you know what you’re doing.”

I knew he’d say that, but in the off chance there was wiggle room, I had to explore it. That’s not my biggest concern.

Admittedly, what I want more than anything is more knowledge. I need to learn more about my abilities, especially since it validates I’m not crazy like everyone thought. I’d be foolish not to accept his offer to learn more and to help hone my skills to identify fae and daemons.

But… he’s holding something back. I think he knows more about me than he’s letting on, and he’s never going to divulge it. Therefore, the only way I know how to get to the absolute truth about why I am the way I am is to stick as close to him as possible and learn it for myself.

I want to make sure I’m clear on what he’ll do for me. “And you’ll help me learn more about my abilities? Teach me? Help me figure out what I am?”

He nods without hesitation. “As much as I can help you. I have an immense network of contacts that deal with the supernatural. I can reach out.”

That pleases me quite a bit. To know there are others out there who know, too. Who knows… maybe through introductions by Carrick, I can find someone better suited to help me along?

Someone not so frustrating, standoffish, and annoyingly beautiful, which is distracting, to say the least. Not that it matters. I can tell by the way he looks at me that he finds nothing about me attractive at all.

And even if I find him beyond gorgeous on the exterior, everything on the inside is absolutely unappealing. It’s truly proof that looks aren’t everything.

My mind starts moving through all possible scenarios for both of his offers, telling myself now is the time to ask questions. Once I commit, I’m committed.

“It seems to me,” I say cautiously, “that becoming a business owner is going to increase my work hours tremendously. I already work a lot, but I know that when you own the place, it’s even more. When exactly do you think I’ll have time to work with you on… well, the other thing?”

“You simply make the time, Miss Porter.”

“How?” I ask, thinking I’m already putting in a good sixty-plus hours a week when I factor in the weekends and the work I bring home to do at night.

“Any good businessperson surrounds themselves with the best people. You rely on your most dependable employees. For example, if you have a good day shift manager, you shouldn’t have to do a single day shift management duty at all.”

I frown because that seems antithetical to working hard as a business owner. “You make it sound like I’ll cut back on hours.”

“Quite the contrary,” he says, then he surprises me by rising from the chair. Again, he’s dressed in a tailored suit, and he buttons his jacket while staring down at me. “You’ll be working harder than ever, I imagine. But you will have more flexibility in your hours. Most of our work together will be done at night, though, so plan around that.”

I have to tip my head back to look at him. “Why at night?”

Carrick’s expression turns exasperated as if I’d just asked the most juvenile question ever. “Because I have a day job, too, Miss Porter.”

That effectively puts me in my place. It was a stupid question, and it was foolish of me to show that ignorance.

Oddly, though, it makes me pissed off at him instead of myself.

“What are you?” I demand, rising from my chair to maintain eye contact so I don’t get a pinched nerve in my neck. It doesn’t help all that much as he’s still monumentally taller than me.

“None of your business,” he replies smoothly, tucking one hand casually in his pocket.

Aha. That means he’s something as he didn’t come out and say he was human.

Or he’s just screwing with me.

Even though I’ve asked before, I feel I must ask again. “Are you fae?”

His gaze locks onto mine, and he doesn’t so much as blink. “No.”

“Daemon?” Because I need to ask that again as well since I didn’t trust his first answer.

Golden eyes lasered onto mine, his body stays statue still. “No.”

God, he sounds so believable, yet I have no reason to trust him at all.

“Would you like to feel my heartbeat, Miss Porter?” he asks, his tone patronizing. “Put your ear right against my breastbone and listen?”

“Fae and daemons don’t have heartbeats?” I ask curiously, ignoring the embarrassing flush of warmth the thought of placing my ear against his chest causes.

There’s a slight sparkle of amusement in his gaze. “They do, but you’re so intent to make me into something extraordinary. Maybe you’d like to cut my hand to see if my blood is red? Fae and daemon blood is black, by the way.”

From his pocket, his hand slips out, and there’s a switchblade in it. He holds it out toward me.

Wrinkling my nose, I shake my head. “No thank you.”

Carrick smirks as he returns the knife, but I’m not done with questions.

“How old are you?” I demand.

That surprises him and he arches a thick eyebrow, but, without hesitation, he pulls a wallet from inside his jacket breast pocket. Fishing out a piece of plastic, he hands me a Washington State driver’s license.

I take it, look at the date, and do a quick mental calculation. He’s thirty-four.

One thing is wrong, though. It states his eyes are brown, and that’s just a gross misstatement.

“Where were you born?” I ask, handing the license back.

He returns it to the wallet, and the wallet to the jacket. Ignoring my question, he instead says, “I’m going to send over some paperwork to you today. There will be the grant paperwork, and then the loan paperwork from me. Get an attorney to look it over before you sign.”

My blood seems to chill as I realize… things are getting real. I’m about to buy a business. “I can’t afford an attorney,” I blurt out.

Carrick shakes his head in disappointment. “I suggest you get busy on figuring out a way to get the money to do so. If you’re going to become a business owner, you need legal guidance. Only fools would sign the documents I’ll be sending you without a professional legal review, as you’ll never understand the intricacies on your own. Consider that your first business lesson.”

I’m duly chastised and I know deep down he’s right. Carrick starts for the door, but my brain is already working on my most immediate problem.

“Maybe,” I murmur aloud, all for myself and not for Carrick’s input, “I’ll negotiate the cost of an attorney off the sale price. Essentially, Rich would be financing the legal fees, but he can afford it more than me, and I know he wants this sale to go through.”

Yeah… that’s actually a great idea.

I turn for the door, pulling up hard as, just for a moment, I’d forgotten Carrick was still standing there.

Once again, he seems to be intensely studying my eyes, but I’m more shocked by the slight curve of his mouth. “Very good, Miss Porter. That’s an excellent and incredibly innovative idea.”

I can’t help myself. I preen under his words of praise although I note through this whole meeting, he’s called me Miss Porter. A clear sign that he’s no longer on a first name basis with me and this is all on a professional level. I think I’ll still call him Carrick though, if for nothing more than to irritate him.

“Be at my condo at six tonight,” he says curtly, and I deflate. “We start working on you tonight.”

I don’t even have time to decline or argue with his presumptive demand since he pivots sharply and disappears out the door.


CHAPTER 11


Finley

Today has been jarringly mind-numbing. Last night, I got barely three hours of sleep after getting the most jolting news of my entire life—even more shocking than when my dad died. I worked a full day, accepted an offer to buy a business, and re-negotiated the asking price with Rich to drop it enough so my legal fees would be covered. He was especially proud of me for my work in getting the financing, so he was happy to do it. And let’s not forget the mysterious, powerful, and rich man who wants to “figure me out” and teach me fantastical things I’m still having a hard time wrapping my head around.

By all rights, I should be dead tired but instead, I’m wired as I drive my car to The Prestige. I’d received a text earlier from an unknown number that said: Drive your car tonight. The Prestige attendant will park it for you.

I had no clue who it was from, so my return text was: Who is this?

I expected a response from Carrick, but I was surprised when the response said: Zaid.

I immediately programmed him in as a contact in my phone, wondering if I should ask for a last name, but then decided with a name like Zaid, he probably didn’t have one.

Sort of like Cher. It just stood well on its own.

There’s no doubt I don’t belong anywhere near this elite residential establishment as I pull my little Subaru into the wide paved arch with a fancy portico overhang to protect from the rain.

I may not belong, but I’m clearly expected as a man in tailcoats opens my door and graciously says, “Welcome to The Prestige, Miss Porter.”

I can’t help but be impressed, and maybe a little weirded out, how he knows who I am and what car I’d be driving. But more likely than not, Carrick or Zaid told them to expect someone in a poor person’s car, and that would be Miss Porter.

“Thanks,” I mumble, grabbing my backpack from the passenger seat before sliding out.

I watch the man get in my car, wondering if I should tell him it sometimes sticks in first gear, but he manages to transition smoothly away, pulling out onto the street to presumably valet in the building’s underground garage around the block.

Inside the lobby, I’m greeted by name from a male concierge behind the desk. “Good evening, Miss Porter. You can go to the door that leads to Mr. Byrne’s private elevator. I’ll unlock it remotely for you.”

I give him a nod and a slight smile, veering off to the right side of the lobby past the bank of elevators that lead the regular residents to their condos, then to a locked door that has a key-code panel. Carrick’s code was long, but I don’t need to know it because the light is green and the door opens easily when I push down on the handle.

Just beyond is the elevator, and it takes me directly to the penthouse. Unsurprisingly, Zaid is there waiting for me when the doors open.

He’s dressed the same—black pants, turtleneck, and loafers. His hands are clasped before him, and his wire-framed glasses do nothing to soften his expression that borders somewhere between annoyed and disapproving. I probe ever so gently to see if I can get a vibe from him or will his face to melt so I can see beneath, but I feel a solid wall up before him, so I back right off. Not in the mood for another blinding headache.

“Hi,” I say cheerily, sticking a hand up in greeting.

I get nothing in return but a curt nod before he says, “Follow me.”

Rather than going left through the cavernous living area, Zaid cuts right past the huge free-standing fireplace. On the other side of it, there’s a large dining table set that easily seats twenty. Beyond that, there’s a kitchen that’s all sleek blond wood, black granite, and stainless-steel appliances.

“Sit,” he says, causing me to jolt out of my awe-filled perusal of the kitchen and all its pretty playthings that my love of cooking automatically inspires.

Zaid points to a high stool at the kitchen island before moving to the other side. “Have you eaten?” he asks, placing his hands on the edge of the black granite top. His voice is sort of raspy as if he’s spent a great deal of his life screaming at others and damaged his vocal cords. It doesn’t make him seem pitiful, though. If anything, it enhances his surly demeanor.

I take a seat, rest my forearms on the countertop, and look around, ignoring his question. “Where’s Carrick?”

A sharp crack that makes my ears ring has me whipping around to Zaid, and I can tell he’s slammed his palm on the granite hard enough that had I done it, it would have undoubtedly broken my bones. I’d felt the vibration of his strike all the way through my arms on the surface just two feet away, and my ears are buzzing from the slap of his palm, which may have just broken the sound barrier.

Zaid just stares at me, his hand flat on the counter and not a hint of pain in his expression.

This teaches me my very first and probably most important lesson about daemons. They have incredible strength, even the ones who appear to be in their sixties. It’s not something I had considered—them being stronger than humans—and a slight tremor of fear rolls through me.

“Let’s try this again.” His eyes are cold, his jaw locked tight. “Have you eaten?”

“No,” I reply without hesitation, feeling shamed he’s had to call me on the carpet.

“Very good,” he says, a hard look aimed at me despite the words of praise. “I demand manners at the very least. I’ll fix you a sandwich as we have a long night ahead of us. From here on out, make sure you arrive with your belly full. I don’t have time to cater to you.”

I hold my tongue for the moment. I’d like to tell him to “bite me” because I don’t expect anyone to cater to my needs. I’m the most self-sufficient person you’ll ever know. I watch Zaid as he moves to the refrigerator and takes out cold cuts, mayo, and lettuce. Once back at the counter, he slices a loaf of what looks to be homemade bread.

He pulls a plate out, then builds me a thick turkey sandwich. Again, I have to wonder if he’s really just here to serve Carrick’s personal needs. Why else would he feed me? He said he wasn’t a butler, but he’s definitely not Carrick’s equal.

Sliding the plate to me, his tone is curt when he says, “Eat quickly so we can begin.”

I pick up the sandwich, but I can’t help but ask, “Why don’t you like me?”

“I don’t like anyone,” he grouses irritably. “Don’t take it personally, and don’t ask such a stupid question. It’s a waste of your breath and my time.”

Yikes, he’s a real jerk. But I feel better knowing it’s not just me whom he dislikes.

Zaid turns his back on me, moving back to the refrigerator where he gets me a bottle of water. I mutter a thanks, uncap it, and take a swallow.

Before the next bite of my sandwich, I risk his ire and ask again, “Where’s Carrick?”

“Out.”

That actually pisses me off. He told me to be here at six. Well, if he expected me to be punctual, I expect the same. “And when might he be back?”

“That’s not your concern,” Zaid says as he puts away all the food items. Grabbing a cloth from the sink, he wipes the counter down, offering no more.

“Carrick said he’d be teaching me…”

My words trail off. Now that I think about it, I’m not sure really what Carrick planned to do. I have just a vague promise by him to help me figure out why I am the way I am and how to use my abilities better.

“I’m your teacher tonight.” Zaid’s tone is imperiously clipped.

The word “but” is on the tip of my tongue to question why he’s teaching me and not Carrick; however, something about Zaid’s cold eyes tells me to hold any further argument. I don’t know anything about this man or what his limits are. It’s not lost on me that I know absolutely nothing about daemons, and he’s clearly strong as hell even though he looks about three decades older than me. For all I know, he eats human flesh, and I am not about to become a snack for him. I make a mental note to find out what daemons and fae eat when I see Carrick because I need to know if I am in any way tasty looking.

So, for now at least, the safest course for me is to be a good, polite student and not anger the monster that’s lurking beneath his veiled glamour, which I still cannot see or get a vibe off.

Taking my silence as my permission—which it is—Zaid continues while I eat. “I’m going to be teaching you more about the fae, which also includes its offspring, daemons.”

My mouth is half full, but I speak around the food, not wanting to let an opportunity to question be left behind. “But I thought I was going to learn how to develop my abilities?”

“That will come,” he replies dismissively. “For now, you need more knowledge. For within that knowledge, we might find answers about you.”

Zaid offers no more and merely bustles around the kitchen, straightening things that are already in order as the area is pristine, but I know it’s so he doesn’t have to engage in small talk. When I swallow the last bite of my sandwich, but before I can get up to put my plate in the dishwasher, he’s snatching it from me.

“Thank you for feeding me,” I say because he apparently loves manners.

He merely grunts, which is something of a response, I guess, and then leaves the kitchen. I assume I’m expected to follow, so I do, moving back past the large gas fireplace, that is devoid of any flames, and into the living area.

Zaid chooses a small grouping of four chairs around a low round table. They’re powder blue and made of a velvety material that suggests they would be incredibly comfortable, but when I lower myself into the one opposite of Zaid, I find the cushions stiff and unrelenting.

It’s good because it forces me to sit with good posture, which gives the appearance I’m an attentive student. Anything to make sure I don’t incur Zaid’s wrath.

Deciding it’s for the best, I turn the ringer on my phone to vibrate so we won’t be interrupted, then slip it in my backpack and settle it on the floor. I have a feeling should I get a call during Zaid’s lecture, his head might explode, and I’d rather not see that.

Hands clasped loosely in my lap, feet flat on the floor, I give Zaid my best, most interested look.

“What do you know so far about fae and daemons?” Zaid inquires, and despite him having the power, I can tell he’s no more comfortable to be sitting here with me than I am with him. It’s obvious in the way he doesn’t strike a casual pose like Carrick did last night, but rather sits as straight and stiff as I do in my chair. His hands, however, grip the ends of the armrests.

“Carrick told me the general gist. The short story is there was an angelic rebellion, and God expelled them. The worst went to the Underworld and became known as Dark Fae, while the others were sent to earth to become known as Light Fae. They are immortal, super strong, can change their appearance and may or may not have some type of powers.”

“And daemons?” he asks.

“That they are the offspring of a Light and Dark Fae,” I reply succinctly.

“And did he tell you about the stone?”

Such a simple word.

Stone.

But it’s probably the most important thing Carrick told me about because it brought magic to our world. With that magic, the Light Fae were able to create Faere, and some of the Dark Fae were able to slip through small breaches into our world.

I recount what I’d learned last night. The stone was a meteor, hidden originally in a Giza pyramid, but hacked away until it was gone. Those pieces have been used for magical reasons.

That is where Zaid decides to pick up. “There’s no telling how many pieces of the stone were taken over the years, or how they were passed down among generations. We know both humans and fae were recipients, and we know the power is immense if someone knows how to use it right. Given the fae all have some level of power remaining after their expulsion from Heaven, they probably know how to wield it better than anyone.”

“Carrick said the entire land of Faere was created with the stone’s help coupled with some of the angelic powers the Light Fae had.”

Zaid nods. “Faere’s not the only world that was created. They are many.”

That jars me, and I lean forward in my chair. “Have you traveled to them?”

“Some,” he replies vaguely. “But that’s not important right now. What you need to know is that because of these historical circumstances, there are Light and Dark Fae that walk the earth, as well as their daemon offspring. They are cloaked by glamours so humans can’t see them and their existence is kept secret. Their powers are varied.”

“How many?” I ask with concern. “Enough to outnumber humans?”

“Nowhere near that amount, but enough that unknowing humans can be in danger at times,” Zaid replies. My gut tightens as I’m wondering exactly what fae actually do to people. “Most of the Light Fae are content living in Faere, so few cross through their veil even though they have the freedom to come and go at their will. The Dark Fae numbers here are even smaller, as it’s incredibly difficult for them to muster the powers needed to let them cross over.”

“But some have made it,” I say, because I’ve seen them. “I can feel them.”

Zaid’s eyes narrow as he nods. “There are some, most of whom crossed over in the ancient days when the stones were more prevalent. Errant priests or priestesses would often summon evil beings from the Underworld to do their business and try to gain power. That usually worked out horribly for the one that summoned a Dark Fae, for they cannot be controlled. What do you mean you can feel them?”

I shrug, wondering how much I should divulge. Should I keep any secrets to myself? Carrick knows I can feel something before I see under the glamour. I just haven’t given him the details on how those feelings differ.

Zaid’s expression says he’s not going to accept anything less than the full truth, and somehow, I think he’ll know if I’m lying. I decide it’s not worth getting hurt or eaten for a detail that probably does no good to hold onto anyway, as it could help figure out why I am the way I am.

“Any time before I’ve seen beneath a glamour, I’ve gotten a vibe… a gut feeling. Sometimes, it’s dark and makes me anxious or even nauseated. Other times, it’s like I’m a little bit buzzed after a few cocktails. The ones with dark vibes are usually the scariest, and I just assume they’re malevolent. Although, admittedly, they all scare me no matter the feeling or what they look like.”

“What do you mean by a bit buzzed?” Zaid inquires.

“Like I’ve just drank too much champagne or my belly flutters,” I reply without having to think on it. But then something strikes me. “In fact, I felt that way before I saw under the glamour Marcus had. But I just thought it was nervousness over the meeting.”

“It’s almost like you’re a metal detector of sorts,” Zaid muses, but it’s done so in a flat, serious voice and not in any way a joke. Still, I have to bite my tongue not to laugh. “What else do you observe when you see them?”

“Well, honestly… I’ve not done it in a long time,” I admit. “Seeing Marcus yesterday was the first in a long time because I’d learned when I got that vibe that I shouldn’t look. I learned how to close myself off from it or avoid people who make me feel ill at ease. I had thought I was just learning how to master my mental illness.”

Not a hint of empathy on his face, knowing I battled what I thought was a mental illness. I wonder if fae and daemons are devoid of emotion.

“Think back to some you have seen,” Zaid instructs. “Did their countenances match your feelings?”

I had not thought too much about it since I’d put much of it behind me, but yes, that’s exactly right. “The ones that made me feel anxious were usually horrid looking. Straight out of monster movies. The ones that just gave me that light buzzed feelings, while strange, had beauty in them. But like I said, I’ve not seen under the glamours in a very long time so I don’t know if that’s always true. Frankly, I’ve tried to forget a lot of what I’ve seen.”

“What about Marcus?” he asks, and I know he’s testing my powers of observation because there’s no doubt in my mind Zaid and Marcus know one another. I’m sure he’s seen his true form.

“I didn’t think I got a vibe from him but like I said, now that I’m thinking about it, I had some fluttering in my stomach… like butterflies. It could have been nerves but it was probably a vibe I misinterpreted.”

Makes me wonder how many times I thought I had indigestion over the years and it was perhaps a daemon vibe I was getting instead from someone nearby.

Zaid’s expression puzzles. “Possibly. I’ve certainly never heard of a human being able to sense fae or daemon, much less see beneath their glamour. Perhaps it’s tied to the strength of the fae or daemon. Those with stronger glamours might have full lockdown on anything that would alert you.”

“That would imply Marcus is strong,” I hedge.

Zaid’s eyes glimmer. “Very strong. What did you see with Marcus?”

I take a moment to tuck away the fact Marcus is a strong daemon, yet I was able to see beneath his glamour. That means Zaid is far more powerful than Marcus as I got nothing but a near brain aneurysm from trying to see beneath his.

I don’t dare even bring that up, though, as I’m sure that’s what Zaid would classify as one of those stupid questions that waste his time. So I tell him what I saw as requested. “He wasn’t horrid. He was blue, and his eyes were quite beautiful. Like faceted crystal jewels.”

“What else?” he presses.

“Nothing. I ran.”

“Think harder,” he insists. “What else did you see before you ran?”

What did I miss? Closing my eyes, I think back to how his skin seemed to turn transparent, his true form filling in color, changing shape, and becoming clearer. The skin, the mesmerizing eyes, I had started to turn away, but—

“He was glowing,” I blurt out.

Zaid’s eyebrows shoot up in surprise. “Is that normal with others you saw?”

“Sometimes,” I say with excitement as memories come back. “Some glowed like that… just a thin golden white light around their form. But others had a dark outline. Like there was a layer of oily sludge hovering over the outline of their body. And some… had nothing around them. I never looked for long, but yes… I remember that now.”

Zaid actually smiles, but it’s thin-lipped, and I can’t tell if there’s any true joy in it. “Congratulations, Miss Porter. You just learned your first lesson on how to distinguish fae from daemons.”

I’m starting to become intrigued, leaning forward in my seat. “Why do some have an outline, but others don’t? And do daemons have powers like fae?”

“Only daemons have auras—what you call outlines—and the color, whether it’s that white glow or the black outline, denotes which side the daemon leans toward… their Light or Dark Fae parent. All daemons are immortal, have immense strength and can glamour. It is rare for a daemon to have been bestowed other magical abilities through stone magic and even rarer for them to inherit magic from their fae parents.”

“Wow,” I murmur, wondering what color aura Zaid has. “And if fae have no aura, how do you know if they’re Dark or Light? By whether they’re ugly or beautiful?”

Zaid shakes his head. “In general, looks alone cannot be reliable. Fae have hierarchies, and those at the top are beautiful, retaining much of their angelic glory, both on the Light and Dark side. Those on the bottom, after periods of evolution and messing with magics gone awry, can be unappealing to the eye. The lower castes of Dark Fae tend to be the ugliest. Bottom line, though, you cannot always rely on something as base as looks because some royal Dark Fae are as beautiful as Light Fae.”

I bolt upright. “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” I exclaim, holding my hands up in the universal stop gesture. “Royal? As in kings and queens and such?”

“Yes, but we’ll get into that later. Remember, these species have evolved over tens of thousands of years so there are exceptions to the general rules. Also, in general, a Light Fae isn’t going to kill or harm you for the fun of it. The same can’t be said for a Dark Fae. They are mostly filled with dark intent, so if you do come across one, give it a wide berth.”

I think about Mr. Pelman and “Dan” from the coffee shop recently. Both gave menacing vibes. I’m quite confident without having seen beneath their glamours, they’re Dark Fae or a daemon offspring leaning dark.

“I can probably rely on that vibe feeling I get,” I ponder. “Bad vibe equals Dark Fae or dark aura daemons. Nice buzzing feeling equals Light Fae or light aura daemons.”

Zaid shakes his head, giving me a stern frown. “I would discourage you from relying on that. I know of no one else who can ‘feel’ fae and daemons the way you do, but I don’t think it’s been tested enough to be able to count on it.”

That’s a good point. I’ve been so rusty over the years in even attempting to tap into my ability that I don’t know if the vibe correlates with the Light and Dark differential in the species.

I put that aside for now. “You said the color of aura indicates which parent a daemon favors, Light or Dark.”

“It means essentially the same. Light is generally good, and dark is generally bad. But again… remember, all creatures can change. Nature versus nurture doesn’t just apply to the human world.”

“So essentially, fae and daemons are a lot like people. You don’t know what they’re like unless you get to know them?”

Zaid nods. “That’s not a bad way to look at it. But the danger in not knowing what you’re dealing with is that, unlike humans, fae and daemons are incredibly powerful in strength, and most have some form of magical ability.”

I remember Zaid slamming his hand down on the granite to get my attention, and something tells me that he wasn’t even using full strength. I make a mental note never to get on his bad side.

Or any daemon’s or fae’s bad side come to think of it.

“Is Carrick fae?” I ask, wondering if he’ll give me the answer I’ve already tried to get from the man himself twice.

Not a muscle twitches on Zaid’s face. “No.”

I tilt my head. “Daemon?”

“No.”

I want to growl with frustration. He’s just as bad as Carrick. “Well, what is he?”

Zaid doesn’t answer, and just like Carrick has done twice to me before, he segues into something new. “Stand up,” he orders.

I do as commanded. With one hand, he motions for me to sidestep around the table and join him beside the chairs. We stand face to face, and I realize Zaid’s not but maybe an inch or two taller than me.

This close to him, I realize he has more fine lines around his eyes and mouth than I had first realized.

“Now,” he commands, lifting his chin. “Break through my glamour and tell me what you see.”

Rolling my neck, I shake out my hands, loosening up like I’m about to spar with Duane. I suppress the urge to spring from foot to foot, dancing around my opponent.

Taking a deep breath, I let it out slowly and then pin my eyes not to his, but to his face as a whole. I subconsciously demand his face to disappear and show me what’s below.

What feels like a bolt of lightning shooting straight through the center of my forehead nearly drops me to one knee. Clapping my hand to my brow, I curse. “Holy shit, that hurts.”

“You barely tickled me,” Zaid replies blandly.

I open a bleary eye, my vision a little hazy, to see him smirking.

“Try again,” he orders.

“No,” I grit out, dropping my hand from my head. “Not until you tell me how to do it.”

Zaid purses his lips, shaking his head slightly as if he’s disappointed. “You’re not trying hard enough.”

“My headache says otherwise,” I grumble.

“How did you see past Marcus’ glamour yesterday?” Zaid demands.

My mind races, thinking back, and it comes to me quickly. “I was discombobulated. Carrick threw me off when he came in the room, and my defenses were down.”

“And why do you have defenses up?” he intones.

“Because I don’t like seeing those things,” I reply without hesitation.

“More, Miss Porter.” He sneers. “I need more than that. Why don’t you like seeing those things?”

I bite hard on my lower lip, knowing the answer but loathe to admit it to this small man who intimidates the hell out of me.

“Why, Miss Porter?” he barks, and gone is the raspy, grating voice. Instead, he booms with authority.

I’m jolted into action. “Because I’m scared of them,” I yell back. “And… I thought the more I saw them, the more likely it was I’d end up committed to a hospital again.”

Zaid smiles. Not in praise I just admitted a shameful secret, but because I gave him the exact answer he already knew. As such, the twist of his lips is beyond smug. “Exactly,” he says with a superior lift of his chin. “The reason you can’t break through my glamour is you’re scared, so figure some way to relax and just do it.”

I huff out a breath, using my inside voice to bolster myself. You can do this, Finley.

Once again, I roll my neck, shake my shoulders, and just because it’s what I’d do before a sparring round, I jump lightly from foot to foot. Zaid stares at me like I’m a nut job.

“Feel the fire,” I murmur to myself. It’s the same words of encouragement I repeat before stepping into the ring. “Ride the storm. You are a warrior.”

With a burst of confidence, I steel my spine and focus my stare on Zaid’s face, ready to peel back his secret layer and expose him.

Blinding pain sears everything inside my skull and this time, I do drop to a knee. “Shit. Christ. Damn it.”

Zaid doesn’t say anything as I grumble, throw more curses out, and stumble to my feet. I glare. “You threw up some type of shield.”

“Wrong,” he declares. “I’m doing nothing, but you’re more scared than ever. Now, let go of the fear and try it again.”

“I can’t,” I moan, my head now dully throbbing.

“You can,” he growls.

I narrow my eyes. “How do you know? You don’t know anything about me.”

“Now, there you’re wrong,” he says with a nasty smile. “Without a doubt, I know you have the ability. If you manage to get under my glamour, I might even show you how I know that.”

I tilt my head, seeing Zaid differently. His insinuation sparks something within me. I can tell he has some power or ability to know things. I can suddenly feel it, like a low thrumming vibration emanating off him.

It’s not dark and sinister, but it’s not a delightfully buzzy feeling either.

It’s something in between.

You can do this, Finley.

There is nothing to be scared of.

Straightening, I lock my spine and tightly clench my fists. I suck in a breath and hold it, then focus all my strength, energy, and willpower on Zaid’s face.

Once again, my legs turn to jelly as my head nearly explodes with pain. “Goddamn it,” I shriek, clapping my hands to the side of my head and bending forward. I feel like I’m going to puke.

Quietly, Zaid watches me. After a few breaths, I straighten.

He merely nods. “Again.”


CHAPTER 12


Finley

It’s Monday and for the fourth night in a row, I’m heading straight from One Bean to Carrick’s condo. I nibble on a cheese danish—a wholly unhealthy dinner—as I navigate the streets over to The Prestige. I have no clue what will happen or what my next lesson will be.

Last night, on the third straight evening of working with Zaid, I made my breakthrough on his glamour. As usual, when I arrived, Carrick was not there, and I’d stopped being irritated by that fact. I’d gotten used to Zaid—as much as someone can get used to a person with his constant surly disposition—and was completely fine with him continuing my lessons.

Instead of leading me into the living area, he had me follow him into the kitchen where I immediately noticed a bottle of vodka on the table with a single shot glass. I was slightly surprised as it’s my liquor of choice, although I’m not a big drinker. I figured it was a lucky guess.

Or maybe Zaid knew that about me, like he intimated he knew me on a personal level. He also promised to tell me how he knew things about me if I could break through his glamour.

“What’s that?” I pointed to the vodka.

“A way to make you feel uninhibited,” he replied in that raspy voice. “We’ll see if we can relax you enough to lower your defenses.”

“You’re going to get me drunk?” I asked dubiously.

He neither confirmed nor denied his intent. Instead, he pointed at the liquor and said, “Drink.”

I started with two repetitive shots, waited ten minutes, and tried to see beneath his veil. I couldn’t see anything but his regular pinched face, but my head didn’t hurt as bad, which bolstered me a bit.

After the third shot, there was no pain whatsoever, and his skin actually started to flicker with transparency, but I couldn’t quite get it to hold.

The fourth shot did the trick. I was completely buzzed, totally confident, and the vodka had removed my fears. Despite my inebriation, my focus felt keen, and with almost no effort at all Zaid’s skin turned completely transparent and his daemon self came forth.

I think I had honestly expected something off-putting to match his cranky personality, but he was actually fairly human-looking. In fact, his daemon form resembled his human one, except some features were more exaggerated. He was completely bald. While his brow was more prominent and his cheeks sunken into an unnatural hollowness, he was clearly recognizable as Zaid. He even had the same dark, beady eyes and the same lips pressed in continual dissatisfaction.

What surprised me, though, was that his aura was neither a bright glow nor a sludgy oil, but rather was a dove-gray color that shimmered slightly.

I had a million questions, but I was drunk and Zaid was not in the mood. He offered me a curt congratulations, commanded me to be here at the same time the next day, and ordered an Uber to drive me home.

Before I left though, I demanded he tell me how he knew things about me. I reminded him that he had promised me that first night he would if I could break through his glamour.

“I’m an empath,” he’d said flatly. “I know exactly what you’re feeling and how your emotions guide you. You’d be surprised what I can glean from that.”

I supposed when I sobered up, I’d think of more questions to ask, but I only had one more. “And the vodka? How did you know that’s what I drink?”

“I didn’t,” he replied with a nasty smile. “It was just the first bottle I grabbed off Carrick’s bar.”

There was no helping it, and it was all due to the vodka swirling in my gut, but I laughed at Zaid, shaking my head. “Why I thought you could be thoughtful is beyond me.”

To which he agreed, “It would be a total waste of my time.”

At this point in our relationship, I can’t decide if I love or hate Zaid, but he did what it took to push me past a fear barrier, and I hope it holds up for tonight.

I have my danish finished by the time I pull up to The Prestige. A different man in a fancy frock is there to take my car, and, like the others, he knows who I am and welcomes me. I grab my backpack and step out of the car, but before I can make it to the revolving doors, my phone rings.

When I pull it out of the side pocket, I don’t recognize the number. It’s local, though, so I answer. “Hello?”

“Finley?” a man’s voice says over the line.

“This is she.”

“It’s Michael Varrons.” My body straightens, and a pleasant sensation washes through me. It’s the hot artist I met almost two weeks ago at Fallon’s gallery.

“Hey… what’s up?” I immediately wince, because perhaps I should have said something more refined, like, Michael… what a pleasant surprise.

Too late now.

“So, um…” he says tentatively like he’s trying to find the right words. “I got your phone number from your sister the night of the gallery show as you’d sort of left without saying goodbye.”

“Yeah… sorry about that, but you were busy with the people who wanted to commission you, and I didn’t want to interrupt.”

“I understand,” he replies good-naturedly. “Actually, it’s taken me a few weeks to get up the nerve to call you.”

“Really? Why would you need nerve to call me?”

He laughs nervously. “Well, because you’re drop-dead gorgeous and probably far too elegant to want to go out with me. I don’t think I own anything but jeans.”

I glance down at my body. I’m wearing black skinny jeans, a vintage Stones t-shirt, and a zip-up hoodie. I eschewed the Chucks today in favor of a pair of ballet flats as no rain was in the forecast, and they’re comfy when not wet.

“Trust me,” I say with a chuckle. “The dress you saw me in was borrowed and I’m totally a jeans girl myself.”

Michael lets out an exaggerated whoosh of relief with a laugh. “Phew… now that that’s out of the way… I was wondering if you would like to go out to dinner with me sometime?”

Why yes, Michael… I would.

I tell him I’m on my way to an appointment, but we set tentative plans for the upcoming Saturday, and he promises to call so we can firm up said plans in a few days.

Thinking of my weekend date with Michael has me smiling on the elevator ride up, but not because I’ve been lonely or looking for someone. As I told Fallon, I’m cool with the way things are. But given everything I’ve recently learned, having a handsome man ask me out on a date makes me feel like a normal person.

The elevator doors slide open and I brighten my smile because it will irritate Zaid when he sees me. Now that I broke through his aura and found his daemon aura is surprisingly not scary, I might just make it my mission to annoy him in tiny, subtle ways.

Like by smiling.

Except it slides right off my face when it’s not Zaid but Carrick who stands there. I blink at him in surprise.

“You’re late,” he growls.

Glancing at the phone still in my hand, I see it’s 6:05, so I am indeed late. Oh well, that phone call with Michael was well worth Carrick’s scowl.

Part of me wants to say, “Big whoop,” but then I’ll be subjected to a lecture on professionalism and punctuality and if he’s going to help me purchase One Bean, I need to conform to his standards.

I don’t feel like hearing it, so I merely say, “Won’t happen again.”

Carrick doesn’t reply but runs a critical eye down my body, his lips pressed flat in disdain over my apparel. After that comes the moment where he seems to linger on my eyes, which is no less disconcerting than it was the first time he did it.

“I wish you’d worn something a little more appropriate, but I suppose it will have to do,” he says.

I know what I’m wearing, but it’s in that moment I realize—with a bit of a shock—that he’s not in one of his finely made custom suits. Instead, he has on dark blue jeans that fit a little too perfectly, a black V-neck, lightweight sweater, and black suede chukka boots.

His sleeves are pulled to mid-forearm and well… he’s got great forearms, which I hate that I notice. Just as I hate to see his black sweater makes his eyes seem more golden than usual, and it fits in such a way there’s no mistaking his muscular physique I’d suspected was beneath those well-tailored suits.

“Appropriate for what?” I ask, referring to my state of dress, which is apparently unsatisfactory.

“We’re going out tonight.” I go slack-jawed at the notion. Whatever my exact expression is has Carrick grimacing. “Relax, Miss Porter. This isn’t a date. I want to test your abilities in a crowd now that Zaid has seemingly gotten you past your block.”

Indignantly, I straighten. “I would have never thought it was a date,” I exclaim haughtily. “Besides… I’m already dating someone.”

Well, not really.

But, as of Saturday, that will be true.

Carrick merely shrugs and steps into the elevator, pushing the button that will drop us to the lobby. He stands a little too close for comfort, and I hate how good he smells. I wouldn’t say he’s wearing cologne, but he smells like woods and spice, and…

I take a subtle step to the right to put some distance between us. Proximity to this man is too disconcerting, and even though he is the same man who has provided me with an incredible opportunity to buy One Bean and given me the truth about myself—alleviating me of the burden of mental instability—I still can’t help but believe him to be dangerous and untrustworthy.

I vow to never forget that.

“For future purposes,” I mutter as the doors open on the first floor, “I would have worn something different had you merely asked and made me aware of your plans.”

“Noted,” he clips out, then strides from the elevator.

I have no choice but to follow.

*     *     *

Carrick takes us to a restaurant in Belltown that has an extensive bar already filled with happy-hour drinkers. Its industrial decor is cool, giving it a bit of a laid-back atmosphere and the crowd is fairly diverse. Some people are dressed semi-professionally as if they perhaps just got off work and stopped in for a meal or drink before heading home. Some are wearing clothes more geared toward a nightclub, meaning they are probably doing dinner here before going somewhere else. And then there are plenty of the typical Seattleites—like me—who look like they either walked out of a hip coffee shop or REI, which means casual is the name of the game.

“There are plenty of people in here dressed no differently than me,” I point out as Carrick leads me toward the bar. He chooses two stools at the corner of the large rectangular-shaped bar, making us adjacent to each other.

“I know,” he replies dismissively, then catches the eye of a bartender, who quickly comes over to us. Carrick orders a gin and tonic, and I ask for a glass of wine.

“Then why make a big deal about it?” I ask when the bartender leaves.

His gaze, previously moving over the people at the bar, comes to me. His expression doesn’t seem to indicate he’s put out by my question at all. “Because when I’m out and about on the town and have someone on my arm, it often makes the papers. You’re definitely not the type of woman I go out with, so this will draw attention if we have our picture taken by someone who recognizes me. It will end up in the gossip column, and I’d rather not draw attention to us being together.”

I stare, unsure of what to say. I’m not sure if it was his intention, but that clearly came off as him being embarrassed to be seen with me.

Choking down some slightly hurt feelings, I decide to test my boundaries and say what’s really on my mind. “I think you’re way too hung up on yourself.”

Carrick doesn’t even meet my eyes. Instead, his gaze still roams around the other patrons as if I’m not even there.

“Let me guess,” I continue with my newly formulated theory. “You usually have a blonde model with big boobs, big hair, and a pea-sized brain on your arm who dresses provocatively for the attention. Right?”

I think he might ignore me, but then his eyes make a lazy slide my way, his lips curled in amusement. “You make that sound like it’s a bad thing.”

I roll my eyes, his answer designed not to give me any insight, but rather to make fun of my observations.

There’s no doubt a man like him can get any woman he wants, and he has anti-monogamy written all over him. In fact, I would imagine he’s probably been out with a different woman the last three nights I was with Zaid working my ass off.

Gritting my teeth, I turn my body slightly to face the bartender and watch as he prepares our drinks. I’m mad at myself for even contemplating what type of love life Carrick Byrne has because he is of absolutely no interest to me in that way.

When our drinks are put before us, Carrick wraps his hand around his glass and pulls it toward himself. While staring down at his gin and tonic that has a tiny twist of lime hanging off the side, he says, “There’s a Light Fae sitting at this bar. Can you identify it?”

I jolt, whipping my head his way. “What?”

“You heard me.” His gaze lifts, meeting mine. “Light Fae at this bar. Tell me who it is.”

Slowly, I let my gaze roam the entire perimeter of the bar, taking in every customer as well as the three bartenders. Normally, I sense something first—like the buzzing vibe I described to Zaid, and that’s how I know something is, well, “other” than what I am. But it’s not a given I can sense every fae or daemon. There could be hundreds I walk past each year and not feel anything because their powers are strong.

“I can’t,” I mutter, picking up my glass of wine and taking a sip. When I put it back down, I explain, “I think I have to be near the person—I mean, creature—to get a feeling first. So all I can do is rule out the guy to my right because I feel nothing.”

Carrick’s expression hardens with disappointment. “Have you learned nothing since we’ve met?”

“That fear inhibits my abilities,” I say automatically. I’ve heard it from Zaid at least a hundred times over the past three days.

“You’ve learned more than that,” he scoffs. Leaning toward me, his voice rumbles low so only I can hear, “You learned that fae and daemons have varying strength of power which means you may or may not be able to see or feel anything without a serious effort on your part. The mere fact you’ve gone your entire life without intentionally seeking them out makes any of your experiences unreliable as to what to expect.”

My face flushes hot in complete embarrassment because I knew that. It’s exactly what happened with Marcus. I shook hands with him, sat in his office for a long time, and I never once felt a clear vibe other than a nervous tummy. And yet… he’s a daemon.

“I suspect,” Carrick continued, “that it’s simply a matter of you strengthening your skills, and you can only do that by practicing.”

Inhaling, I let my breath out slowly and try to figure out how to do this. While pondering, I pick up my glass and take another sip of wine. Four shots definitely helped me see past Zaid, but that block was fear-induced. I had been crushed under an overwhelming revelation that my life was not what I thought, and that there’s a whole lot of scary out there that resides outside of my mind.

Setting my glass down, I start at the opposite side of the U-shaped bar and take a few moments to focus on each person. I don’t just spare a glance, but instead, concentrate on their faces and try to free my mind to see what’s hidden underneath. I imagine my chest opening, cracking the sternum, and splitting the ribs apart so I can let feelings into that center part of myself where I feel emotion.

My heart.

Mostly couples sit at the bar, actively engaged in conversation, but there are a few people by themselves. I get caught staring at one guy who thinks I’m interested since I’m studying him so hard. He smiles, gives me a chin lift, then nods to the empty seat beside him in a clear invitation to come over.

I’m startled, then embarrassed and before I can even comprehend my actions, I turn toward Carrick and lean into him, lifting my mouth to his ear. If it bothers him, he gives no indication, but he does tilt his head as if listening to me.

“Sorry,” I mutter. “Just got busted staring at the dude across the way, and he’s invited me over.”

I half expect Carrick to push me away—maybe coldly reprimand me to quit playing around and do my job. Instead, he surprises me by bringing a hand up and cupping me around the nape of the neck in an intimate gesture. Now it’s Carrick who angles his mouth toward my ear and whispers back, “This should be sufficient to throw him off your trail. Now get back to work.”

It’s the rebuff I expected, and it’s said in such a way it’s clear he expects me to pull back immediately. But in case the man is still watching, I decide to make this little farce as authentic as possible. It is nothing but a small tilt of my head, but I let my lips graze against the corner of his jaw.

Carrick’s body locks tight at my touch and his fingers dig painfully into the back of my neck, allowing him to pull my body away from him. My heart is beating as I risk a glance up, only to find his eyes burning with an unholy fire. I can’t tell if it’s my imagination or the dim lighting in the bar, but their color has darkened to burnt amber and there’s even a reddish sheen to them as he stares at me with an iron lock on his jaw.

Chills skate down my spine. I get the distinct impression he wants to kill me for that unsolicited touch, and it’s enough to terrify me.

I swivel on my stool, which dislodges his hand. Mouth dry and heart jackhammering, I take a deep gulp of my wine for fortification. Pretending the last twenty seconds didn’t happen, I don’t dare look toward Carrick or the man who thought I was flirting with him. Instead, I move on to the next person and focus on their face, hoping I can uncover the Light Fae and be done for the night.

It’s not until I make it all the way around the U-shaped bar that I find him to the left of Carrick. There’s still not a hint of buzzing euphoria, but when I focus, the man’s face easily disappears and in its place is a countenance so beautiful it hurts to look for too long.

The glamour was nothing but an ordinary, nondescript man with sandy-blond hair and a plain face. Beneath is a perfectly designed and proportioned face appearing very human in shape but clearly otherworldly. His eyes are the palest blue I’ve ever seen, almost completely translucent, and his skin is alabaster with a shimmering silver sheen to it. Clearly a fae, because he has no outlined aura that would denote him to be a daemon, so, in essence, I would not have known him to be a Light Fae had Carrick not said he was. As Zaid reminded me, looks can be an indicator, but he warned me Dark Fae could be beautiful, too.

“The man, three seats down from your left,” I mutter to Carrick. Having made my identification, I turn my gaze to my wine. “He’s beautiful.”

He grunts with what sounds like annoyance. “A royal.”

I can barely hide the excitement in my tone, leaning to peek at the Light Fae again.

“Quit being so obvious,” Carrick hisses, causing me to straighten immediately. He lowers his voice. “All fae are dangerous, especially if they know they’ve been outed. Never let them know you can see what they truly are.”

I swallow hard, nodding in understanding. I’d learned how to do that over my years of seeing them, but I sort of lost myself at the word royal.

And that’s when I feel it… that distinct thrumming that seems to vibrate within my veins, giving me a slightly heady feeling. The Light Fae’s vibe—pleasurable and leaving me a little buzzed. I’m wondering why I’m feeling it after having broken through the glamour since I usually feel it first.

“I can feel his vibe now,” I say, but I don’t bother explaining more. I had told Zaid a lot more details about the vibes I get, and I have no doubt he passed every bit of information on to Carrick. “I wonder why I didn’t get it first before seeing through his glamour?”

Carrick seems to ponder it but then shrugs. “Maybe because he’s a royal and is stronger, so his very essence is masked. Maybe some fae or daemons just give off vibes naturally. It could even be that you’re naturally attuned to specific creatures in certain ways. There are so many variables and unknowns, and I fear we’re just at the tip of the iceberg in figuring you out.”

That’s me—just a science experiment to Carrick—but he makes good points.

After taking a sip of his drink, he sets the glass down and offers, “Maybe next time, you should try to reach out for the vibe as well as break the glamour at the same time to see what happens.”

“That’s a good idea,” I agree, a little eager for this new test on my abilities.

“I’m glad you think so.” Carrick gives me a sly smile. “Because there are a few daemons in here, as well as another Light Fae. Locate and describe them to me.”

Taking another sip of wine to shore myself up, I swivel on my stool to scan the restaurant.

Carrick leans in, adding the final warning. “And for fuck’s sake, don’t react when you see them.”


CHAPTER 13


Finley

Carrick and I spent over an hour in the bar area, whereby I surreptitiously looked around the restaurant and honed my skills to identify fantastical creatures.

Eagerly, I took his suggestions. I reached out with my senses, opening my mind up and inviting feeling into my body. It worked like a charm. I could feel a vibe, but I could do no more than tell the general direction it came from. It didn’t shine like a beacon to pinpoint my quarry.

Carrick hypothesized that the farther away I was from a fae or daemon, the harder it would be to use the vibe to identify one. In my past, I’d always been close to someone when I felt the vibe. Regardless, it was good information to have. As usual, Carrick admitted he was puzzled about why I had this ability.

Then again, as he reminded me, he’d never heard of a human capable of seeing beneath veils.

I’d correctly identified three daemons. And for every vibe I got, it matched up with the daemon’s auras. Two of them gave me buzzy feelings and had glowing auras, and one made me feel so apprehensive that I got a little nauseous. He was a hideous creature with a pig’s nose, tusks coming from the corners of his mouth, and a viscous black aura around him.

One of the daemons with a super bright aura gave me that sweet thrumming feeling, and while she was not as beautiful as the royal fae at the bar, she was very pleasing to look at in a weird, almost alien way. With a teardrop face, pointed chin, and large black eyes, her entire frame was delicate. She had golden hair that reached her waist with shimmery wings poking out from her back that fluttered the entire time she sat at a table, talking to a human man.

So fascinating and I resolve to start sketching each of these creatures from memory. While I might not have Fallon’s Fine Arts degree, I do share some artistic talent with my twin in the form of drawing. I’ve always been good at it, and it’s a way for me to relax. Not that I’ve had a lot of time lately to devote to such a notion.

Carrick calls it a night, and we leave the bar to head the six blocks back toward The Prestige. It’s a nice evening in the upper fifties with no rain in the immediate forecast, which was the pre-requisite for us deciding to walk.

His strides are long, and I have to practically jog to keep pace with him. As we pass other pedestrians and sidestep the homeless lying next to buildings, he’s quiet. Even as upper class and trendy as Belltown is, it’s not immune to the city’s homeless problem. Many of the displaced have set up large camps in various parts of the city and these places can be dangerous. Most are out of work and have no home due to addictions to drugs like meth and heroin, and almost all have mental health complications. These camps are staunchly defended, many of the homeless having modified weapons with which to fend others off.

But even outside the camps, they are prevalent in the city where they might be able to panhandle their next fix. They’ve not only become a nuisance to regular passersby, but they can be criminally dangerous, always on the hunt for the easiest way to get their next fix.

Frequently, that is a simple mugging of an unsuspecting person.

It’s not something I worry about walking beside Carrick. Not only is he big, but he also has a presence about him that would cause even the most whacked-out drug addict to give a wide berth around him.

This is evident as some even shrink back from him as he passes by, but Carrick is oblivious to his effect on them.

Certainly oblivious to their plight.

I’m not always able to look the other way. An older woman sits against the marbled wall of a bank that long ago closed business for the day. She’s bulked up with several layers of clothing, the easiest way to carry the most important possessions she owns. Her gray hair is matted, her heavily lined face is dirty, and she holds a little piece of cardboard that says, “I’m hungry.”

Reaching into my pocket, I pull out a few bucks I have stuffed there. When I hand them to her, she mutters a “thank you,” which carries the strong scent of alcohol toward me.

Oh well… not my business to decide what she does with her money. She has to eat so maybe she’ll use my money for that. I choose to give them all the benefit of the doubt because of that whole “there but for the grace of God go I” thing. Or maybe I just want karma to remember these little things in case I need help one day.

By the time I straighten, Carrick is half a block down and hasn’t noticed I’m not near him. I have to break into a legit jog now, and I’m regretting I chose the ballet flats instead of Chucks tonight.

As I’m passing a side alley, though, I hear something.

A scream?

Definitely female, but I’m not even sure it came from down that way.

Skidding to a halt, I peer into the darkness. The lighting is virtually nonexistent except for a floodlight near the end that hangs over a service door. In between that light and me, it’s impossible to penetrate the dark.

Maybe I’m mistaken. Maybe I didn’t hear anything.

Hesitating, I hear nothing except the mewl of a feral alley cat and decide it must have been what caught my attention. I turn quickly as I’m sure Carrick is probably more than a block away now, but I crash right into a brick wall of muscle.

When I tip my head back, Carrick scowls down at me. “What are you doing?”

I twist to peer into the darkness. “I thought I heard a woman cry out, but now I’m not sure.”

“Well, then, let’s go,” he snaps, pivoting on his chukka-booted heel.

And then it hits me… a ball of dread forming right in the middle of my stomach. It feels cold and heavy like someone filled my gut with lead. The weight causes pain and I cover my abdomen with my arms.

“Wait,” I call to Carrick as I whirl toward the alley. I take a step.

In a flash, he’s back by my side with my elbow clamped hard in his hand. “What do you think you’re doing?” he growls.

“I’m sure it was a woman I heard now,” I reply, straining to see what just can’t be seen without any light. “And… I’m feeling the dark vibe. It’s worse than usual. It has to be a Dark Fae doing something.”

“You can’t possibly know that,” he mutters. “You haven’t even seen one yet that we know of, and I haven’t been able to observe you long enough even to know if these vibes have any correlation to the actual creature.”

He has a point, but it’s not convincing enough. “Regardless, I’m sure I heard a woman cry out. We need to check it out.”

“We need to do no such thing,” he scoffs, attempting to pull me away. “It’s not our problem.”

Anger flushes through me and I jerk my hand from his grasp, quite confident the only reason I was able to do so was that he wasn’t expecting it. “You truly are shallow and self-absorbed, aren’t you?”

His lips press in a flat line, eyes turning hard. That means I hit a nerve, because otherwise, he would have brushed my disparagement off or even accepted it with pride.

“I’m going to go down there,” I say hesitantly, pointing a finger toward the dark alley.

Carrick studies me, perhaps gauging how sincere I am. But then he merely shrugs. “Suit yourself.”

And with that, he leaves me, heading up the block without even glancing back. I gape after him, astonished he won’t help and infuriatingly disgusted by his willingness to let someone possibly get hurt.

This only fuels my resolve to go down that alley and see what in the hell is happening. I turn, take a deep breath, and, within five paces, I’m swallowed by the darkness. I resist the urge to use the light on my cell phone, as the only benefit of the lack of lighting is the element of surprise.

Within just a few yards, my eyes start to adjust and while I can’t see anyone, I can make out shapes like dumpsters and piles of cardboard boxes that have been stacked for trash pickup by whatever businesses are on either side of the alley. The stench of rotted food and urine mix, creating a noxious odor.

I stick close to the left side of the alley, walking in sort of a tippy-toe, crouched kind of way. Eventually, I see something on the ground about fifteen yards away and I’m luckily able to paste myself against the side of a dumpster—which smells horrific—and peek around.

Yes, two figures. There’s one on the ground struggling while the other, much larger and clearly male person, is on top of her. The dark vibe increases, the weight in my stomach intensifies, and my anxiety skyrockets.

My brain flies through a million different scenarios—all of my training with Duane rushing to the forefront, giving me competing options to consider. The best thing I have going for me could be my voice as a high-pitched shriek for help can work wonders. But we’re down a dark alley, and I’m not sure anyone would come.

I’m quite confident I could sneak up on the man, launch, and land a front snap kick to the side of his head. It could potentially disorient him enough that I could get the woman up and on her way to safety. Of course, what I do after that, I’m not sure. I can tell by the bulk to his figure that he’s a big dude.

But so is Duane… and I’ve sparred with him countless times.

On the other hand, that was sparring. Duane had never tried to seriously hurt me.

Crap.

Without another thought whereby I might talk myself out of such an endeavor, I move around the dumpster, creeping as silently as I can toward the woman struggling and the man pinning her down. My pulse is buzzing, my chest constricted in fear, and that ball in my stomach creates more queasiness the closer I get.

When I’m nearly on them, there’s enough glow from that light another ten yards down that I can see the woman’s face, eyes filled with fear as she tries to bat the man’s hands away while he rips at her clothes.

It infuriates me, and I rush toward the man. Springing off my left foot, I launch my snap kick, making a solid connection with the ball of my foot to the corner of his left jaw. It’s hard and painful enough that the man bellows in pain as he falls sideways off the woman, and I immediately reach to pull her to her feet. At that moment, I see how incredibly beautiful she is with dark hair, emerald-green eyes, and an almost perfectly formed face. Her clothes are designer, though now covered in filth. I wonder how she even came to be down this alley.

“Run,” I say as the man I’d kicked gets to his feet, rubbing at his jaw with fury blazing in his eyes as he faces me. I take in the torn and ratty clothing, dirt on his face, and I’m sure if I got a bit closer, he’d smell like he hadn’t bathed in weeks. Clearly homeless, which is a bit confusing. While they can resort to violence, it’s usually to rob people of money, not rape, and I’m pretty sure that was his intent.

The woman stands frozen, not heeding my advice. I can’t worry about her now, though, as I get in my fighting stance—left foot forward, right back, spaced apart for stability and in a slight crouch. Both my hands are formed into fists and up for protection in front of my face.

“You’re going to regret that, bitch,” the man snarls, starting to advance on me, his arms down at his sides. He’s left his entire torso, neck, and head open. I could do any number of things, like jump front kick into that pillowy-looking gut, a back fist across the bridge of his nose, or even a Thai kick to the back of his knee to take him down, where I can finish him off with a knee to his chin.

But I’m not going to do any of that, because the best move Duane ever taught me—one of the first—is to first kick the shit out of a guy’s nuts if the chance presents itself, and that’s exactly what I’m going to do.

The man takes a step, then another, before he suddenly freezes. His gaze moves past my shoulder to something behind me, causing the hairs on the nape of my neck to stand on end. I don’t know what’s there, but whatever it is, it causes the man to start retreating.

Stumbling backward several steps, he then pivots on his heel and takes off running.

Ordinarily, I would possibly think it was a cop who had heard the commotion and came to check out what was going on, but now that I know dark and evil creatures exist in the world, I whirl fast to see what’s behind me, prepared to attack if necessary.

But there stands Carrick Byrne, glowering down at me. “I can’t believe you were stupid enough to come down here.”

“Can’t believe you were stupid enough to think I’d blindly follow you away from this,” I retort, dropping my hands. I throw a thumb over my shoulder in the direction the man had just retreated. “But thanks for scaring him off. He was…” My eyes dart over to the woman staring at me. Knowing I can’t say anything otherworldly, I just stick with, “Pretty dark, if you get my drift.”

Carrick’s gaze slides past me toward where the man retreated, and I can tell by his expression he has no intention of running him down. Not that I expected him to. We averted a rape, so we should probably call the police to take over.

Carrick then swivels to survey the woman, who stares back at Carrick with genuine interest. She sizes him up and down, and I think that’s wholly odd for someone who was almost just violated.

Moving so fast I barely have time to comprehend what’s happening, Carrick flies at the woman and grabs her by the throat. He slams her into the brick alley wall, and her head cracks against it so hard that it has to be fractured.

“Carrick,” I shriek in surprise, lunging at him with the intent to pull him away from the woman.

Instead, I’m frozen solid when the woman does nothing but laugh at Carrick, a husky, sexual sound full of promise. She’s clearly not even hurt by Carrick slamming her into the wall.

She spares me a glance before turning her sultry gaze back on the man holding her by her throat. “Why don’t you get rid of the little do-gooder, and you and I can have some serious fun?”

She runs her tongue over her lower lip. In confusion, I start to reel backward.

“What’s going on?” I mutter, glancing back in the direction the woman’s would-be rapist just ran.

And then that’s when I notice something. The dark vibe isn’t gone, and it should be when the man—who I assumed was the Dark Fae—took off. Instead, the feeling is still there, stronger than it was before.

My eyes flare wide as I realize the woman was in no danger at all because she was the Dark Fae. Immediately, I open my senses and will myself to see past her glamour.

And gross… she’s hideous with gray scaly skin pitted with open sores, a mouth without lips, and rotten teeth. There’s no aura indicating that she is indeed fae and not daemon.

“What do you say?” the woman asks Carrick, whose true voice—now that I can see past her glamour—is more of a croaking, piteous sound. “A round with me, and you’ll never be satisfied with your little redhead there.”

In what bat-shit crazy world does this fae live in where she thinks Carrick would be interested in her? And why would she even think Carrick and I were together?

Regardless, Carrick merely gives her a mocking smile, leans in just a little closer, and says, “Your powers don’t work on me, so I’m going to take a pass.”

Powers? What powers?

Carrick slowly pulls away from the fae, and I think he might let her go. But instead, with a quick move, and his hand still at her throat, he spins her until her back is to his front. And in a move only seen in action movies, he grips her head with both hands. With a sharp pull in opposite directions, he breaks her neck.

Without a care in the world, he drops her to the ground where she lands with a dull thud. I stare down in horror at the unnatural angle of her neck and her open eyes that will never see anything. Bile rises in my throat just a little as I replay that sickening crunch when her neck snapped.

Or is that… crunching I actually hear again.

With horror, I watch as the creature’s eyes blink, then she starts to twist her head on the stem of her neck to put it back at the correct angle.

I scramble backward a few feet, my eyes flying to Carrick. He seems nonplussed, merely squatting down beside the creature as she strains to turn her head back around. The crackling of her spine grosses me out, but I can’t turn away. Fascinated, I watch as Carrick lifts the edge of his jeans, and from a strap around a leather holster at the top of his boot, he pulls out a dagger. It’s plain, about eight inches long, with a T-handle. He grabs the fae by the hair, and she starts to screech.

With one smooth move, he brings the dagger to the soft skin below her chin and drives it upward into her brain. The thing slumps, eyes closing, and I can tell that she’s truly dead.

Sliding the dagger out, he wipes it carefully on her skirt before placing it in the ankle holster. Carrick stands, takes a step back, and stares at her body.

Within moments, it starts to darken until it’s pitch black. I scramble backward when wisps of what looks like curling smoke begin to rise from the mass of her remains. More and more, the blackness swirls, breaks up, and starts drifting away in a dark gray plume of ash and smoke, but without any noticeable fire having burned it.

“Where’d she go?” I ask in astonishment as I watch the last pieces of ash fly away.

“Back from whence she came I expect,” Carrick replies blandly. “Probably back to the Underworld where her soul will be tortured for eternity.”

“That’s awful.” And why do I even feel pity for her? She was a dangerous creature.

“For what she was going to do, it’s no more than she deserves,” Carrick says, striding away from me back toward the city street.

I run to catch up and when I’m matching his stride, I ask, “What was she? I mean, I know she was a Dark Fae now, but what was she doing with that man? Was she going to let him rape her?”

“Most likely, although she would not have been refusing his attention so not sure I’d call it rape,” Carrick replies, turning right onto the sidewalk as we emerge from the alley. “She’s a succubus.”

“A what?”

“A sub-species of Dark Fae. She gets her powers through sex and she has a strong compulsion power to induce humans to have sex with her.”

That stops me in my tracks, and Carrick immediately halts, too, turning to face me. I take advantage of the fact he looks patient, assuming he wants to make this a learning experience. “So she makes men have sex with her—”

“Or women,” he clarifies.

“And that gives her powers?”

“It keeps her alive, strong, and able to exist. She has to have it to live.”

A distressing thought comes to mind. “I’m guessing that man would not have had as good a time?”

Carrick shakes his head. “She would have sucked every bit of life out of him during the act. It would have looked like a heart attack to any coroner, and I can assure you he would not have died with a smile on his face.”

I swallow hard, trying not to think how terrifying that creature is and how incredibly lucky that man was that I came down the alley.

How lucky I am Carrick followed because I probably would have been that succubus’ next meal.

I suppress a shudder. Suddenly, I feel exhausted. “I think I’d like to go home now.”

A curt nod is all I get from Carrick, and we start walking toward The Prestige and it’s not lost on me that he keeps his strides a bit slower so I can keep up with him.

But even as tired as I am, I’m still curious. “What happens to Light Fae when they die?”

“Lots of glowing light and floating sparkles,” he mutters. The exact opposite of what I witnessed, but that makes sense.

“Do they go back to Heaven?”

Carrick shrugs. “No clue. Don’t care.”

Of course he doesn’t care. He doesn’t seem to care about anything more than himself. “And daemons… what happens if they die?” I press for more info since he seems to be in a revealing mood.

“Their death matches their aura usually, but what something looks like on the outside doesn’t necessarily match the inside.”

Another thought strikes, this one far more important than what happens to supernatural creatures when they die. “You said the succubus’ powers didn’t work on you? Why is that?”

“None of your business,” he replies, and I’m not shocked. I’m pretty convinced Carrick’s not human, or, if he is, he has gifts and unique abilities like I do. But I don’t expect him to tell me the truth about his nature.

“How did you break her neck so easily? Do you have military training or something? Were you like a Navy SEAL?”

“You watch too much TV,” Carrick mutters, glancing at me as we walk side by side. “But tell me… I saw you kick that guy. Fairly sure you could have held your own with him. How do you know how to do that?”

Questions from the man who won’t give me the full truth about himself? That’s adorable. I merely smile sweetly up at him. “None of your business.”

Carrick grunts, or maybe it’s a laugh—I’m not sure—and we continue in silence.

When we reach The Prestige, Carrick orders one of the valets to retrieve my car and unceremoniously leaves me standing there as he walks to the revolving doors without so much as a goodbye.

But just before he reaches them, he turns and orders, “Six PM tomorrow. Be here.”

“I can’t,” I reply, prepared to stand my ground.

His eyebrows rise, and his expression says he’s clearly not used to being defied. “And why not?”

“Because in case you’ve forgotten, we sign all the paperwork tomorrow to make One Bean mine.”

“I haven’t forgotten,” he replies with indifference. “And it will be part mine, too, until your loan is paid back.”

Whatever. Ignoring that, I advise him, “Well, it may not be a big deal to you, but it is to me. And my sister and friends are throwing a celebratory dinner for me tomorrow night, so I won’t be able to come to your place. I’m taking the night off.”

Carrick’s gaze bores hard into mine, and there’s a twitching muscle at the corner of his mouth. Finally, he just nods. “Then be here the next evening.”

“Got it,” I reply, hearing my trusty Subaru pulling up into the arched drive. Carrick starts to stride away. “Oh, and I also can’t work on Saturday, so don’t even think about asking me to come.”

Carrick doesn’t even acknowledge me.

“I have a date,” I call after him. “I won’t be canceling it.”

His stride falters, so minutely I barely recognize it, but it does all the same. Still, he keeps going toward the revolving doors as if what I said wasn’t even important enough for a response.

But I know.

I saw it.

My refusal to come Saturday is bothering him, too.


CHAPTER 14


Finley

This is normally not my thing—a trendy restaurant with tiny plates of food meant to be passed and shared while we all socialize politely with the person to our left, right, and across the table.

But Fallon planned this celebration, so I had expected no different.

Now, if it were up to me to plan my celebration over becoming a new business owner, it would have most likely been at my house with a keg and burgers on the grill.

That pretty much describes the difference between my sister and me to a tee.

But I love her, and I’m incredibly touched she’s so proud of me. So much so I even tolerate the fact Blain is along for the ride, but, thankfully, he’s taking phone call after phone call, continually needing to step away from the group.

Fallon invited those who mattered the most to me—except for Blain. Obviously, my closest friends—Rainey, Myles, and Adira. Rich is here, and I suppose this is partly his celebration, too, as he’s over the moon he could help his son with his new venture and is ready to tackle full retirement. My day and night shift managers are here, as well as the three assistant managers who rotate in. While I would have loved to have invited the entire staff, there was just no way to do so without closing One Bean down and we couldn’t do that.

The restaurant pulled three tables together to seat the twelve of us comfortably. After drinks are served, there’s that awkward phase where we all try to decide on what tapas plates to order. I always want to try something but I’m not sure everyone else will like it, or I really love a particular dish, but I’m afraid there won’t be any left by the time it makes it to me. To avoid the stress, I settle back and sip at a glass of wine while Fallon coordinates getting everyone’s input and giving the order to the exasperated-looking waiter.

When he leaves, Fallon stands from the chair she chose at the end of the table. With me being the person being honored tonight, it seems I’d be there, but this is really Fallon’s show. Not a big deal… she sat me between Adira and Myles with Rainey opposite of me and Rich next to her, so my main peeps are close by.

Fallon taps her knife against her water glass, not to get everyone’s attention but because it looks chic and refined. We all quiet and smile at her with anticipation of whatever little speech she’s prepared.

When she has everyone’s attention—which happens only after she leans over and asks Blain to put his phone down—she picks up her pineapple martini.

“I want to thank everyone for coming to this little soiree I put together so we could all celebrate the success of my little sister, Finley Porter.”

Everyone hoots and claps, but soon quiet as they realize Fallon has more to say. She waits until everyone is calm again and continues, this time looking only at me. “Finley… I’m so damned proud of you. There have been many times I wondered if you would ever find a meaningful path in life.”

At this, Myles kicks me under the table, his way of telling me he’s offended by Fallon’s choice of words, which are sort of a compliment but more of a slap in the face. I give him a nudge with my shoulder, a silent gesture this is par for the course and the only love language Fallon knows.

Pointing out my deficiencies and taking pride when I overcome them, as if her mere wishing me to be more successful is what caused it to happen.

Still, I know she is genuinely proud of me, so I continue to smile up at her with the love and devotion of a younger sister who couldn’t have done this without her.

And in truth… I couldn’t have. That twenty-five thousand she gave me helped pave the way for Olympic Dreams to provide me with a shot, as they were impressed I had garnered seed money.

“But I’m here to tell everyone around this table,” Fallon continues, though still only keeping her eyes on me. “My twin is awe-inspiring. It may have taken her a while to figure out what path to take, but, once she did, she did it with a confidence and enthusiasm that showcases just how amazing she is. There was never a doubt in my mind she could do this, and with no offense to Rich,” and here Fallon shoots him a sweet smile, “I know she’s going to make One Bean bigger and better than ever.”

“Here, here,” Rich booms, hoisting his beer up into the air. “To Finley.”

Fallon looks slightly put out that Rich moved to the part where they toast me, and I suspect she has more to say, but everyone’s already lifting their glasses in congratulations. Fallon does the same, takes a delicate sip of her martini, and prepares to sit.

Except the waiter appears again, and this time, he’s holding a massive bouquet of flowers arranged into a cobalt-blue vase. My heart trips a little, as Fallon is always the master of the tiniest and most thoughtful of details. When the waiter says something to her, she takes the vase in hand, studying it curiously.

Her eyes come to me. “Someone sent you flowers, Finley.”

She moves from the end of the table and brings them down to me, setting the vase on the table, which immediately blocks Rainey and Rich from my view. It’s a gorgeous mix of spring flowers that sprays out in all directions and smells divine.

I’m stunned, wondering who in the world they could be from, but figure they are most likely from the staff at One Bean since they couldn’t all be here.

I pluck the tiny envelope from where it’s wedged on a plastic pick. Opening it up, I slide the card out and stare in shock at the words.

Congrats, partner. Well done. Carrick.

Bending over my shoulder from behind where I sit, Fallon reads it aloud. Everyone oohs and aahs at his thoughtfulness. I merely stare at the card, wondering what game Carrick is playing, because he is not thoughtful at all. When I signed the documents today, he hadn’t even bothered to be present, merely requesting they be couriered over to his office after I did my part.

Whatever.

He’s mostly a non-entity where One Bean is concerned. He might be a silent investor, but he knows squat about running a coffeehouse. If I’m lucky, he’ll keep his thoughts to himself. It’s bad enough I have to deal with his surly attitude regarding my unique abilities.

A different waiter walks by, and I reach around Fallon to snag him. “Do you think you could put these up at the hostess desk? They’re taking up too much room.”

“Of course,” the man says, and the huge bouquet is gone. Across from me, Rainey has one eyebrow arched as if to say, Oh, Finley… what have you done to deserve that type of bouquet?

Rainey doesn’t know Carrick personally. The same goes for Myles and Adira. They, of course, know who Carrick Byrne is because they seem to be more tuned into the pulse of Seattle than I am. Rainey knows the most about him as he’s exactly the type of husband material she’s looking for. When I told her that he owned Olympic Dreams, she was able to rattle off a lot of stuff about him, including the fact he made Seattle’s Most Eligible Bachelor the last four years running.

When my friends found out he was going to loan me the monies the grant didn’t cover, Rainey point-blank asked me if he was dating anyone seriously and if could I arrange an introduction.

Of course, I could never tell her, Myles, or Adira that Carrick isn’t someone I would want my worst enemy to get to know. He’s not trustworthy, he’s way too secretive, and he’s dragged me into an underbelly of Seattle that has officially changed my life forever. I dissuaded Rainey from such a notion by telling her I thought he was gay. There was a moment when she looked devastated, and I had to bite back a laugh. It wasn’t an overly harmful lie, in my opinion, but more of a protection fib because while Carrick might look fantastic on paper, he is nowhere near good enough for my Rainey.

“Well, I think those flowers were such a lovely gesture,” Fallon says, still standing behind me. Everyone has gone back to talking, but Fallon huddles in close to me. “You know, I invited Carrick tonight, but he had other plans that couldn’t be canceled.”

Yeah, probably five-nine of a busty, dumb blonde, but I keep that opinion to myself.

Fallon bends and brings her hand to my shoulder, where she squeezes gently. “You see,” she teases with a smile. “I told you that you needed to socialize more. Meeting the likes of Carrick Byrne was the best thing that could have happened to you.”

I think about all the strange things I’ve learned. Carrick killing that succubus last night and probably saving me from certain death in the process. He’s dragged me into an unfathomable world, but he has revealed a fundamental truth I genuinely needed to hear… that I wasn’t crazy. I know he didn’t do these things for my benefit or to make me feel better about my life, but I can’t deny I feel a tiny bit of indebtedness to him.

He’s definitely a mixed bag, and I’m not remotely ready to say he’s the best thing that ever happened to me. Like with many things in life, I have to take the bad with the good when it comes to him. I can only hope, in the long run, that he’s more good than bad because, somehow, I have a gut feeling my life is going to depend on it.

“By the way, did Michael ever call you?” she asks expectantly.

I grin. “He did. We’re going out on Saturday.”

Fallon’s chin tucks in a bit so she can look at me smugly. “Go ahead and say it.”

“Say what?” I ask.

“Say it,” she demands.

I give an overly exaggerated sigh before muttering. “Fine. Thank you, Fallon, for introducing me to Michael.”

She grins broadly, and to my surprise, her arms come around me for a quick, tight hug. In my ear, she whispers. “I am really proud of you, Finley. And don’t ever doubt it… but I always have your best interests at heart, even if you get frustrated with me. I love you.”

My throat gets tight, eyes get misty, and I hug her back. “I love you, too, sis.”

As much as I may have made fun—internally, of course—of this choice of places to celebrate my new role as a business owner, the night ends up being a really good time. We laugh, we share food, and I try octopus for the first time, which I normally would have never done. I even liked it.

The evening ends up being better than I could have expected.

As it’s time to leave, Rainey, Adira, and Myles all corner me after I say my goodbyes to everyone else. “Where to next?” Myles asks.

“Let’s go clubbing,” Rainey suggests.

“Or something quieter.” This from Adira, who is most certainly not the clubbing type.

“Not for me tonight, I’m afraid.” This from me, and I brace for my friends’ disappointed looks, which come immediately. I add lamely, “I’m tired.”

And I am. Between the coffee shop and the nights at Carrick’s learning about my new abilities, along with my inability to sleep because of all the scary things I now know, I’m barely getting five hours of sleep each night. Of course, my friends have no clue what I’ve been up to because I’ve lied to them, telling them that I’ve had to work late at One Bean, getting everything in order for the transfer of ownership.

“Come on,” Myles whines, giving a tug on my shirtsleeve a few times. “We miss you.”

“And I miss you, too,” I assure them. “It’s just I have a lot on my plate right now. Things will settle down soon, I’m sure.”

But I’m not sure of anything.

I encourage them to go out without me, but they, in turn, insist it won’t be any fun without the VIP for whom we are celebrating. We make vague plans to do a night out soon, but when that will be, I don’t know.

*     *     *

At home after making a cup of peppermint tea to settle my stomach—because you apparently can eat too many tapas—I get in my pajamas and settle into bed. It’s barely eleven and I’m not ready to sleep, despite the fact I’ve been running a hundred miles an hour for days now. While my body might need slumber, my mind won’t turn off.

Leaning over, I open a drawer on my nightstand and pull out a leather-bound book along with a matching tri-fold pouch in the same brown leather.

Scooting up against the headboard, I open the pouch, revealing a handful of charcoal pencils along with a sharpener. I select one, check the point, and then open the book, which is actually a sketchpad. Fallon had given me the set a few Christmases ago, hoping I’d get back to my artistic hobby of drawing. I’ve done some sketching here and there, but it’s been many months since I’ve felt creative.

I flip through some of my last drawings—a dragonfly on a long blade of grass, a woman admiring her reflection in a store window, and a single baobab tree on a grassy savannah plain.

I can draw pretty much anything—my range pretty extensive—but my chosen medium is always charcoal. I don’t paint, and I don’t use pastels. I like the simplicity of black and white, as well as all the shades of gray in between, that I can use to create depth and texture.

That makes me think of Zaid—his aura neither the light glow, nor an oily black, but a soft gray. The man certainly has depth, most of which I don’t care for, but it can’t be said Zaid isn’t an interesting person.

Or daemon, rather.

Or is a daemon a person? Does person mean human, or can it be any human-looking creature?

I grunt in frustration over my lack of knowledge, and this is a prime example of why my brain can’t turn off—so many questions and not enough time to get them answered.

Flipping to a clean page, I start to sketch Zaid. Just his daemon face with the thick brow that extends slightly over his nose, the sharp angles, and hollow cheeks. I go heavy with the charcoal on his eyes, not adding a hint of light to them as I’ve never seen anything reflective. I don’t draw in the glasses as they disappeared along with his human countenance when I breached his veil. I sketch his thin lips, pressed in constant disfavor with me.

Last, I color in the narrow aura that surrounds his head, using my finger to soften the charcoal strokes until it’s the same gray aura that is a blend of smoke and pearls indicating he might be an equal blend of his parents.

Beside his sketch, I jot a few notes.

Who are his parents? Are they here in our reality or elsewhere? His aura is gray, but who does he actually favor?

Staring down at Zaid’s likeness, I have to wonder why he seems to dislike me as intensely as Carrick does. I’m guessing it has to do with my abilities, and they don’t like being out of the loop on such things.

But why? And maybe the answer to the question “why” lies within what they truly are. Zaid is a daemon and no clue what Carrick is, but I know I’m nothing like either of them. I feel like it might be the differences between us that created the animosity on their part.

Oh, well.

I flip to a new page, then spend a few minutes sketching the daemon I saw in the bar with Carrick last night. She’s what I imagine fairies to look like, and I wished I’d thought to ask Carrick exactly what she was.

She was quite beautiful, and I close my eyes periodically to bring forth her image. That teardrop face ending in a tiny, pointy little chin. Her eyes so big and dark, but unlike Zaid’s, there was reflective light in them that made her seem open and approachable. Her lips were full, pink, and now that I think about it—she had makeup on. Or maybe her human-like, peach-colored skin was just naturally colored that way. Her cheeks were blushed, her eyelashes were long and thick, and her eyelids were a shimmery green that matched the color of her wings that sprouted from her back. She was sitting at a table so I couldn’t see her entire body, but I could tell she was dainty and petite. Her aura was almost blinding in its glow.

Lending a critical eye to my work, I smooth a few lines with my pinky and then scribble a few notes.

Is she as nice as she looks? Is she a fairy?

Glancing at my bedside clock, I see it’s getting close to midnight, but my eyes aren’t anywhere near ready to droop yet. Just drawing these fantastical creatures invigorates me, making me yearn to know more.

Just one more, I tell myself.

I consider sketching the royal fae because he was beautiful beyond measure. Instead, I start an outline without really thinking, and by the time I’m shading in eyebrows and hard eyes, I realize I’m sketching Carrick without having given it much thought.

My chin pulls inward as I check what I’ve done so far. It was the exact likeness of him when he first saw me at the gallery. I didn’t bother giving him that flash of surprise and perhaps recognition I thought I saw. That was just a nanosecond at most, and I’m now convinced it was nothing.

Instead, I draw him in reality with a harsh, unyielding expression of intense dislike for me. While that’s softened somewhat over the last few weeks, it’s still there. It’s always there… right in my face… how he very much wished I had never been born.

Admittedly, it’s the deepest puzzle I face. How can a man I just met hold so much disregard for me?

Is he an empath like Zaid? Does he know something about me that causes offense? I can’t figure out what that could be because I think I’m a pretty nice person.

All are questions I need to find the answers to. Not wanting to forget a single one, I start writing everything down below the sketch of Carrick’s face.

Questions not just about him, but also about myself.

What is my purpose?

Why am I like this?

Will I ever learn anything from Carrick to explain why I am the way I am? Can I even trust him?

And… what in the hell is he? Daemon? Fae? Something else? Or maybe he’s just human like me with some weird abilities?

My heart trips, and I hate myself for writing vanity questions.

Why does he hate me?

And, at the same time, why do I fascinate him?

Conversely, why do I seem to have a pull toward him? Am I a glutton for punishment?

I’m not sure I’m going to get any answers. Moreover, I’m not sure what Carrick can do for me. Between he and Zaid, I have a grasp on my ability to see through glamours and use my vibe-o-meter to ferret them out in fairly close quarters.

With those abilities well in hand, why do I even need Carrick? In fact, that’s probably a good thing for us to discuss when we meet tomorrow. Unless he can give me something useful, it’s probably time we go our separate ways.


CHAPTER 15


Finley

The elevator doors to Carrick’s condo start to open, and I wait in anticipation to see if it will be him or Zaid. I can’t say if I’m relieved or disappointed to find Zaid there, wearing his standard disapproving expression. I’m used to it.

“Wazzup?” I exclaim in a sort of screaming drawl, reminiscent of the old Bud Light commercials.

He just stares at me, his lips not even twitching. He’s trying to shame me into thinking myself utterly foolish, but I woke up today with a different attitude than I had when I went to bed last night.

So many things are pressing on me with newfound knowledge, potential danger lurking, and trying to reconcile the fact I thought I had serious mental health issues for most of my life, that I realized I’d become far too cynical, morose, and weathered over it.

But this morning, I woke up thinking about the sketching I had done last night, and I realized how fantastical my life has become of late. Put aside the fact I’ve now become a legitimate business owner, which I love so much, that my happiness there alone is enough to be eternally grateful.

It’s this new life I’ve stumbled into, complete with abilities that may be unique to me alone—in all the world—and I have to think that maybe I’m supposed to be a part of something bigger than just owning a coffeehouse in downtown Seattle.

I’m a bit invigorated with this new flush of hope and optimism. Last night, I thought it was maybe time to cut ties with Carrick, but now I realize I might have more to learn from him.

And Zaid, too, grumpy though he may be.

But today, I need their commitment to do something different. I’m done trying to “hone” my skills by finding fae and daemons in bars. I have that down. Now I want to figure out why I am the way I am, and, more importantly, what I can do with it.

In other words… it’s time to level up.

“Follow me,” Zaid says flatly, and I blink out of my thoughts. He’s five paces ahead before my body reacts, and I move after him.

He doesn’t take me to the large living space we often sit in, the kitchen counter where he got me drunk, or even to Carrick’s office. Instead, I follow him around the perimeter of the floor toward the north side. We make a right turn, then another right down an interior hall. Zaid finally takes a left into what I recognize immediately as perhaps the most lavish and state-of-the-art home gym I could ever possibly imagine.

As someone who is no stranger to a gym, I appreciatively take in the cages set up with barbells, benches, and various weights. Racks of dumbbells line the walls along with bands, kettlebells, and medicine balls. There’s every type of cardio equipment I could want, including a treadmill, a bike, an elliptical, a rower, and a stair climber.

But be still my heart… In one corner, there’s a great set up—a heavy bag, a water bag, a speed bag, a grappling dummy, and two bags on stands for kicks. Attached to the wall are uppercut pads, my favorite punch of all.

The floor is dark gray with black speckles that look like concrete but has the slightest bit of bounce to it like rubber. Whatever it is, I bet it cost a fortune to lay. The three walls of the room are lined with mirrors so it’s easy to check form and technique when needed. One of my favorite drills is to just shadow box in front of a mirror to get warmed up and make sure my method is perfect.

The fourth wall is completely taken up with built-in cabinets of various widths and heights stained in dark gray, and I assume they may hold things like towels, wraps, gloves, cleaners, or first-aid stuff.

I’m so enraptured with the gym, turning around to take it all in, I fail to notice we aren’t alone in here. Near one of the dumbbell racks, Carrick and a man who is quite beautiful, scary, and intriguing all at once stand together. They’re both angled close to each other talking about something I can’t hear. Their stances mimic each other… legs spread wide and muscular arms crossed over their chests as if what they’re talking about is of great import.

Still just as shocking to me, Carrick is dressed casually in jeans, a button-down shirt, and loafers. It’s the second time I’ve seen him out of a suit, and I’m not sure which I like better. There’s no doubt, in either formal or casual wear, he’s still the most magnetic man I’ve ever known. His suits make him seem powerful and invincible, which I appreciate as I muddle my way through these scary times. But his street clothes make him appear more approachable, as if I could dare hope one day he might like me.

And I’m not talking about romantically. Just as one human—or whatever he is—to another. I would appreciate some routine kindness and respect, which would go a long way to alleviate some of the stress all this has caused me.

My gaze turns to the man Carrick converses with. The beautiful, scary, intriguing man is dressed as if he came to workout. He has on navy track pants with double racing stripes down the side, expensive-looking tennis shoes, and a gray V-neck that is perfectly molded to his torso, and by that, I mean it’s probably two sizes too small.

The man is huge—I’d venture to say six-foot-eight, maybe even seven feet. Chestnut-colored skin and a mass of black dreadlocks with a liberal sprinkling of gray. They’re held back by a red bandana.

He’s quite the perfect specimen of physical fitness with bulging muscles, a flat abdomen that I bet when tightened would resemble a washboard, and powerfully built legs that the loose track pants don’t quite hide.

Carrick breaks their conversation, his eyes coming to me as his arms drop from his chest. Bracing for the normal hint of disdain, I even wait for him to spend a little time on my eyes, but I don’t get any of that. Instead, he jerks his head toward his companion and says, “Finley… this is Titus.”

The man turns his head my way, and I’m immediately sucked into a pair of light hazel eyes that seem to blaze against his dark skin and are filled with warmth and kindness. His face is fairly youthful, though, and doesn’t match the gray in his hair. Beaming a smile that looks almost fond, he says, “Pleased to meet you.”

“Likewise,” I reply with a return smile before opening my senses to him.

I get nothing—no dark vibe or joyful buzz. Staring at his face, I will something to come forth, but all I see is a human gazing back.

Interesting. Carrick actually has human friends. Or employees. Not sure what Titus is at this point.

And Carrick doesn’t seem eager to share. Neither does Zaid for that matter and what follows is a silence that could be awkward, but I’ve seen so much weirdness the last few weeks that an extended period of quiet can’t put me off.

But I decide to break it, my gaze moving over to Carrick. “Thank you for the flowers last night. That was thoughtful.”

“I didn’t send them,” he mutters, and from the corner of my eye, I catch Zaid whip toward Carrick with a scowl.

His daemon face, that is, for it needs to be said that once I see past the glamour, it’s easier just to maintain that view. It’s a bit difficult to switch back and forth, and while I’d probably prefer the human visage, I want to make sure I never forget what I’m dealing with.

Zaid’s protruding brow is heavily creased as he frowns at Carrick. The intimation Carrick wants me to believe is that he doesn’t have time to be bothered with such things, so it was Zaid who took it upon himself to extend a courtesy on behalf of my new silent partner.

But Zaid isn’t about to take credit for something he didn’t do, no matter how loyal he may be to Carrick. His lip curls as he turns his attention back to me. “To be clear… I most certainly didn’t send you flowers. I don’t have it in me to be thoughtful.”

I can’t pass up the opportunity to tease Zaid. Tilting my head, I give him an encouraging smile. “Oh, I’m sure that’s not true.”

He grunts in disdain before turning and exiting the gym.

My gaze returns to Carrick. “You know, you could have just said, ‘You’re welcome’. That would have been the easiest thing to do.”

Clearly amused, Titus bends his head, lifting a fist to snicker into it. Carrick shoots him a withering glare before turning back to me.

His chin lifts as he informs me, “Titus is an annihilator.”

I blink, having no clue what that is, but it sounds like he’s a pretty badass dude. So I merely reply, “Wow. That’s cool. I think.”

Both men stare at me.

“Um… what’s an annihilator?” I ask.

“Annihilators,” Titus replies in a deep, baritone voice, “are trained to track down and destroy Dark Fae and daemons.”

“All of them?” I ask, eyes wide.

“Just those who commit atrocities,” he replies with a grin.

“And just where does one train to become an annihilator?”

Titus flicks a glance at Carrick, who gives a subtle nod. It pisses me off that information is still not freely shared with me, which is fine. It only means I’ll keep my secrets close to the vest, too.

“There is a training academy located in an alternate dimension called Semper Terra,” Titus explains. “It’s there you train in all the ways to kill.”

I’m a bit versed in alternate dimensions and realities. I’m going to assume this land was created with the magic from a stone, just the way Faere was. Zaid told me there were many other realms or realities or whatever they are called.

More important things come to mind, and I’m immediately suspicious.

“You’re human,” I say to Titus.

He nods. “That I am.”

“To kill Dark Fae and daemon, you would have to be able to see beneath their glamours to identify them.” My tone is confident as I’ve paid attention to my lessons, and I know my abilities. “But I’ve been told by both Carrick and Zaid they’ve never seen anyone but me—as a human that is—have the ability to see beneath a veil.”

Titus nods, almost gravely. “You would be mostly right about that. I don’t have an inherent ability, nor do I know of any other humans who do other than you. In Semper Terra, we’re imbued with magic to help us see.”

And with that, he pulls up the corner of his t-shirt, right over his ribs, and I do indeed see washboard abs. With his other hand, he pushes the edge of his track pants down over a hipbone, which, of course, has that sexy V-shaped muscle just to the interior of it. I almost avert my eyes, not knowing exactly how far those pants will be pushed down or what he wants me to see.

But there it is.

A tattoo right over his hipbone, but it’s done in a pearly gold color I’ve never seen. It’s an intricate pattern of swirls and scrolls, and I wonder what meaning it has.

Titus points to the center, and I have to take a few steps closer to see.

“An infinity symbol,” I murmur as I take in the figure eight on its side that indicates the concept of forever.

Titus nods. “It’s called an infinity brand, and it imbues the magic of Semper Terra into our bodies so when we leave that reality, we have the magic with us for assistance.”

“Semper Terra is one of the most magical AltVeritas in existence,” Carrick tells me, perhaps a bone of information to tide me over or to prevent my incessant questions.

I frown. “AltVeritas?”

Carrick shrugs. “Just a name that many call an alternate dimension or reality.”

“An alternate truth,” I translate, it now starting to make sense to me.

“Excuse me?” Carrick asks in surprise.

“What?” I exclaim, giving him a chastising glare. “Just because I didn’t finish college doesn’t mean I’m stupid.”

“I never said you were—”

I cut him off, giving my attention only to Titus. “I took Latin in high school. Veritas means truth, Semper means always, and terra means land. Which means… you live in a place called Always Land?”

Titus’s eyes sparkle slyly. “Most call it Forever Land.”

My jaw drops and I can feel my eyes widen so much I’m afraid they might fall out of their sockets. “You mean… Forever Land like in Peter Pan?”

“Just like,” he replies with a laugh. “Some hypothesize that J.M. Barrie, the creator of Peter Pan, must have known someone from Semper Terra and learned about it that way. Or maybe he just heard a drunken annihilator spinning tales in a pub one time and took the information to create Peter Pan.”

“Amazing,” I murmur, my mind racing. “So… you never age?”

“Not while you’re in Semper Terra,” he explains. “But many live in between both worlds, some even choosing to eventually come back to this dimension to live out their natural lives.”

“But why?” I exclaim with excitement. “Why would anyone want to grow old? Or give up immortality?”

“Because some people can get tired of life,” Carrick says, his voice unusually low. “It’s as simple as that.”

“I suppose,” I admit with a shrug, returning my attention to Titus to ask more questions.

“Enough,” Carrick growls in such a way that my mouth snaps shut. “You can harass Titus later with your curiosities. But we’re on a schedule, and we need to get started.”

“Get started on what?” I ask, completely forgetting I was summoned here at six to learn more about my abilities or what might have caused them.

Carrick doesn’t answer directly. Instead, he steps toward me, coming within just a few feet until I’m put at that height disadvantage where I have to tip my head back to see him.

His eyes are cold, unrelenting with censure. “It occurred to me the night before last that when you charged down a sketchy alley to confront a Dark Fae, that you are impetuous and bordering on imbecilic.”

“Hey—” I say with affront, but he talks right over me.

“You clearly have no sense or regard for danger, and I doubt that’s going to change just because I tell you to act with caution. As such, I think it’s best you get some training.”

“I already train.”

“Yes, I noticed you have some skills. Titus will evaluate you. Afterward, he’ll figure out where we can improve those, so you at least have some adequate self-defense protection.”

I scoff at the notion. I’m damn good at what I do. “I might not be able to snap necks as easily as you, but I’m formidable, Carrick. I can hold my own.”

His eyes flash, and again, I swear there’s fire coming out from behind his pupils to cast a russet glow. He bends, puts his face close to mine, and snarls. “You think you can hold your own? The other night, that succubus had the strength of five men and mental powers to have put you right under her control. She could have frozen you with a mere mental suggestion, then slit your throat with one of her claws had she wanted.”

Coldness washes through me, and my stomach turns sour as I take in what he said. He’d mentioned “powers” before, but I hadn’t given them that much thought. Not in terms of how they could hurt me.

“Do all fae and daemons have powers?” I ask.

“To some extent,” Carrick says with a nod, “and I’ll teach you about them at some point. But you need to know that any dark creature has the power, and most likely the intent, to kill you. You may know how to defend yourself against other humans, but you cannot go up against the supernatural without more than your puny fighting skills.”

My shoulders slump, effectively having been put in my place. I don’t know much about anything, and the confidence I had in my fighting skills just plummeted to become almost nonexistent.

Carrick steps away from me, the distance giving me room to breathe a bit better. “I’ve asked Titus to train you as he’s an instructor at the academy in Semper Terra. It’s the quickest way to get you up to speed so you can better protect yourself.”

“What if I just promise not to go rushing down sketchy alleys again?” I ask, wondering if I can just turn my back on this right now.

For the first time since I met Carrick, I see what an actual moment might be like where he’s approved of something I’ve said. “You could certainly walk away now and be relatively safe. Keep your abilities hidden like you’ve been doing, and you can return to your normal life. It’s a good choice.”

“And the alternative?” I inquire.

“You said you wanted answers,” he reminds me. “I’d like them, too, and to do that, we’re going to have to start making contacts with creatures that could be dangerous. Word will get around that you’re inquiring and the more they learn about you, the more they might feel you’re not safe to them since you can see behind the safety of their glamours.”

“But why?” I ask in confusion. “I have no ill will. I wouldn’t hurt anyone.”

Carrick laughs, and it’s not a pleasant sound. It’s patronizing as it seems to say, Oh, you foolish girl. “Imagine a Light Fae capturing you, putting you under their control, and using you as a hunting dog to ferret out Dark Fae. The royals could easily do that with their magic. Or imagine the Dark Fae realizing what a danger you would be to their existence. They’d send assassins after you. And daemons may not have much in the way of powers, but they could easily hold your friends hostage to get you to do their bidding. Imagine someone threatening to kill Rainey, Myles, or Adira unless you did what they wanted.”

I narrow my eyes. “How do you know about my friends?”

Smirking, Carrick waves my question off. “The minute I agreed to loan you money, I had you investigated. I know quite a bit about you, but rather than get offended, focus on the reason you need this training.”

And it all returns. If I want answers, I’m going to have to paint a target on my back.

“Oh, God,” I murmur when what he said sinks in, my gaze going slightly hazy. Then the true reality hits hard, and I focus on him. “Oh, God! I’m going to get myself killed.”

“Relax,” Titus says, stepping toward me and putting a reassuring hand on my shoulder. It’s so large he could snap me in half without breaking a sweat. “I’m going to train you in the ways to hurt and kill fae and daemons. You’ll be relatively safe, especially if you stick close to Carrick.”

There’s no stopping the grimace that takes over my face. Noticing, Titus laughs. “She doesn’t like you very much, Carrick.”

“The feeling is mutual,” Carrick replies coolly, and damn it all to hell… why does that hurt so much? Why do I give a rat’s ass about his opinions?

It’s too confusing, and my head hurts from this new information overload.

“Titus will start your training tonight. It has to be done daily,” Carrick informs me. “He or I will take you out in the streets at some point to test out your skills.”

“And when will we start trying to find out why I am the way I am?” I inquire, because while I know I need the training to protect myself, I sure as hell don’t want to put off the original quest to figure me out.

“This Friday,” Carrick says as he heads toward the door leading out of the gym. He continues to speak to me without even glancing back. “There’s a private auction, and there’s someone attending who I’m hopeful can point us in the right direction. You’ll accompany me. I’ll have Zaid procure you appropriate attire.”

“I can provide my own appropriate attire,” I snap, but he’s already out the door and gone from sight.

Titus chuckles again, drawing my attention. He shakes his head in amusement. “You two are quite the pair.”

“We’re not a pair,” I grit out, focusing my residual anger his way.

“Oh, but you should be,” he replies, his laugh going deeper before tapering off to a somber tone. “But let’s put all that aside to see what we’ve got to work with.”

I look down at my clothes. Not the best for working out, but it’s passable. My usual work uniform of jeans and a t-shirt, although I have been thinking I should get some more business-casual clothes now that I’m the owner. It galls me that Carrick is the one who put that idea in my head, and I think it actually has merit.

Titus walks away from me toward the wall that has the cabinets. He opens one on the left and as I look inside, I’m surprised to see it’s a wardrobe of women’s workout clothing. He steps back, sweeping a hand toward it. “Carrick had it stocked for you today.”

My jaw drops as I step forward. I flip through the items on hangers, noting they’re all my size—workout leggings, tanks, and sports bras. On the floor are three pairs of Under Armour shoes, worth way more than I would spend on myself. I don’t know whether to be impressed or creeped out.

But it’s not the time to ponder the question. Instead, I grab a few items, then Titus points me toward the door. “Turn right, and you’ll find the bathroom down on the right.”

Of course, I take a wrong turn, get semi-lost, backtrack, and stumble upon the bathroom. It’s beautifully done in alabaster marble and satin silver fixtures. Even though it’s just a guest half-bath with no shower or tub, it’s still large enough to fit several people inside.

After I’m dressed, I fold my clothes and leave them on the bathroom vanity, making my way back to the gym. I take the elastic I usually keep on my wrist to pull my hair up when it’s too hot and bothersome, and I secure it in a thick ponytail that sits high on the back of my head.

When I enter the gym, Titus is still at the built-in cabinets, but he has another set of doors open and I feel my blood start to race as I see a slew of various types of weapons attached to the back wall. There’s recessed lighting above them, so they all seem to glisten and sparkle in a way that says, “We aim to do your bidding. Let’s get out there and maim.”

When he hears me approach, Titus nods at the cabinet. “We’ll do weapons training at some point, but I wanted to show you the choices you have.”

“My choices?” I ask in confusion, coming to stand right before the array of knives, daggers, axes, maces, and the like.

“In Semper Terra, you’d be trained on all of these, but we won’t have time. Soon, I’ll let you try them out and see if any speak to you.”

In admiration, I let my gaze roam over the selections. I have experience with nunchucks and staffs, but again, that’s just sparring around with Duane and I doubt either would be effective against a powerful fae or daemon.

They’re all so beautiful and sharp looking, but my eyes keep returning to a bullwhip hanging on the left side of the cabinet. It has a beautifully etched silver handle, but my view is abruptly cut off when Titus closes the doors.

Smiling, he promises, “Maybe next time we’ll play with them.”

“When is the next time?” I ask, intensely excited about learning from this man.

“My evenings are yours. Tomorrow at six work for you?”

“Perfect,” I grin with excitement over what Titus can teach me, but then immediately feel a bit sad. The day after that is Friday and Carrick wants to take me to meet someone who could have some information. Saturday, I have my date with Michael.

I’m not quite sure what it says that, for a split second, I consider canceling my date so I can train with Titus. Quickly, I shake that notion off and inform him of my date. He inclines his head, promising, “We’ll make up for it on another day.”

It’s exactly something Duane would have said to me and I just can’t help but like this guy.

Titus moves to the middle of the gym floor where there’s plenty of space for us to work, and I follow.

“What type of training have you had?” he asks.

“When I was young, karate and jujitsu. The last four years, mixed martial arts.”

“Show me your fighting stance,” he orders.

I put my left foot forward, slightly bending my legs and spacing them to give me stability. Hands up—left in front of my face and the right hovering near my jaw.

Titus clasps his hands behind his back and walks around me, checking my technique with what I believe to be an overly critical eye. I watch him in the mirror opposite me, admiring the form I’ve perfected over the last four years of training. I can’t even begrudge the hours Duane put a thick elastic band around my legs, just above my knees, and had me walk up and down the gym in this stance. I’d been left with quivering thighs, but it had worked wonders for my muscle memory. My stance is as natural to me as is breathing air.

Before I can even fathom what’s happening, Titus drops low, extends a leg, and spins so fast that he’s a complete blur. His shin catching the calf of my back leg, he moves powerfully through to catch the back of my knee on the other. My legs fly out from under me, and I go crashing flat on my back to the floor.

Before I can even try to inhale a breath of surprise, Titus is already standing with hands once again clasped behind him. He looks down at me. “Get up. Show me your fighting stance.”

I’m pissed he caught me so off guard, vowing I won’t let it happen again. I jump up, face him, and get in position. This time, I stay at the ready for his next attack.

When it comes, I’m able to get two solid blocks before he knocks me to the ground, but I’ll take it.

I am battling an annihilator, after all, and am at a distinct disadvantage.


CHAPTER 16


Finley

“He’s here,” Myles calls from the living room, prompting me to hurry up with the mascara.

I give a few more feathering brushes on my right eye, re-load, and hit the left eye. Quickly grabbing the lipstick Rainey had picked out for me, I give it a swipe, rub my lips together, and then turn my head critically from side to side so I can make sure I stayed within the borders.

“His driver is coming to the door,” Myles calls again, giving me the play by play.

I scurry to my room from the bathroom, grab the heels that had been chosen for me, and sit on the edge of my bed to put them on.

When that’s done, I move to the full-length mirror on the back of my door.

“He’s knocking on the door,” Myles yells.

“Well, open it up,” I yell back. “Tell him that I’ll be just one minute.”

In that time, I peruse the package I’ve put together. True to his word, Carrick had Zaid procure an evening dress for me and had it delivered to One Bean today while I was working. That, of course, set a bunch of tongues wagging, but I stopped it quickly with a new glare I’d developed as part of my new ownership repertoire.

I took it back to Rich’s office—crap, I mean my office—and peeked inside at a mass of material the color of golden champagne and as shimmery as a glass filled with bubbles. There was a pair of strappy sandals of the same color. I didn’t bother to try it on to see if it fit. Somehow, I just knew it would because Carrick seems to know everything, and, truth be told, I was glad he’d sent me something to wear.

Had he not, I could have easily gone to Fallon and asked for something appropriate, but that would have invited way too many questions about why I was going to a formal event with Carrick. I could have lied to her as to where I was going, but that’s not usually my style. I prefer just not to tell her anything at all, so yes… I’m glad Carrick provided me a dress.

I was able to leave the shop a bit early, so I had time to take a shower to wash the coffee smell off me before Carrick arrived to pick me up. That little plan was told to me by text via Zaid, and it merely said: Carrick will pick you up at seven.

My gaze roves over my reflection in the mirror. My makeup is excellent, thanks to lots of tutorials over the years from Rainey. She’d be here helping if she weren’t working, but I think I did a great job. My hair—well, I let it do what it does best—and just be itself. I’m keeping it loose and wild, with snippets of curls and looser waves framing my face while longer layers spill down my back. This was accomplished by basically whipping the towel off my head after my shower and wherever the wet hair fell and lay is where it would stay and dry. Just a bit of fingers scrubbing lightly through my scalp to separate some pieces and my hair became a wild, beautiful mess and I love it that way.

But the dress… it’s what makes the package complete. It, of course, fits perfectly, including the floor-sweeping hem that barely touches the ground. The top is a high halter style that wraps around the lower part of my neck, and demurely covers my entire chest. But there’s some sex appeal as it’s sleeveless and cut inward quite a bit over the shoulders, back, and chest. The bodice is form-fitting, the skirt full and princess-like.

It’s incredibly tasteful, only slightly sexy—nothing like the dress Fallon had me wear at her gallery—and the golden color looks amazing with my hair.

Well done, Zaid. Or Carrick. Whichever.

Turning from the mirror, I grab the little evening purse that was in the box with the shoes and gown—a simple clutch with a wrist strap covered in the same material as the dress. I shove my phone and lipstick inside, along with my ID and a credit card.

There’s no jewelry to put on as I don’t have anything fancy enough to complement this dress. All of my earrings are simple studs or hoops, and because they would all look incredibly cheap next to the dress, I decide to go without. I don’t have any rings, bracelets, or necklaces as that’s just never been my thing.

When I move into the living room, I see Myles at the door, chatting the car driver up. It’s blessedly not raining, so I don’t have to worry about that.

Myles takes me in with a low whistle of appreciation. “Wow, Finley. That dress is amazing.”

I give a twirl. “I know, right?”

“Miss Porter,” the driver—who is decked out in a black suit and a black chauffeur’s cap, the bill in patent leather—says. He holds his arm out, and I step across the threshold onto the stoop to take it.

Myles waves goodbye, then shuts the door on us. The driver expertly helps me navigate the steps and sidewalk. He pulled so close to the edge of the path that I won’t even have to step onto the pea-gravel driveway and risk getting stones in my sandals. Very thoughtful.

When he opens the door, I prepare to face Carrick, which always carries with it a slew of emotions that could range from annoyance to mistrust to infatuation.

To my surprise, the backseat is empty.

“Mr. Byrne had a meeting run late at the office, and he will meet you at the venue,” the driver apprises me.

“Oh. Okay.” That makes sense and honestly, I had thought it a bit rude he didn’t come to the house for me himself. I mean, it’s not like a real date, but I am accompanying him to an event and surely, the esteemed, highly wealthy, and cultured man would have known protocol should have him coming to the door.

Oh, who am I kidding? Carrick knows what’s appropriate, and he would have never come to the door because he doesn’t care enough about me to adhere to propriety.

Once in the car with the door closed and my seatbelt secured, I pull out my phone from my clutch and surf the entire way back into downtown. It would have been a lot easier to just go to Fallon’s condo to get ready, but again… questions. However, Carrick offered transportation—through Zaid, of course—and it’s not going to suck not having to drive back home tonight. I could even indulge in a few drinks if I want.

I’m not quite sure exactly what we’re attending, and I recall Carrick saying it was an auction of some sort. I am pleased to see it’s being held at the Seattle Aquarium, which is a popular meeting venue for large-scale gatherings. One of my high school friends got married here a few years ago, and it was awesome.

The driver pulls up behind a line of limousines waiting to drop off guests. It only takes a few moments as there’s a policeman directing traffic, and one lane of Alaskan Way has been blocked off to accommodate the car services. This tells me this is a pretty big event, and I wonder how in the hell I’m supposed to find Carrick.

When it’s our turn, I tell the driver, “Don’t bother getting out. I can handle it.”

He starts to object, but I open the back door and step out, feeling slightly foolish to be doing so without him opening the door and also exiting without anyone by my side.

After shutting the door, I follow a couple drenched in jewels and expensive finery into the aquarium entrance. There’s a concierge at the door with a digital tablet to check people in and ensure they are on the guest list. My name is there—as I had expected it to be—and I’m waved through.

The venue room is gorgeous, one entire side showcasing a curved floor-to-ceiling glass aquarium filled with colorful fish and amazing corals. There are a lot of people here already and after nabbing a flute of champagne from a passing waiter, I start to search for Carrick. Because of his height, it’s not difficult to rule people out, but after making one trip around the room, I still haven’t found him.

Rather than do it again, I decide to move off to a semi-quiet space so I can observe people as they mingle, drink, and move along the catered tables of posh food. While I wait for Carrick to make an appearance, I use the opportunity to check my abilities in such a large crowd, as there has to be easily four hundred people milling about.

As I had been practicing my abilities the last few weeks—learning to hone in on vibes first—I had also learned the reverse. In other words, I could lock my senses down if I wanted some peace and didn’t want to be assaulted by vibes just out of the blue. I mostly use it at work, choosing to be ignorant of what hides under my patrons’ faces so my workday isn’t ruined.

Inhaling through my nose, I imagine my chest opening as I exhale and give a silent invitation for the slightest omen to come in. The minute I do, I get a tingly feeling in my belly and then immediately look to the source… a pretty brunette woman five feet to my right. Based on feeling alone, I’m confident she’s a Light Fae or daemon because of the pleasant vibe. Still, as Carrick has said, we’ve not yet proven if my intuitions can truly distinguish Light from Dark. I mean, personally… I think my gut and sight match up, but I’m willing to continue experimenting so we can be sure.

Opening my senses fully, I peel her glamour away, realizing immediately she’s fae because she has no aura. I try not to stare as she’s quite beautiful and not all that inhuman looking. Her skin is much paler and appears as if it’s been dusted with crushed diamonds. Her eyes remain the same shape, tilting upward at the outer corner just a tad too much, but they’re filled with what looks like liquid silver where the whites of human eyes would be. She has definitive irises of verdant green. Her hair is as black as midnight, and it falls almost to the middle of her back. She’s thin and delicate, and I almost laugh in delight when she tucks a lock of hair behind her ear to find that it’s pointed at the top.

Is she an elf? Is that even a thing?

Mesmerized, I watch as she talks to a human male companion, wondering if fae and humans have love affairs. I haven’t thought about that until now, but I suppose it’s a possibility. Her companion says something to make her laugh, and my romantic side is fully invested in this couple until she laughs, and razor-sharp teeth are revealed. Not just where her canines are, but every single tooth is conical and pointy, graying slightly at the gum line.

“Better close your mouth before something flies in it.” It’s a deep, sophisticated voice I’ve come to recognize and with dismay, I realize it sometimes causes my skin to tingle.

Twisting, I see Carrick standing there looking unbelievably dashing in a black tuxedo with a white tie. His eyes flick to the fae I’d been looking at and then back to me. “She’s not the type to bite people, but she does eat raw meat and thus the reason for the sharp teeth.”

I can’t help whipping my head her way. It’s such a sudden move that it catches her attention. She gives me a tentative smile, and I force myself not to stare at her teeth. Instead, I motion to her gown. “I was just telling my date how much I love your dress.”

The woman tilts her head, her smile now warm. “Oh, thank you. It’s Givenchy.”

“Just stunning,” I assure her with a nod before turning back to Carrick. Leaning slightly into him, I whisper, “Will I ever stop being stunned at what I see?”

To my surprise, he chuckles, and I soak in the sound of natural laughter from him. It’s the first time I’ve heard him laugh in a way that wasn’t forced or didn’t have some condescension in it. It’s one of the most human things he’s done, and it’s disconcerting to say the least.

He shakes his head. “Sorry… but you’ve not seen a lot of Dark Fae. There are some pretty hideous creatures out there. You need to work on your poker face.”

He has a point. Turning away from him, I scan the crowd. “So, what exactly is this event?”

“It’s an auction for rare antiquities. Some of them have magical properties, so that’s why there’s going to be some fae in attendance, hoping to come into possession of something.”

“Don’t they already have magic?” I ask.

“Talk to any fae,” he murmurs sardonically. “You’ll never find one who doesn’t want more power.”

I open my senses again, specifically seeking out the dark vibes that give me anxiety. “I’m not sensing anything dark here.”

Carrick’s gaze moves around the room in a fast sweep. “I don’t see any Dark Fae.”

This does not surprise me. He can see beneath glamours as he had no problem realizing the woman in the alley was a succubus. Nor did he have problems identifying supernaturals in that bar he took me to. In essence, he has the same ability as me to see past veils. Yet, he’s repeatedly said he’s never seen a “human” have that ability.

This means he is distinctly not human, a fact I’ve just decided to accept. A mystery I’m determined to figure out.

But for now, I don’t even bother asking what he is. I’ve lost track of the number of times I’ve asked, and I’m never given anything straight. It’s why I’m eager to meet and perhaps get to know other creatures who may be more open with me.

Of course, I still have to be careful. Carrick’s warning to me night before last when I trained with Titus still rings in my ears. I could easily be a target for both Dark and Light Fae if they knew of my abilities.

“The dress fits you well,” Carrick says, and once again, my head whips in the opposite way of the toothsome fae.

He stares down at me, face impassive.

I’m not sure if that’s a compliment or just a conversation filler. I think it might be more of a compliment to himself since he—or Zaid—picked it out.

I let my gaze drift back over the room. “Yes. Everything fit perfectly. Thank you.”

“I knew that color would be amazing with your hair,” he says, and this time, I almost throw my neck out as it slings his way.

Carrick merely shrugs, taking in my obvious surprise over what was very clearly a compliment, and also an admitted fact he picked the dress out—not Zaid. “I have good fashion sense,” he says blandly, a way to explain the compliment.

“And it’s the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me,” I quip, giving him a mirthless smile. “Stop doing that. It’s freaking me out.”

His lips twitch, right at the corner, and he actually turns away from me to snag a glass of champagne, but I suspect it was so he didn’t laugh.

“The dress is yours to keep,” Carrick says offhandedly when he turns back to me.

Wow. I figured I’d be returning it to him. I stare down at it, thinking it’s probably the loveliest thing I’ve ever worn. Pleased, I brush my hands along the skirt. Almost shyly, and without looking at him, I say, “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

I glance up at Carrick to find his golden eyes on me. “I do love it. At least I’ll have something beautiful to wear to my birthday party.”

“You sound slightly put out,” he observes. I mean, the man is super sharp and can read the slightest emotion.

I shrug. “Fallon’s throwing a big soiree for our upcoming twenty-eighth birthday. Well, actually… her fiancé Blain is throwing her a party, but she wanted it to include me, so now I’m stuck attending another high-style function where I’ll be miserable.”

“But at least you’ll have a beautiful dress,” he points out.

I grin down at the shimmery skirt. “There is that.”

“Your sister invited me, but I have a conflict,” Carrick remarks, his gaze staying on the crowd.

That Fallon has him on the guest list doesn’t surprise me. He’s my business partner, but, moreover, Fallon and Blain like to develop friendships with the elite, and Carrick is at the top of that list. As much as I love my sister, she’s going to take advantage of my relationship with Carrick.

The fact he won’t be coming bothers me, and I wish it didn’t, solely for the fact he’s never done anything to show me kindness or extend true friendship. Everything he’s done has been a means to an end for himself.

Let it go, Finley. Let it go.

“So, is there someone in particular you’re hoping to meet here?” I ask before draining the last of my champagne. I eyeball one of the food-laden tables, particularly the huge platters, three tiers high of Dungeness crab, which is in season and fresh from the Puget Sound.

“Actually, yes,” he replies. But then, as if he knows I’m starving, he takes my elbow, steering me toward the food table. “Eat.”

I don’t fight the suggestion, grabbing a plate, and noting that Carrick does the same. He’s not human, but he eats food. I tuck that away in my mental list of facts I’m collecting about the man.

We move down the line. I load up on crab, shrimp, some veggies with dip, and a little mini quiche. “Are you going to tell me who we’re supposed to meet?”

“My brother,” Carrick replies as he leads us to a chairless high table where we deposit our plates. In a million years, as many questions as I have about Carrick and as much as I want to peel away all his secrets, I’ve never once considered what his family was like.

“You have a brother?” I ask, picking up a shrimp by the tail and dipping it in cocktail sauce.

“More than one,” he replies dryly, scanning the room. “He just walked in a few moments ago.”

I turn around, going to my tiptoes. “Where?”

“Coming straight at us,” he mutters.


CHAPTER 17


Finley

My gaze lands on a tall, powerfully built man, but past that, he looks nothing like Carrick. The only reason I know it’s his brother is that he’s heading straight toward us, and his eyes are locked onto Carrick’s.

His brother is taller than Carrick by a few inches, and he’s also wider. His heavy, muscular body is apparent by the fit of his clothing, which is not the required evening dress for this gala. He’s wearing black fatigues, combat boots, and a tight, long-sleeved gray Henley that showcases beefy muscles. I’m dying to know how he even got in the door wearing that because evening dress was required.

His hair is blond, about shoulder length, and the top part is pulled back into a ponytail at the back of his head. His face is covered in a darker blond beard that’s fairly trim except at the chin where it’s a bit longer and comes to a point. I can see tattoos creeping out of the Henley and partway up his neck, as well as at his wrists and even his fingers. I get the impression his entire body is covered, but couldn’t be sure unless I saw him naked.

Which honest to God… is a completely appealing thought because Carrick’s brother is like Jax Teller on steroids. Not the perfect beauty of Carrick, but hot, nonetheless.

As he gets closer, I can see his eyes are pure green, not hampered by any tones of brown or gold to make them hazel. In fact, they’re almost close to the color of emerald, and I have to wonder if they’re colored contacts.

“Brother,” the man says as he reaches Carrick, his tone slightly affectionate but weirdly, also a bit flat. They don’t hug or even shake, but instead, they clasp each other at the forearms.

Carrick returns a smile, then nods toward me as they break apart. “That’s Finley.”

The large man turns to me, and I stare back like an idiot, shrimp in hand with cocktail sauce dripping down onto my plate. When I open my senses, I feel nothing out of the ordinary. I drop the shrimp onto my plate, then hastily wipe my fingers with a napkin.

“Finley, this is my brother, Maddox,” Carrick continues the introduction.

Maddox’s eyes widen as he takes me in—head to toe, slowly and thoroughly—and looks back to Carrick. “Holy fuck, brother.”

My chin jerks inward, my body locking tight. I have no clue what to make of those words or the pure shock and appreciation in them.

I slide my gaze to Carrick for his reaction. He merely shrugs before explaining, “He thinks you’re appealing.”

Makes sense. I do look my best tonight.

“As if you don’t.” Maddox grins slyly at his brother.

That makes no sense. Carrick has never regarded me with anything but negative emotion on his beautiful—sometimes slappable—face.

He doesn’t deny it, though, merely ignores the statement and asks Maddox, “Where is she?”

Who? I snap my head toward Carrick, surprised Maddox was supposed to bring someone, and then back to his brother, so I don’t miss the answer. My shrimp cocktail is completely forgotten.

“She refused to come in,” Maddox says with a shrug, then reaches across me and nabs my abandoned shrimp. He has perfectly straight teeth as he bites into the pink flesh above the tail, smirking at me as he chews. Dropping the tail, he grabs the same napkin I’d used and wipes his fingers, shifting to Carrick. “She didn’t feel comfortable with this being a black-tie affair and her being inappropriately dressed.”

“Didn’t seem to stop you,” Carrick mutters.

“Who would ever try to stop me?” Maddox laughs wickedly, and I find I very much like his personality. It’s so much better than Carrick’s. “She’s waiting outside in the park. I can take you to her.”

Carrick glances at his watch with a grimace. “The auction starts in five minutes. How long will she wait?”

“Not five minutes,” Maddox replies regretfully. “She’s a twitchy one.”

“Who?” I can’t help but ask.

Like normal, Carrick ignores me. Maddox easily answers. “Echo. She’s a little bit,” and here, he circles his index finger near his temple, “cuckoo, but I hope she can help.”

“Help who?” I ask as I see Carrick flick his gaze from his watch toward a set of double doors, which I assume is where the patrons may be going in a bit for the auction.

“Why, to help you, of course.” Maddox winks at me. “We need to find out why you do the crazy things you do, right?”

My jaw drops slightly. “You know about me?”

Maddox leans toward me, lowering his voice. “Of course I do. You don’t think I’d just drop all my important doings and run to do Carrick’s bidding if it weren’t important, do you?”

“Well, I know nothing about you at all,” I quip, arching an eyebrow at him.

“Ah, but you do,” he teases. “You know I’d drop everything to come running to do Carrick’s bidding to help figure out why you can do what you do.”

Damn… he’s slightly confusing, but in a charming way. I can’t help but giggle.

And I’m not a giggler.

“Fuck the auction,” Carrick growls, reaching past his brother to take my elbow. He gives a last lingering look at the double doors where some antiquity he wants is. “Let’s go see Echo.”

Carrick escorts me through the crowd and out of the aquarium, Maddox following close behind. It’s not lost on me that both men are attracting attention. Most women gaze at them with naked, lustful interest, while the men appear intimidated and move in closer to their women.

I wonder what’s so important at this auction that Carrick wants, but I don’t bother asking since I’m fairly sure I’d get his standard NYOB answer.

None of your business.

Besides, I’m far too interested in this Echo woman that Maddox indicated is a wackadoodle and what she possibly knows that could help figure out my abilities.

Maddox turns right coming out of the aquarium and we head into Waterfront Park, which is a huge boardwalk with some sculptures, pop-up booths, and a Ferris wheel. The ferries come and go every twenty minutes or so to Bainbridge Island, and there are excellent skyline views to enjoy along with a crisp wind off the Sound. I’m grateful Carrick has me by the elbow as I’m terrified one of my heels will get stuck in a crack in the boards and I’ll go down in a disgraceful heap, ruining my dress.

We follow Maddox past a water sculpture, down a set of steps, and over toward a built-up planter made of wooden logs and big enough to hold two small pine trees. Sitting on the boardwalk, leaning against the planter, is a homeless girl who can’t be more than in her early twenties. She has layers of ragged clothes on, a filthy beanie with straw-colored hair poking out a few inches, and some old hiking boots with the heel peeled back on the left one. She’s picking at dirty nails and it’s always the young ones like that who get to me. I automatically reach for my pocket to pull out a few dollar bills but remember I’m in an evening gown. There’s no cash in my clutch purse, and I consider asking Carrick for some money.

To my surprise, though, Maddox heads straight for her and when she sees someone approaching from her periphery, her head pops up.

“Echo,” he says, then motions with his hand for her to stand.

This is Echo? How in the world is a homeless girl—most likely on meth—going to help me?

The girl rises as I lean toward Carrick—whose hand is still on my elbow for some reason I don’t understand—and whisper, “What can this girl possibly know?”

And then I feel it.

It’s very subtle, but it’s a dark vibe that doesn’t quite make me anxious but does make me wary. It’s coming from the girl and I go ahead and open my full senses, peering past her glamour.

She’s a daemon as there’s an oily black sludge around her, but she’s not giving off majorly bad or evil vibes. Her daemon visage is not pretty—grayish skin, heavy jowls, and, where a nose would be, there are only two small holes. She has no lips nor any hair, but she looks distinctly female because her round eyes have exceptionally long eyelashes. Her skin is pocked with sores, but I don’t know if that’s meth or just her daemon appearance.

Carrick leads me up to her, and she barely glances at me before turning to Maddox. She can’t stand still, fidgeting with her hands and moving from foot to foot. Her eyes twitch. “You’re going to pay me, right?”

“Right,” he agrees with a resounding nod, and I grimace. She needs a fix, and Maddox is going to supply her with the funds for it if she helps us.

That doesn’t sit right with me. And I’m also stunned that daemons can be homeless. And have drug addictions. So many things I have to learn and would have never considered.

Tipping my head up to catch Carrick’s eye, I ask, “Can I talk to you?”

Without waiting for an answer, I pull my elbow from his hand and walk several paces away from Maddox and Echo. I can hear the dull tap of his shoes on the boardwalk as he follows.

When I’m sufficiently out of hearing distance, I turn to face Carrick, but I keep my voice low. “I don’t know what this girl can do, but I am absolutely opposed to us giving her money so she can go buy drugs.”

Smirking, he lifts an eyebrow, his tone blasé. “She’s not a girl—she’s a daemon and she’s dark. Why do you care?”

That takes me aback, so much so I take an actual step backward. It’s a stark statement, and there’s a truth in it I didn’t realize existed. It makes me ashamed at the same time.

“I… I…” There is nothing I can do but stammer because I don’t know what to say.

“Look,” Carrick says, and it’s the gentlest I’ve ever heard his tone, which still leaves him ominous enough to scare small children. “She has empathic abilities that are far greater than most. The fact she does drugs seems to have enhanced or opened them up. Or at least that’s what Maddox said when I told him about you. She might be able to tell if you’ve got something other than ‘human’ in you. Besides… you give money to the homeless all the time, and you know it’s most likely going for drugs or alcohol.”

“Or possibly food,” I say with a pout. But he’s right. I give every homeless person the benefit of the doubt they need it for something good, yet I’m not giving it to this girl.

And I know it’s because she’s a daemon with a dark aura. I’m judging her on what she is, and it’s not quite fair because I don’t know anything really about daemons. Nor do I know anything about the demons that humans might have within them when I hand them money on the street.

Carrick pivots and walks away from me, back to where Maddox is now talking to Echo. She has one arm across her stomach, the other hand up at her mouth, chewing on her nails as she listens to him. Her eyes constantly cut left and right, most likely paranoia from the drugs.

Sighing, I follow and when Carrick and I reach them, Maddox makes short introductions. Echo eyeballs me up and down, but Maddox has clearly filled her in on a few things.

“So, you can break through glamours, huh?” she asks almost petulantly.

Oddly, her daemon visage doesn’t bother me and I’m not sure what it says about me that I’ve grown used to this in just a few weeks. “Yeah… I can sense daemons and fae, then I can see past their glamours.”

“And you’re human?” Her tone is decidedly suspicious.

“As far as I know,” I reply glibly.

“Just get on with it,” Carrick growls, and Echo jumps. I shoot him a glare for being overly high handed, grouchy, and just a plain asshat right now.

“Go on, Echo,” Maddox says gently.

“Okay,” she says, holding her hands out to me, palm up. The gray color of her skin is darkened further with dirt, and I’m fascinated that her daemon nails are chewed down to the nubs the same as her glamoured ones. I try not to grimace when I think she was just chewing on some of those fingers.

Tentatively, I put my palm down against hers and she curls her fingers tight around mine. Closing her eyes, she scrunches her face to the point she appears almost pained. Tilting her head to the side as if she hears something, she makes a low humming noise in her throat. She shakes her head ever so slightly, expression turning frustrated. I glance at Maddox, who is watching her like a hawk, then to Carrick, who is actually watching me.

Carrick’s eyes on me are incredibly disconcerting, so I return my attention to Echo just as she opens her eyes and releases her grip on my hands.

Her gaze moves to Maddox. “I’m sorry. I’m getting nothing but human. Not a whiff of fae or daemon or something else.”

“What else is there besides fae and daemon?” I blurt, thinking maybe she’ll give me some answers I’ve yet to get from Carrick or Zaid, or even Titus as he’s trained me the past two days.

“Try again,” Carrick orders, rolling over my question.

“Fuck you,” she snarls, the lipless area that is her mouth peeling back to reveal gray, rotting teeth. I wonder if that’s just the way she is or part of the meth.

“Let it go, brother,” Maddox urges gently. “If she doesn’t feel anything, it’s not there.”

Echo turns to Maddox with her hand out. He reaches into a side pocket on his black fatigues, pulls out a wallet, and fishes out a fifty-dollar bill, which he hands to her.

Something deep and dark rumbles in Carrick’s chest, and I can see frustration etched on every angle of his handsome face. Snatching up my hand, he mutters, “Let’s get you home.”

No ‘thank you’ to Echo for trying, even though she got paid well for about ten seconds of work.

No ‘thank you’ to his brother for bringing Echo to us.

I glance over my shoulder, hoping I don’t trip and fall, to find Echo gone and Maddox watching us. He gives me an encouraging smile.

I mouth back to him, “Thank you.”

He gives me a salute before pivoting on his booted heel and walking in the opposite direction.

“That was rude,” I mutter as Carrick pulls me along the boardwalk. I see his car waiting just ahead on Alaskan Way with the hazard lights on, and I wonder if the driver had been there the entire time.

“What was rude?” he asks, completely oblivious.

“You didn’t even thank Echo or your brother for helping out.”

“Echo was given fifty dollars, which is the only thanks she appreciates, and, trust me, my brother will get a big favor back from me at some point, and then we’ll be even.”

“Is that all your relationship is?” I ask, then almost twist my ankle as my heel gets stuck in between the boardwalk planks. Luckily, the momentum of our pace pulls it free, and I stay upright. “Slow down or let go of me, damn it. I’m going to fall trying to keep up with you.”

Carrick doesn’t release my hand but comes to a full stop and turns on me. I almost run straight into him. Luckily, I bring myself up just short of slamming into his chest, and once again, I tip my head back to an uncomfortable level to maintain eye contact.

“My relationship with my brother is none of your business,” he says icily.

“Apparently, nothing is my business,” I snap. Picking up the hem of my dress, I move past him and call over my shoulder. “I’m tired of being in the dark and of you not answering me. I’m not sure what use you are to me.”

I don’t look back to see if he follows. In fact, I assume he’ll head back into the auction for whatever it is he wanted. To my surprise, though, he follows me into the car and directs the driver to take me home first.


CHAPTER 18


Finley

“You’re not paying attention,” Titus challenges, then punctuates that statement by letting his hand fly to give me an open-palmed slap against the side of my head. It’s not hard enough to hurt, but I’m not wearing protective gear like I normally would with Duane, so the skin-on-skin contact is a little jarring.

It’s also humiliating I didn’t even attempt to block it.

But as Titus said this morning when he told me we were sparring and I asked for protective gear, I need to stop being a pansy.

I took immediate offense to it, but then quickly realized he was right. For all of my MMA training with Duane, it was never done with any real intention I’d have to use my skills. It was fun—a way to blow off steam and stay in shape at the same time.

But as Carrick has made sure I understand very clearly, I could be a target for some extremely dangerous fae who would want to use me or kill me for outright pleasure. If I have to fight my way out of a bad situation, I won’t have time to don protective gear.

It’s when my mind turns to the potential danger my life might now be in is when I miss Duane the most. I haven’t been back to see him since the day I had my meeting with Olympic Dreams because my schedule is just too full. We’ve shared some texts—mostly me using the excuse I’m working too hard, which is why I haven’t been able to come in. I didn’t elucidate that part of me working too hard was training with someone other than Duane, which might have hurt his feelings.

I feel extra guilt for not training with Duane because I’ve started to develop a good friendship with Titus during the hours we’ve spent together in the gym. He’s the only one in this new world I’ve stumbled into that seems to genuinely care about me. Sadly, I’m just not sure anything Duane can teach me is of valuable help in my newfound reality.

Carrick, of course, continues to be a conundrum.

Most of the ride to my home last night was done in silence. I was fuming over the way he shuts me out, and I was also disappointed my experience with Echo produced nothing. Not that I wanted her to find something odd as I am happy being decidedly human.

As we got closer to my house, Carrick broke the silence. “I have a lead on someone else who might be able to help us figure out more about your abilities, which could then tell us if you have a purpose or you’re just an anomaly.”

Interesting choice. Have purpose or be a weirdo? Not sure which one I was aspiring to be.

“What makes you think I have a purpose?” I asked.

Carrick swiveled my way, seeming almost disappointed in my question. “Don’t you think you’re destined for something with this power?”

“Power or curse? You called it a curse once.”

Carrick shrugged. “You’re able to do something that, as far as we’ve been able to find out, no other human in the world can. And if Echo’s abilities are to be trusted, you are definitely human. Whatever you have is unique and special.”

I pull out the attitude of a fourteen-year-old and mutter, “Whatever.”

I’m tired of hypothesizing, Carrick ordering me around, and Titus beating me up under the guise of training, and all for what?

To prove I’m special?

“It’s important you continue your training,” Carrick said as we approached my home. “I expect you at my home tomorrow to train with Titus.”

I grit my teeth over his authoritarianism—the way he thinks he has the absolute right to dictate my time. “I have a date tomorrow,” I reminded him. “I told you I was taking the day off.”

“You’re taking the night off,” he replied smoothly. “Not the day. Be there at noon.”

“That won’t do.” A push against his authority is necessary. I can’t let him have complete control of me. “The morning will be better.”

“Fine,” he says through gritted teeth, as if the words taste bad in his mouth. “Come at ten. That should give you plenty of time to train, then you can go home and do whatever it is you need to do to get ready for your date.”

Odd that I take glee in causing him discomfort, as I’m sure he just hates the fact I’m not blindly following his orders.

But I could work with that, and truth be told, I love training with Titus. He’s been teaching me things the last few days—bringing out natural abilities I didn’t know I had—far more than Duane ever did.

At any rate, knowing Carrick was on the defensive with me when it’s normally the other way around, I couldn’t help but poke the bear as his driver pulled in front of my house.

“Be at your place at ten,” I said sweetly as the driver got out of the car. “Gives me plenty of time to get ready for my date, which I’m excited about by the way. He’s an artist, and, in fact, was at the show Fallon put on when we first met. Too bad you didn’t stick around to see his work. It’s phenomenal.”

“Yes, too bad,” he replied, his demeanor now having reverted to that detached disinterest in me as a person.

“Yup,” I continued as the driver reached my door to help me out. “Pretty damn excited. Ditching the jeans and flannels, getting all girlied up for a romantic evening out.”

The interior light came on the moment the driver opened the door, and I could see Carrick’s expression was ever so slightly pinched. His words were curt. “I hope you have a great time.”

I swung my legs out, exiting the car using the driver’s proffered hand for assistance. When he let go of me, I turned back around, dipping to catch Carrick’s eyes. “Thanks. I’m sure I will.”

For the first time since meeting Carrick, I felt like I completely had the upper hand with him, and damned if it didn’t feel good.

I’m knocked out of my reminiscing as Titus once again smacks me on the side of the head, this time a little harder and I’m rattled.

“Your mind isn’t into this, you’re dropping your hands, and I think that’s a sign we’re done for the day,” Titus says, letting his own arms fall. He’s perfectly dry and composed while I’m dripping with sweat.

“I can do better,” I insist, shaking my head in denial.

“We’ve been going at it two hours, Finley,” Titus says with a smile. “You’re done for the day.”

“But—” I say, not feeling tired in the least. Yes, my head kept floating away, thinking about Carrick—which is incredibly frustrating by the way—but despite how grueling Titus’ paces were, I wanted to keep going.

“No buts,” he sternly interrupts me. “We’ll pick back up on Monday, and I’ll start weapons training with you.”

My eyes light up, my heart about springs from my chest, and I start to jump like a little girl. “Let’s do weapons now. And why aren’t we working out tomorrow? I don’t want to wait until Monday.”

Chuckling, Titus moves over to the cabinet that holds the weapons, and I follow as he talks. “You need a day off, and Sunday will be your day of rest.”

“Sounds biblical,” I mutter. “Carrick won’t like it.”

“I’m the boss of training,” Titus replies, shooting me a wink before opening the cupboard. He steps to the side, sweeps his arm along the rows of hanging weapons, and asks, “Which one speaks to you the most?”

I step closer, carefully running my gaze along each row. He’s affording me a longer opportunity to study them this time. Shiny knives, daggers, swords, and axes. Some plain with no adornment, while others are embedded with what I assume to be real jewels.

I pause on a wicked-looking scythe, thinking the curved blade to be as beautiful as it is deadly.

“Why does Carrick have all of these?” I ask in reverence as I continue to let my gaze roam over them. They’re all stunning.

“A hobby, I guess.” But I could tell his answer isn’t complete.

My gaze focuses on the whip, and just like when I saw it for the first time a few days ago, I feel a tug within me. Almost a feeling of recognition and I nod toward it. “That one.”

Titus lifts it from the hook and uncoils the length, letting the end trail on the floor. “I’m not surprised.”

“Really?”

His gaze comes up, those hazel eyes meeting mine. “You’re a defensive fighter, Finley. You’re thoughtful and patient before you attack. The bullwhip, while it can be an effective offensive weapon, is even better for the defensive. Do you know anything about bullwhips?”

I shake my head. Don’t know a damn thing, but it just seems suited to me.

Titus holds the handle, palm up, so I can examine it. For some reason, I inherently know not to touch it until he gives me permission. The handle is a burnished metal that has a silver base with a bit of bronze aging. It’s covered with intricate scrollwork of rose vines wrapping around the length. Near the top, the handle flares outward with more thorny vines creeping along. The very end of the handle is topped with a cube, devoid of any vines, but with a beautiful rim of silver roses raised around the entire edge.

It’s almost feminine looking but with a lethal vibe to it.

“This is simply called the handle as you can imagine,” he instructs me. With his other hand, he lifts the length I had thought was brown braided leather, but it has a silvery glint when I examine it closer. “The braided portion is called the thong, and it’s made of leather. But as you can see, this whip has been fashioned so small scales of iron are affixed to each piece of exposed braiding.”

I frown, peering closer. “But why?”

“Because iron is dangerous to the fae and daemons,” he says, and my gaze snaps up to stare at him with wide eyes. He nods toward the cabinet. “All of these weapons are iron.”

“Why am I just learning this?” I ask, aghast neither Zaid nor Carrick imparted this to me. Not that I’d gotten to the part where I’d thought of hurting or killing fae myself, but it’s a fascinating bit of information.

“You have so much to learn, little grasshopper. But let’s keep talking about the whip.” Titus runs his hand down the length of the thong, covered in tiny iron scales that are reminiscent of what I imagine dragon-hide would look like.

A thought strikes me, and my eyes get big. No, it’s simply too fantastical, and yet… I have to ask to make sure. “Are dragons a real thing?”

Rolling his eyes, Titus ignores the question. Taking the end of the thong, he holds it up. “The thong on this whip is three feet in length. At the end is what’s called the fall—a single piece of twelve-inch leather. All together with the handle, thong, and fall, you have about a five-foot weapon, more with the extension of your arm.”

“It’s covered in iron, too,” I observe as I examine the fall. Tiny little squares of iron are affixed to the thin piece of leather on both sides.

“All the better to slice Dark Fae,” Titus says ominously. “Now, on most bullwhips, there will be another piece tied onto the fall called the cracker. It’s for showing off sound mostly, and it’s what creates that sonic-boom cracking sound.”

“Why doesn’t this whip have one?”

“What’s more important, Finley? Making a cracking noise or hurting a fae?” His tone is dry, and the answer is, of course, obvious, so he doesn’t even expect me to answer. “Because the fall will do a lot more damage without the cracker, although technically, you’ll still get a cracking noise. It just won’t be as loud unless the person hearing it stands directly before you. The cracker disperses the noise all around.”

“Can you show me how it works?” I ask eagerly.

Titus’ lips twitch, and he moves backward several paces. “Offensively, you can do a straight-over-the-shoulder strike to make contact with someone or you can use it defensively to keep someone back.”

He demonstrates by raising the handle of the whip past his shoulder, causing the thong to fly backward. As it falls, almost touching the back of his leg, he snaps it forward again. The thong and fall move in a fluid ribbon of motion over his shoulder, striking at an imaginary opponent who could be standing directly in front of him. There’s a crack—not overly loud, but enough that I jump.

“If you want to get fancy and intimidate your opponent, a figure-eight over the head is a nice move.” He demonstrates this by raising the handle and with a quick, definitive movement filled with confidence, he maneuvers the handle in a figure-eight above his dreadlocked head. The thong and fall follow, making the same pattern. At the end, he launches his arm straight out.

Another sharp crack, and I can’t help but murmur. “That’s so cool.”

“As you can see, it’s good to keep enemies at bay. You get fast enough with it, then you can keep several away at the same time. If you strike a fae or daemon opponent with the thong, it’s going to bruise badly, and the iron scales are going to burn exposed skin. If you catch them exactly right with the thong or the fall, it can slice and the iron will delay healing. If you’re accurate, you can take out an eye and the iron could even be poisonous enough to prevent regrowth.”

“It’s fascinating that iron can do that,” I murmur.

Titus nods. “Depending on the caste you’re dealing with, iron can sicken a fae or daemon greatly. Mere cuts or stabs using iron will weaken them, but, in time, they will heal. To kill a fae or daemon, there are three specific methods.”

“And those are?” I sidle in closer, curious for information that could save my life one day.

“A simple beheading with an iron weapon works,” Titus says, nodding back to the wall of weapons within the cabinet. “That’s why a long or broad sword are good choices. Even the scythe if you can get in close enough. But it still must be iron to separate the brain from the spine for the creature to die. I don’t think this is a good choice for you.”

“And why is that?”

“Because it takes a lot of strength to alleviate someone of their head.”

“Point taken.”

“There are two other ways to kill a fae or daemon,” Titus continues in his lecturing voice. “A strike through the heart or brain with iron is instant death. They can’t recover from it.”

“Which makes them practically immortal,” I murmur, and then I actually jerk with the memory of Carrick when he killed the succubus. Breaking her neck didn’t work, but the dagger he used to shove into her brain did. It must have been iron.

“Fae and daemons are certainly tricky to kill and your options are limited, but if you end up choosing this whip as your weapon, you need to know one more important thing about it.”

It takes a moment to process what he just said, so I have to clarify. “You mean I get one of these weapons to keep?”

“Carrick insists,” Titus replies as he covers the distance between us. Taking the handle, he turns it sideways and points to a rose in full bloom, just under the flared end. It’s slightly larger and raised a bit higher than the other scrollwork.

Titus holds the handle loose in his palm, then presses his thumb to the rose. It depresses and when it does, a long, dagger-like spike ejects from the end of the handle, a good eight inches in length and the same burnished silver color as the handle. There’s no doubt in my mind it’s pure iron.

Eyes gleaming, Titus holds it up for me to inspect. “The whip won’t kill, but this dagger on the end will. If you can get close enough.”

“Whoa,” I exclaim on a breathy sigh.

“You stick it here,” Titus indicates, poking the tip of his index finger against my rib cage about two inches under my breast and to my left. It tickles, and I curl inward while snorting. “Fifth intercostal space between the ribs. As you’re facing your enemy, aim just right of the breastbone, and it will slide in. It has to be precise, so it’s extremely hard to do in battle.”

Index finger still pointed, he pushes gently at my throat, just under my chin. “Drive upward here, and you’ll hit the brain. Gotta get in close to do that, too.”

“Yeah… I’ve seen Carrick employ that method,” I mutter. Titus nods knowingly as Carrick had told him about me stupidly running down a dark alley toward a succubus.

Titus depresses the rose again, and the dagger slides into its hiding spot within the handle.

“I don’t know if I have the capacity to kill anything,” I shamefully admit to Titus.

“You never know what you’re capable of until you’re faced with it.” He regards me with empathy, never forgetting how new I am to this. Carrick expects me to be wise in all my decisions, but I can’t without full information. “Your survival instincts will kick in, even if that means, for now, all you can do is run away.”

Not all that great of a reassurance. It’s easy for Titus to say as he’s been battling dark creatures for—well, I have no idea how long as he lives in a place where people don’t age, so I’m expecting it’s a long damn time.

My gaze drops to the whip he’s holding loosely by the handle. “Can I try it?”

Titus scrutinizes me hard. Finally, he holds the handle out toward me, and I take it in my hand.

I’m not enough of an imaginative dreamer to believe there would be some sort of mystical connection between the weapon and me. Still, the minute my fingers wrap around the cool metal handle, it feels right.

It feels natural.

It feels like it belongs to me.

Titus takes several steps back, more distance than he’d put between us when he was demonstrating the whip. I grin, thinking it’s probably a rather good idea to do so.

I drop my right hand, handle pointed downward, and the thong and fall rest on the floor in a snake-curved pattern.

“Timing is everything with the bullwhip,” Titus says. “Let’s try just a simple over-the-shoulder crack like you first saw me do. You’re going to raise your arm with enough force the thong will arc up over your shoulder, then start to come down with gravity on your backside. Right when the fall is close to touching the back of your lower leg, you sharply push forward with the handle, giving a slight snap. Go slowly.”

Nodding, I draw a breath in through my nose, run through the instructions in my head, and envision the way Titus looked when he did it.

Hell, I envision the way Indiana Jones looked doing it, a favorite movie of my dad’s we used to watch together.

I raise my hand—focusing on the connection I feel to the weapon. As my spirit feels the thong, I let my senses guide my movements and trust my instincts on when to whip the handle forward again.

C-r-a-c-k!

The whip catches me in the right shoulder blade rather than sailing beautifully over my body and the pain has me cursing. “Fuck, that hurt.”

And it unbelievably hurts because I rarely let out an F-bomb, which I firmly believe should only be reserved for extreme high emotion or pain—like now.

Titus snickers and moves my way, taking the bullwhip from me as I reach back to gingerly probe my shoulder blade. It feels like the bone is bruised. It throbs so hard I feel like cursing again and I see a handful of ibuprofen in my near future.

“It’s incredibly tricky to master,” Titus says encouragingly, moving to the cabinet as he coils the whip and returns it to its hook. “Maybe you should think about a battle-ax or short sword.”

“No, thank you,” I grit out, wincing as I press against my shoulder blade. “I want to learn the whip.”

Titus turns my way, expression awash with pride I didn’t give up because of one bruised shoulder. “We’ll start serious lessons on Monday.”


CHAPTER 19


Finley

Given the madness of my life lately—learning I’m not crazy being at the top of the list—being on a date with a handsome, smart, and successful man is about the nicest thing I can remember doing in a long time.

Michael picked me up promptly at six-thirty for a drive into the city. He had told me the restaurant we were going to beforehand. Since I wasn’t familiar with it, I’d asked Fallon. She gave me advice on what to wear, offered several outfits herself, but, ultimately, I decided on a simple black strapless dress I owned with a matching long-sleeved bolero jacket to ward off the evening chill.

Despite the dress leaving my shoulders bare, it wasn’t what I would consider sexy. The top portion comes high across my chest, showing not an inch of cleavage. It is incredibly form-fitting, though, especially through my torso and hips, and comes down to just past my knees with a small slit in the side. Also because of the June evening chill, which was in the mid-fifties, I decided to wear a pair of high-heeled black boots that just brushed the hem of my dress. It’s an outfit Fallon had helped me pick out a few years ago on a shopping trip I didn’t want to go on. Still, she ultimately guilted me into doing it so we could have some “sister” time. This was just after she had started dating Blain, and she felt her own wardrobe needed a bit of a step up to be worthy of the Strathertons.

And even though I didn’t enjoy that trip with her one bit because it’s just not my thing, the look on Michael’s face when he picked me up at my house was worth every excruciating minute.

I had suspected I looked rather good. Rainey did my makeup, and she insisted on leaving my hair wild and untamed. A natural roar of flames, she had called it.

Michael’s eyes bugged out when I walked into the living room. All my roommates were there, and he was sitting on the couch chatting with them.

He stood when I entered, making no attempt to hide the slide of his gaze as he took in every inch of me. The appreciation that lit his face caused a warm glow to flush through me.

His words made my little girlie heart sigh when he said, “You are so beautiful, Finley.”

It’s been a long damn time since a man has looked at me that way, and that’s mostly my fault for not putting myself out there. Just as I wouldn’t have been at Fallon’s gallery had she not forced me to be.

Tonight, I’m grateful to her for being the overbearing and pushy big sister.

The night has gone perfectly, our conversation never stopping except to put in our drink and meal orders. Our entrees finished—scallops for me and a steak for Michael—and dessert ordered, we continue chatting and sipping at the last remnants of the bottle of wine we’d shared.

“I have to say,” Michael says with a shake of his head in admiration. “Your journey to buy One Bean is pretty amazing. It’s like the definition of the American Dream, you know?”

He had peppered me ruthlessly about my life. I mean that in the fondest of ways because the man liked to listen, and he was extremely interested in me. I can’t count the number of dates I’d been on with men who only want to talk about themselves.

“It’s nice of you to say, but, honestly, I sort of lucked into it.” I’m not playing at the humility game either. Sometimes, I’m not sure I deserve to be where I am. I wonder why Rich ever picked me to work for him, promoted me, and eventually asked me to buy him out.

Michael scoffs, leveling me with an admonishing smile. “I don’t believe in luck making people successful. It might get your foot in the door, but you can’t credit any successes past that to just luck. You worked hard, Finley, so don’t diminish it.”

He may never know how much I appreciate those words because I do tend to credit what I’ve recently accomplished on merely being in the right place at the right time.

It was luck I found Olympic Dreams and got an appointment. That led to the grant. And that grant ultimately led to me being able to buy One Bean.

But was it good or bad luck I met Carrick?

Good or bad that he saw me freak out when I saw through Marcus’ glamour?

Is it good or bad in its entirety that I’ve managed to attach myself to Carrick as a means to figure out if I indeed have some purpose past owning One Bean? Oh, if only I could tell Michael I’m probably far more interesting than he could ever know.

But sadly, he’d never understand.

No one in my life would because what I can do and the things I’ve learned defy reason and logic. It’s something I could never share with Michael if we were to keep seeing each other, and I kind of hope we do. I’ve enjoyed everything about my time with him tonight, and I don’t want to waste another opportunity.

“You mentioned giving me a tour of your studio sometime,” I say to remind him of the conversation we had over salads. I’d told him of my modest artistic ability, which never expanded past charcoals, and he offered a painting lesson. It sounded like a fabulous second date idea to me.

“That would be…” he says, but then his gaze slides to something behind me, turning puzzled. Frowning, he brings his attention back to me. “Didn’t you say your silent investment partner was Carrick Byrne?”

I had indeed. Back when he was peppering me with all the details of how I came to own One Bean over our first glass of wine. Of course, Michael knew who Carrick Byrne was, along with the rest of Seattle—the exception being me apparently.

“Yeah,” I reply hesitantly.

Michael’s gaze moves past me again, and he nods. “Well, he’s here, and he’s walking this way.”

An intense shiver moves up my spine, shooting goosebumps down my arms. I wish I’d kept my bolero jacket on rather than removing it because I’d been a bit warm earlier.

I shift in my chair, my mouth gaping.

Sure enough, Carrick winds his way through tables, his eyes pinned on me as he heads straight for us.

His expression makes me ill at ease. It’s not exactly anger, but it’s not the original disdain I frequently see, either. As ever, there’s determination, but I think that’s par for the course when it comes to powerful people.

No, Carrick actually looks… pained?

No, that’s not it. The man doesn’t have the capacity. He’s too cold and rigid.

Regretful?

No, that’s not it either.

By the time he reaches the table, anything I thought I saw is gone and his face is devoid of anything other than that superior-to-all-else attitude he inherently has.

“What are you doing here?” I ask in astonishment. “Wait… how did you even know where I was for that matter?”

Carrick doesn’t even acknowledge Michael, and he most certainly doesn’t apologize for the disturbance. Instead, he’s smug and confident. “You know I love my secrets, Miss Porter. But something important has come up regarding your education and training, and it needs your attention.”

He put enough emphasis on education and training that I immediately realize he’s found something that might be able to explain more about myself.

“Education and training?” Michael asks.

My gaze moves across the table to him, but my mind is blank. “Um…”

“It’s regarding the grant Olympic Dreams gave her,” Carrick answers smoothly, twisting to peer haughtily down at Michael. “She has certain requirements to fulfill to keep the grant.”

“On a weekend night at eight-thirty?” Michael’s expression is dubious and a little defensive.

Carrick smiles slyly. “Big business never sleeps.”

“Are you sure it can’t wait?” I ask Carrick, not ready to have my date be cut short.

He doesn’t even give me his regard. Instead, he keeps his eyes pinned on Michael, almost daring the man to challenge his authority. “No. It has to be tonight, and it has to be now.”

Michael’s eyes narrow. I can tell he doesn’t believe a thing Carrick says, but he doesn’t challenge him. Instead, he inclines his head to me. “It’s okay, Finley. If you have to go, then go.”

Michael’s tone is flat, and it’s clear he doesn’t mean a word of what he just said. It’s embarrassing because I’m sure he thinks something is going on between Carrick and me, and he’s ruining this date for personal reasons.

And I can’t dissuade Michael from that notion because Carrick wouldn’t be here if he hadn’t found something or someone who might know something, and time is apparently of the essence. But I can’t tell Michael that. I can’t tell anyone a damn thing about what’s going on with me.

“I’m so sorry,” I murmur to Michael as I rise from my chair. He does the same thing, and in a gallant move, he pushes between the table and Carrick, forcing the other man to step back so he can assist me.

Michael picks up my jacket from the back of my chair, then holds it up for me to slide on. I turn, pulling my hair to the side so it doesn’t get trapped.

“What in the fuck is that?” Carrick growls, stepping forward and pushing Michael’s hands aside. Bending, he peers at my right shoulder blade, touching a finger lightly to the area I struck with the whip earlier today.

I jerk back from him, the touch of his finger not hurting but causing a tremor to rush through me. I hate that the slightest touch from this man can affect me so much. I also hate that it’s such an intimate move for my supposed business partner to make, Michael must think the worst.

I level a glare at Carrick that says, “Don’t touch me again,” and move back in toward Michael so he can help me put the jacket on.

He does and when he’s finished, he takes a step away. I give him an apologetic smile. “Thank you so much for a lovely dinner and great conversation. I’m so sorry we have to cut it short. I would still love to schedule a time for me to come over to your studio to paint.”

Michael tucks his hands in his pockets. “Yeah, sure. I’ll call you.”

And I can hear it in his tone. He has no intention of calling me. His date—an expensive one—has been interrupted by a business colleague of mine who acts proprietary, giving the impression there’s something between us. What’s worse is that I didn’t blow Carrick off. Instead, I agreed to let the date be ruined. No matter how important this could be to me personally, it’s never something Michael will understand or forgive.

I nod, letting a sad smile tell Michael I can totally understand his feelings. Stepping in, I put a hand on his chest and place a kiss on his cheek. Had I ever thought to make this move with Carrick, I would have gone high onto my tippy toes, and he’d have to bend to meet me to accomplish it.

And what in the hell does it say about me that as soon as I kiss one man—albeit on the cheek—I compare it to what it could be to another.

My frustration is evident in my sigh as I turn back to Carrick. He’s gone, though, and I see him moving through the restaurant to the exit doors. I snatch my clutch purse off the table and shoot Michael one more glance—a final goodbye really—before rushing off after Carrick.

Carrick is already waiting for me at the curb in front of the restaurant. His driver is behind the wheel, and it’s Carrick who opens the door to let me in first. It takes a little bit of wiggling and pushing with my hand on the plush leather to scoot over. Carrick crowds in behind me, and as soon as the door is closed, he asks, “What the hell happened to the back of your shoulder?”

“Nothing’s wrong with it,” I snap back because he just ruined my date and is acting like an ass.

Carrick’s hand shoots out and he presses his fingers to my shoulder blade. There’s no shiver this time, but there is pain from the bruise back there.

“Ouch,” I growl, pulling away from him and glaring.

“What happened?” he repeats.

“I hit myself with the whip, okay?” I exclaim, giving him what he wants as he’s relentless. “Happy now?”

“Of course I’m not happy you’re incompetent with a weapon and hurt yourself,” he replies, his eyes glittering callously. “You should pick another weapon.”

“I don’t want another weapon,” I grit out. “And I haven’t been trained on it yet, so I expect this won’t happen again.”

Carrick makes a grunting noise, facing forward. He’s not dressed in jeans as I’ve seen the last few times, but he’s not in a suit, either. He has on a pair of dress pants in dark navy, a blue-and-white plaid button-up shirt, open at the collar, and dark brown wingtips. It’s not what I’d imagine someone would wear at eight-thirty at night if they were at home relaxing.

I wonder if he was on a date that was cut short, too?

Ridiculous.

Carrick doesn’t date. He shows off trophies at events. Or at least that’s what I read online and what he sort of admitted to in a prior conversation.

“I know someone who can heal it,” Carrick says out of the blue, and the comment doesn’t penetrate.

Hesitatingly, I turn his way. “Heal what?”

“Your back,” he replies, still staring forward as if his offer embarrasses him. He can’t quite seem to meet my eyes.

“Who?” My curiosity is piqued.

“A Light Fae. Most have healing powers, and I know one that owes me a favor.”

“Is everything about favors and scratching backs with you?” I ask curiously. Because more and more, I wonder if there’s anything selfless within him.

Carrick stiffens slightly, but he angles my way to scowl. “You say that as if there’s something wrong with it.”

“It has its uses,” I admit. “But do you ever do anything without any return benefits?”

“I’m helping you learn about your abilities,” he proffers, his expression bland.

I shake my head. “Uh-uh. There’s something in it for you. I’m sure of it.”

Carrick’s face clouds over, and I know I’ve hit the nail on the head. He stands to benefit from the answers he might find. The question is, if it benefits him, is there a chance it will harm me?

From the start, I’ve never trusted Carrick, but, over time, he has never done anything to hurt me. He made it possible for me to buy One Bean, he’s seen to my education about this strange new world I’m in, and he saved me from certain death in that alley with the succubus. For these reasons, and also a healthy dose of gut instinct about him, I don’t think he ultimately means me any harm.

In fact, my gut instinct tells me there’s something about Carrick I don’t yet understand, but that if I were to figure it out, I’d see him in a completely different way.

“No thank you on the offer of a healer,” I finally say, moving the conversation away from the ethics of how he operates. “I’d rather hold onto that favor in case I were to be more seriously injured.”

“Titus says you’ve done well in just the three days he’s worked with you, the whip injury notwithstanding.”

That makes me laugh, which makes Carrick turn his gaze from me as I admit, “He’s taught me a lot. It’s a good thing I had a fighting foundation.”

“You should train on the short sword or ax,” Carrick mutters irritably.

I snort. “You sound like Titus. But I’ll stick with the whip if it’s all the same. I feel a connection to it for some reason.”

Carrick turns my way, eyes inscrutable as they study me. He seems to be contemplating something, but rather than speak, he merely shakes his head as if he’s almost saddened and looks forward once again.

I don’t bother pestering Carrick for details on where we’re going or who we’re going to see. I’ve learned well enough he’s stingy with information, and I’ll find out soon enough so it’s not all that important for me to battle him on this.

For the next twenty minutes, we ride in silence—headed toward the northwestern ’burbs not far from my neighborhood. I mourn the demise of my date and what could have been something with Michael, and God knows what Carrick is thinking.

We pull up to a strip mall in Greenwood. It’s run down, and some of the stores are even boarded up. Trash litters the parking lot from what little I can see, but it’s not much because most of the security pole lights are out.

There’s a tobacco store and a Pho restaurant open, but several stores are darkened, indicating this strip mall is dying. Carrick’s driver heads to the other end of the long building toward a small shop with a blinking neon sign in the window that says, “Madame Beaulieu”.

Our car pulls right up to the curb in front of the shop and Carrick opens the door, turning to offer me a hand before I get out. This is appreciated, mainly because the skirt portion of this dress is a bit tight and hard to maneuver in. He drops it as soon as I’m upright, then steps onto the sidewalk that runs the length of the mall.

My gaze moves past him to the neon sign. “Madame Beaulieu?” I ask dubiously.

“My brother says this is a good lead,” Carrick reveals, moving toward the glass door. It’s dark on the other side. I can’t see in, but there’s a tiny sign on the front door that says, “Open”.

“Maddox sure has some crazy contacts,” I murmur.

“Not Maddox,” Carrick says. “My other brother, Lucien.”

That’s right. Carrick did say he had more than one brother. I wonder just how many he has, but I don’t have time to ask because he’s pushing the door open. There’s a tinkling bell overhead, and we walk into a small lobby with red, silk-covered walls, floor lamps with beads and silk scarves thrown over them so the light is muted, and shelves with weird items like crucifixes, skulls, and ornate little glass bottles with different-colored liquids. There’s a doorway, but without an actual door. Instead, a beaded curtain hangs over it, and it’s dark on the other side. If Carrick starts walking that way, I’m going to refuse and just hang with the driver outside as this place is a bit creepy.

I glance out the door, seeing the driver leaning against the car. It grounds me a little, but when I turn back around, a woman practically bursts through the beaded curtain causing my heart to nearly leap out of my chest.

In an overly dramatic way, and with a poor French accent, she says, “Welcome to Madame Beaulieu’s. How can I help you?”

She’s gypsy-like with a colorful dress, a beaded shawl over her shoulders, and rings on every one of her fingers. Her hair is a dark ash-blonde, but it’s clearly graying. It’s somewhere between wavy and frizzy, and she wears it to her shoulders. A strand of dark faceted beads lays around the circumference of her head, in the center of which dangles a set of three beads down her forehead, stopping right between her eyebrows.

Her attention flicks between Carrick and me, her smile wide.

“I hear you can foresee the future,” Carrick finally says, and I jerk slightly upon hearing this.

I study the woman again—Madame Beaulieu—and she’s clearly a fraud, setting up some tacky fortune-teller shop in a strip mall.

“But of course,” she replies with a low bow and sweep of her hand toward the beaded curtain she’d just come through. “If you’ll follow me.”

She disappears through the fall of beads, which clack against each other in her wake. Reluctantly, I follow as I’m closer. Yet, Carrick grabs my upper arm to halt me, putting me behind him.

He shoots me a look that clearly says, “Be wary,” and follows the weird woman through. I proceed after him into the darkness.

As soon as we’re through the curtain, we find ourselves in a short hall, and down on the left is another open doorway with a soft glow emanating. I follow Carrick there and when we enter, we find a smaller room decorated much like the lobby. Swaths of silk hanging from corners, floor lamps providing the only light, and a round table covered in purple, shimmery cloth. There are only two chairs and in the center of the table is a large crystal ball that sits on a bronzed pedestal.

I glance at Carrick, one eyebrow cocked in skepticism.

“Now, who wants their fortune told?” she asks, looking between the two of us.

Carrick gives me a slight push to my back, and I move toward the chair closest to me. Madame Beaulieu moves to the other side, picking up her skirts to settle into her chair.

I sit on the edge, nervously brushing locks of hair back behind my shoulders and placing my hands in my lap. My spine feels like it’s been locked into place. Carrick moves over to a wall and crosses his arms over his chest, watching like a hawk.

The fortune-teller stares at me over the ball. “My fee is two hundred dollars.”

I throw a thumb Carrick’s way. “He’s paying.”

Madame Beaulieu looks to him expectantly, to which Carrick growls. “You’ll get paid when she gets her fortune.”

“Of course.” She smiles solicitously, then repeats it again as if she truly understands how this is going to work. “Of course.”

Turning to me, she holds her hands out, palms up.

“Your hands,” she commands.

I put mine against hers, palm down. I’ve been getting no dark vibe or buzzy feeling from her, but I go ahead and stare at her hard, wondering if she’s fae or daemon with an ability to conceal her nature from me.

I get absolutely nothing.

The woman grips hard to my hands, bending to stare intently at the ball before us. I see nothing but my face in the reflection, all warped by the thick, round glass.

Madame starts a slight sway back and forth, chanting something unintelligible. She frowns, peers harder into the ball, and then gasps. After more chanting, her head falls back, her eyes rolling into the back of her head. She starts shaking and I’m so freaked I try to pull my hands away, but she grips even tighter.

And just as I think the woman might be having a seizure or dying, her head snaps upright—black dangling beads on her forehead swaying—and her eyes lock onto mine. In that overly exaggerated tone of mystic wonder and that badly done French accent, Madame says, “My dear… I’ve seen your future, and it is bright, indeed. I see you on a new career path—possibly in the arts, but maybe in law enforcement. I got flashes of a man. Tall, dark, and good looking with children running around him. There’s a beautiful house on a cliff overlooking the Pacific and I can feel your happiness, which will grow infinite over the years. To be well on this path, you must—”

“Enough,” Carrick roars, and both Madame and I jump, hands flying apart. “Enough of this fucking horse shit. We came for a prophecy, not some made-up story.”

Madame pulls herself up in her chair, spine stiff and appearing terribly affronted. “I assure you, sir, my skills have never been questioned.”

“I’m questioning them,” he says menacingly as he advances on the table. “My brother, Lucien, said—”

“Lucien,” Madame exclaims, a bright smile taking over her face again. “Why didn’t you say so?”

“I didn’t think I needed to,” Carrick mutters.

“Oh, it’s necessary,” she says, pushing up from her chair and moving toward the doorway. “You’re here for something a little different than what I offer.”

She disappears out the door and Carrick and I give each other a confused look before scrambling after her.

Across the hall, she knocks on an actual door and without waiting for a reply, she turns the knob and pushes it open.

“Stan,” Madame Beaulieu says, the French accent now gone. “You have visitors from Lucien.”

Madame backs out, motioning us in. Carrick takes the lead, stepping over the threshold and I follow.

It looks like a small living room with paneled walls and shag carpet. There’s a couch on one wall, entertainment system on the other, and a reclining chair. A cheap lamp on a table beside the recliner—sans beads or scarfs—with an open beer on it.

In the recliner sits a middle-aged man with a receding hairline and a bit of a gut—presumably Stan. He’s wearing sweatpants, a long-sleeved Mariners shirt, and dirty socks.

He swivels his head our way, and I immediately feel a mellow buzzing coming from him. I open up, will his glamour to fade away, and find myself looking at another dazzlingly handsome fae.

Presumably light since I got the buzzy feeling and definitely not daemon as there’s no aura surrounding him.

I’m completely flabbergasted he would cloak himself in a mediocre glamour when he’s quite stunning underneath. Human in appearance with nearly flawless features, but those features are exaggerated to be almost superior in their beauty.

Dark hair in shaggy layers, crystal-blue eyes, and a face that would make women swoon. He reminds me of the royal fae in that bar Carrick took me to, having too perfect of a face. But whereas that fae was pale, this one has tanned skin with a golden shimmer.

The fae pushes the recliner into a sitting position and stands, gesturing at Carrick. “You’re Lucien’s brother?”

Carrick nods.

Stan glances toward the door we came through. “Sorry… I forgot to tell Patty you were coming.”

Patty. I snort at the ordinary name and her patently untrue prediction of my life.

“What can I do for you?” Stan asks, his stance a little off-putting as he crosses his arms over his chest.

Carrick nods at me. “I need you to see if you can divine anything about her future.”

Stan sneers at me, his perfectly full upper lip curling. “She’s human. What could be so important in her future?”

I’m absolutely offended by his condescending tone and the way he made human sound like the equivalent of garbage. Carrick doesn’t defend me, though and with an almost bored tone, he says, “Finley… why don’t you show Stan what you can do? Describe him.”

Stan frowns, and I know Carrick wants me to show him my abilities. I smile sweetly. “Let’s see… Stan is wearing sweatpants and a t-shirt, which are a bit large on him as they aren’t needed to cover the nonexistent beer gut he wears in his glamour.”

“What the hell?” Stan murmurs, arms falling away from his chest.

“Dark hair, blue eyes, and his skin has a bit of a gold shimmer to it.” I don’t offer anymore. It’s enough to prove that while I might be human, I am not ordinary.

“How is she doing that?” Stan asks.

“That’s what we’re trying to figure out,” he replies, his gaze returning to me. “She appears fully human, yet can see beneath glamours, which no human can do. Lucien thought since you can see the future, you might see something that gives us a hint of why she has this ability.”

I wondered why Carrick was interested in my future. This explanation does make sense to see if we can glean helpful information that way. But there’s something I’m sensing—call it more gut instinct—that there’s more to the reason Carrick wants to know about my future than he’s letting on. I’m sure of it, and it only goes to increase my distrust of him.

Unless his reasons for doing what he does is altruistic and truly to protect me, but I just can’t believe in that because of how clearly he dislikes me.

“You can see the future?” I ask to get my mind elsewhere. I’m tired of constantly worrying about Carrick’s motives. “Like for real and not the sham stuff like Patty?”

“Patty’s not a sham,” Stan replies with an admonishing tone. “But yes… I can see glimpses, or sometimes, it’s more like feelings.”

“Tell us what you see with her,” Carrick orders. Stan doesn’t hesitate, clearly now curious about my oddity.

Stan steps in, taking my hands the way Patty did. But he doesn’t sway, chant, or seize for dramatic effect. He merely stares into my eyes for a long time before dropping his hold on me.

He gives a disgruntled shake of his head. “I don’t see anything about her specifically, but I feel something strong. I just can’t tell if that feeling is actually associated with her.”

“Like what?” I ask.

“Darkness,” he replies eerily, making the hair on my arms rise. “Something very dark is coming. It feels like an uprising.”

“The Light Fae?” Carrick asks, eyebrows knit together.

“I doubt it,” Stan says with a shrug. “Our kind is content in Faere. I mean, there are always rumblings the royals would like to expand their empire, but I don’t take it seriously.”

“Take over this Earth dimension?” Carrick prods.

Stan gives another shrug. “My vision didn’t give me details. There are always those who are affronted they had to leave the earthly realm for Faere once humans outnumbered them. I suppose some could be planning a return to overtake mankind.”

It sounds ridiculous to me. “But there’s not enough of them to overtake all the humans,” I point out. Zaid had made it clear their numbers are incredibly small compared to the human population of this world.

“They only have to overtake those in control,” Stan says. He makes an even better point, and my stomach flips at the thought. “Fae magic has grown over the millennia. It’s not a far reach to say… have a fae kill the president of the United States, assume a glamour to look like him, and take control.”

I blanch as he makes his point. And not just the president. Our entire congress and judiciary could be compromised. Other important heads of state. World leaders. Nuclear wars could be triggered, and economies crashed.

“But again,” Stan explains dubiously. “I just don’t see the royals doing that. As I said, we’re a pretty content bunch in Faere and for those of us choosing to stay here, we’re here because we like just a normal, low-key life.”

Aha. He’s a royal. I figured as much given how gorgeous he is. But why would a royal ever choose such an ordinary glamour like he has?

Carrick scratches at his chin as he ponders Stan’s words. “And you saw absolutely nothing of Finley’s future?”

“A house on a cliff,” Stan says, and I jolt. Just as Patty saw. “But that’s not the stuff you’re looking for.”

My mind spins. What else did Patty say? Kids? A gorgeous man? That I might become a cop?

Totally ridiculous.

“What about her abilities?” Carrick asks, and I focus back on the important stuff we’re here for. “Have you ever heard of a human doing that?”

“Never,” he replies gravely. “I mean, theoretically, she can if she had stone magic, but that’s been dead in the earthly realm for centuries upon centuries.”

“Do you know anyone who might know something?” Carrick presses.

Stan hesitates, as if unsure whether he should answer. I can tell it pains him to do so, but he finally says, “The Scryer in Faere may know something.”

“What’s The Scryer?” I interject myself into the conversation.

Stan looks at me with distaste. “Someone that is able to see the future and the past with a lot more clarity than I can. The Scryer can see almost anything. But you need a fae to take you there, and that’s not a request we are inclined to grant.”

“I know,” Carrick mutters. “But I know one that owes me a big favor.”

“Of course you do,” I murmur under my breath.

Carrick thanks Stan and pays him, which shocks me at first, but then I realize… he’s just a royal fae living on earth, trying to make a buck with Patty. I’m dying to ask him questions… find out why someone in an esteemed position—as I assume fae royals are—would choose such an ordinary life. But Carrick has me by my elbow, his favorite way to control me, and he leads me out of the shop.

Once we’re back in the car and Carrick has instructed his driver to take me home first, I ask, “So are we going to Faere?”

“You’re not,” he says distractedly.

“If you are, I am,” I retort.

Carrick studies me. “It’s dangerous.”

“So.”

His expression darkens. “So, I’m not about to expose you to danger.”

“You either agree to take me, or I’m done with you. Done with trying to figure out what’s wrong with me and training with Titus and everything. I’m either in this one hundred percent with you or I’m completely out—finished with you and whatever your little secret agenda is, because I know you have one.”

Carrick’s eyes harden, and his jaw locks.

“Except for One Bean,” I rush to say. “I’m not giving that up, but that’s completely different from all of this.”

Still, he says nothing. Instead, he just scowls. I get the distinct impression he’d throttle me if he could because he looks pretty pissed.

Finally, he nods curtly. “Fine. I’ll work with my contact to arrange a trip. But we’re not going until you get a little more training done with Titus.”

“But—”

“No buts,” he barks.

I snap my mouth shut, not because I’m willingly taking his orders, but because there’s nothing to argue about. I do need some more training if we’re going somewhere dangerous. While I want answers, I don’t want to be stupid in how I go about getting them.


CHAPTER 20


Finley

Ownership of One Bean has proved to be an exhausting endeavor. Still, it’s the one thing in my life keeping me grounded and feeling accomplished. I’m working seven days a week there now, bringing work home to do late at night, worrying myself sick over keeping this business running at the profit it was and all at the same time loving the hell out of it. I honestly think I was born for entrepreneurship, and however much fate or God or whatever has played a part in putting me here, I won’t go a single day without taking a moment to acknowledge my gratitude.

Even Carrick putting his fingers into my business isn’t as off-putting as I thought it would be. He sent over an email yesterday requesting a digital copy of my accounting books for the last three months. He wants his CFO to take a look and make sure that I’m categorizing my expenses properly, which I’m appreciative of. I’m merely following the same way Rich has done things, but I’m never too proud to think I know everything or there’s just one way. This was easily accomplished, and I emailed them right over.

I was a little embarrassed I couldn’t meet his next request. He asked to review the shop’s human resources manual as well as the procedural manual on operations. I tore apart Rich’s office—no, wait… my office—searching for such things. After scratching my head for a bit, I scoured every folder on the computer he left behind, but I couldn’t find anything remotely similar to what Carrick had asked for. Training and policy had just sort of been handed down from Rich to manager to manager to employee over the years, and it seemed to work.

I guess.

Almost like a dog with my tail tucked between my legs, I had to notify my silent partner no such manuals apparently existed.

He didn’t reply. Instead, someone claiming to be his secretary emailed me and set up an actual business appointment for the following week so we could discuss it. She also sent me sample manuals to look at and passed on that Carrick would like me—essentially ordering me, but it was nicer coming from her—to start drafting my own manuals for him to review before our meeting.

Which means even later nights than I’m already spending on my business, but it’s a short-term hardship. Once everything is set up properly, it will make me better, more efficient, and hopefully more prosperous, so I don’t mind Carrick’s demands regarding the business.

I can keep him separate in the business realm from how we’re working together in the fantastical one.

And once again, I’m heading up the elevator to Carrick’s condo, a trip I make every Monday through Saturday, as, true to his word, Titus instituted Sunday as my day of rest. Not that I rested. I’d put in a solid fifteen to eighteen hours at One Bean on my day off from training and education on all things supernatural.

Today is Thursday.

Five days since my date with Michael was ruined—he hasn’t called by the way.

Five days since Stan, the real fortune-teller, told me something dark was coming. Is it any wonder that during the few hours of sleep I do manage to get, it’s completely disturbed by scary dreams that wake me up and of which I can’t remember anything? Which makes scary dreams all the scarier in my opinion.

My life has become a busy routine, rotating in and out between my normal life and my new fantastical life. It also means I’m still lying to my roommates, telling them I’m merely working late at One Bean. None question me, but they’re all worried in their own ways. Rainey has been fretting quite a lot about me burning the candle at both ends. Myles is a typical man, bemoaning I’m not cooking for them anymore, but he means it with the greatest love. And Adira sees how hard I work at One Bean during her shifts and the stress I’m under keeping the staff balanced since we’ve changed over ownership.

I wonder if it will always be like this… working long hours and maintaining a secret life, lying to my friends, and essentially having no time for them anymore. Is this the beginning of the end for us? Is our friendship doomed?

Shaking my head, I refuse to accept it. I reason that everything will level out once I understand what’s going on. My fondest wish is that there’s a simple explanation, and I can go back to my old life and ignore it. Actually, an even fonder wish is that Stan’s prediction about something dark coming is a complete false reading, but somehow… deep in my gut, I know Stan isn’t wrong.

The elevator doors whisper open, and I’m jarred out of my troubling thoughts. To my surprise, Titus, Zaid, and Carrick all stand there.

It’s clear they were talking about something—most likely me—as they all go quiet and turn to stare.

Titus, as I expect, gives me a welcoming smile, which I return without effort. I do this knowing he’s going to kick my ass for a few hours in the gym, but I’m coming along well with the whip and I’ve learned a lot more attack maneuvers than I’ve learned doing my mixed martial arts with Duane.

Zaid has that perpetual disgusted look like he just sniffed dog shit.

Carrick, as he’s wont to do, takes in my appearance from top to bottom. I’m dressed a bit differently than my normal jeans and hoodie. Today, I met with a new retail merchandise supplier, so I made a mature choice to dress up, which, to me, means losing the jeans.

I’m digging my outfit, which is a mustard-yellow dress with small geometrical prints in white. It’s long-sleeved, empire-waisted, and comes down in a sedate ruffle around the bottom at my knees. I chose a pair of tights in a bold argyle print of green and cranberry and topped it off with old-fashioned lace ankle boots that have a slight heel in distressed brown leather.

It’s funky.

It’s Seattle, and, to me, this constitutes dressing up. However, I do believe it’s the first time Carrick has seen me willingly dress up for work and that may be why his expression is only slightly inscrutable with a touch of surprise.

“We’re going out tonight,” Carrick announces.

Frowning, I snap my fingers. “Darn. I forgot to wear a gown.”

Titus snickers. Zaid purses his lips and turns away, marching off to God knows where and clearly having no room for me today.

Carrick’s not amused as he shakes his head. “We’re going out hunting.”

“Hunting?” I mutter in confusion.

“Hunting for Dark Fae,” he clarifies.

“When you say ‘hunting,’ do you mean we’ll kill them?” My stomach starts to churn. I don’t think I can kill another creature, dark or not. Maybe that’s why I inherently wanted the whip, so I could use it mainly for self-defense.

One of Duane’s first lessons he imparted to me in self-defense was that the best defense is to run away if possible and don’t engage in the fight. I wholeheartedly agree with this.

“We’re only going to be identifying them,” Titus says, indicating he’s coming along, which makes me happy. He’s far more fun than Carrick. “Let’s see how you do in crowds and with distances.”

I nod, eager to go. Carrick looks pointedly at my outfit. “What you’re wearing isn’t appropriate. You need something that will let you be a little more nimble.”

“Then let me go change into some workout clothes. I’ll be ready in a flash.” I don’t wait for a reply but head off in the direction of his gym.

Five minutes later, I have on black workout leggings, a long-sleeve Under Armour t-shirt, and a zip-up Nike jacket with a hood, also in black. It’s not like I planned to dress in black so I could blend in with the night, but all the workout clothes that were purchased for me are in the same color, which is fine by me. I don’t care what I look like when getting sweaty, so I pull my hair back into a ponytail, ready to go hunting.

Carrick and Titus await me when I make it back to the elevator. Titus is in his normal track outfit—charcoal gray pants and black sweatshirt—and Carrick is wearing something similar, except his is in all black.

We look like three people who might be openly making our way to a gym or covertly plotting to rob someone.

Instead, we end up on top of a roof.

*     *     *

Titus and I sit side by side, backs leaning against a three-foot-high edging made of brick that runs the perimeter of the roof, which is only high enough to ensure someone doesn’t tragically topple off the side. The building is only five stories and I have no clue the contacts Carrick has to have for us to have access, but he went up the internal fire escape stairwell and pulled out a key to the locked door that led outside. Most obvious answer is he likely owns this building.

As soon as Titus and I stepped onto the roof, Carrick merely said, “I’ll be back soon.”

That was over half an hour ago.

Titus has his legs kicked out, one ankle over the other, and is flipping a knife—no clue where it came from—through his nimble fingers.

I have no weapons so I examine my nails, wondering if I should get a manicure. I’ve never been the type to do those things, but my hands are taking a beating with all the hand-to-hand combat Titus puts me through. Maybe just some buffing and shining would help.

“Didn’t he say he’d be back soon?” I complain aloud.

Titus merely says, “Yup.”

Which is exactly how he answered the same exact question when I asked it about ten minutes ago.

“I’m bored.” My head, resting against the bricks, rolls toward Titus. “Teach me something.”

Titus glances at me, not missing a beat flipping the knife, and grins. “What do you want to know?”

I want to know what I always want to know, and no one will tell me, so I try it out on Titus. “Is Carrick fae?”

“No,” he replies, same as Carrick and Zaid have affirmed.

“Daemon?”

Titus cocks an eyebrow. “Why are you asking this? You can see beneath glamours. You can feel them. Surely you know he’s not either.”

“Unless he’s just good at hiding it,” I murmur thoughtfully.

“Perhaps,” Titus says slyly, but he’s just trying to make me doubt what I know to be true. Carrick is neither fae nor daemon, but he’s something.

“What is he?” I demand.

“That’s something for him to tell you, not me,” he replies and I huff to myself, frustrated that I can’t get any answers about the thing I’m most curious about.

“How old are you?” I ask, deciding on something innocuous. While I know Titus is human, he does live in an alternate reality where people don’t age.

“My birthday was a few months ago,” he says, palming the knife and holding it on his lap by the handle. “I turned one hundred and twenty-nine years old.”

Even though I knew he could have lived for an immeasurable amount of time, it’s still stunning to hear. I’ve never questioned Zaid on his age because I’m afraid he might rip my throat out or something, so Titus is the first one I’ve truly been able to get a firsthand look at what living past a normal human life expectancy would be like.

Pulling my feet in, I rest my cheek on top of my arms, which are crossed on top of my knees. “What’s Semper Terra like?”

Titus’ eyes light up. Without him saying a single word to me, I can tell that it’s, in every sense, his true home. “Aaahhh… it’s magical, Finley. If you were to see it, you wouldn’t want to leave. It’s an island surrounded by the most stunning blue water you’ve ever seen. The beaches are filled with pure white sand as soft as silk to the touch. The island is mountainous, and homes are tucked up in the hills that offer breathtaking views through peeks of jungle forest. There’s a large lagoon on one side that houses what would be considered sort of a town where various businesses operate like restaurants, clothing stores, and the like. All the buildings are wooden with large windows, sprawling porches, and painted in colors such as peach, yellow, and mint green with white trim. It’s a very laid-back atmosphere at the lagoon, but on the other side of the island sits the Academy where annihilators are trained.”

I sit and listen to Titus talk about Semper Terra, or Forever Land, which I like better. He tells me about the Academy and the training that occurs there to become an annihilator. How the career is often passed down through familial generations, a human army to handle wayward Dark Fae that have slipped through from the Underworld or dark daemons creating havoc.

He talks more about the tattoos that annihilators get, imbuing their bodies with certain magical qualities, including the ability to fly.

“It sounds incredible.” I sigh dreamily, picturing myself gliding on pockets of air over crystal waters teaming with mermaids.

Yes, Semper Terra even has mermaids.

Except, I wouldn’t be flying. The whole fear-of-heights problem would keep my feet firmly on the ground.

“Semper Terra has a lot of magic,” Titus says, going on to explain, “as it was one of the earliest realms created after the meteor crashed to earth. They say the stone used to create it was the size of a bowling ball.”

Needing perspective, I ask, “Is that considered big?”

He nods. “Very big. Most magical realms were created by pieces no bigger than the palm of your hand. Even tiny stones the size of a carat have immense power. But those don’t exist anymore or least no one has seen them in centuries.”

“Why not?”

Titus shrugs. “Once the magic is completely depleted, the stone is of no use. Perhaps it’s tossed. Maybe some realms keep it in a place of honor. I have no clue what happened to the stone that created Semper Terra. It’s widely accepted there are no more active stones left but who knows.”

“Do you miss Semper Terra?” I ask softly.

“I miss it every time I leave,” he says, those hazel eyes glowing warmly. “But I know it’s always there for me.”

“And you’ve never wanted to come back to this earthly realm and live a normal life?”

“I’ve thought about it. But I think I still have a lot of purposes to fulfill, and, as long as I’m feeling that, I’ll keep doing what I’m doing.” Titus’ expression turns serious, and I feel the weight of his stare pushing down on me. “You’d make a good annihilator, Finley. If you ever felt the calling to help protect humans.”

My chin jerks inward. “Really?”

“Really,” he replies. “You have incredible physical abilities in your mere human form. With training and Semper Terra magic, you could be a great warrior. You could save lives.”

The possibility is completely overwhelming. I consider everything that would mean. Leaving my life here, putting myself in mortal danger… killing other creatures. And yet, there’s a part of me that’s interested just a little bit. I never considered what it would be like to be a hero, but I don’t think the feeling would suck.

Before I can even open my mouth to ask Titus to tell me more, the door to the fire escape opens, and Carrick comes striding through. I scramble to my feet, moving away from the wall toward him. Titus pushes up lazily, the knife now nowhere to be seen.

Without even needing to ask him, I know he has somehow stashed it somewhere magically. Maybe even just causing it to be invisible.

So very fascinating and I want to talk to Titus more about this.

But Carrick is here and despite the fantastical tales of Semper Terra, there’s just no denying that when Carrick is around, his presence commands all of my attention.

A fact which I don’t necessarily like at all.

“You ready?” he asks as he moves past me toward the wall we’d been sitting against.

“Ready for what?” I retort. “And where have you been?”

“Walking the area,” he replies. He presses his legs against the brick wall, which comes up to mid-thigh, and he looks down below. “Seeing what type of fae and daemon were around so we could test the strength of your senses.”

I don’t need to join him at the edge to know Carrick picked a good location. The building we’re on sits at the corner of a popular intersection. On the west side are buildings, but on the east—bifurcated with a through street—is a large city park complete with trees, fountains, benches, and bike paths. At this time of early evening, the streets are busy with pedestrians leaving work or heading to happy hour. The park is full of people taking advantage of a dry day as the sun starts to hang low in the sky over the Olympic Mountains toward the west. From this vantage point, I could easily see a couple of hundred people if I were to look over the way Carrick is.

And yet… I stay right where I’m at.

“Come over here,” Carrick commands, waving an impatient hand. “I want you to try out your senses only. See if you can open up and feel any of your vibes from up here.”

I fully understand what he wants me to do, and I even appreciate the ingenuity of it, but I’m frozen in place.

“Finley,” he growls in exasperation. “I don’t have all night.”

“Um… I can’t,” I finally say, my heart starting to beat a little faster.

“Why not?” he grits out.

“I’m afraid of heights.”

Carrick’s eyes flare, his mouth opening slightly. His eyes cut to Titus, who shrugs, then return to me. “You’re afraid of heights?”

“Yup.”

“But you were just sitting here at the edge, up against the wall,” he points out with a thoroughly confused expression.

“Yes,” I agree. “With my back against the wall, firmly held in place from falling, and not looking down over the edge, where I might get dizzy, pass out, and actually topple off the edge.”

“Would you feel better if I got a rope, looped it around your waist, and then tied it on to something else?” he asks sarcastically.

“Could you?” I ask hopefully.

Carrick curses under his breath, but Titus gives a jovial laugh, taking hold of my upper arm, his big hands completely engulfing my bicep with room to spare. “Come on, girl. You’ve got this. I’ll hold tight to you the entire time. I promise you won’t fall.”

I swear if I didn’t think it highly inappropriate in a million different ways, I’d jump on Titus right now and give him a big smack on the lips. As it stands, I give him a grateful smile because I know, indeed, if Titus says he won’t let me fall, then he won’t.

It doesn’t mean my fear will be gone. I’m sure my stomach is still going to flip, my head is going to get dizzy, and I might even puke, but I’d like to test my skills to see how long-range they are. It’s important information to have.

Carrick watches with hooded eyes as Titus walks me to the wall. He escorts me right to Carrick, who is on my left. Titus is on my right, but with a foot to go until my legs would tap against the wall, I stop dead in my tracks. Titus doesn’t try to force me, merely waiting until I decide to move forward.

Over the wall and in the distance, I can see the Sound and Bainbridge Island, which isn’t so bad from this vantage point. My heart starts pounding as I think about what it would be like to look down over the edge to the street.

To my surprise, Carrick holds his hand out to me. While I would implicitly trust Titus not to let me fall, part of me wonders if Carrick would toss me over.

And yet… I find my arm lifting, and I place my hand in his. When his warm fingers curl over mine, a sensation of comfort, safety, and security overwhelms me, which actually makes me want to pull away from him. But I don’t and I find the strength to take a half step forward, eyes still pinned on the horizon.

“You got it,” Titus encourages softly.

Another half step and my pelvis bumps against the wall.

“Deep breaths,” Carrick growls—his form of encouragement—and it’s only at this point that I realize I’m panting. “Slow in. Slow out.”

I do as he says, closing my eyes and taking a handful of deep breaths and letting them blow out slowly through my mouth.

When it feels like my pulse is under control, I open my eyes and stare at the horizon again.

“For now, don’t worry about looking at the people below,” Carrick says in a low voice. “Just see if you can feel any vibes.”

Nodding in understanding, I do as he asks. I open my senses, lower my defenses, and invite feeling into my body. I’ve been practicing a lot, and it’s getting easier and easier with every successive attempt.

Immediately, I get competing feelings—dark and light pulses shooting at me. I can’t tell if it’s one Dark Fae and one Light, or a handful of each. It’s hard to sort out, which is exactly what I tell Carrick and Titus.

“Can you try to separate them?” Carrick asks.

I scrunch up my face, an effort in supreme concentration. First, I try to filter out the light buzzing, but it seems to be coming from all around me. Yet, up here on this roof with only Carrick and Titus, I know that’s not possible.

Shaking my head, I apologize. “I can’t. It’s too muddled.”

“Line of sight must be needed for you to hone in,” Titus suggests. “Which means you’re going to have to look over the edge.”

My pulse starts to race again and to my complete shock, it’s as if Carrick senses it because his thumb begins to graze along my wrist. It’s stunning enough I forget about being scared and twist to look at him.

As always, his expression is wholly inscrutable, but there is a keenness in his eyes that could possibly be interpreted as confidence in me.

Taking strength from Titus’ grip on my arm, and Carrick’s thumb trying to ease the pulse in my wrist, I suck in a breath and lean forward, letting the brick wall support my legs. My stomach twists, topples, and churns as I gaze down and across the street to the park. I don’t have it in me to look straight down at the road below us.

I open myself again—an odd phenomenon that means nothing more than I don’t keep walls up to keep things out. I still feel both the light fizzy feeling and the dark vibe as I let my eyes roam around the people down below.

Suddenly, the dark vibe becomes stronger as my gaze passes across two men sitting on a park bench—fairly youngish looking by their clothes. However, I can’t see the details of their faces from this far away.

“Right there… I can pinpoint a dark vibe coming from those two guys right there,” I say with a nod toward the park. With neither hand able to point, I clarify, “On the bench, beside the double trash cans about twenty feet from the street corner.”

“Can you tell if the vibe is coming from them in general or individually?” Carrick asks.

I’m surprised at how I can instantly focus and tell that, individually, they both have a dark vibe. “Individually… they’re each dark. One is deeper than the other—or maybe more experienced is the description I’m looking for. More sophisticated, maybe.”

“Fascinating,” Titus murmurs.

“Can you see if they’re fae or daemon?” Carrick asks.

“I’m not sure,” I reply with a shake, but I narrow my eyes and squint as hard as I can. From this distance, I can see under their veil, the human faces becoming transparent, but I can’t see fine details. But I can tell one thing for sure. “I can’t see an aura.”

“Fae,” Carrick says, saying something we all know. “And two of them together. That’s a rarity.”

“I wish we had a way to definitively test if the vibe Finley feels matches the type of fae,” Titus remarks.

Carrick nods gravely. “Without knowing more about them—their intentions and actions—we can’t positively know. But I think they correlate.”

Titus and Carrick keep talking about the two fae on the park bench, and I continue to squint, trying so hard to see their visages that my head actually starts hurting.

So much so that Titus and Carrick’s voices start to fade. Suddenly, I can hear two men talking just as clearly as if they were standing on either side of me.

But it’s not Carrick and Titus I’m hearing.

I’m startled, but it only takes a few moments to realize I can hear the two fae on the bench as they converse.

One asks, “You got any oxy?”

The other nods. “I have ten of the five milligrams. Hundred bucks.”

The first guy leans on his hip, then pulls out his wallet. Flipping through it, he grabs a bill and hands it to the other guy. In return, he has a plastic baggie shoved into his hand.

It’s a bold drug deal going down with people walking around—clearly no cops in the vicinity—and I know I’m hearing these two talk clearly because their words matched their bodies’ actions.

Holy shit.

“It’s a drug deal,” I exclaim before I can even think it might be very stupid to reveal this new gift I seem to have.

“How could you possibly know that?” Carrick asks dubiously, glancing back down to the park. The two fae are walking away from each other in opposite directions.

“I saw the exchange while you two were yammering,” I reply quickly, hoping that sounds legit. “We both know it’s common.”

Both men seem to accept this, and I sigh internally.

It appears I have a new gift. Or maybe I’ve had it all along, but I didn’t know how to access it. Regardless, I certainly stumbled upon it, and it could come in handy one day.

The fact I’m not willing to let Carrick in on this means no matter how much I need him to help me figure things out, I just don’t have enough trust in him. My gaze moves to Titus, and I wonder if I’d tell him.

Probably not, because he’s good friends with Carrick and his loyalty will be there. He’d tell him.

So, for now, this will be my secret alone.

Carrick and Titus have me look for other fae and daemons. I’m able to accurately find them, searching out the vibe first, then using my sight to pinpoint them. Each time, with a little bit of extra concentration, I’m able to listen in as well.

I try to test the boundaries of this power. To my disappointment, it seems to slip away if I take my eyes off the target. I’m not sure if that means my sight and hearing are connected and only work in conjunction, or if I just need to hone my skills, much in the same way I did with breaking through glamours, which is quite effortless now.

It’s something I intend to practice when Carrick and Titus aren’t around.

After about an hour, Carrick announces it’s time to leave. But this is only after I let out a few yawns I can’t contain. I’m really tired. It’s been a long week so far, and it’s still not quite over.

As we walk down the fire escape to the main floor, I ask Carrick the same thing I’ve been asking at the end of each night before I left his condo. “Have you been able to arrange for us to take a trip to Faere?”

“Not yet,” he replies.

Same answer each time.

“What’s the hold-up?” I press.

“It seems my contact isn’t around,” he replies from a few steps ahead of me as we descend. “I got word out that I need to see him, though. He’ll show up.”

Hmmm. That’s more information than he’s given me before when I’ve asked, so I actually might be inclined to believe it just a little bit.

I wonder if there will come a day when Carrick will prove to me that he’s totally worthy of my trust.

Or, in the alternative, prove to be my enemy, which is always still a possibility.


CHAPTER 21


Carrick

Most criminals who break into someone’s home choose to do so in the dead of night so the dark cloaks the crime.

Not Carrick Byrne.

While he parked his motorcycle two blocks down from Finley Porter’s house, it was just around ten in the morning when he walked right up to the front door as if he were invited.

He was not.

With the confidence of someone who felt he had every right to be where he was and to be doing what he was doing, Carrick pulled a set of lock picks from his coat pocket and made efficient work of opening the front door.

Slipping inside, he closed the door behind him. He did a quick perusal—small living room and kitchen separated by a round dining table. Door opened into a half bath, staircase leading up, double sliding glass doors leading out onto a deck in the back, and a door off the kitchen that led out to the detached garage.

Carrick expected no one home at this time as he was well versed in all the residents’ work schedules. The investigator he had casing this house for the last few weeks had solid information that could be trusted. At this time of day, everyone should be at work, but it was possible someone was still here. If that were the case, he’d deal with it.

After listening for several moments, he was fairly sure he was alone. As such, he took a bit more time to look around the main level. He knew Finley had grown up here—something he’d learned by eavesdropping in on one of Finley and Titus’ training sessions. During their breaks, they’d sip water and chat like lifelong friends. While Carrick often ignored the pair as they made use of his home gym, sometimes he would step inside and watch them.

Other times—if they weren’t actively working out—he’d listen in from just outside the door where they couldn’t see him.

Yes, he knew this was Finley’s childhood home and that her mother went into a very fast labor on a horribly stormy night, delaying the arrival of the ambulance. That would be Carrick’s first clue that perhaps Finley was born different because Seattle rarely had storms. Just rain. It was probably a portent.

Finley had told Titus that Fallon was born first, right on her parents’ bed, and then she came out a few minutes later, squalling louder than the storm outside. Sadly, her mom died on the same bed her twins were birthed, shortly after Finley’s arrival.

Carrick’s gaze roamed slowly. The living room and kitchen were clean, which was surprising given she lived here with three roommates. By all accounts, from what he’d learned, Finley had been close to her dad. It was surprising there weren’t any personal Porter photographs in the living room, and Carrick wondered if she perhaps did that in deference to her roommates so they felt this was truly their home, too.

It was that soft spot she had, despite the toughened exterior she kept in place. Sadly, it would probably get her killed at some point.

Carrick spent a few moments poking around in drawers, opening cabinets, but always careful to leave everything just as it had been. He hadn’t expected to find anything of importance in the public areas all of the roommates shared, but he had to be diligent.

He moved to the second floor, climbing the staircase quietly despite his size and steel-toed boots. Carrick noted a creaking sound on the fourth step up. He didn’t know if he’d ever come back, but he had the ability to remember small details, and tucked it away.

At the landing, he chose the door to the left. Opening it, he immediately determined it was the male’s bedroom. Unmade bed, dirty clothes on the floor, and an open closet door with male clothing haphazardly hung up. There was nothing in here he wanted, so he backed out and shut the door.

Moving to the next room on the left where the door was open, he stepped in. Definitely a female room, but he could tell by the scent of perfume hanging in the air it wasn’t Finley’s. The aroma was strong, spicy, and sexualized. By smell alone, he knew it was one of the other female’s bedrooms. Thus, he exited without giving it another thought.

Pivoting to face the door on the opposite side of the hall, he pondered the closed door and wondered who it belonged to. Finley or the other female roommate?

Only one way to find out, and without hesitation, Carrick opened the door and stepped in.

At once, he knew he was in Finley’s room. It smelled faintly of coffee and orange blossoms, the light floral scent of her shampoo he’d become accustomed to and frankly, liked a whole hell of a lot. A pair of ragged-looking Chucks kicked off under a small desk. A zip hoodie he recognized hung over a chair, and there was a Foo Fighters poster on the wall. On her bedside table, she had a small Tiffany lamp in the shape of a butterfly beside a framed photo of Finley and a man he assumed was her father.

Carrick moved that way and sat on the unmade bed. Simple white sheets and a light blue blanket was all she had in the way of bedding, but he didn’t expect any different. She wasn’t the type of woman to need frills. Her sheets and blanket were twisted and kicked low, indicating a restless sleep. He wondered if that was always the way she slumbered or if it was only since finding out about the secret world of fae and daemons.

Picking up the photo, Carrick studied it. He estimated Finley was in her mid-teens. He knew—this time through the investigator he’d hired—that her dad died by suicide when she was sixteen. Maybe this was one of their last photos together. Looking happy and completely at ease with each other, they were outside somewhere, the sun was bright, and it was warm enough they both had on short-sleeved shirts. Their arms were slung over each other’s shoulders, and they were smiling brightly at whoever was taking the photo.

Maybe Fallon?

Carrick scanned the room for other photos but found none. No more of her father, none of Fallon.

His eyes went back to Finley’s dad, and he studied him thoughtfully. He certainly didn’t look like a man who would one day die by his own hand, but what did that really look like anyway?

Setting the frame on the bedside table in the same exact position it was in before, Carrick opened the drawer in the table and spied a leather-bound journal. Without hesitation, he pulled it out and untied the leather laces. Flipping to the first page, he was surprised to see it wasn’t a diary but rather a sketchbook.

The first drawing was of a butterfly, done in charcoal pencil, delicately balancing on a rose vine barren of flowers but thick with thorns. Carrick’s eyes went to the butterfly lamp, then back to the book. Maybe she had a thing for them.

He flipped through the pages slowly, taking a moment to study each drawing. There were dozens of them, and she never stuck to a single topic, although everything was in charcoal. She was a good artist, equally adept at drawing humans as she was animals and landscapes. It was something new he learned about her that actually touched something inside of him.

Flipping to the next page, he froze when he saw it was a rendering of Zaid. An incredibly accurate likeness of his true daemon self, including the exact shade of gray aura he sported because while he was raised by his Light Fae mother, he has his father’s darkness inside that was never extinguished by his other parent’s nurture.

Below his face, she jotted notes—her handwriting a mixture of print and cursive.

Who are his parents?

Are they here in our reality or elsewhere?

His aura is gray, but who does he really favor?

All exceptionally good questions for sure. If Zaid so chose to bestow answers on her, she’d get an earful. It would probably scare her so bad they’d never see her again.

When he carefully flipped to the next page, a small smile played at Carrick’s lips as he saw her drawing of the daemon she’d identified in the bar. It was a Concordia daemon fairy, a species that was developed through Light Fae evolution and then crossbreeding with Dark Fae. While she had no real purpose, she naturally produced feelings of harmony and unity to those in her presence, despite some dark blood within her. Carrick remembered Finley said the buzzing feeling she got had almost a sweet flavor, and it astounded him that she was able to start identifying qualities about daemons by refining those feelings.

Under the picture of the Concordia, Finley had jotted, Is she as nice as she looks? Is she a fairy?

Carrick wondered where she thought she would get these answers. She rarely pressed him for information anymore, most likely because he often told her it was none of her business. Besides that, she’d found a willing ally in Titus, who didn’t mind sharing information with her. While that rankled him a bit, he pushed it aside. There was no room for him to get soft with her. Besides that, Titus’ loyalty would always be to Carrick over her. He’d never divulge who Carrick really was.

He flipped to the next page, and his body locked tight.

It was his face, done with such attention to detail that emotion seemed to burst from the page and slam straight into his chest. He knew exactly from what memory she’d sketched this… their first meeting at Fallon’s gallery. He knew this, despite the fact it was only his face with no contextual background, because he palpably felt the same anger and astonishment now as she accurately sketched of him then.

His eyes were ice-cold, hard, and disdainful. It was unintentional, his reaction, but it was legitimate.

Carrick’s gaze roamed over the words she’d written below. A litany of curiosities she had, not only about him, but also about herself.

What is my purpose?

Why am I like this?

Will I ever learn anything from Carrick? Can I even trust him?

And… what in the hell is he? Daemon? Fae? Something else? Or maybe, just human like me with some weird abilities?

Why does he hate me?

And, at the same time, why do I fascinate him?

Conversely, why do I seem to have a pull toward him? Am I a glutton for punishment?

Carrick wanted to feel nothing from her words, but he couldn’t deny the disappointment at learning she had a pull toward him. If she were here right now, he’d answer her last question.

“Yes, Finley… you are a glutton for punishment.”

With a sigh, Carrick flipped to the next page, but it was blank. He thumbed through the remaining pages but found nothing. Carefully replacing the book where he found it, he wandered around her room for a good ten minutes, poking around in every nook and cranny.

He found not one thing that would tell him the information he sought, for he was not here out of any curiosity about Finley’s personal life, but rather if she had any inkling—obvious or not—that she was destined to take place in a prophecy that could end the world.

No secret writings, no weird talismans, and no crazy drawings in that damn sketchbook. About the only thing he could glean was she was a restless sleeper, but he had no way to be privy to what her dreams might be.

A growl of frustration rose within him, and he strode from her room.

He knew there was one more roommate—her employee, Adira, and he wondered where she could possibly sleep. In the hallway, he glanced up to see an attic trapdoor, but the small chain hanging down was well out of reach, and he felt it unlikely her room was up there.

Basements weren’t the norm in Seattle, so he was confident the only place left would be the small, detached garage outside. He exited the house through the side kitchen door, crunched across the gravel driveway, and bent to try to lift the single garage door. It wouldn’t budge, but he didn’t use much effort. Instead, he wandered around to the back, found a regular door, and used his lock picks to gain entrance.

He did nothing more than poke his head in, confirming it was indeed someone’s living area, but he didn’t bother searching it. It was Finley he was after, and he was confident her roommates knew nothing about her abilities.

He knew that because he’d overheard her telling Titus just yesterday that knowing these things and having no one to talk to about them was a lonely existence. He had pushed away that tiny stab of empathy he had felt upon hearing that.

Stepping out of the detached garage, he relocked the door and considered doing another sweep of the house. He quickly decided against it, feeling it was a long shot. He was pretty confident Finley was clueless about the prophecy.

Before leaving, he decided to check out the backyard just to be thorough. Rounding the back corner of the house, he spied a set of steps leading onto the deck, but before he could lift a foot, he noticed the rose garden planted just off the back.

Grimacing, he took in the two large beds filled with rose bushes that, while blooming as they were wont to do in the summer months, were scraggly and weak looking.

He fucking hated roses. If he had a scythe in hand, he’d cut every one of them down to the base. Instead, he turned his attention from them to the deck. Before he could take a step up, he froze at what he saw.

Veda—god of Humanity—was there, casually lying on an outdoor wooden chaise. Her hair was pulled to the side in a loose braid that hung over one shoulder, the black, gray, and white making a beautiful pattern. Gods rarely entered the earthly realm, so Carrick was completely surprised to see her there.

Perhaps from amusement, or maybe it was a coincidence, but Veda was dressed similarly to the way Finley would on any given day. She had on gray skinny jeans, red Chucks, and a red-and-black flannel shirt.

Slowly walking up the steps, Carrick asked, “What are you doing here?”

Shrugging, Veda nodded to the chairs that surrounded a small table beside her. “Checking in to see what’s happening.”

Which was a lie. Veda could sit within her godly realm, and with just a mere thought, she could check in to see how things were going. He wondered how much of a stake she held in this prophecy.

“Find what you’re looking for?” she asked as Carrick slumped into one of the chairs.

“Nope,” he replied, and because he didn’t dare be vague with a god, especially one with such immense power, he added, “I wanted to know if she had any idea about the prophecy that she wasn’t telling me.”

“Why wouldn’t she tell you?” Veda asked, head tilted curiously.

“She doesn’t trust me,” Carrick muttered.

“So, give her a reason to trust you,” Veda replied in that sweet, tinkling voice of hers.

Carrick merely shot her a side glare at the notion.

“There are rumblings,” Veda murmured, but even though her voice was low, it was filled with warning. “Word is getting around there’s a human with extraordinary abilities.”

“Fuck,” Carrick muttered. It meant Finley would be in danger as he suspected would happen. The fae world didn’t take kindly to humans in general, but one that could easily ferret them out would be a threat.

“You must be vigilant,” Veda said, sitting up on the chaise and swinging her legs to the side.

This was an understatement, and he nodded his affirmation of that fact. Why this was such a bother was because he had no clue how long until this prophecy decided to rear its ugly head. He was getting nowhere trying to learn more about Finley’s abilities, hoping that would lead him to learn about the prophecy. And Stan’s prediction that something dark was coming was useless. Prophecies were always dark and foreboding.

At least Finley was diligent in her training, showing up at six each night to be put through brutal paces with Titus. Sometimes, even after a few hours of training, she’d demand to go out and test her sensing skills and practice piercing glamours quickly and easily. She had been a workhorse since that night they’d taken her to the rooftop to test her a week ago, and he admired it.

Putting her hands on the edge of the chaise, Veda pushed herself into a standing position. Despite her diminutive size, funky hair, and Seattleite uniform, her presence was commanding. “You know how important it is for you to figure out this prophecy and help Finley with her destiny.”

Carrick tipped his head back, gaze going briefly to the blue sky before coming back to Veda. “You don’t need to state the obvious.”

With any other god, his impertinent tone would have caused a rumble of thunder or a small jolt of electricity to zap through him, but Veda merely smiled. “It’s important to you,” she says meaningfully, which meant she wasn’t talking about Finley at all. “I know you want to ascend and escape your curse.”

Carrick blinked in surprise at Veda’s worry of him. While she was his favorite, and she had certainly shown a fondness for him in the past, she’d never once overtly recognized his pain in such an empathetic way. The gods never cared about such trivial matters.

There was nothing he could do but nod, once again affirming he understood what she was saying. But it was something he dreamed about often, being able to leave everything behind. No one but him could ever understand how important it was.

“Her birthday,” Veda murmured.

Carrick jolted, sitting up straighter in the chair. “What about her birthday?”

It was next week and her sister was throwing a big party. Carrick had been invited, but there was no way in hell he was going to put himself through that torture. He told her he had a conflict, but it was one of conscience, not business.

Veda smiled, understanding his antipathy over such an event. “Something important is going to happen on the day she turns twenty-eight, and I suspect you might need to be there to see it.”

“Fuck,” Carrick muttered again, his most favorite word to voice his displeasure over a situation. He put his palms to his face and rubbed them, as if he could scrub away the knowledge.

When he dropped his hands away and opened his eyes, Veda was gone.

He had no clue why she’d told him that bit of information. Gods didn’t meddle in set prophecies, because they were the ones who created them in the first place. Each added a few of their own thoughts as to how it should play out. It was just part of the games they played to keep themselves entertained. But once a prophecy had been set, it had to be left alone to run its course. It could take hundreds of years to occur, but to immortals, that would be the blink of an eye.

Veda’s hint about Finley’s birthday, while not necessarily against any rules—because gods didn’t have any—just wasn’t done.

Which told him that while they were not supposed to take sides, Veda was very much taking his.

Sighing, Carrick pushed up from the chair and went back into the house through the side door. He made sure to carefully lock everything up before going out the front, not caring if any neighbors saw him or thought him to be an odd sighting in their neighborhood.

He left Finley’s house knowing two things. The fae world was starting to learn about Finley, so she needed protection, and, while her training was coming along, she couldn’t fend for herself.

More importantly, on her twenty-eighth birthday next week, he’d finally know something about the prophecy. As much as he loathed the thought of attending, he knew he wouldn’t miss it for the world now.


CHAPTER 22


Finley

I’m enjoying my time behind the counter, and I try to spend at least half an hour every day ringing up customers. I do this so I can be right next to my other cashiers and baristas to see how they’re doing, and also so they can see how I do things. I also take turns on the machines, whipping up all kinds of frothy java concoctions. I’ve been doing this longer than anyone currently here, and I’m the most skilled at any drink we serve.

Rich imparted some valuable advice when we signed the sale documents two weeks ago, starting his official retirement. He told me not to ever get too far away from customer relations. He told me the intricacies of running the business would suck all my attention if I let it, but there was nothing more important than making the customers feel good about coming to One Bean. He said I needed to spend a good part of every day making connections with people.

And once he told me that, I realized how true it was. I remembered the more I took over managerial duties for Rich over the years, the more it left it open for him to be the face of One Bean. To smile and chat with people over their coffees and to have an eagle eye view to make sure things were running the best that they could. Rich knew all the regulars who came in, and I knew about half. I made it my goal to get to know every one of them, and, luckily for me, that’s not a hard job. I have a genuine interest in people. I like listening more than talking.

Over the past few weeks, it’s become my favorite part of the day to be out in the bustle of the main restaurant rather than stuck in the back office reconciling accounts and inventory.

There’s another benefit to spending time behind the counter or walking around the tables to check in on patrons. I get to practice more of my skills when it comes to fae and daemons. Not only recognizing them by feel and sight, but also by honing my poker face skills so that even the most hideous that might walk in won’t cause me to flinch.

Just yesterday, I carried on a fifteen-minute conversation with a daemon with a sludgy aura who was positively awful to look at and converse with. I’m not sure why his aura was so thick with darkness, but being as he had no idea I knew he wasn’t human, he shamelessly hit on me in the nastiest of ways. Made overt sexual innuendos and openly leered at my breasts, and I just played along the entire time. I considered it a victory that I knew who he was, but he had no clue what I could do.

I also had an encounter with what I think was a Dark Fae. The minute he stepped up to where I was working the register, I got a roiling sensation in my stomach that almost made me nauseous. His human glamour was incredibly handsome, and when I went beneath his glamour, I found him to be just as attractive. But as with all fae and daemon, the ones who have humanoid faces have just a bit of otherworldliness to make them different. In this fae’s case, his facial angles were a bit sharper, and his almond-shaped eyes were near pitch black and glimmering with malice.

He was one of those types that were naturally off-putting, so I didn’t attempt conversation past wishing him a good day after I handed over his coffee. He went to a table in the corner, pulled out a laptop, and immediately started up a conversation with someone on his wireless earbud. He was too far away for me to hear him with my natural skills, but I focused on him with my supernatural skills, and I was able to listen in on a dreadfully boring conversation about stocks. I’d even managed to drop eye contact on him and was still able to hear him talk. That wasn’t easy to maintain, though, because as soon as my attention was taken by another customer, I lost the connection.

But that’s okay… I learned my ability to hear wasn’t directly tied with my line of sight and it was a skill I could polish, which would serve me well.

The other important thing I learned in all of my experimenting at One Bean was that this super-hearing ability only worked on fae and daemons, not on humans. If a fae was talking to a human, I could only hear the fae’s side of the conversation.

Currently, I’m working on the secondary cash register, the lunch rush starting to die down now, and I’ll be heading back to the office soon. Carrick’s going to be coming here to go over the human resources manual I’d drafted and he’d reviewed. I was surprised when I set the meeting per his secretary’s instructions, that he wanted to come here rather than have me go to his office.

Wherever that may be.

I’m still not sure where Carrick works from, as I don’t think it’s at the Olympic Dreams headquarters for some reason. That’s but one company in his conglomerate.

There’s only one more person in my line. As soon as she steps up, I place a little “Closed” plaque in front of the register. She orders a chicken panini sandwich and an iced coffee. When she steps off to the side to wait for her order, I tell Carmen—the girl on the other register—that I’m going to head back to my office.

She smiles and nods, but as I start to turn away, something out the front door catches my eye.

A brief glimpse, but I’m positive it’s Echo in tattered clothes with a dirty beanie on her head. She’s walking beside a man who I can’t tell with just a brief glimpse if he’s human or other, but what I do notice is her pointing to the front door of One Bean as they pass by.

Was she perhaps telling him we make great coffee, or does she know I work here and she’s spreading the word to her kind that I can see past glamours?

A wave of paranoia strikes and without thought, I rush around the counter and head toward the door. I jerk it open, turn right, and prepare myself to sprint to catch up to her. I have no clue what I’ll say, but I’ll make it casual as if I just happened to see her and wanted to say hello. I need to look her in the eye to see if I can detect any ill will from her.

Instead of landing eyes on Echo and her friend, I run straight into a woman. It’s when the woman says, “God, Finley… watch where you’re going,” that I realize it’s my sister.

Fallon’s arms go to my shoulders while mine go to hers to stop our bodies from careening off each other.

“Shit. Sorry,” I mutter, looking around her to see if I can locate Echo, but she’s gone.

“Who were you running after?” she asks, dropping her hands and tugging her suit jacket down. It’s butter yellow, and it matches the knee-length skirt she’s wearing.

“Oh, just someone I thought I knew,” I reply vaguely, but then I frown. “Are you here to get some coffee?”

Fallon gives me a pointed smirk. “I can get coffee from my thousand-dollar personal espresso machine if I want,” she chides with a faux stern look. “I came to see you, but I wouldn’t mind a coffee.”

“Came to see me?” I ask because this is clearly out of the ordinary. It’s a Monday, and Fallon wouldn’t just leave her gallery to come see me for a cup of coffee.

“Can’t a girl check in on her sister to see how things are going?” she asks, her tone actually warm and without a hint of condescension I sometimes get when I question her need to be my “big” sister.

Blinking away my surprise, I smile. “Of course. Come on in and grab us a table. I’ll get us some coffee.”

Inside, I grab a black for me and make Fallon’s favorite frou-frou drink. I find her sitting at a corner table, scrolling through her phone. When I set her coffee before her, she sets her phone down and smiles up at me. “Thanks.”

“Sure,” I reply, sitting down opposite her. I take a sip, studying her as she does the same. “So, what’s up?”

Placing her cup down, she crosses her arms on the table. “I just want to check in on you to see how you’re doing. I know you’ve been super busy these last several weeks, and Lord knows… I get how hard it is to run a business. I just want to know if you need any help or anything.”

Her words are double-edged. True concern because she loves me and wants to see me succeed, but worry I’m going to fall flat on my face. She’d probably take failure as badly as I would. She has money invested in this, after all.

“It’s going great,” I assure her. “Yes, I’m super busy. Working seven days a week, but, honestly, I love this new role so much. It doesn’t seem like work at all.”

Fondness steals over her expression, and she nods. “I remember those days when I first started the gallery. I’d come home exhausted to the bone, yet I couldn’t wait for the sun to rise so I could do it all over again.”

“Yes,” I exclaim in affirmation. She nailed it.

It’s the same for me, except it’s more than just a driving passion for One Bean fueling me now. My nights working out with Titus, or learning more about my abilities, are just as thrilling. They are helping to drive me forward despite the severe lack of sleep because I’m so busy.

“How have things been working with Carrick?” she asks tentatively, but I can tell by the slight hesitation in her tone that this is her true interest. I know she thinks I landed the motherload of silent investors with him, and she’s beyond impressed. I’m also sure she’d love to leverage my business relationship with him to her benefit at some point. Still, I can’t blame her for that. Having Carrick Byrne buy from her gallery would be a huge coup.

“It’s fine,” I reply, but then I realize my words aren’t quite accurate. “Great, actually.”

I surprise myself with that admission as I realize… Carrick has helped me achieve an amazing goal with buying One Bean, and it’s not been hard dealing with him on it at all. Not the contentious way we have between us on other things, but, on the flip side, I do deal with his secretary a lot regarding the business.

“He’s been easy to work with,” I admit, running a finger around the rim of my coffee. “Even as a silent partner, he’d told me I shouldn’t expect him to be silent, but he hasn’t been intrusive. Helpful more than anything, actually. In fact, he’s coming here a bit later to work on my human resources manual with me.”

Fallon frowns. “Really? That’s… odd.”

It’s my turn to frown. “Why is that odd?”

Expression incredulous, Fallon tucks her chin in. “Seriously? Come on, Finley. It’s Carrick Byrne. He runs an empire of businesses worth billions. He has dozens of high-level people under him, and even more under them, any one of which would still be overqualified to help a coffee shop owner work on a human resource manual.”

Something about her tone puts me on the defensive. “What are you saying?”

“I’m saying this is beneath a man like him,” she replies, her tone turning a bit gentle as if she’s letting me in on some truth that might hurt my feelings.

“You’re saying I’m beneath him?” I ask, because yeah… that hurts my feelings.

“No,” she exclaims with a shake of her head. “You’re beneath no one, Finley. I’m just saying it’s not something a man of his caliber would normally handle. I can only figure he must have a personal interest in you.”

Her expression changes, her eyebrows rising as if she’s getting ready to let me in on a huge secret. She smiles slyly. “Come on… be honest with me. Do you have something going on with him?”

I jerk backward, her question so ludicrous it feels like a punch. I start to sputter. “What? Of course not… that’s… I mean, so ridiculous. Why would you even say that?”

“Because…” she intones in a low voice. “Working on a human resources manual isn’t something a silent partner would do. Certainly not someone like Carrick Byrne.”

My gaze slides past Fallon, blankly moving over customers. It lands on the counter where people are putting in their orders before gradually returning to my sister. I lift my chin because I need to nip her silly thoughts in the bud. “No. There’s nothing between us beyond business. And if you must know, he’s kind of annoying and supercilious. He’s not somebody I’d ever be interested in beyond his help with One Bean anyway.”

Fallon cocks an eyebrow.

I stare resolutely back.

She lets out a bark of laughter. “Oh, come on, Finley. It’s Carrick Byrne. He’s handsome, rich, and who cares if he’s annoying or supercilious? He’s the best catch in Seattle.”

It’s my turn to laugh now. I let it go, having a hard time getting it back under control. “Fallon… you know I don’t care about stuff like that. I know you do, but I don’t.”

“But Finley… it’s—”

“If you say, ‘it’s Carrick Byrne’ one more time, I’ll smack you,” I growl.

Her eyes twinkle as her lips twitch, but she ultimately holds her hands up in surrender. “Fine. If you say so. But I think there’s something there. Maybe not on your part, but definitely on his.”

“Enough,” I growl. “Think of something else to talk about.”

Fallon studies me to see if there’s perhaps any inroad she can make to turn this into a love match with further discussion, but I scowl fiercely to dissuade her.

“Fine,” she sighs, taking a sip of her coffee. “Have you talked to Rich lately?”

Harmless enough subject. I fill her in on what Rich has been up to lately, which includes taking an active hand in helping his son with his new pot business. Not that his son needs help, but I think Rich is the type who can only make so much furniture as a hobby before he gets bored out of his mind.

I explain how he booked an Alaskan cruise, and my hope he’d meet someone on it. He’s been so lonely since his wife died, and now that he’s given up the social interaction he received at One Bean, I’m worried he might be too isolated once his son is all set up in his new business.

As I’m talking about Rich, a subject I’d remind her she brought up, I notice her attention keeps being pulled away.

Not by anything in particular. Her gaze might fall to her cup where she stares at it while making little hums of affirmation that she’s listening or at the people seated at the table beside us, but she’s not seeing them.

She’s distracted now, whereas before she was engaged in our conversation. I have to wonder if there’s something else she wants to discuss, but she doesn’t know how to bring it up. She lifts a hand, then rubs her temple.

“So, how have you been doing?” I ask, and she startles.

“What?” she asks, her expression guilty as she’s just been fully busted with her inattention to me. “I’m sorry… I must have zoned out. What did you ask?”

“I asked how you’ve been doing?” I repeat.

Fallon rubs at her temple again, then reaches into her purse hanging on the back of her chair. She pulls out a small bottle of Excedrin, then shakes two out. I wait as she washes them down with a sip of coffee. “Sorry,” she explains with a small smile. “I’ve been having headaches lately. Damn stress.”

“Wedding?” I guess since that was the biggest event she had on her worry plate. It’s just a few months away.

Fallon shrugs, wrapping her hands around her coffee. “Wedding, running a business, and getting everything ready for the birthday party in four days.”

“Hey, isn’t Blain supposed to be throwing it for you?” I ask, my tone slightly defensive. “Why should you stress?”

Pursing her lips, Fallon tilts her head as if that was a stupid question. “Blain throwing a party means he leaves it to his secretary to plan details, who, in turn, comes to me because she knows nothing of the details that would make me happy since it’s my party—and yours, of course. So yeah… I’m essentially handling most of it.”

“I’m sorry,” I murmur. She has so much on her plate, but mainly because she’s working hard on a huge, extravagant party that her fiancé wanted to have and she’s doing all the work. He’s such a selfish douche, and I can’t for the life of me understand why that doesn’t bother Fallon the way it does me.

Fallon waves a hand, as she often does to blow off any concerns people show for her. She’s used to being the tough one, the older sister who just handles things. She never likes to be seen as weak.

But I study Fallon a bit closer. She has dark circles under her eyes, peeking through the expertly applied makeup. Her skin is a bit more pale than usual. “Are you sure it’s just stress?”

“Of course,” she replies as if my question is ludicrous.

“Because honestly, sis, you’re looking a bit haggard,” I say with a big grin to lessen the blow to her vanity. I expect she’ll laugh or get mad.

Instead, her expression crumples ever so slightly, and I’m stunned when she admits. “I’m not sleeping very well.”

“Why not?”

“Well, because of stress,” she replies blandly. “And I’m not sleeping well because of bad dreams, which is probably why I have headaches.”

Fallon is sharing far more personal stuff with me than she ever has. She doesn’t want to be the one to turn to someone else for strength. I don’t waste the opportunity to find out more since she’s being open, perhaps a deep-rooted need I have to give her something for all the years she big sistered me.

“What kind of nightmares? Do you remember them?”

Fallon shakes her head, gaze dropping to her coffee. “Not details. But they involve you.”

“Me?” I exclaim.

Her gaze snaps up. “I think they’re about you. I can’t remember anything, but when I wake up, I have the feeling you’re in danger and I can’t help you out. It’s like an impending sense of doom.”

Something dark is coming, is what Stan had said a few weeks ago.

I shake that thought off. It’s coincidental Fallon’s worrying about me being in danger. She always worries about me. That’s what she has done for most of my life.

Instead, I make light of it. “Impending sense of doom, huh? Maybe you’re getting cold feet about your wedding.”

Fallon snorts, and it accomplishes what I had hoped. To make her laugh.

“I’m most certainly not having cold feet about my wedding,” she sniffs, lifting her chin and looking at me with challenge. “I can’t wait to marry Blain.”

“And have little Blain babies,” I mutter. Just what the world needs.

“Not anytime soon,” Fallon says, picking her phone up from the table and depositing it into her purse, which she pulls off from the back of the chair. She stands, a clear indication this little sister get-together is over. “I have to get back to the gallery.”

Every bit of vulnerability she’d let me see the last few minutes is gone, and that mask of supreme confidence is firmly in place.

Still, I push up from my chair and move to her, settling my hands on her shoulders. When our eyes are locked, I say, “I am here for you if things are too stressful. You tell me what I can do to help, okay?”

“I’m fine—”

“You’re always fine, Fallon,” I point out. “You always take care of everyone and everything. Lean on me if you need to.”

I expect her to argue. Instead, I’m shocked to see her eyes go transparent with soft appreciation. She nods, a significant admission from her that she might not always be able to shoulder all burdens. “Okay,” she breathes softly, then pulls me in for a hug. “Thank you.”

We stay that way for a long moment before she releases me. Before she leaves, I get the standard lecture not to be late for our birthday party and that she has several dresses I can borrow if I need to.

“I’m good,” I say. “I have a beautiful dress all picked out.”

This is so far from my ordinary that Fallon quirks a skeptical eyebrow.

So I lie. “It’s one of Rainey’s, but it’s perfect.”

Fallon beams, taking pride I’m actually showing initiative and not fighting against this birthday extravaganza. I smile back because if I just removed a stressor from her, I feel like I’ve done my duty as a sister.


CHAPTER 23


Finley

I wonder what our birthday would look like if Fallon weren’t with Blain. Maybe the two of us would have gone out to dinner—sushi is our joint favorite—and probably splurged on cupcakes after. I’d buy her a book, something that was meaningful to her. She’d buy me a piece of jewelry, and it would be something simple because she knows that’s my style. Maybe some small hoop earrings or a thin bracelet that wouldn’t get in the way of things.

As it stands, turning twenty-eight is apparently a big deal, and I suspect more so to Blain than Fallon and me, as this is his chance to shine as a big-shot lawyer with lots of money and important friends.

He spared no expense except for deciding to have the party at their condo versus a venue. Still, it was big enough to handle the roughly one hundred guests he invited, knowing that only about seventy-five percent would show up. I’m sure this was calculated for him to show off his beautiful home in The Sapphire for those who haven’t seen it yet.

The food is top-notch—mini Beef Wellingtons, fresh oysters on the half shell, Dungeness crab, shrimp, and a variety of other little canapes to nibble on. They set up a full-service bar on the outdoor patio that looks out over the Sound and only stocked with top-shelf liquor. Waiters bustle about clearing plates, bringing drinks, and, in general, catering to Blain’s wealthy friends. I knew none of them, except for his parents, who once again acted as if it were the first time meeting me.

But at least I had my posse tonight. Fallon asked who I wanted to invite, and the list was short but genuinely important to me. It consisted of four names—Rainey, Myles, Adira, and Rich.

Rich, unfortunately, couldn’t make it as he was in Portland visiting his son, but promised to take me out for a fat juicy steak dinner when he returned.

Adira, Myles, and Rainey were all in, though, enjoying the chance to dress up for a formal event. Rainey did hair and makeup for Adira and me, and loaned Adira a beautiful lavender cocktail dress. Myles pulled out a suit he rarely wore, but he cut a dashing figure. Rainey went elegant sexpot with a long, slinky gown in hot pink with the cleavage cut practically down to her navel. And I… I wore the dress Carrick had bought and said I could keep.

I’ll admit it to no one—even upon pain of death—but it makes me feel like a bit of a princess, and I don’t miss my comfy Chucks once all evening.

When we arrived—all four of us having piled into Rainey’s car to make the trip into downtown—we did the obligatory checking in with Fallon and Blain, meeting his vague-eyed parents—again—and then we hit the catered stations of food. I was starved, having worked at One Bean from six AM until roughly four PM where I left early for home to get ready for the party. It was a ten-hour day for me, and I had a cheese danish around one PM as far as I could remember.

After eating, we got drinks, and since Rainey was our designated driver and insisted I blow it out on my birthday, I went in for a pomegranate martini. It’s not my drink of choice, but it seemed to match the sophistication of the event.

My group—my closest friends—huddled together for most of the night, having nothing in common with most of the wealthy and elite circle of Blain’s friends. From time to time, Rainey would wander off if she saw an exceptionally handsome man who looked single, and she’d strike up a conversation. While Rainey would be perfectly happy landing a wealthy husband, she has very picky standards. He clearly has to be hot and loaded, but she also cannot stand vanity, self-inflated egos, or a man who only wants to talk about himself.

On this most recent trip back to us, she shakes her head and mutters, “All of Blain’s friends are assholes.”

“Well, birds of a feather,” I quip, and we all laugh. I look down at my watch—a silver Timex my dad got me for my fourteenth birthday—and while it’s cheap and worn, it’s the only watch I own and will ever wear. It’s a quarter after eight, and I’m wondering when we can get to the cake-cutting part because then it probably wouldn’t be rude to leave after.

Myles elbows me in the side of my arm. It’s a good thing my martini glass is empty as it would have sloshed onto my pretty dress. When I give him my attention, he merely nods over my shoulder. “Did you know Carrick Byrne was here?”

I whip my head that way, and sure enough, Carrick stands across the living area talking to two men in what appears to be an animated conversation. He seems at ease and is smiling, something I never really get to see. I remember it vaguely from that first night in the gallery when Fallon first spotted him, and he was meeting and greeting people near the entrance. He’s generally a people person, outgoing and gregarious, as evidenced again tonight.

Just not with me, though.

“I didn’t think he was coming,” I murmur thoughtfully, remembering he told me he had a conflict.

“Are you sure he’s gay?” Rainey asks, sidling in closer to me as she appraises him.

He is, by far, the most beautiful person in this room—man or woman. He seems otherworldly sometimes in how gorgeous he is. Even after all these weeks, it never fails to slightly take my breath away the first time I see him on any given day. It’s why I’m convinced he’s something—maybe not fae or daemon—but he’s something.

“Pretty sure,” I mutter back to Rainey as I survey the cut of his dark gray suit paired with a white dress shirt and gray satin tie with diagonal stripes that could not be more perfectly fit to his frame. He exudes such powerful magnetism, added with that brilliant smile he flashes to everyone—but me—and it’s easy to see why people are so drawn to him.

“I’m pretty sure you’re wrong,” Rainey says speculatively, and I twist to raise a brow at her. She’s studying Carrick, one finger tapping against her chin. “No way he’s gay.”

I brace myself, waiting for Rainey to make a sashaying beeline toward Carrick, and my gut tightens. It’s at this moment that the thought of Rainey—my best friend—catching Carrick’s eye does not sit well with me at all. And I have to wonder why that is because I have no stake in him. He clearly doesn’t even like me, and, well, on most occasions, I don’t like him, either.

Carrick would be perfect for her. He’s gorgeous and wealthy beyond imagination, but he doesn’t have an over-inflated sense of importance and he listens to people. I’ve seen it when he’s in conversation with others. Clearly, he rarely talks about himself. Rainey couldn’t do better, really.

“But,” she posits, her gaze coming to me with a smile. “He’s your business partner, and I could never go there. That could make things weird.”

I have to physically hold in the sigh of relief that wants to come bursting out, and I hate myself just a little for it. Because to be thankful Rainey wouldn’t pursue Carrick is horribly selfish on my part, and also means I might have some feelings for him.

Granted, they’d be weird, sick, and misplaced feelings as the man has been nothing but an ass to me.

To my surprise, Carrick’s gaze comes straight to me—tuning out whatever conversation is going on in his little group, and it’s like he knew Rainey and I were staring at him.

“Busted,” Rainey mutters and turns away, immediately sidling in between Adira and Myles as they discuss which petit fours are tastier on the dessert table. She completely abandons me, and now it’s just Carrick and me staring at each other from across a large room.

He jerks his head in such a way as to say, “Come here,” and I don’t question his directive. When I reach him, I’m surprised when he takes a moment to introduce me to the two men he’d been conversing with. One is a doctor and the other a city councilman, and he tells them I’m his business partner in one of his ventures. I don’t have time to feel good about that acknowledgment as the light buzzy feeling I get immediately tells me one of these men isn’t human.

A quick focus on each reveals it’s the doctor with a glamour. He’s a daemon with a light aura, and I’m surprised it’s not just his face that becomes transparent to me. My senses seem to open in a way they haven’t before, and his entire body is revealed. I’m not shocked by my ability expanding, but rather in the extreme differences between human glamour and daemon in totality. The human glamoured man is tall, maybe six foot, but the daemon is short and rotund. Both of them have pleasant faces, but the daemon visage—like many other supernaturals I’ve seen—has a humanoid appearance with some slight alterations. In the doctor’s case, his skin is a little warty looking all over and he has ears that are pointed, and then flop over like a dog’s.

Of course, I manage to control my surprise because but I’ve gotten good at schooling my features. If One Bean flops, I could probably make a go of it playing poker in Vegas.

Carrick explains it’s my birthday today as Fallon’s twin sister, and after they wish me congratulations, he deftly and with good grace extricates us from them. Taking me by the elbow, he leads me over to a quieter corner of the living area to the side of their unlit fireplace.

Looking down at the empty martini glass in my hand, he asks, “Want another?”

I shake my head, fortuitously catching the attention of a passing waiter so I can deposit my empty with him. Looking back to Carrick, I ask, “What are you doing here? I thought you had a conflict.”

“It got resolved,” he replies glibly, scanning the room before his eyes come back to me. “Besides… I heard Blain Stratherton throws a hell of a party.”

I roll my eyes.

“But happy birthday, Finley,” he says, and I jerk over what might be the tiniest sliver of fondness in his voice. There’s maybe even a tad bit of warmth in his eyes. They seem to be a mellow golden color tonight, and I’m horrified to realize I could get lost in them if I let myself.

“If I could have everyone’s attention,” Blain says from across the room where he stands just before the patio doors that lead outside, holding a glass of champagne in his hand. Fallon is standing by his side, hands clasped before her and smiling at the crowd. It’s clear Blain’s getting ready to give a speech.

The chatter dies down and the minglers start to coalesce, moving in closer to hear him better.

I don’t move and neither does Carrick. I have no desire to have a spotlight on me, but I am grateful Blain’s talking, so I don’t get inadvertently hypnotized by Carrick’s eyes.

“Thank you, everyone, for coming tonight,” Blain’s voice booms as he beams over the crowd, who I’m sure he feels is adoring and envious of him in a million different ways, which makes him feel good. Fairly sure that means he has a tiny dick, but whatever. “Tonight, we are here to celebrate my beautiful fiancée’s 28th birthday, and—”

Fallon reaches out, touches his arm, and says something. Blain doesn’t look chagrined at all. Instead, he corrects himself with good humor. “And, as she reminded me, her equally lovely twin, Finley. Where is Finley?”

People turn their heads, and I raise my arm from the back. Blain doesn’t see me and doesn’t even attempt to look very hard, so he merely continues. “Well, I’m sure she’s somewhere here in the crowd.”

“Your soon-to-be brother-in-law is kind of a douche,” Carrick mutters, and I gape at him in surprise. It’s such an uncommon thing for Carrick to do… far beneath him to engage in such petty little statements.

He doesn’t return my look, merely watches Blain prattle on about himself rather than Fallon. Blain talks about how he wanted to throw a party that would outshine all other parties and he felt he succeeded, and he hoped everyone was enjoying the fine food, expensive liquor, and—

I tune him out. Everything is always about him.

My gaze moves to Fallon, who doesn’t seem to be listening to her fiancé either. Instead, my brows knit together when I see her bring her fingertips to her temple and give a gentle rub to assuage what I’m guessing is a headache.

Blain must say something particular to Fallon as he snakes an arm around her waist and pulls her in tight. Grimacing as if the movement caused pain, she looks like she wants to pull away, but, for decorum’s sake, she puts on a smile I recognize as being patently fake and forced.

“This woman, as many of you know, is truly the light of my life,” Blain says, putting the focus where it should be, and his genuinely sweet tone causes my eyes to snap over to him. He never says things like that about Fallon, at least not to other people. And to do it publicly like this actually causes me to have the tiniest bit of respect for him.

I would have expected this to cause true happiness to light on Fallon’s face because even though I don’t understand it, she adores Blain beyond imagination. Instead, she looks ill at ease, the forced smile starting to slip. Again, she rubs at her temple and grits her teeth while Blain is completely oblivious and so is the crowd, as they’re all transfixed on his birthday speech.

My sisterly instinct kicks in and I take a step forward, perhaps intending to move closer in case she’s sick, or maybe because I should be by her side since it’s our shared birthday, but whatever the reason, my step falters when I get a doomful feeling so intense and painful I double over from it.

My small cry of surprise has Carrick bending over to peer at my face. “What’s wrong?”

I shake my head, straightening up while crossing both arms over my belly. My chest heaves as if I can’t get enough oxygen. “I don’t know… it’s just… something really dark is in here.”

My gaze moves over the room, trying to pinpoint the direction it’s coming from, but it seems to have permeated the very air I’m breathing. Carrick does the same, murmuring, “I don’t see anyone.”

“Me either.” I rub at my stomach, the sensation starting to ebb away. Maybe it was gas or bad shrimp. Perhaps I imagined it.

But no, it hits me again, this time even harder, and I let out an awful groan of pain as my palms spread over my stomach because it feels like my guts are getting ready to spill out. I hunch over, hoping for some relief, but the vibe gets stronger this time rather than easing, and I feel like I’m going to puke.

Vaguely penetrating my misery, I hear Blain’s voice. He sounds a bit panicked. “Honey… are you all right?”

My head snaps up, although I can’t quite physically straighten yet. Fallon is bent over the same way I am, utter misery etched on her face.

At that moment, I know something bad is happening to us, possibly through our twin connection, and I need to get to her. Just as I move one step forward—not missing the fact Carrick moves with me—Fallon manages to straighten.

And when she does… when I see her face… I let out a gasp of surprise, grief, and utter dread.

Fallon’s face disappears, goes transparent, and in its place is the visage of someone I don’t recognize at all. There’s no aura surrounding her, but the dark feelings coursing through me seem to grow even stronger.

The air in the room turns static, my ears start to buzz, and the hair on my arms rises. Gone is Fallon’s gorgeous face and in its place is something terrifyingly beautiful and inherently evil.

Her facial features are completely changed, but still arranged in what would be considered beautiful planes and angles. Her cheekbones are more rounded, sitting higher while her nose is a bit longer with slightly flared nostrils. Tilted eyes that could be blue or silver, but are almost colorless and full lips complete the exotic array. Her skin is alabaster, and her dark brown hair is now almost platinum. It’s not quite curly, but rather wavy with some frizz, and it’s swept back into an angled beehive. I’m shocked she has on garish eye makeup—blue shadow, heavily lined brows in a near-black color, and long lashes. The rest of her face is without color, her lips as pale as her skin. She’s taller than her normal self, lithe but toned. Her fingers are tipped in dagger-like nails.

Fallon groans, slumping into Blain. Her face flickers, filling in and becoming Fallon again, only to quickly fade into fae, then turn back to Fallon again. This happens several times, and to my dismay, it remains on her fae visage. Fallon doesn’t come back.

“Are you seeing what I’m seeing?” Carrick asks in a guttural voice.

“Yes,” I manage to whisper, my throat all but closed off from fear and confusion. I stare at my sister—now fae—because I can’t not look. I have to make sure I’m not dreaming or going crazy.

“Fucking hell,” he murmurs in that calm, cultured tone that he could absolutely use as a weapon of seduction if he thought to do so.

My disbelieving eyes widen, threatening to spill sorrowful tears I rarely show anyone. But why shouldn’t I? Fallon turning fae is the equivalent of my twin dying.

Fallon leans into Blain, saying something. He then addresses the crowd. “I’m so sorry, friends. Fallon is not feeling well. I’m going to take her to lie down for a bit. Please don’t leave. Continue to eat and drink, and I’ll be back soon.”

I let my abilities go unfocused for a moment to get another look at my sister. She has her glamour in place to all other humans, and she looks pained and sick. When I focus back on her fae face, her eyes burn with hatred toward Blain as he leads her away.

My legs turn to jelly, my knees start to buckle, and my head spins. I can feel myself going down, but then Carrick has a strong arm around my waist. He harshly whispers to me, “Come on… we have to go.”

He lifts me to a fully standing position, and I don’t think to deny him. I can’t think at all. I’m not sure how I’m staying on my feet, but Carrick is moving us through guests who have dispersed, doing as Blain asked and continuing to mingle, eat, and drink. I have no clue how I’m even walking because my legs feel completely numb, but, somehow, he’s making me do it. I suspect if I couldn’t, he’d throw me over his shoulder.

“What’s going on?” I manage to rasp, my voice feeling shredded already with the scream I’m holding back.

He doesn’t answer. Somehow, I manage to dig my heels in to stop our progress. Carrick turns halfway, arm still around my waist, which brings him in close to me. “We have to go, Finley.”

“What in the hell is going on?” I repeat, my voice now hysterical.

Carrick growls, pulling me over toward the wall to move us out of the crowd. He gets in my face, his back to the others, and regards me with an unsympathetic expression. “Your fucking sister is Dark Fae, that’s what’s going on.”

I shake my head in denial. “We don’t know that. We haven’t proved the vibe I feel equates to darkness or light yet.”

“I saw your reaction, Finley. It was something different than you’ve ever felt before, right?”

Bile rises in my throat as I admit, “It was awful.” I can feel tears welling up in my eyes, and I hate my weakness. “It felt… so very evil.”

Maybe it’s because I’m on the verge of losing my shit, but Carrick doesn’t debate whether Fallon is dark or light anymore. Instead, he merely reiterates, “We really need to get out of here right now and put some safe distance between you and her until we can figure out what the hell is going on.”

While my instincts are to go to Fallon’s room to check on her, I know I can’t do that. Just as I am already grieving within my heart because that thing in there is not my sister anymore. I merely nod to Carrick and let him pull me from the wall, his arm once again going around my waist for support, although my legs feel stronger now.

“Where are you two going?” Rainey asks as she appears out of nowhere, stepping in front of us. Her eyes take me in critically, and she frowns over what she sees on my face.

“I’m not feeling well,” I say.

“Then let me get Myles and Adira, and we’ll take you home,” she suggests, gaze cutting to where Carrick’s arm is around my waist.

“I have her,” Carrick practically growls, and Rainey’s eyebrow shoots up on one side. Not in surprise, but now in curiosity because his tone is possessive and angry at the same time.

“Okay then,” Rainey says, her tone bowing in deference. I smile reassuringly, and she returns one that makes my face flush. She thinks I’m leaving with Carrick because something is going on between us that has nothing to do with the fact my sister is apparently a Dark Fae.

I want to disabuse her of that notion, but now is not the time.

Carrick doesn’t say a word as he escorts me out of the door and over to the elevator, his arm staying around me when we enter. It tightens incrementally as we start to drop, the glass elevator revealing the torturous descent to someone who is afraid of heights, and yet… I’m so internally numb to what just happened, it has no effect on me.

My sister is fae.

An evil Dark Fae.

The ramifications are stupefying, causing my head to ache. Does that mean I’m fae? Will I change like her?

I don’t know if I’ll get those answers anytime soon, but it doesn’t matter right now.

The only thing I really know for sure—and I can’t quite let go of it—is that when the vibe hit me just a bit ago in Blain and Fallon’s condo, dark as pitch and filled with such malicious intent, a realization came over me with such clarity I cannot question the truth of it. It’s something I know deep in my bones, and I don’t need affirmation.

I just know it.

Fallon is now a danger to the world, and it’s going to be my responsibility to stop her.

 

With more questions than answers, Finley Porter’s life has been irreparably altered. But as she and Carrick Byrne will soon discover, the danger she faces is merely beginning. CLICK HERE to continue their journey in A Discovery of Secrets and Fate.
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