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				Pooka in My Pantry
By R.L. Naquin

				A Monster Haven Story, book two

				Zoey Donovan—empath, wedding planner, go-to girl for monsters with personal problems—has been marked twice for pickup by Death. On both occasions, Riley the smoking-hot reaper has refused to follow through. For his breach of protocol, Riley is now on probation. For her refusal to die on schedule, Zoey’s right to live is challenged. She will have to undergo a life-or-death trial, but she won’t know when or where it will happen...

				Staying alive might not be so difficult if the Leprechaun Mafia hadn’t strolled into town. Now every business owner with the slightest connection to the supernatural community is being threatened with the most appalling bad luck if they don’t pay up. Mirrors are smashed, bodies are dropping, and Zoey’s still got clients waiting for fabric samples.

				With a little luck, she might be able to save everyone and still have time for a second attempt at a decent first date with her favorite reaper.

				Find out how it began in Monster in My Closet, available now!

				89,000 words

			

		

	
		
			
				Dear Reader,

				It’s a known truth among the people who have to nag me to
					meet the deadline on these letters that I get writer’s block when I sit down to
					write them. I’m always excited to tell you about what’s in store for the month,
					but I often get stuck figuring out how to start it off. So these letters are
					always late (sorry, people in production!). I had particularly bad writer’s
					block this month, so I was especially impressed when I realized that this March,
					all of the authors with books releasing at Carina Press have written multiple
					books, and many of them have long careers in writing. How do these authors do
					it, writing multiple books a year, for years, creating new worlds, new
					characters and unique stories? It’s amazing to me, even after ten years in this
					industry, that there are people with this gift. And I’ll admit it, I’m a little
					jealous they have that gift. But I’m thrilled to introduce you to the books
					releasing this month from these incredible authors.

				I know it’s a little past Valentine’s Day, but it’s always time for chocolate and romance, and Christi
					Barth brings us both in A Fine Romance, the second
					contemporary romance in her Aisle Bound series. And if you missed the first
					book, Planning for Love, make sure to grab that as
					well!

				We have six! other authors joining Christi with sequels.
					Lynda Aicher heats up the pages with an emotionally gripping, smokin’ hot BDSM
					romance, Bonds of Need. Dee Carney also offers up
					lust and love in one package in her erotic paranormal romance sequel, Hunger Awakened.

				Veteran author Vivi Anna brings us The
						League of Illusion: Prophecy, a steampunk romance with an
					illusionist, a hunt for a missing brother, an incomplete map and a psychic!
					Relative newcomer Nicole Luiken follows up her debut fantasy romance, Gate to Kandrith, with the second in this duology and
					the conclusion to the story, Soul
					of
					Kandrith.

				R.L. Naquin offers the sequel to Monster
						in My Closet, her debut novel. In Pooka in My
						Pantry, empath Zoey Donovan is marked for pickup by Death. But when
					she refuses to die on schedule, she has a to-die-for reaper to deal with. And
					watch the battle of wills between a female gunship pilot and a combat controller
					hero in romantic suspense Tactical Strike by Kaylea
					Cross. Kaylea’s first book in this series, Deadly
						Descent, remains one of Carina Press readers’ favorite romantic
					suspenses!

				Alyssa Everett follows up her debut offering, Ruined by Rumor, with a new historical romance, though
					it’s not a sequel. In Lord of Secrets, he’s her new
					husband...and he’s strangely reluctant to consummate the marriage. What secrets
					are keeping them apart, and keeping him from her bed? If you like your
					historical romance with a paranormal twist, returning author Laura Navarre
					brings us Magick by Moonrise, which combines Tudor
					England with the Faerie kingdom of Camelot. When the two worlds collide, can a
					fallen angel’s passion for an innocent Faerie princess save both realms from
					destruction?

				Carina Press authors W. Soliman and Cindy Spencer Pape both
					return with installments in their ongoing series. In Lethal
						Business, W. Soliman brings us back to The Hunter Files with another
					Charlie Hunter mystery, where Charlie must answer the question: “Why kill the
					survivors of a sinking ship?” And Cindy Spencer Pape continues her popular
					steampunk romance series, The Gaslight Chronicles, with Cards & Caravans. Knight of the
					Round Table Connor MacKay has met his match in fortune-teller Belinda
					Danvers.

				Last, this month we welcome to Carina Press contemporary
					romance author Kate Davies with the first in her Girls Most Likely to...
					trilogy, Most Likely to Succeed. Though Kate is new
					to Carina, she and I have worked together as author/editor for years, and I’m
					happy to have her writing for Carina Press. I hope you enjoy Kate’s charming
					contemporary voice as much as I do.

				We love to hear from readers, and you can email us your
					thoughts, comments and questions to generalinquiries@carinapress.com.
					You can also interact with Carina Press staff and authors on our blog, Twitter
					stream and Facebook fan page.

				Happy reading!

				~Angela James
Executive Editor, Carina Press

				www.carinapress.com
www.twitter.com/carinapress
www.facebook.com/carinapress

			

		

	
		
			
				Dedication

				For Jacob and Alyssa. 
You make me happy when skies are gray.
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				Chapter One

				You help one monster in need, and everybody hears about it.

				The recent appearance of various monsters and mythical creatures in my life took some adjustment. But no amount of flexibility prepared me to assist in the live birth of a sea serpent in my own backyard. That’s a lot to ask of anybody.

				My swimming pool looked like a major crime scene, and I was pretty sure bits of mucus mixed with dried blood flecked my hair. I’d probably have to take out a personal loan to cover the water bill once I took a three-hour shower, then drained and refilled the pool.

				When the sea serpent appeared in my pool a month before, I had no clue what to do about it. Fortunately, Maurice, my resident closet monster, was quick on his feet. While I stood slack-jawed at the kitchen window, he ran to get Molly to be our translator. Fluent in all sorts of crazy creature languages ranging from house pets to gargoyles, Molly, the brownie, lived in a mushroom house in my backyard with her kids.

				As it happened, she was unable to decipher a word of sea-serpentese.

				Fortunately, a pygmy dragon with a nasty cold had recently spent his convalescence in my garage. Molly spoke dragonish, and Bruce, the dragon, spoke serpentese. Problem solved.

				Except it took over three weeks to find Bruce, leaving us with no idea why a listless, snorting sea serpent had moved into my swimming pool. Communicating in pantomime with a creature that had no hands was futile, absurd and probably hilarious to watch.

				When Bruce (via Molly) explained the situation, I did my best not to panic. The sea serpent was pregnant, but she could tell something was wrong. Naturally, she came ashore to my house for help, since everyone in the supernatural community seemed to think I had the answer to every problem.

				I had no experience delivering healthy babies of any species. All I had to go on were basic anatomy and zoology classes in college, and a wealth of medical procedural shows on television. And yet, something inside me clicked when Frannie went into labor and the baby stopped moving. I jumped into the water without a thought for my spangled, dry-clean-only shirt, or for the discomfort of wet jeans and high tops. In hindsight, I should’ve at least kicked off my shoes.

				I’m not sure how to describe the supreme ick factor of having both arms shoved up to the elbow inside a sea serpent’s body. The baby was turned wrong, kind of folded in half and pointed to emerge center-first, rather than in a straight line with its head or tail facing the exit.

				“Don’t push, Frannie,” I said. “I have to unfold the baby or it’ll stay stuck.”

				Molly made a series of grunting snorts, which Bruce translated into a series of clicks and yowls. I felt the serpent relax around my squashed arms and wrestled the slippery baby into a better position. Another contraction hit and I stopped, waiting until I had more room to work.

				The mournful cry from Frannie needed no translation.

				When the contraction was over, I made another grab with one hand to hold the baby steady and pulled the head with the other. I’m not a dainty woman, but I’m not big enough to palm a basketball, either. That’s what it felt like I was trying to do in there, only the basketball in question had eyes I needed to avoid poking, and it was covered in what felt like tapioca pudding.

				I got a good grip on a dorsal fin at what I hoped was the back of its neck as the next contraction hit.

				“Push!”

				Clacks and snarls followed down the translation line, and Frannie pushed while I pulled. My other hand shoved, guiding the rest of the baby straight. Once the head slipped into place, nature took over, and out everything slid. Right into my pool and all over me.

				As an empath, I try never to leave the house without my protective walls up. The emotions of other people tend to overwhelm and drain me. But I was at home, and I was exhausted. I’d been so focused on the birth that I hadn’t built any barriers, so there was nothing between me and the small group around me to barricade my psyche against what wasn’t mine. I stood in the frigid water, unconcerned by my shaking body or the gore that covered me.

				The emotional inrush saturated me in love and happiness.

				Frannie nuzzled her new offspring, and a quiet joy settled over me, warming my freezing flesh. From Molly’s direction, relief lay across my shoulders like a heated blanket, and Bruce’s delight prickled my skin in electric jolts. My eyelids burned. I closed them to relieve the sensation. My back bumped against the side of the pool, and I let my knees bend so I could float.

				Worry.

				Panic.

				They shot through the other emotions like tiny arrows. My eyelids cracked open, but only for a few seconds. Nothing was wrong. All was right. My job was done, so what would it hurt to take a little rest?

				Thin fingers dug into the flesh in my arms, hauling me from the pool. I made a weak attempt to slap at the intruder.

				“Zoey, come on, wake up.” Maurice was there, dragging me away from the water and piling towels on my wet skin.

				My eyes snapped open. Well, crap. I lay flat on the pavement, still shivering, despite the previous illusion of warmth. Bodily fluids coated my skin, and Maurice had covered me with my good towels.

				The closet monster’s big yellow eyes hovered inches from my face. His worry was so intense, it blocked all the warm fuzzy stuff happening behind him. He coaxed me to my feet, fussing at the towels to keep them from sliding off, and leading me into the house.

				“Seriously, Zoey. I don’t know how you stayed alive before I got here. If you didn’t drown, hypothermia would’ve had you.”

				He berated me all the way into the bathroom and, not for the first time, I had to shove him out the door before he started grabbing my clothes to get me in the shower. For some strange reason, Maurice thought I couldn’t take care of myself and it was his job to do so.

				He was probably right.

				I spent a good fifteen minutes under the hot water before my teeth stopped chattering—I didn’t bother taking my clothes off until then. They were so covered in grossness, I figured they could use a good rinse before going into the hamper.

				My shirt was probably ruined. Gunk caked in Tigger’s sparkly button eyes, and the stains along the ruffled edges might never come out. Maybe Maurice could do something about it. I made a face. My pink and yellow sneakers lay abandoned on the bathroom floor. The splatter paint I’d taken so much time to apply last year had lifted off the canvas in chunks and stuck in my bath mat.

				I washed my hair until it felt clean, which meant three full rounds of shampooing. After a half hour or so, the hot water started to give up, but by then, so did my legs. I’d been helping Frannie for hours, in and out of the freezing water under stressful circumstances. Exhaustion threatened to smother me like a gallon of maple syrup on a short-stack of buttermilk pancakes.

				I rested my forehead against the wet tiles and watched the soapy water swirl down the drain. I couldn’t do this anymore. All my life people had come to me with their problems—apparently one of the perks of being an empath. Now that the supernatural community knew about me, my problem-solving abilities and I were in even higher demand.

				And the problems were so much more difficult to solve.

				I shut off the tepid water and dried myself with a fresh towel. Maurice had left my fluffy pink and green robe on the door hook. I wrapped up and padded down the hall to my room.

				When Maurice came to check on me, mug of hot tea in his pale, mottled hands, he found me sitting on the bed, staring at the floor.

				He sat and placed the cup in my fingers. I held it without drinking, gazing into the cup as if it hid all the answers to the universe. If my tea knew anything important, it wasn’t willing to share.

				“I can’t do this,” I said, breaking the silence.

				“Do what? It’s over. You did it. Yay, you.” Maurice squeezed my knee and peered at my face.

				I’d grown accustomed to the look of him since he’d arrived. His enormous, yellow eyes, pointy ears, and nearly hairless head no longer startled me or caused my heart to race. He was simply Maurice. My friend.

				“No, not that. Well, yeah. That. And everything else.” I sighed and scrubbed at my face with my palm. “I’m not qualified for any of this. I’m not a vet or an OB. I could have killed them both. I’m not a psychologist, so I have no right to counsel Molly on her abusive husband. We’re lucky I didn’t make things worse for Bruce when I treated his cold. I have no idea how the hell my mom dealt with all of this, but I’m not equipped.”

				Maurice shrugged his bony shoulders. “So quit. Tell people ‘no.’ Send them away.”

				“You know I can’t do that.”

				“And there’s your answer. You help people because it’s what you do, Zo. That’s what makes you qualified.”

				I rolled my eyes. “That’s the most circular logic I’ve ever heard.”

				He smiled and took my cup, placing it on the nightstand. “Circular or not, you know I’m right. Your instincts are good, and you’re not alone. That should be enough.”

				* * *

				I slept hard. Physical and emotional fatigue knocked me out for a good fourteen hours. By the time I woke up, early-afternoon sunlight streamed through the window. Fortunately, it was a Saturday and I didn’t have to go into the office. Not so fortunately, I had to attend my business partner’s big annual Halloween costume party later. Staying home from Sara’s party would have been unacceptable. She worked hard to throw the event every year. It was her thing. Not showing up to my best friend’s big shindig would be like forgetting to go to her wedding or bridal shower. Besides, I could hardly tell her I’d been up all night helping a sea serpent give birth.

				I shrugged my shoulders in an effort to reposition the massive gold wings strapped around my shoulders.

				When your house is filled with monsters and mythical creatures, the choice of a Halloween costume can be problematic. I didn’t want to offend anyone. Being laughed at was also a real possibility. To be fair, I purchased the costume months ago—long before I knew about the Hidden, and long before Maurice had called in a tribe of fairies to create a protective ring around my house. I was getting used to the everyday weirdness of dragons, brownies and gargoyles coming and going on my property, needing some sort of help. The problems of monsters are often the same as those of humans, and as Maurice so often reminded me, helping is what I do. But I still knew so little about my visitors that I maintained a constant concern over making a cultural faux pas.

				“This is totally offensive.” I batted at the poofy green skirt around my stripe-clad thighs. “Don’t you think it’s a little over the top?”

				Maurice gave me a once over. “I think the tribe will love it. Quit fussing.” He readjusted my lopsided wings. “How the hell are you going to drive to the party without crushing these?”

				I scowled. “I’m not wearing them outside. I’ll take them off and carry them to the car. Without the wings, it’s just a slutty outfit. I’d rather not get pelted by fairies on my way to the car. They’ll hate me.”

				He flicked at an errant red curl on the side of my head, frowning, then rearranged it to his liking. “You can take them off before you get in, and Sara can fix them when you get there.” His face stretched in a mischievous grin. “But you’re going out there in the whole getup. They’re waiting to see you.”

				Seriously? He was going to make me parade my fully-dressed, faux-fairy self past a tribe of real fairies? I should have thought this whole thing through and slapped together another costume. Hell, I didn’t want to go to the party in the first place.

				It wasn’t like anybody worth seeing would be there.

				“You know,” I said, trying not to make eye contact, “my head kind of hurts. I don’t feel very well.”

				After living with me for two months, Maurice knew me pretty well. I was not getting away with anything. “A party is just what you need, Zo. You need to spend more time in the world with—you know—people. This hermit thing you have going isn’t good for you.” He shoved me through the bedroom door.

				“It’s safer here.” My buckled shoes clomped on the hardwood floors louder than I intended. I winced at the sound.

				He pulled me into the living room and squeezed my hand. “Zoey, you have to go engage in the world. Waiting around for a phone call isn’t good for you. Go have some fun for once.”

				My lower lip stuck out, and I felt it quiver. “I’m not waiting for anything. Who’s waiting?” I stomped through the front door, muttering. “I’m not waiting.”

				You might think fairy laughter would be light and bubbly and tinkling, like tiny bells. In truth, what greeted me on my lawn were raucous snorts, high pitched squealing and a smattering of applause from hands so small it sounded like someone popping bubble wrap two rooms away. Apparently, my purple, green and gold glitter-fairy costume was freakin’ hilarious.

				I’m quite the comedian when I’m not trying.

				I’m sure my size had something to do with their laughter. The fairies first took up residence in my yard to grow a ring of mushrooms around the property meant to protect me from the incubus who was stalking me. Though the incubus had since been dispatched, the fairies stuck around. They were so small, the first time I saw them I mistook them for dragonflies.

				Here I was, dressed in the gaudiest version possible of their delicate wings and flower petal outfits, a gazillion times their size. To them, I must have looked like Godzilla in drag.

				I stepped off the front porch and spread my arms wide, spinning in a clumsy pirouette. The snorts got louder, and one small figure fell off a nearby rock. I curtsied and made my way to the car, stifling a smile.

				By the time I reached my little blue VW Bug, my wings were already pinching. Taking them off would be a welcome break. It was going to be a long party.

				A movement by the tree at the end of my driveway caught my attention. My skunk-ape bodyguard, Iris, stood with his big, hairy arms folded across his chest, regarding me with critical eyes. He grunted a low chuffing sound that traveled up the length of his body before blowing through his toothy mouth.

				I’d never seen that expression on Iris’s face before. Mostly, I didn’t see him at all. He preferred the woods surrounding my property to the house, where he would be enclosed and smothered by walls. Whenever he emerged from the forest, he gave me a thumbs up and a cheerful grin. Not this time. Apparently, Iris did not approve of my costume. I was dumbfounded.

				“I don’t think he likes the cleavage,” Maurice said.

				I jumped. “Gah. I thought you were still in the house.” I tugged at my purple leather corset, wondering for the millionth time whether I should throw a sheet over myself and go as a ghost.

				“And that’s why I have so many people watching your back. You have zero awareness of what’s going on around you. I swear, Zoey.” He peeled the elastic down my arms, freeing my wings. “I don’t know how you’ve stayed alive this long.”

				* * *

				A bad joke in need of a punch line flexed in front of me. A wolfman, a pirate and Spongebob walk into a bar... All three yammered away, vying for a chance to buy me a drink. The fairy wings dug into my back, making my shoulder blades itch. I twitched in a subtle effort to scratch. It didn’t work.

				Spongebob had no personal-space boundaries. I took a step back and bumped into the bar. I couldn’t fathom why he thought dressing as a big yellow loofah in shorty pajama bottoms would get him a hookup outside of the desperate housewives at a children’s party. I thought Spongebob in cartoon form was, at best, dumb. Standing in front of me, breathing my air, he was far more irritating, like a thigh rash from crooked pantyhose.

				“So, he says to me, he says, ‘Stu, man, the resell value on a Toyota is way better than a Ford.’ I looked at him like he was crazy. My Mustang purrs like a kitten. The custom paintjob alone hikes up the resell.” Spongebob looked at me as if a response were required.

				I nodded, feeling numb. “Absolutely.”

				He opened his mouth to add something to his fascinating tale of carburetors and hubcaps when the wolfman stepped in to save me.

				“She doesn’t want to hear about your spoilers, dude.” He tilted his head at my drink. “What are you drinking, sweetheart?”

				Relieved by the momentary distraction, I looked at my glass, as if I couldn’t remember. “Malibu and Coke. But I’m still drinking it. I’m good. Thanks.”

				The pirate, not to be outdone, closed the gap between us, completing the circle of suffocation. “Where’s your halo, Angel?” He tugged at one of my wings, causing the whole getup to feel off-center.

				I blinked, and glitter fell into my glass. I stared at the shimmering flakes mingling with ice and wondered if it would be toxic enough to send me to the hospital. I took a hopeful sip. “I’m a fairy.”

				“A fairy?” Pirate smiled and twirled his pasted-on moustache. “Do you grant wishes?” He was leering. I hate when they leer.

				“Sorry. Left my magic wand at home. I’m off duty.”

				“That’s a shame,” Spongebob said, inching closer. “What do you do when you’re not granting wishes?”

				I was trapped against the bar with no escape. Pirate and Spongebob flanked me, with Wolfman in the center blocking any getaway route.

				Wolfman signaled the bartender behind me. He leaned closer to talk over my shoulder. “Malibu and Coke,” he said, holding up a finger.

				If I didn’t extricate myself soon, I’d have a panic attack. I knew coming to the party had been a bad idea. I was off my game, and I had no idea how to handle situations like this anymore.

				Two months ago, I’d have laughed it off, pushed these three clowns aside, and had them trailing me like obedient puppies all night. Back then, I didn’t know I was an empath with a wide-open connection to people’s emotions. All my social interactions had been unconsciously informed by full knowledge of what everyone else was feeling. It made me the life of the party. Snappy banter was easy when there was constant emotional feedback from the other person letting me know just what to say and how to act.

				Honestly, I thought everybody functioned that way. I had no idea I was the only one who could sense emotions and that the buildup of those emotions within me was what caused my migraines. Ultimately, my gift nearly got me killed by an incubus.

				Since then, I’d been more careful. I kept myself shut up so tight that nothing could get in. And therein lay the problem. I had zero social skills without the emotional prompts I’d relied on in the past. I had no idea what I was doing.

				“Drink up,” Wolfman said, tapping my glass with a fresh one.

				I drained it and reached for the full glass. I didn’t want to, but I felt awkward having him hover over me waiting to hand off a refill. I took a swallow and forced a polite smile.

				Spongebob was talking about his Mustang again. I had no idea rims could cost that much. For that matter, I wasn’t entirely sure what rims were for. The words flowed over me in a meaningless hum. I had to do something.

				The old Zoey, before life had thrown monsters and self-awareness my direction, wouldn’t be paralyzed by uncertainty and insecurity. Old Zoey would be plugged in and using the feedback to manipulate the situation. But the thought of opening myself up now, knowingly using my advantage, bothered me. Being an emotional Peeping Tom seemed less than ethical and left me feeling sleazy.

				Pirate was staring at my cleavage and, I believe, trying to sell real estate to my boobs. He whipped out a business card from somewhere under his bright-red sash and dangled it between two fingers. Judging by to the cocky look on his face, his phone number was a rare, special gift to be treasured. The fake moustache dangling from one corner of his mouth sort of ruined the effect.

				Of the three, I thought Wolfman was the least irritating, until I noticed he had another drink in his hand, all queued up for the “Let’s Get the Fairy Drunk” marathon.

				I’d had enough of these guys. Zoey Donovan did not stand in a bar getting pushed around by cartoon characters and fake monsters. I had real monsters for that and didn’t allow this level of bumptiousness from them.

				Well fine. Personal feelings of sleaziness be damned. I was at a party being measured for bedsheets by the Skank Brothers. I had an advantage and damned if I’d feel ashamed of using it.

				I inhaled, long and slow, and went inside myself. The buzz of voices moved around me as background noise. Inside my head, it was peaceful, and the outside chatter flowed together in a tuneless symphony. I caught words here and there—dual exhaust, condominium, light saber—but they were sounds with no meaning or context. I examined my mental wall. It was strong and thick. I still had a lot to learn about this empath thing, but building a wall of protection was the first thing I’d learned. I was very good at it.

				I visualized a window in my wall of crystal bricks, closed up tight. Tossing away any hint of caution, I imagined myself unlatching the window and throwing it wide open.

				Caution would have been smarter.

				The influx of emotions from the crowded bar of partiers crushed me. I gasped and closed my eyes against the rolling tide of feelings rushing in.

				Lust. Insecurity. Boredom. Excitement. Irritation. Loneliness. Resentment. Happiness. Anger. Jealousy. Exultation.

				Everything. In a gathering of that many people, it should have been no surprise to have a veritable rainbow of emotions represented. If I hadn’t been blocking myself when I first arrived, the wave of emotions wouldn’t have hit me so hard. With a crowd that size, I still would have had a whopper of a migraine by the end of the night, but I wouldn’t have been so overwhelmed. It was the difference between easing into a cold lake and diving headfirst. Either way, the water is cold, but the shock of doing it all at once takes the breath away.

				I shoved my back against the bar, crushing my wings. No doubt the surface was littered with glittery fairy crap scraped off in the press. I breathed through the initial onslaught, feeling the emotions around me sting my arms and legs like air pellets. After a few breaths, the tide broke and everything settled, a pond with mild ripples instead of the ocean’s crashing surf.

				I opened my eyes to find all three of my would-be suitors staring.

				Wolfman had the grace to look embarrassed. “I probably should have asked how many you already had,” he said. He glanced at the full glass in his hand, still at the ready. “I guess you’ve had enough.” He reached around me and slid the drink onto the bar.

				With my barriers down, I could feel his embarrassment, as well as fine prickles of guilt. Underlying it all, reluctance. I tried to piece it together—apparently, he felt responsible for my odd behavior, thinking he got me drunk. That part was easy to figure, even before I had access to his emotions. The reluctance was a bit more puzzling. The best I could guess was he really wasn’t that interested in me, but felt obligated to try, for whatever reason.

				That idea was a small jab to my ego, but it made him relatively safer than the other two.

				In contrast, Pirate and Spongebob felt as slimy as they looked. Lust and general horniness came off them in waves. Underneath, as might be expected, they felt like insecure little boys. I also got a good whiff of competition. In fact, the horniness each was projecting felt slightly different, but the competition was so similar, it twined around them both, joining together before drifting in my direction like smoke from burning incense.

				One side of my mouth quirked in an involuntary smile. No freakin’ way.

				I returned my attention to Wolfman and found the same feeling of competition rising off of him, though to a much lesser degree.

				All evidence pointed at a bet to see who could get me in bed. I should have been offended. I should have railed against the objectification of women, thrown my drink in their faces and flounced off, whacking them with my fairy wings in the wake of my righteous indignation. I should have. Instead, I found the entire thing so hilarious, I had to take a second to compose myself. To be clear, what happened next is something I will never be proud of. And though it’s a weak defense, I’d had quite a bit to drink at that point.

				Okay, boys. Let’s play.

				Pirate’s business card still dangled between his fingers, his hold slack since his target had lost the plot for a few moments. I reached my hand out and snatched it from him, squinting in the low light to examine the letters.

				I squealed my appreciation and looked up at him with doe eyes. “Gary?” He nodded and grinned. “Ooh, I like your card, Gary. It’s very pretty. Do you sell a lot of houses?”

				Before my eyes, Gary the Pirate expanded three sizes as he puffed himself up like a bullfrog. “I do pretty well.” He leaned forward, leering again. “You in the market?”

				I tucked his card down the front of my corset, a move he followed carefully with his eyes. “You never know.”

				I winked. He started to say something else, but I’d already turned to Spongebob, the palm of my hand flat against his spongy yellow chest. “Stu, right?” I gave him a dazzling smile and felt him tense beneath the costume. Fear replaced all emotions previously emanating from him. The poor boy was terrified. Apparently, Stu didn’t expect to get very far with me. He was unprepared for my full-on attention.

				I drew closer to him, my voice low and secretive. “Stu, will you hate me if I tell you I drive a VW Bug?”

				He swallowed, and shook his head. “Why would I hate you for that?”

				I tilted my head to the side and shrugged. “Well, it’s no Mustang. I wouldn’t know how to drive a car with that kind of power.”

				His muscles relaxed under my palm. “Um, I have put a lot of work into her,” he said. “Maybe we could drive down the coast sometime...” His voice trailed off when he realized my gaze had moved on to Wolfman.

				I touched his arm and trailed a light finger over the fake fur stuck to his skin. “Do you have a name, too, or should I just call you Wolf?”

				I knew this one was going to be a little more work. As it was, I could feel the other two watching me, waiting to get my attention again. Wolfie, on the other hand, wasn’t as into the game as they were. I had no idea what the stakes were, but he didn’t feel as eager to take home the prize. Whether that meant me or some fifty-dollar bet, I wasn’t sure. Maybe they were betting ‘49ers tickets and he wasn’t into football. Regardless, he required more finesse to break.

				“Jamie,” he said, sticking an awkward hand at me.

				I shook it, careful to give him a firm squeeze, and not the limp, “feminine” shake I would have given the other two had they offered. “I’m Zoey,” I said. None of them had asked, but he actually looked like he expected it. “Jamie, what do you do?”

				He shrugged. “I teach fourth grade. Nothing exciting.”

				I stared up at him. “How is that not exciting? I would imagine all sorts of crazy things happen to you throughout the day. I remember fourth grade. It was a zoo.”

				His smile was rueful. “They do get into some insane situations. Last week a couple of girls squirted the bathroom ceiling with yogurt and milk. There was a peanut butter sandwich smeared across a stall door, and applesauce coating a toilet seat. It’s like these kids have brain damage.”

				I laughed. “See? Exciting. Don’t sell yourself short.”

				“I’d honestly rather teach than babysit, but sometimes that’s about all there’s time for.”

				I nodded in sympathy. “Well, until they fix what’s broken with the system, sometimes all you can do is slip in a lesson when nobody’s looking. You’ll see. Years from now, kids will come back and tell you how much they learned from you.”

				His smile widened. “I hope you’re right.”

				Got him. He might not have been feeling particularly competitive with the other two, but he was interested. Let a guy talk about himself. That’s all it took. Unfortunately, I could feel the other two getting restless, like they’d already lost the game.

				Where the hell was their competitive spirit? A girl likes to be fought for. Sheesh.

				I drained my glass and placed it on the bar. “Boys,” I said, “let’s dance.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Two

				The vomit-inducing headache I had the next day had less to do with opening myself up to a roomful of emotional people, and more to do with the alcohol I’d poured into my system. It had been a long, long night.

				At some point, Sara had dragged me from a dark corner where I was, by her description, cackling like a witch and playing spin the bottle. I don’t remember much about it, but my three suitors had been joined by Gomez Addams and a man dressed as a red M&M. I’m not positive, but I think Sara may have pulled me away while I was kissing a mermaid.

				Alcohol is not my friend.

				Sara berated me in the car on the way to her house, but all I could recall was watching her Cleopatra headdress bob up and down with her lecture. Her lipstick was smeared, and it made me wonder if I had any lipstick left, or if I’d left it behind on the lips of the monster squad at the party. After that, I must have fallen asleep. When Sara hoisted me from the car and tucked me into bed in her guestroom, I hadn’t been much help.

				It took me a few minutes to fight my way out of the crisp, hospital-cornered sheets pinning me against the mattress. I stripped off the remains of the fairy costume and slipped on a nightgown and bathrobe, which Sara had thoughtfully left on a chair. The closed door made me hesitate. I was so not ready to face her, especially not with my head throbbing. I took a deep breath, put on my best sheepish, shamed face, and made my way to the kitchen.

				A mug of coffee and two aspirin waited on the table. Sara sat eyeing me. I shuffled in and slunk into my seat. She watched in silence, lips pressed together in a stern slash as I swallowed the little pills and set my cup down as quietly as possible.

				She waited.

				I waited.

				I felt like a teenager who’d climbed in through the window at three in the morning—though I’d never in my life done such a thing when my dad was alive. He’d have been worried sick.

				Sara, on the other hand, had been my college roommate from our sophomore year on. On the rare occasion I acted like a total ass—like I had last night—she kept me from getting into worse trouble—like she had last night. She also knew such behavior was out of character for me, unless something was wrong.

				I fiddled with the ties on my bathrobe and cleared my throat.

				“So,” I said. I rubbed a finger over a smear on the polished table. “Great music last night. I really liked the band. Did you add them to our vendor list? We should definitely use them again.”

				Sara’s eyebrow went up. Never a good sign.

				I stood, pushing the chair behind me. “Are you hungry? I’m hungry. Why don’t I make us some pancakes?”

				Food was the last thing on my mind, and the sound of my own voice wasn’t doing my headache any favors. But I was desperate to avoid the coming conversation.

				Sara’s other eyebrow shot up to join the first in a look of mild surprise. “Aren’t you a little queasy yet for pancakes?”

				My stomach sloshed. I sat down. “Maybe in a little while, then.”

				Sara’s eyebrows resumed their normal, perfectly-plucked shape, and her face relaxed. “Okay, Sunshine-head. Out with it. What’s got your panties in a bunch?”

				“I’m fine. I was just tired and a little over-served. I got a bit carried away. You know how I am—I love Halloween.”

				“I do know how you are. You rarely drink much, you aren’t a tease, and seriously, Zoey, were you really kissing a girl?”

				I flashed to the previous night and groaned. “Would you believe I’m going through an experimental period?” I looked around the room, trying to find something to focus on besides her stern blue eyes. Sprinklers pattered against the window above the sink, and I watched a drop of water roll in an erratic trail down the glass.

				“Nice try.” Her gaze bore into me, seeking entrance into my totally messed up psyche. “Who are you so mad at?”

				My eyes flicked to her face and back to the window. “I’m not mad. Why would I be mad?”

				She grabbed my wrist and pulled it toward her to get me to meet her gaze. “Is this about that guy Riley?”

				It was like she’d punched me in the gut. I took a moment to catch my breath. Sometimes it’s a pain in the ass to be around people who really know me. “There is no ‘guy Riley.’ We went out once. I’ve barely thought about him since then. I have no idea why you would bring him up.”

				Sara nodded her head, a knowing look on her face. “Absolutely. Just one date. Who cares if you were crazy about him at the time? That’s all over.”

				I clenched my teeth in a fake smile. “Yep. All over. Don’t know what I’d been thinking.”

				“Any guy who’d stand you up on your second date and never call you again, why, he’s barely worth another thought.”

				“Nope. Not another thought.” I curled my hands around my coffee cup to steady them.

				“Not answering or returning your calls, well, that’s just rude. He wasn’t worth your time in the first place.”

				I stared into my mug, watching a stray coffee ground float around in the liquid. My voice was small and quiet. “Not worth my time.”

				She tapped her fingernails against the table in thought. “In fact,” she said, “he probably did you a favor. The last thing you need is another guy like your ex-husband hanging around, sucking you dry for money and emotional support.”

				My head snapped up so fast my neck cramped and my headache went nuclear. “He’s nothing like Brad.” My voice was louder than I’d expected, and I winced. “Riley has a good job—two jobs, in fact. He helps people. He’s never asked me for anything. He saved my life.”

				Sara smiled, having accomplished her goal to crack me open. “That’s a little melodramatic. But I think you’re ready for breakfast now.”

				She rose and moved to the refrigerator, rummaging around and laying things on the counter. I was off the hook. I knew she wouldn’t push me any further. As far as she was concerned, she’d pried open the box I’d locked my emotional garbage in, and now I’d have to examine the contents myself.

				What Sara didn’t know was that while I was angry as hell at Riley for standing me up, I was also worried sick. Sara knew he was a paramedic, but she didn’t know he was also a reaper who collected the souls of the dead. Twice he’d been sent to collect my soul, and twice he’d stepped in to save me instead. One of those times had also included saving Sara, though she had no memory of those events, which was for the best. No one should have to remember being assaulted by an incubus.

				From what little I knew about the Royal Order of Grim Reapers—or whoever was in charge of soul collecting—Riley’s behavior broke some huge, fundamental rules. I worried that I’d put him in some sort of trouble, and I had no idea what the consequences were for a renegade reaper.

				He said it was no big deal. He said he’d take care of it. He said he’d see me later when he picked me up. And then he never showed.

				I’d called his cell several times and tried the office at the ambulance service. They told me he was unavailable. That was all they would say.

				I couldn’t blame him if he’d had second thoughts. Our first date had been such a disaster, I wanted brain bleach to wash it from my memory. Brad had shown up, banging on the restaurant window to get my attention—probably one of the most humiliating moments of my life. When I got back inside, I was in time to see a woman nearly choke to death. Then her husband dropped dead of a heart attack. And my paramedic date did nothing but watch until it was too late. When I saw him pull out the man’s soul while the attention of the crowd was diverted elsewhere, I dashed from the restaurant in a huff, thinking I’d never see Riley again.

				He broke another reaper rule by following me home and telling me what he was.

				But after six weeks of no word from him, he must have decided I was too much trouble, or he was in a mess of his own. I didn’t like either of those choices, and I didn’t know how to find out which it was. Unless I bumped into him on the street sometime and he had a flashy blond hanging on his arm. That would suck green donkeys, but on the bright side, I’d stop wondering what had happened.

				Sara took me to my car an hour later. I was dressed in her clothes, had a full belly, a much milder hangover, and enough crap in my head to keep me busy thinking for the drive home. Curse Sara and her pokiness. I was doing so well swallowing my problems and living in denial. Except for that drunken spin-the-bottle thing. That probably wasn’t very healthy.

				Maurice greeted me at the door, eyeing my unfamiliar clothes.

				“Please tell me this is not a walk of shame,” he said.

				“Sara’s shirt. Not to worry. She kept me out of trouble.”

				“Was there trouble to keep you out of?” He grabbed the paper bag containing my rumpled costume, a frown lining his face.

				“What are you, my dad? No trouble. I think the mermaid was married anyway.”

				I left him standing there and sashayed down the hall to my room. I heard his voice as I closed the door.

				“Mermaid?”

				After I showered and changed into my own, less prissy clothes, the hangover receded and I felt a great deal better, both physically and emotionally. I’d done a mental purge in the car and realized there wasn’t a damn thing I could do about Riley. Even if the Dire Council of Death had come in broad daylight to carry him off to his doom, he would have had warning enough to text me at the very least. I’d thought he was a keeper. I had to let it go.

				Yes, that sounded harsh. If he’d shown up on my doorstep, I probably would’ve folded like an origami squirrel, but for the time being, I had to remove myself from the situation. It was either that or suffer repeats of last night’s performance of stunning sluttitude. Or take up knitting. And I was so not coordinated enough for a needle-based hobby.

				I made my way to the pool to check on Frannie and the new baby. Prepared for muck and gore, I was stunned to see the water looking clear and pristine. Maurice must’ve worked overtime to clean it.

				A mental picture of a goldfish in a water glass, waiting for the aquarium to refill, flashed through my head. How does one go about cleaning a swimming pool when the occupant is still...occupying it? I decided I didn’t want to know. Besides, Frannie had gotten herself from the bay all the way to the pool in the first place, so she must be amphibious.

				I really needed a Dummies book for all this.

				Frannie snorted a greeting at me, then nosed her offspring to the surface to show her off. I smiled and patted the little serpent on the head. The glistening green flesh was slick and covered with tiny bumps. The baby did a few rolls in the water, then disappeared under the surface into the deep end.

				“Nice job, Frannie. You do very good work.”

				A slightly chewed fish floated by and I cringed.

				Despite the dead fish and the October chill in the air, the water was inviting. I sat with my legs tucked beneath me and debated whether to stick my bare feet in while I chatted with Frannie. With both Bruce and Molly gone, we couldn’t actually understand each other, but our intentions were clear enough.

				I tilted my head and squinted at the sky. Small puffy clouds floated in the breeze, and the sun stole away a little of the chill in the air. My eyes closed. I was content to let the wind blow away the muck that had collected in me while new life swam nearby—miraculous, mythical life I had helped bring into the world.

				“Zoey.”

				I opened my eyes to find Maurice standing over me. His face was serious. For five glorious minutes, everything had been right with my world. Apparently, five minutes was my allotted time.

				Maurice held my phone in his hand. Now that he had my attention, he looked doubtful, as if he were rethinking whether he should give me the phone.

				“How bad is it?” I asked. Everything from loved ones in a car crash to Brad calling for more money crossed my mind. If it was Brad, I was inclined to hang up without talking to him.

				Maurice looked stricken and still didn’t hand over the phone. I stood up, brushing myself off.

				“It’s him,” he said.

				“Him who? What’s going on, Maurice?”

				“It’s Riley.”

				I’m sure all the color left my face. Just when I’d come to terms with his disappearance, there he was. If you love something, let it g—Shut up, Zoey.

				I took a deep breath and grabbed the phone.

				“You’re alive,” I said. I tried to keep my voice neutral. There wasn’t a chance in hell I was going to let him know how much I’d worried over him, or worse, how positively jump-up-and-down excited I was to hear from him. I was also pissed off. Couldn’t forget that part.

				“Zoey, God, it’s so good to hear your voice. I am so sorry. I wanted to call and tell you what was going on.”

				“But it slipped your mind. It’s fine. You’re a busy guy. I get that.”

				“No, it’s not like that.”

				“You weren’t busy?”

				“Yes, I was busy, no, wait. I was...”

				I heard a muffled exchange on the other end but couldn’t make out what was said before he came back a little breathless and rushed.

				“Zoey, I can’t talk now. I need to go.”

				“Of course you do.”

				“I have to see you. I want to explain what happened. Meet me at the coffee shop on your way to work tomorrow. I...I have to go. Please come, Zoey.”

				I didn’t get a chance to respond before he was gone.

				The phone was heavy in the palm of my hand. I stared at it, unblinking. The curves and buttons blended together and made no sense, much like if you say a word over and over until it becomes meaningless.

				My gaze was broken when Maurice laid his hand over the phone and curled his fingers around it.

				“Zo, what’d he say? You okay?”

				I blinked. “He wants to see me tomorrow morning.”

				“Did he explain, at least?”

				“No.”

				I could tell Maurice wanted to say more, but he closed his mouth. It took a lot for Maurice to keep his opinion to himself, especially when it came to my well-being. But Maurice, and every other creature in my house, was afraid of Riley. Apparently, reapers were scary guys, even to monsters. The night he came to the house, everybody disappeared without warning, making me feel like I was missing some vital piece of information.

				After the enigmatic phone call, I was a wreck for the rest of the night, of course.

				I couldn’t sit for more than a few minutes. I painted my nails twice, first in bright red, then in a more subdued aqua. I yanked half my closet apart, spreading clothes on the floor and trying to decide what to wear. Maurice, ever the caretaker, made me a chocolate-peanut-butter pie to keep me occupied and soothed.

				I yelled a lot. I cried a little. I cracked self-effacing jokes. Maurice became alarmed when I disappeared into the garage and returned with a hammer and nails.

				“What are you doing, Zo?” He kept his voice light and eased closer to me, as if I held a gun or a venomous snake.

				“I need to fix the cupboard door in the guest bathroom.”

				He eased the hammer from my grip, and somehow it disappeared. “I fixed that weeks ago. How about we play Monopoly? You like Monopoly.”

				His tone of voice made me realize how bat-shit crazy I was acting. It wasn’t like me to let a guy put me into such a tailspin. I relaxed and passed Maurice the handful of mismatched nails.

				“I’m a freak. Let’s find a movie to watch.”

				* * *

				I fidgeted on the sidewalk, trying to pull my head together and go inside. The last time I’d seen Riley in the café, I’d made a spectacular ass of myself. I spilled coffee on another customer, babbled something about buying cheese, and bolted in a funk of self-flagellation. I was desperate not to repeat the performance.

				Of the six times I’d seen Riley, three featured dead bodies, and two were appointments he had to collect my soul, in the event I should end up drained by an incubus.

				The only time I’d seen him without death’s involvement was in that coffee shop. It stood to reason the place should have some sort of warm, fuzzy feelings associated with it. But no. All I could think about was how much I didn’t want to come across like a three-year old on massive amounts of Pixy Stix. Again.

				I tugged at the hemline of my skirt, then eyed my shoes, turning one ankle to get a better look. Too much? Fuschia heels with polka-dot bows, red belt, pink cardigan, red scarf. I exhaled a lungful of air. I looked like a damn valentine. Sara was right. I probably shouldn’t be allowed to dress myself. At least my skirt was neutral and fairly demure, despite the hem creeping up my legs.

				Standing on the street picking at invisible lint on my boob did not portray the dignified confidence I was hoping for. If he was inside, he’d probably already seen me. Just do it. Get it over with. Keep quiet unless you have something intelligent to say. And make him grovel, while you’re at it. And for the love of God, if the words “feminine itching” or “I like pie” come out of your mouth, we’re getting a lobotomy.

				I stuck my chin out, straightened my pink fedora, and did my best to saunter through the door.

				It’s tough to look casual when the door is strung with loud, jangling sleigh bells. As twitchy as I was, it’s a wonder I didn’t ricochet through the plate-glass window.

				I didn’t see him. The inside of the store was filled with people in line and waiting for their orders. I wasn’t sure what the protocol was—whether I should go looking for him or get my coffee first. I stepped to the end of the line and hoped I’d spot him from there. I didn’t much like the idea of walking through to the back room, hoping he was there. At least I should be allowed a cappuccino for the awkward search.

				I craned my neck around while I waited, trying to be as smooth as possible. It was not in my best interest to look too eager. He’d stood me up once. He could easily do it again, especially since he’d been in such a hurry to get off the phone last night before explaining anything. Let him find me if he’s so sorry.

				The line didn’t move much before Riley was at my side, spinning me to face him.

				“You came,” he said. His smoky-gray eyes reflected his easy smile, and his voice was soft, as if amazed I’d shown up.

				I wanted to throw my arms around him in relief. I wanted so much to kiss him and assure him that whatever had happened, I didn’t care. I wanted to punch him in the arm and tell him how miserable I’d been over the last six weeks.

				I did none of those things, of course.

				My voice was cool, if a little froggy from nerves. “I’m here every morning. The next-closest place to get coffee is two blocks out of my way.”

				His hands on my arms seared through the fabric of my sweater. He nodded and released one hand, using the other to nudge me toward the back room. “Come sit down. Five minutes, that’s all I’m asking. Your coffee’s waiting for you.”

				I followed. He didn’t give me much choice, really. He still had a grip on one of my arms, and I was seriously ready for some caffeine.

				The rear of the shop was barely occupied. Most of the traffic was getting its caffeine fix to go before making its way to offices and cubicles in the vicinity. A few industrious types sat alone with laptops open and headphones blaring. A large man at one table stared at us when we came through the arch, but Riley steered me to a corner table away from everyone else. Two paper cups sat steaming in invitation. Points to the man for thinking ahead, at least.

				I blew through the little hole in the top of my cup, knowing it was a futile gesture I made every morning. It did nothing to cool the coffee off, but I felt better about burning my mouth if I’d at least gone through the motions. I braved my way through the inevitable first burn, then sighed in satisfaction. Riley had my order right, down to the double-shot of Irish cream syrup I sometimes ordered on my rougher days. Double points.

				A little more relaxed, I noticed Riley was still standing. He frowned. The large man I’d noticed when we walked in stood next to him.

				A spectacular, face-stretching grin twisted the man’s face, as if I were a movie star he’d waited his whole life to meet. He stuck out his hand to shake. I glanced at Riley for help, but he looked queasy, like he’d swallowed a live goldfish. The big smile bothered me. It was far too friendly for the circumstances, and it didn’t go anywhere near his eyes. I stood and extended a reluctant hand.

				“Zoey Donovan,” he said. “It’s such a pleasure to meet you.” His palm was greasy with sweat and pumped up and down with enough enthusiasm for both of us. “Riley’s told us so much about you.”

				I gave him the most polite smile I could muster and tried to pull my hand away. His grip was too tight to break free. “Thank you, I guess?” I didn’t know what else to say.

				He continued to shake my hand as if he were an insurance salesman desperate to make a sale. “Art. Art Ferguson.” He leaned in close to my face and his smile disappeared. His breath was sour, like he’d eaten nothing but feta cheese and yak yogurt. “And you, my dear, are not supposed to be alive.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Three

				When someone informs you that you aren’t supposed to be alive, it can be a little disconcerting. When it’s someone you met less than five minutes before, and his breath is slapping you in the face like a dead fish and robbing you of the right to breathe, it’s worse.

				Honestly, I knew he was right. I’d dodged death twice and done it by underhanded means. Death’s representative isn’t supposed to help.

				I slipped my hand from Art’s sweaty grasp and looked at Riley for help. All color had dissipated from his face, and his eyes were wide. I didn’t think I’d get any assistance from his corner, but he pulled it together and swooped in to intercede.

				“Art,” he said, taking the guy by the shoulder. “Could you give me a few minutes here?” He gave the big man no choice in the matter and guided him to another table a short distance away.

				“Five minutes,” Art said. “You can have five minutes with her. But then I really must insist—”

				Riley cut him off and shoved him into a booth. “Ten minutes. Come on. Loosen up, for once.”

				When he returned, he took my hand and urged me to my chair—far more gentle than he had been with Art. I was still feeling off-kilter. Between Riley and Art, my insecurities crackled like a Halloween bonfire.

				He sat across from me and took a deep breath, as if gearing up for a long speech.

				“I am so sorry,” he said.

				I didn’t answer. My fingers curled around my paper cup. Looking him square in the eye might be my undoing. I focused on his collar, where his hair curled over the edge. He needed a haircut.

				“I couldn’t call you,” he said. His words were slow and careful, as if he’d practiced them. After another breath, he gave up on his plan and the words tumbled over each other in a rush of desperation. “It happened so fast. I swear, I didn’t have any warning. They just showed up and put me in a car. Come on, Zoey, please, at least look at me.”

				I pried my attention from his shirt and looked him in the eye. “Were you hurt?”

				“Well, no.”

				“Did they tie you up so you couldn’t make phone calls?”

				“It wasn’t like that. But my phone did get left behind. I couldn’t call. I really wanted to.”

				“Where were you?”

				“Lebanon.”

				I narrowed my eyes and leaned forward. This was the first he’d mentioned leaving the country. “Why the hell were you in Lebanon?”

				“Kansas. Lebanon, Kansas. It’s the geographical center of the contiguous U.S.”

				Riley was not normally prone to spouting random pieces of trivia, so this was an odd thing to tell me. “Of course.” I didn’t know what else to say. “So, who, exactly, kidnapped you and forced you into farm life in the exact middle of America?”

				He relaxed a little. “The Board of Hidden Affairs. They took me in for questioning, then kept me for six weeks of retraining.” He reached forward and peeled one of my hands from its death grip on my cup. “Art’s kind of my boss. He’s here for a period of observation.”

				This was a bit much to process, and the way his fingers were stroking mine made it hard to concentrate.

				“I’m sorry, Riley,” I said. “This is all because of me.” I wanted to cry. I’d been so angry. Worried, yes, but mostly I was hurt and pissed off. They’d come to get him because he’d broken rules to save me.

				He squeezed my hand. “No. It’s because of me. I’m the one who went against protocol. And I’m fine. Really. It’s fine.”

				I was utterly miserable. It took everything I had not to let tears spill over on my flushed, embarrassed cheeks. “Are you sure you’re all right?” I scanned him for injuries, bruises, brandings, whip marks—there was no telling what a bunch of reapers might do to each other. “Retraining? What did you have to do there? God, Riley, I feel awful that I got you into trouble.”

				“Seriously, I’m fine. I was mostly stuck in a classroom.” He glanced at Art and leaned forward to speak in a lowered voice. “I’d do it again in a second.”

				Art was up in a flash and hustled over to our table. “Enough. You’ve had your time alone, I think.” He gave Riley a disapproving look, then pulled up a chair to join us. “Let’s talk about you now, my dear.”

				He whipped out a pocket-sized spiral notepad and a ballpoint pen. His thumb clicked the end, paused, then clicked it again several more times. He licked the tip and set it poised above the paper. “Date of birth?”

				“Excuse me?” It felt like he was from the IRS and I was getting a surprise audit.

				His face became stern. “Date of birth, please.”

				Riley interceded. “Why the hell would you need that? You’re here to observe me, not my personal life.”

				Art sighed in a melodramatic way and placed his pad and pen on the table. “The Board is not interested in you, Riley. They learned all they could while you were at the head office. Miss Donovan is their priority now. In conjunction with your probation, I am to observe her and your interactions with her, then determine whether balance needs to be restored.”

				Riley’s palm slapped down on the table, causing a minor seismic event. “That is not what I was told.”

				“You were told what you needed to know at the time. Miss Donovan’s status is in question. Either she is in breach of regulation 1117J, or she is an Aegis and under the jurisdiction of the Board of Hidden Affairs. In either case, action must be taken. I’m here to establish under which category she falls and take the appropriate measures.”

				Riley stood, fuming. “This is not happening,” he said through gritted teeth. “Take me back for more training. Give me a new assignment—whatever you need to do. But leave her out of this.”

				“Sit down, reaper. This is above your pay grade. Either she’s outside the law or subject to it. I will do my job, and you will do yours. Remember, you’re still on probation.”

				Riley sputtered, searching for words through his obvious rage.

				“Sit down, Riley,” I said. I tried to be gentle about how I said it. I could see they’d pulled a fast one on him to get to me, and he was heroically angry on my behalf. But it wasn’t getting us anywhere. He dropped into his chair, and I turned my attention to Art.

				“Explain, please. You’re spouting jargon at me with no definitions. From what I can see, you have no authority over me, so you’ll have to do this my way if you want any sort of cooperation. Start with this Board everybody’s so in awe of.”

				Art nodded and picked up his pen. Click click. Click click. The habit seemed to soothe him. “The Board of Hidden Affairs oversees the well-being of the Hidden—urban legends, supernatural beings, and mythical creatures. The Human/Hidden Relations Division deals with such beings as reapers and soul catchers.” He flicked his hand at Riley. “That’s who we work for. The Hidden Services Division deals with the occasional Aegis who turns up.” He cocked his head to the side, looked me over in a dismissive fashion, then jotted down a quick note. “They believe that’s what you are.” Click click, click click.

				“Uh huh. So what’s an Aegis?”

				“A human guardian of the Hidden. An Aegis always has some sort of ability peculiar to normal humans, such as pyrokinesis or telepathy, and the Hidden generally gravitate to them for healing, sanctuary or enlightenment. They’re quite rare. But human guardians are very important to the Hidden, so in the case that you are an Aegis, reaper intervention will be overlooked.”

				I had to admit, that did sound like what was happening at my house. Still, Art didn’t look convinced. “You don’t believe I am one of these things, do you?”

				Click click. “I do not. In my opinion, you are merely a kindhearted woman with a small emotion-talent.”

				“I see. So where does that put me?”

				“Dead. Or it should. Time will tell. After a series of tests and observations, a verdict will be reached, and you’ll either pay your outstanding debt or be sent for training, relocation and assignment.”

				I blinked my eyes in disbelief. “I’ll either be put to death or have my life taken away? What sort of choice is that?”

				“I’m afraid it’s not a choice at all, Miss Donovan. In fact, your cooperation is hardly necessary.” Art looked at his watch and rose, knocking his chair a few feet behind him. He placed a sweaty paw on the back of my hand and held it there for an uncomfortable minute before he let go. “Testing begins now. Should you survive the next thirteen days, your debt will be nullified by an Aegis waiver. It was a pleasure meeting you. Come with me, Riley.” He vanished through the archway without looking back.

				Riley leaned toward me. “I never would have asked you to meet me if I’d known.”

				“I guess I didn’t get you in nearly as much trouble as I got myself into.”

				“I’m so sorry, Zoey.”

				A deep exhaustion settled over me. “No more apologizing. Shit happened. We’ll deal with it. You’d better follow him before he comes back for you. If you discover what these tests are going to be, let me know.”

				He stroked my cheek with a feathery touch that made my insides tremble. “If you’re not too mad at me, I still owe you a second first date.”

				I offered him a weak smile. “Yes, you do. Call me and we’ll make a plan. For now, I think I need some time to process all of this.”

				He slid from his chair and gave me a chaste kiss on the cheek—the most I’d had from him so far. The way my stomach flipped and my face burned, if we ever had a real first kiss, I’d probably need CPR. Good thing he was also a paramedic.

				“I’ll call you soon, Zoey. Don’t worry. I’ll figure out what’s going on.”

				I didn’t move until he was gone. My coffee had cooled enough to drink, and I gulped it without shame. With half the cup drained, my nerves steadied. I was also stalling. I didn’t want to run into Riley and Art on my way to the door. They needed to be long gone before I made my exit.

				After a few minutes, I figured I’d waited enough, grabbed my purse and half-empty coffee, and stood to go. Two steps. That’s as far as I got before I slipped in a puddle of mystery liquid and fell flat on my ass. I wasn’t hurt. There was padding enough to cushion my fall. Only two people sat in the small area, and they barely registered my gymnastics, so my pride was left mostly unbruised, too. No. The big injury was the loss of my coffee. My cup went flying and exploded against the wall in a large-scale Rorschach test.

				Somehow, I’d managed to keep from spilling a single drop on myself. At least I had that minor victory to my credit. I hiked myself off the floor, avoiding eye contact with the laptop guy plugged in to his earbuds, and flagged down an employee. He was horrified that I’d slipped and was more concerned with getting me a replacement cup than he was with my apologies and offer to clean up the mess. I suppose he was worried about a lawsuit. By the time I had a fresh coffee in my hand—no standing in line for the clumsy girl—he had a cone up on the floor to keep anyone else from slipping and was cleaning up the wall.

				I slunk out before he could get his manager to bring me a waiver to sign.

				On the way to work, I nearly got clipped by a blue sedan that turned the corner as I crossed the street. A guy leaving a used bookstore came short of whacking me with the door. By the time I got to the office, I was ready to barricade myself inside and never emerge.

				Sara sat at her desk, looking collected and tidy, reading the morning paper. I blew in like a tornado and dumped my purse on my desk, batting a stray curl away from my face.

				“Rough morning?” she said.

				“The worst.” The door hadn’t shut behind me, so I turned and closed it firmly. “But I’m here. Everything will be fine if I can have five minutes of calm.”

				She coughed into her fist. “Sorry. I hate to be the bearer of further bad news, but you might want to check the back of your skirt.”

				I twisted around in both directions, but viewing my own ass without a mirror requires more flexibility than I possess. I stepped into the back room where we kept craft supplies and a work table for emergency wedding favors and decorations. With the skirt unzipped, I slid it around front to have a look.

				“Son of a bitch.” Whatever I’d slipped on in the coffee shop was now on the seat of my skirt in a brown, sludgy wet spot.

				Clearly, my day was not going to get any better.

				Most days, my skirts were bright, obnoxious print patterns. On this wondrous day of clumsiness, I’d opted for a light solid. My skirt looked like I’d either had a dreadful accident brought on by bad Mexican food, or I’d started my period without knowing it. Flashbacks to the humiliation of junior high, when my female business was an embarrassing secret tended to in privacy and stealth, made my cheeks burn. What was I supposed to do, tie my sweater around my waist? Nothing said “Hey, look at the girl who bled on herself!” like a cardigan flapping over my ass. I hated junior high school.

				I had a consultation appointment in less than an hour. There was no going home to change. My best strategy would be to stay seated at my desk until it was over. Not the proper office etiquette, but a big stain like that on my clothes would not instill confidence in a woman wanting to hand over the control of her wedding day.

				I had to get my head together. Art and Riley had thrown a lot at me in the coffee shop, and the distraction would get me killed if I didn’t let it go and focus.

				I flipped the ruined skirt around and returned to my desk. Sara watched with a shrewd eye. I plopped into my chair, grateful for a place to remain safely immobile. My elbow caught the pen holder and knocked it to the floor, scattering a few dozen multicolored pens, pencils and erasers.

				“What is wrong with you?” Sara said. She came to my aid and knelt beside me, gathering up the mess.

				I tried to help, but for every three pens I picked up, I dropped two.

				“I have no idea,” I said, throwing my arms in the air, exasperated. A fuzzy-headed troll pencil with googly eyes went flying. “I know I’m not the most graceful person in the world, but this has been the clumsiest day of my life. You should probably be wearing chainmail if you’re going to be around me.”

				Sara eyed the potentially lethal projectiles in my waving hands. “How about I clean this up and you sit in your chair—carefully—so you don’t hurt yourself. Or me.”

				It wasn’t a suggestion as much as an order. She waited until I was settled and made quick work of tidying up my catastrophic pen explosion. When she was finished, she put the cup at the farthest corner of my desk, well out of reach.

				“Did you see the paper yet today?”

				I scowled. “I’ve been a little busy this morning.”

				“Don’t make that face at me. It’ll stick. Then how will you land a nice mermaid?”

				I stuck my tongue out at her. She ignored me, grabbing the newspaper off her desk and bringing it over to show me. “You know that weird ghostbuster couple who live in a camper down the street?”

				I glanced at the front-page article. “Freebird and Jonah Washburn, yeah. They talk to ghosts, and people pay them to exorcise their homes or something.”

				She nodded. “They’ve been all over the media lately. Anyway, there was an accident last night. Apparently, the brakes on their camper released while they were sleeping, and it rolled right into the bay. Nobody heard a thing. The Washburns drowned. A fisherman spotted the top of the camper this morning, and a crew came to recover it. They said the bodies were still in bed. It was like Freebird and Jonah slept through it all.”

				I shivered. “Well, that’s creepy as hell. The cops don’t think it was murder, do they?”

				“Maybe it was ghosts bent on revenge.” Sara’s face was straight, but her eyes sparkled.

				“I think you’re enjoying that story a little too much.”

				“Okay, fine.” She shrugged her shoulders. “Maybe it was a string of phenomenally bad luck.”

				“That seems a lot more likely.” Then again, what did I know? Who was I to question the existence of vengeful ghosts when I had so many unlikely creatures living in my house?

				I opened the folder with the paperwork I needed for my appointment, and Sara caught my coffee cup before it hit the floor.

				She shook her head and put the cup next to the pen holder where it was safer—not safe, but in less danger than if it were within arm’s reach.

				“So,” she said from her desk and beyond harm’s way. “Where’s your head? He called, didn’t he?”

				The fact that Sara knew me so well, combined with a keen eye for details and putting pieces together, made it impossible to hide anything from her. Almost impossible, anyway. There were a lot of things in my life lately I couldn’t share with her. Sara’s feet were rooted in the world she knew, and my life had taken a turn for the supernatural. I’d been lying to her, and I hated it. Or at least telling her half lies, which was almost worse.

				“He called, yeah. And I saw him this morning.”

				Despite her accurate deductions, Sara’s eyes widened in surprise. She was up and in the hazard zone around my desk before I realized she’d moved.

				“Well? What did he say? Where was he? What was his excuse?”

				I held my breath and thought hard about what and how much to tell her. “He had a family emergency. His mom was sick, and he had to fly out to take care of her.”

				“He couldn’t call? What the hell?”

				“He lost his phone on the plane and didn’t have my number.” Crap, crap, crap. I was a really bad liar, and she was a really good interrogator.

				“We have a website. He could have found us.”

				“No internet connection. He was stuck in the middle of nowhere.”

				“Lame.”

				“Seriously.”

				She relaxed. “Something’s not right, Zoey. You’re too trusting. I know you really like the guy, but I smell bullshit.”

				Of course she smelled bullshit. It was my bullshit. I reeked of it.

				“He’s not off the hook, Sara. I didn’t exactly throw my arms around him and declare my love and forgiveness. He knows he’s in the doghouse.”

				“Uh huh.” She looked unconvinced.

				“Really. It’s going to be all right. Trust me.”

				“Sure. Trust you. You’re cool as a cucumber. That’s why I had to create a safety perimeter around you, with no sharp objects or coffee cups.”

				The next few hours rolled past with no further attempts at unconscious self-sabotage. My client meeting went smoothly, despite my inability to rise from my desk, and the rest was all paperwork and phone calls. Sara left around three for an appointment, but not before admonishing me to be careful.

				“You’ve calmed some since this morning, but I’m still worried about you,” she said. “Take it slow driving home, okay? We’ve got too much work to do without you driving off into a ravine and leaving me to do everything.”

				I smiled. “Yes, Mom.”

				“Don’t be such a spaz. Boys are dumb.”

				It was an old mantra we’d been using since college. I nodded in agreement. “Boys are dumb.”

				She wasn’t gone five minutes before the door blew open and two men strolled into the office.

				We don’t get a lot of walk-in business in our line of work. It’s not like people meander down the street, window shopping, taking in the sights, browsing antique stores and kitschy tourist shops, then veer off into our office to inquire after wedding plans.

				No. These guys were out of place the minute they walked in. I wasn’t sure if they were there to sell me a life insurance policy or ask me to join a cult. Both were dressed in expensive black suits, one with a dark green turtleneck and the other a button-down shirt of the same color. Matching gold pins decorated their lapels. A uniform? A dress code specific to their organization?

				Other than the outfits, they didn’t look alike. The one with the turtleneck had close-cropped red hair and a bulbous nose. He didn’t appear to be all there, probably because his jaw hung slack, and he breathed through his mouth. The other seemed to be in charge. His black hair was slicked back, and his sharp nose sat beneath beady, dark eyes that darted around the room like a ferret with its tail on fire.

				Neither of them topped five feet.

				I stood and faced the men, smoothing my skirt and hoping I wouldn’t have to turn around. “May I help you?”

				The one with the dark hair stepped forward. “I think we can help each other.” He reached into his jacket and removed a smartphone. His fingers tapped the display as if he were taking notes. “My organization is here in town to assist folks like you. May we have a seat?” He nodded toward the loveseat situated in front of my desk.

				I shook my head. “I’m sorry, gentlemen. I have plenty of insurance, and I’m just leaving for the day.”

				I tried to slide from behind my desk to lead them to the door, but the mouth breather blocked my way. He looked straight ahead, rather than in my eyes, which was twice as disconcerting as it would have been with someone more my height. This guy was eye-level with my chest.

				The dark-haired man cleared his throat. “Pardon my associate, ma’am. He takes his job very seriously.” He waved his hand at my chair. “Please. Have a seat.”

				I frowned and glanced up at the clock on the back wall. “I really don’t have time for this.” I sat. Better that I stay close to my desk phone in case I had to call the police to get rid of these guys.

				He scooted into the loveseat. The muscle guy stood behind the seat, arms folded across his chest. I shifted in my chair and wondered if I could outrun them to the door.

				“Allow me to introduce myself.” The man in front of me leaned across my desk and offered a delicate hand. “I’m Murphy O’Doyle.” I shook his hand. It would be rude not to, and I still hoped this was nothing more than a weird sales call. He poked a thumb over his shoulder. “My colleague, there, is Fargo. He doesn’t say much.”

				“Zoey Donovan,” I said without thinking. I winced. Don’t encourage them, Zoey. You’ll never get them out of here.

				O’Doyle’s face split into a grin. “Donovan, is it? Wonderful Irish family.” He tapped the information into his phone.

				I shrugged. “I guess.”

				His face darkened. “It’s a proud heritage. You should be pleased to own it.” Disappointed in my lack of enthusiasm, he switched to business mode and sat up straighter. “Well, then. As I said, my organization specializes in assisting people like you.”

				I was tempted to ask what he meant by “people like you,” but bit my tongue. The more I interrupted, the slower this would go. No doubt he’d get to it.

				“As you probably know from centuries of folklore, my people are associated with luck and good fortune.”

				Okay, so I would have to interrupt after all. My people. People like you. He wasn’t making any damn sense, and this was bound to get me stuck in rush-hour traffic if it went on much longer. “Excuse me,” I said. “Your people?”

				He chuckled. It wasn’t a friendly sound. “Leprechauns, Miss Donovan. What did you think we were?”

				I shrugged again. “Amway salesmen?”

				He stared at me, his black eyes like pinpricks of tar. “We are not here to sell you detergent, I assure you.”

				“Then why don’t you tell me why you’re here so we can get on with this? I’d really like to head home.”

				Annoyance flashed across his face. I had the feeling he wasn’t used to being rushed.

				“If you’ll allow me to proceed, then?” I nodded, and he took a breath before speaking. “People like you slip through the cracks. You’re neither Hidden, therefore protected by the Board, nor a regular human, protected by mundane police.”

				I folded my arms across my chest, mirroring Fargo. “Oh, I’m pretty sure if I called the police right now, they’d be willing to protect me.”

				The threat wasn’t lost on O’Doyle and he scowled. “Yes, but we’re Hidden. Mundane police can’t hold us, and they can’t protect you from the Hidden. The Board of Hidden Affairs only prevents us from interfering with regular humans. And you, Miss Donovan, are not a regular human. Which puts you in a dangerous state of limbo.”

				This was news to me. So far, the Board had done nothing but interfere in my life—except when an incubus was killing my friends. They were suspiciously silent while that was going down. I was also tempted to call bullshit on Lucky Charms and his pet Irish wolfhound, since that guy Art had mentioned a Division of Human and Hidden Relations. Or something like that. Too bad I hadn’t been listening more closely.

				“What makes you so sure I’m not a regular human? You didn’t even know my name when you walked in.”

				O’Doyle smiled. “Humans with special gifts or connections to the Hidden shine for us. We watch for that shine. You’re so bright, you sparkle like a Tiffany chandelier in candlelight. We work out of Sacramento, normally, but recently decided to take our services on the road. Your lovely town is our first stop. So many shining people with otherworldly talents, all in one place. We couldn’t pass you by without stopping to help.”

				I sighed and rubbed at the spot between my eyebrows. “So, what is it you think you can do for me?”

				“We’re here to offer you protection, Miss Donovan. I thought I’d made that clear.”

				“No, you really didn’t.”

				“Well, let me make it clear. The supernatural humans of this town are unprotected. Bad things can happen.”

				“Bad things?” I saw where this was going and I didn’t like it one bit.

				“Very bad things. My organization is willing to keep those bad things from happening.”

				“Uh huh. And I suppose there’s a price.”

				“Of course there is. Nothing is free. But isn’t your safety worth it?”

				“I think I’ve heard enough.” I stood up. Fargo growled at me, and I growled back. “I’m not paying you protection money. Your sales pitch is over.”

				O’Doyle stood and straightened his coat. The gold shamrock on his lapel caught the light when he turned. “As you like. But please, think about our offer.”

				I grunted. “Sure.”

				“We’ll give you the week to consider it. I’m confident by then you’ll see it our way.”

				I opened the door and held it for them. “Is that a threat?”

				He shook his head, smiling. “Not at all. But I would advise you to have five thousand dollars ready on our return. It’s in your best interest.”

				I slammed the door shut and locked it the minute they were both outside. My hands shook and my breath hitched in my chest.

				A minute later, anger had passed as the absurdity of the situation hit me.

				I giggled. “The Leprechaun Mafia has a protection racket, and I’m a mark.” The words echoed back at me in my empty office.

				It was ten minutes before I could stop laughing long enough to drive home.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Four

				Since Maurice had moved in with me, I had the nightly pleasure of dinner on the table, or close to being ready, when I got home. The smells often wafted as far as the driveway and pulled me inside. But there were no smells to guide me to the door as I parked my VW Bug. When I walked in, I could see from the entryway that nothing was on the table. It didn’t smell like anything was cooking, either.

				My gut told me something was very wrong.

				The lack of dinner didn’t bother me. Honestly, I was still a little uncomfortable with the idea that someone was doing my cooking and cleaning for me. Maurice insisted, and claimed it was something he liked to do. Saying no to Maurice was not an easy thing, and in fairness, I sucked at housekeeping.

				But the change in routine alarmed me. My closet-monster roommate wouldn’t slack off without a good reason.

				I didn’t see Maurice at first, though he was right there in front of me. A small movement near the edge of the living room caught my attention. Maurice sat on the floor, a slow, rocking lump by the cold fireplace. He had what looked like a men’s loafer grasped in his bony fingers, and he was staring at it with a mournful expression.

				I dropped my purse on the couch and crouched next to him.

				“Hey,” I said. My voice was soft, and I put my hand over his, loosening his grip on the shoe. “What’s going on?”

				His great, yellow eyes looked up at me. The sadness that filled them clutched at me in a solid grip. His lips moved, a gurgling, incoherent sound escaping in a rush. He handed me the loafer as if a shoe explained everything.

				I took it, of course. It obviously meant something tragic. I examined the lacings and stitches, turned it over and looked at the scuffed soul. Whatever dire significance the footwear held, I couldn’t decipher it from the cracked, brown leather.

				“Are you missing the other one?” I couldn’t think of anything else that might be so upsetting.

				“She wants a divorce.” His voice cracked, and an enormous tear plopped on the rug.

				“This is from Pansy? Did she put a note in the shoe?”

				“No, no. It’s our wedding shoe. I gave it to her during the ceremony. She gave me a flip flop with a yellow daisy on top.”

				As a wedding planner, I saw a lot of unexpected, odd traditions worked into the ceremonies. The exchange of unmatched footwear during the vows was a new one on me.

				My barriers had been up all day to shield me from the emotional detritus of the outside world. But I was home now, and Maurice was my friend. I could feel his devastation puddled around me on the floor. I help people. I fix what’s broken. There was nothing I could do about this.

				I gave him the loafer and put my hand on his skinny leg. “So, now what?”

				“I don’t know. I knew it would happen eventually.” He wiped the back of his hand over his wet cheeks. “I guess I kept hoping if I stayed away long enough, she might want me back.”

				I squeezed his bony knee. “Honey, she cheated on you.”

				“I know. But I would have taken her back if she was sorry.”

				I held my tongue on that one. Sara wouldn’t have, but I know when to shut up and let somebody work something out for himself. Or make his own mistakes.

				He cradled the shoe in the crook of his arm, as if it were a tiny child. “Maybe it’s because I haven’t been around. Maybe if I go see her, she’ll remember how much she loves me.”

				That was the worst idea I’d ever heard. But closure doesn’t come easily to any of us, so maybe the best thing I could do was be a shoulder to cry on after Pansy crushed him like a walnut under a steamroller. “Do you want me to come with you?”

				His lips curled into a shadow of his normal wide grin. “Bringing a human woman with me probably wouldn’t be a good idea.” He unfolded himself and headed for his room, but hesitated in the hallway. “I wish...”

				I trailed behind and touched his shoulder. “What?”

				“I wish you could come with me. Maybe I should stay a little longer, make sure you’ve got enough food in the fridge. Do a load of laundry.” He stared at the doorway to his room. “Who’s going to take care of you if I go?”

				Sorrow squeezed my heart, and it seem like it might never let go. “I survived before you came here, you know.” I offered a weak smile and smoothed the tiny, bobbing hairs on his head. “I’ll be okay.”

				Uncertainty trickled from his skin like drops of sour milk. “You’ll eat real food, not just sandwiches and takeout?”

				I drew an X on my chest. “Cross my heart.”

				His big yellow eyes stared at my face for a long moment before he made his final decision. “Will you help me pack my stuff?”

				I hadn’t expected him to leave so fast, but it was usually best to rip the bandage off all at once rather than make it slow and tortuous.

				Despite his request, Maurice wouldn’t let me help.

				“Sit-sit-sit,” he said, pushing me into a chair to watch the frenetic activity. Once Maurice committed to something, he went at it whole-heartedly. He hummed while he gathered his things, occasionally breaking out into a nonsense song made up on the spot.

				“Packin’ up my stuff (uh-uh-uh). Gettin’ all my gear (uh-uh-uh). Gonna take a trip (uh-uh-uh). Soooooooooo...everyone can cheer (uh-uh, uh-uh-uh. Uh.)”

				I tried to smile in encouragement, at the same time swallowing a lump in my throat. He’d come back, right? This was temporary. Even if he fixed things with Pansy—though I couldn’t imagine how that could be possible—he’d still visit, right?

				He didn’t have much to pack. A few gaudy Hawaiian shirts, a couple of pairs of jeans and brightly printed slacks. The iPod I bought him for noise during the day when I was at work. It all fit into a knapsack I didn’t know he owned. He tucked his arms through both straps and hitched it across his back as if preparing for a hiking trip. He clutched the loafer in his hand.

				“So, I’m off,” he said. His eyes darted to the open closet, betraying his urgency to get on with it. “Are you sure you’ll be alright without me?”

				I waved my hand in dismissal. “Pfff. I’m a big girl. Sort out Pansy. I’ll be here if you need me.”

				He looked unconvinced. “Try to stay out of trouble.”

				I arranged my face in the most serious, sincere expression I could muster. “I swear it. I’ll even try to keep from leaving my clothes on the floor.”

				“That would be something. Soak that skirt or it’ll never come clean.” His foot tapped, as if impatient to set off, with or without its owner. “Hey, I didn’t ask. Did you see Riley?”

				“I saw him. He’s fine.”

				“But are you fine?”

				I could see how eager he was to leave, but he couldn’t bring himself to stop taking care of me. There was no way I could tell him now that I probably had a death sentence hanging over me or that I’d been threatened by the Leprechaun Mafia. He had his own business to deal with. Zoey was just going to have to take care of Zoey this time.

				“He had to go for retraining, but he’s back now. I’m fine.”

				He tilted his head and pursed his lips, as if trying to read me for lies. I don’t think he was entirely convinced. He glanced at the closet door and then at me. “Are you sure you don’t need anything before I go?”

				“Maurice, if you’re going, go. Or stay and we’ll have dinner. But make up your mind.” I grabbed him by the shoulders and hugged him tight. I didn’t want to let go. I was scared for him. I was scared for me. And honestly, I was a little unhappy with the prospect of living alone again. Before I released him, I whispered into his pale, cavernous ear. “I’m right here if you need me. I’m not going anywhere.”

				I prayed it wasn’t a lie.

				He stepped out of my arms, faced the closet, and vanished into it as if he’d never been there. Now that he was gone, it hit me that I had no way to contact him. I brushed away the tears on my cheeks and padded out, closing the door softly behind me.

				The house was so quiet without him. Within minutes I missed his tuneless humming and mindless chatter. I told myself he’d be back soon, but there was a tiny voice in my head warning me to prepare for the possibility that he’d fix things with Pansy and never come home. My throat tightened at the thought—for myself just as much as for him. I’d never met her, but it was her affair with a bridge troll that had sent Maurice to me in the first place. I wanted better for him than an unfaithful wife. And let’s be honest. I didn’t really want to be alone anymore.

				What kind of friend hopes somebody’s marriage will fail? The worst kind, that’s what.

				I wandered into the kitchen to make myself a sandwich. I’d promised to eat, but I hadn’t promised to cook. Okay, I did promise I wouldn’t live on sandwiches, but this was only my first night on my own.

				I rummaged through the fridge, examining plastic containers of exquisite leftovers. He’d left me enough to go a week before I had to consider making anything myself.

				The doorbell rang, and I flinched, bumping my head on the open freezer door above me.

				“Dammit.” I rubbed at the spot on my crown, hoping it wouldn’t well up into an egg. There wasn’t any blood, so that was at least something.

				At the front door, I peered through the curtained window. All I could see was the top of a brownish mop of hair. Whoever was there wasn’t tall enough for me to see much more.

				Please, don’t let it be more leprechauns.

				When I opened the door, a dour-faced, hairy man, about four and a half feet tall, greeted me.

				“Zoey Donovan?” he asked.

				“Maybe?” Great. This was probably the IRS springing an audit on me. I had the urge to slam and bolt the door.

				The man had a small suitcase clutched in each of his hands. He put them both down and stood up straight. “Yes or no. Are you Zoey Donovan?”

				“Yes?”

				“Excellent.” He rubbed the palms of his hands on his pants, then grabbed his luggage again. “I’d like a room. Preferably with my own bathroom. I like to soak.” He brushed past me and into the house, leaving me agog and bewildered.

				Maurice would have known what to do, but Maurice was gone. I could have run around the house and asked Molly to come inside to help me, but she was busy with her family. It was time for me to learn to deal with this kind of thing on my own. I pulled my shoulders back and tried to get control of the situation.

				“This is not a hotel,” I said. “You can’t just—”

				The hairy little man stood at the fireplace, fiddling with a rock that Phil, a visiting gargoyle, had left me as a gift. “Interesting,” he said. “Hard to come by. Mind if I borrow it?” The rock disappeared into his pocket.

				“Who are you?” Helplessness and exasperation lapped at my heels. And, though I had no idea what—if anything—it did, I wanted my rock back.

				He turned away from the mantle and blinked at me. “I’m Silas. Is my room ready?”

				“There’s no room to get ready. I don’t know what you’ve heard, but you can’t walk in here looking for a place to stay. This is my home, not a hotel.” I picked up the luggage he’d left by the door and put them on the porch. “Please leave.”

				By the time I turned around to face him, the suitcases were sitting in the middle of my living room again.

				“I see we’re at cross purposes here,” he said. “I’m here for a room. I’m also a pooka, and sweetheart, like it or not, we go where we want.”

				Once again, I felt woefully uninformed about the supernatural inhabitants invading my world. A pooka? I searched my limited memory of folklore and came up with a single reference.

				“Aren’t you supposed to be a six-foot-tall rabbit?”

				He glared at me. “Harvey? Is that all you’ve got?”

				“Pookas aren’t giant white rabbits?”

				His squat little body shimmered and grew. He solidified, and a human-sized rabbit glared at me through pink eyes. “Better?”

				The most disturbing part of his transformation was his sudden lack of pants.

				“Point taken.”

				He morphed into his short, humanoid form, pants intact. “If you’ll show me to my room, I’d like to take a nap. Your place isn’t exactly on the way to anywhere. I’ve been traveling for days.”

				“Not so fast. I’m willing to help people when I can, but I don’t know you, I don’t know what kind of trouble you’re in, and I don’t know why I should help you. You might try working on your people skills.”

				I blinked and he was gone. “Never mind. The house isn’t that big. I’ll show myself in.” The disembodied voice moved to the abandoned suitcases, which did a stunning job of picking themselves up and floating in the air. “You know, you’re not nearly as hospitable as people say you are.” The luggage bobbed down the hall, and I heard the door to my guestroom—Maurice’s room—slam shut.

				I didn’t see or hear him for the rest of the night. I knew it was a slim chance, but I hoped his silence meant he’d either left or was going to be no trouble.

				All hope was lost the next morning when I walked into my bathroom.

				Wet towels lay in heaps on the floor. The medicine cabinet hung wide open, its contents strewn everywhere. My shampoo bottle sat upended and empty, and a puddle of conditioner dried to a sludge on the tub ledge.

				I knew that was not my hair collecting water in the sink.

				I went to look for the inconsiderate pooka and found him in the kitchen, sitting on my counter, eating a bowl of cereal. He was clothed in a bright blue polo shirt. And nothing else.

				“Oh, my God,” I said. “What is it with you and pants? Get your naked ass off my counter. That’s disgusting.”

				I rummaged under the sink and came up with a spray bottle of disinfectant and a fresh sponge. When I waved it at him in my most threatening manner, he jumped down, spilling milk and Fruit Loops on the floor.

				“Now look at what you made me do,” he said. He made no move to clean up the new mess, but he did replace what he lost with more cereal and milk.

				“Get out,” I said. I sprayed the counter, scrubbed at it, then sprayed it again. I didn’t think it would ever be clean enough. It would probably have to be replaced if I ever wanted to put food on it again. From the corner of my eye, I saw him pull a chair away from the table. “Oh, hell, no. You don’t sit anywhere without clothes.”

				His spoon didn’t pause in the act of shoveling breakfast into his mouth. His naked, hairy body shivered, and a pair of brown corduroys appeared on his bottom half.

				He sat in Maurice’s chair without looking at me. Having finished the solid bits, he tipped his head back and slurped the milk in his bowl until it was gone. A window-shaking belch followed.

				“I haven’t had those since I was a kid,” he said. The spoon clattered and he pushed the bowl across the table.

				“Put it in the dishwasher.” I knelt on the floor, mopping up milk and cereal. “What the hell is wrong with you?”

				He shrugged. “I’m a pooka. Look it up.” His stomach gurgled. “Do you have any bacon?”

				The image of the house fire he would cause appeared fully formed in my head. “No, there’s no bacon. Don’t you have some place to be?”

				He yawned and looked at his wrist. A gaudy watch that hadn’t been there a second ago flashed into being. “Actually, I do. I’m overdue for my morning nap.”

				He disappeared before I could protest. The only indication of where he went was the click of my guestroom door.

				I stood in my empty kitchen, a damp sponge dripping in my hand, and tried to breathe in some calm. “Maurice, I wish you’d come home.”

				One thing was clear. I couldn’t possibly go to work. I might have an hour or two before Silas woke up, but leaving him here alone for a full day was likely to leave me homeless.

				I called Sara. “I have a home emergency to take care of.”

				“What’s the problem?”

				“Uh, broken pipe. I need to get a plumber in before I’m flooded.” Lying again. To my best friend. I both hoped and dreaded that telling lies would get easier. It looked like this sort of craziness would be my permanent lot in life, so I’d better get good at it fast.

				“I’ve got a great plumber I use. Let me call him for you.”

				“No! I mean, no, that’s okay. I’ve got somebody already on his way.”

				“Get an estimate first. Don’t let him screw you over.”

				“Yes, ma’am.” I gave her the details of my two o’clock meeting with a caterer so she could go in my place, then hung up.

				My bathroom was disgusting. I needed a shower. But more than anything else, I needed help.

				I tried Molly’s house first. She and her three kids lived in a huge, hollowed-out mushroom in the far corner of the yard behind my house. They’d lived in my linen closet for a little while, but Molly needed her own place. I counted my blessings that she hadn’t gone far.

				I bent and knocked on the tiny door, politely averting my eyes from looking in their windows. After a minute or two, Molly’s son, Aaron, opened the door.

				Timing is everything. I’d missed Molly by about ten minutes.

				“She’ll be back tonight, though,” he said. “Do you want me to go find her?”

				“No, that’s okay. Maybe I’ll come back later. Do you know anything about pookas, by any chance?”

				He wrinkled his nut-brown nose and scratched a tiny, pointed ear. “I’ve never met one. But I’ve heard of them. They aren’t nice.”

				I nodded in agreement. “No, they really aren’t. Please tell your mom I came by. I’ll come back later if I can.”

				Well, crap. No help there.

				Eucalyptus and pine grew in the woods around my house. I crossed from my yard into the trees, listening to the needles and dried leaves crunch underfoot. I loved the smell under the canopy. The astringent scents prickled my nose and made me feel clean, despite the lack of shower and extreme grossness of the morning. I stood still and waited. There was no point in searching for a skunk-ape. They were relatives of Bigfoot. They didn’t get seen unless they wanted to be seen.

				Iris arrived seconds later. I hadn’t heard him approach, though my own footfalls in the underbrush had been loud enough to make the birds go silent. As usual, he smelled lovely, like a fresh bouquet of wildflowers picked after a cleansing rain. This was not a popular trait with skunk-apes, which was why he lived near me, instead of with his own kind on Florida and Louisiana swampland.

				My furry bodyguard grinned down at me and grunted.

				Oh, right. This might be a problem. While Iris could understand me, I couldn’t understand him at all. Molly translated. But it couldn’t be that complicated, could it? I had an unwanted houseguest. I had a bodyguard/bouncer. The one should take care of the other.

				“I have a pooka infestation,” I said.

				His smile faltered, and he snorted.

				“He’s in the house messing everything up, and he won’t leave. Can you get him to leave?”

				Iris looked over my head toward the house. He made a series of huffing and blowing noises, and his big hands moved around as if trying to help explain. I didn’t follow.

				“Does that mean no?”

				He shook his hairy head and patted me on the shoulder with an air of consolation.

				“Who is this guy?” I rubbed my hands over my face and tried to clear my head. “Never mind. Thanks for trying to explain.”

				Iris nodded his head and smiled his toothy grin.

				“I’m going out for a little bit. Can you keep a close eye on the house? Make sure he doesn’t blow it up in my absence, at least?”

				He chuffed and tapped his chest, then ducked into the yard. He looked like an oversized, fuzzy Navy Seal on a reconnaissance mission.

				I had one last place to look for answers and help. It was probably where I should have started. I needed to cross through the woods to visit the witch.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Five

				Aggie the Hag had been a friend of my mother’s. Until recently, I didn’t know she existed. That’s not true. I didn’t remember she existed. For some reason that Aggie and I had yet to work out, most of my memories from before I was eight were gone. It seemed that when my mother left, she took my memories of the supernatural with her.

				Bits and pieces came back each time I went to see Aggie. It didn’t hurt that we were also creating new memories together. My newfound fondness for her recalled the emotions she inspired in me when I was little. And with them came hazy remembrances of playing with fire salamanders, chatting with gnomes and swimming with mermaid kids my own age.

				When I emerged from the trees and into the clearing, Aggie’s little house was almost as familiar as my own home. Unlike the foreboding shack I had expected on my first return two months ago, it was a warm and charming cottage surrounded by flowers and a white picket fence.

				Aggie herself was not the wrinkled-up crone of stories, hunchbacked and cackling. She was a sweet old granny-type with bouncing white curls, a happy smile, and a laugh like wind chimes in a soft breeze.

				She stood waiting for me by the gate. She often seemed to know I was coming before I did, as evidenced by the warm cookies piled on a plate on the kitchen table.

				Whether she was truly magical, I didn’t know. But Aggie knew things. She also kept a lot of my mother’s old books for me. With or without magic, this is where I would find answers.

				The cookies that day were chocolate chip. The chocolate was still warm and gooey, and the milk was ice cold. For the first time in the last twenty-four hours, I felt warm and safe. The house was quiet, except for the ticking of hundreds of clocks. At the top of every hour, I had to cover my ears when they all went off at once.

				“A pooka?” she said, wiping up a stray crumb. “I’ll have to check the books and see what we can find. They’re tricksters, I know that.”

				I gave her a dry smile. “I did figure out that much.”

				She frowned, thinking. “Maybe they’re bad luck. A serendipity spell might send him away.”

				“I could use a little luck, actually. I’ve been so clumsy lately. And you’re not going to believe what else happened.”

				I told her about the Board of Hidden Affairs and the tests they planned to determine if I had the right to remain breathing. This news seemed to bother her far more than the pooka.

				“Oh, honey,” she said, patting my hand. “The Board does whatever they like. They hold all the power in the Hidden world. I don’t know what an Aegis is, exactly, but maybe we’d better do some research. Even if you’re not one, maybe we can fake it.”

				I shook my head. “That’ll keep me from dying, but it won’t get me out of trouble. Isn’t there a third choice?”

				She squeezed my shoulder. “My first concern is keeping you alive, love. One thing at a time.”

				For a tiny old woman, Aggie had a lot of unexpected physical strength. She grabbed me by the wrist and led me into the next room. I tossed a mournful look at my half-eaten cookie before she yanked me through the doorway.

				Floor-to-ceiling shelves filled with dusty books hid every wall of the room. My mother’s books had the entire far wall to themselves. I complained a lot that I didn’t have a procedure manual for what I was doing, but most of my questions could probably be answered somewhere within those tomes.

				Some of the covers didn’t have titles. There was no central index or obvious method of organization to the shelves, and I was too overwhelmed to know how to use them for research. My mother could probably have explained her particular shelving order. But she wasn’t there, and I couldn’t see any sort of a pattern.

				Luckily, I had Aggie and her sixth sense for finding the vaguest reference to whatever we needed. She muttered to herself while she scanned the shelves, running the palm of her liver-spotted hand over the spines. She slid a dark burgundy volume with flaked gold letters, no longer decipherable, off the shelf. Her rings glittered as her fingers flipped through the pages. She grunted, then replaced the book.

				I kind of felt stupid, standing there watching instead of helping, but anything I grabbed would be a random choice based on aesthetic appeal.

				After the fifth try, Aggie’s information dowsing succeeded. She had a faded blue book open to the table of contents and scanned the list with her fingernail.

				“There,” she said. “‘Chapter 17: Aegis Indoctrination and Training.’ I think we may have something.” She paged through the chapters. “15, 16...18.” She shook the book like a Magic 8 Ball. No stray chapters fluttered to the carpet. She looked up at me, alarmed. “It’s gone.”

				I took the book from her and fanned the pages. It was unlikely my shaking it would yield better results, but I tried it anyway. Close examination of the seam revealed jagged bits of paper between chapters sixteen and eighteen where the missing pages had once been. I was crushed. “Why would somebody do that?” I shoved the useless book on the shelf. “I’m running out of time before Silas wakes up from his morning nap. Maybe we’d better switch to pookas for now. Whatever’s coming with this Aegis test is happening whether I read up on it or not.”

				A half hour later, I’d found two books that might help. One had a short blurb on the nature of pookas, and the other was a journal written by an accountant who’d crossed paths with one. Dry reading, but I was hoping it would be useful.

				When we returned to the kitchen, my cookies were cold and my milk was room temperature. Still good though. Aggie wrapped some cookies in a paper napkin for me to take home.

				I blinked in the sunlight after being in the gloomy library for so long. A white rosebush caught my eye and I smiled. “I remember something.”

				Aggie squeezed my hand. “What do you remember this time, sweetheart?”

				“My mother planted that bush for you, didn’t she?”

				“Yes, she did. Anything else?” She smiled in encouragement.

				“There was a lady with her. A lady with greenish skin. She did something to the soil.” I scrunched up my face, trying to force the memory.

				Aggie waited.

				“No,” I said. “That’s all. I can’t remember the rest.”

				“She was a dryad. She fed the soil. See how big the blooms are? How green the leaves?”

				“A dryad. Okay. I can see that.” I still had trouble imagining dryads were real, let alone that I’d met one. But every new memory I pried from my locked-up head was a triumph.

				“Go check on your house, sweetheart. I’ll be here when you need me.” She kissed my cheek and patted me on the arm. “The memories will keep. The pooka might not.”

				She was right. I needed to get home.

				I walked through the woods that separated our property, nibbling on cookies and trying not to dwell on the missing Aegis chapters. Was the book like that when my mother added it to her collection? Or was she the one who removed the pages?

				The question I was avoiding forced itself into the light. Was my mother an Aegis?

				Iris was squatting in front of the guestroom window when I came around the house, intent on his spy work. I didn’t think he noticed me until he glanced up, grunted, and went back to peering inside.

				I gave him my last two cookies and left him munching thoughtfully.

				I wanted to read when I got inside, but the bathroom needed to be my first concern. It was disgusting work. By the time I was finished, I could hear my hairy guest moving around in his room. There would be no time to read. I couldn’t exactly plop down in front of him and research his habits. That would be rude.

				He met me in the hallway, cheery from his nap. And hungry.

				“Ah, there you are,” he said. “What’s for lunch?”

				I didn’t answer. He followed me into the kitchen and sat watching me while I collected sandwich stuff. I plopped it on the table in front of him, gave him a plate, and waved in his direction. “Help yourself.”

				He snorted. “This is the worst bed and breakfast I’ve ever stayed in.” He slapped some bread on the plate, eyeing the meats and cheeses. “Imagine. Sandwiches! And I have to do it myself.”

				He muttered to himself for a moment before resigning himself to the indignity of making his own lunch. I sat down in front of him and watched. He assembled a sandwich the same way he did everything—with enthusiasm and no regard for manners or cleanliness. Mustard smeared along the side of his face, and bread crumbs speckled his shirt. A piece of salami flew past, grazing my ear.

				“Hungry?” I said. I rested my elbows on the table, my hands folded under my chin.

				“Starving,” he said. He took an enormous bite, which slid down his throat in an unchewed mass.

				“Good. Eat as much as you like. There won’t be any more after this.”

				He stopped, mid-bite. The sandwich dangled in the air between the plate and his mouth. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

				“Tell me why you’re here, and maybe I’ll reconsider. Obviously, I can’t make you leave. But I can refuse to feed you. I’m not cleaning up after you anymore, either. And I don’t have to put up with your crap. You’ll give me a good reason why I should help you, and you’ll respect the rules of this house, or you’ll go hungry.”

				Silas sent half a second sandwich down his gullet before answering. “What rules?”

				“If you get it dirty, you clean it up. And stay the hell out of my bathroom. You’re in my parents’ old room, for God’s sake. You have your own bathroom. “

				He nodded. “Fair, I suppose.”

				“I’ll keep the fridge stocked, but I don’t cook. Trust me, this is a rule that benefits both of us.”

				“I’ll make a grocery list.”

				“Fine.” I paused, trying to think of what else was important enough to be negotiated now, while I had the illusion of the upper hand. “Pants! Outside of the guestroom and bathroom, pants are always required here. Always.” I gave him the stink eye for emphasis. “Always.”

				He rolled his eyes. “Fine. For the record, though, I’m feeling oppressed by these rules.”

				“There’s the door to freedom,” I said, gesturing toward the front of the house.

				His eyes followed my hand, and he shrugged. “I can tough it out. I’ve been through worse.” He licked his fingers and shook a pile of chips on his plate. “It’s a deal then. I’ll stay.”

				I held my hand up. “Hold it, tiger. You still need to tell me what the hell you’re doing here. If you’re in trouble or have a problem, that’s one thing. But my house isn’t a vacation destination.”

				He sniffed. “I’d hardly call this place a vacation. The staff is terribly rude and the food is less than gourmet.”

				“It’s better than the nothing you’ll be having for dinner.”

				He glared at me and shoved a handful of chips in his mouth. When he spoke, he sprayed all over the table. “I’m here because you need me.”

				I might have laughed if I’d been in a better mood. “That is the single most delusional thing you’ve said to me so far.”

				He shrugged. “It may seem so, but I guarantee you need me.”

				“For what, exactly? Aggravation really wasn’t on my wish list.”

				“Hey, I don’t like it any better than you do. I have my own stuff to do, you know. I was perfectly happy following around a congressman in Utah, making him look stupid at press conferences. Helping people isn’t in my nature.”

				“Then what are you doing here?”

				“I’m not exactly sure.”

				“Did somebody send you?”

				His eyes darted to the window. He ducked his head and lowered his voice, as if he might be overheard. “Darius sent me.”

				“Who the hell is Darius?”

				“He’s a soul catcher. You don’t say no to a soul catcher.”

				I shook my head. “What the hell is a soul catcher, and why would one send me a pooka?” Either I had enemies I didn’t know about, or this Darius person had a warped sense of humor.

				Silas shrugged and chewed his sandwich. “The Hidden know you. Everybody is talking about you. Darius didn’t tell me why he wanted me here, but once I got here, I couldn’t shake the feeling that I had to stay for awhile.” He squinted at me and leaned forward, his face earnest. “I think you’re the one in trouble.”

				I couldn’t disagree with that.

				“I’m always in trouble these days.”

				“Welcome to the world of the Hidden, sweetie. Hold on to your ass.” He eased back in his chair. “So. It’s settled then. I’m staying till we figure out why I’m here.”

				I had little choice. “Fine. Just...follow the rules, okay? And don’t break anything or blow up my house. Wait. One more thing.”

				He groaned. “Now what?”

				“Give me back my damn rock.”

				“That I will do with pleasure. It’s screwing with my mojo anyway.”

				“It’s a rock.”

				“It’s not a rock. You had it on your mantle and didn’t know what the hell it is?”

				I shifted in my seat. “It was a gift. I thought it was pretty. I get a lot of strange gifts from people I help.”

				“It’s a chunk of dried gargoyle snot.”

				I recoiled in disgust. “Oh, gross. Why would Phil give me something he fished from his nostril? Maybe I don’t want it back.”

				“Lemme give you a piece of advice, girly. And listen up, because I don’t do this often. It goes against my nature. Keep the snot. There’s a lot of good luck packed into those boogers. Forget where it came from and keep it with you at all times. It’ll take away the sting of having me here.”

				“It didn’t keep you away.”

				“No. But it’s kept your house from falling down, I bet. I am a pooka, after all.”

				“You’ve mentioned that,” I said, unsure of where he was headed.

				“You need to study up on the Hidden. I am bad luck personified. People stub their toes when I sneeze in their vicinity. I once walked down the street and a piano fell on a guy.”

				“No it didn’t. You’re making that up.”

				He held his hand over his heart. “I swear on my mother’s favorite hairnet. I laughed about it for days.”

				“That’s so wrong.”

				“It’s what I do. It’s what I am. Keep the snot rock. Whatever I’m here for, I don’t think it’s to give you a flat tire on your way to a meeting. Trust me on this.”

				He took the rock from his pocket, belched, and handed it over.

				It was heavy, shiny, and had a polished sheen. I’d thought it was some kind of green marble with silver streaks shot through. I refused to think about what it really was, and shoved it into my own pocket.

				Silas heaved himself from of his chair. “I’m going for a walk. I assume you’ll clean this up, since you’re the one who took it all out.”

				And then he was gone.

				Not for the last time, I wished Maurice were around. I worried about how things were going with his wife. I wanted him to be happy. I didn’t believe that could happen if he stayed with Pansy. Would he stay with her anyway? He’d been gone less than twenty-four hours, and I already missed him like crazy. I hadn’t eaten anything but cookies all day, and my stomach gurgled. There was no way I was eating from the disaster of mangled lunchmeat and cheese Silas had left behind. I dug through the bread bag in search of a few slices his grubby hands hadn’t touched.

				There’s nothing wrong with a grown woman eating peanut butter and jelly.

				While I ate, I skimmed the books from Aggie’s house. There wasn’t much new to learn. Silas hadn’t been lying when he said he was bad luck. Apparently, it was a pooka’s calling card. The movie Harvey had it all wrong. Well, almost all wrong. Pookas did have the ability to be invisible when they didn’t want to be seen.

				Silas’s mission made no sense. Why would someone think I needed bad luck? Nobody needed bad luck. I wondered if Darius, the mysterious soul catcher, was a benefactor or a jerk.

				My phone jangled the wedding march and I flipped it open.

				“Zoey, are you okay?” Riley sounded panicked.

				“Yeah. Should I not be okay?” The level of his concern was alarming. I glanced out the window, checking for a freak lightning storm or tidal wave.

				He exhaled in a rush. “Good. Good. Okay. I can’t talk long. I just wanted to check on you.”

				“Should I be worried about something?”

				“No, I guess not. I had a weird feeling is all.”

				“Care to tell me what I should watch out for?”

				“No, it’s nothing. Hey, are you busy on Saturday? I might be able to get away, you know, from Art.”

				I had my suspicions about his weird feeling, but I let it go. “He’s still tagging along?”

				Riley grunted. “He’s still tagging along, yeah.”

				“Okay. Saturday then.”

				“I have a lot to make up for.”

				It was my turn to grunt. “I’d be fine with staying alive as payment.”

				“I’ll see what I can do. Try to stay out of trouble until then.”

				“I’m not sure I know how to do that, but I’ll give it whirl.”

				I hung up and looked around. Without Maurice around, I felt a little deflated. Normally, I’d dance around the kitchen singing, but I was by myself. I missed my friend. I had a date with Riley, and there was no one to tell.

				That thought made me feel a little guilty. Sara used to be the one I confided in, but I couldn’t tell her everything anymore. The partial lies were wearing thin on both of us.

				It took forever to clean the kitchen. I found mustard splattered across one cabinet door, and nearly missed the half slice of cheese plastered to the side of the fridge. When I was done, it didn’t look nearly as pristine as if Maurice had taken care of it, but it would have to do.

				I went to check on Frannie and the new baby. Maurice had been keeping the pool clean and tossing in fish I brought home from the wharf. Without his attention, the water had turned murky and smelled like a fish market.

				It was also empty.

				I squinted into the deep end, thinking maybe the sea serpents were curled up together on the bottom. It was difficult to see through the muck, but there was nothing down there large enough to be a sea serpent. They were gone.

				I hugged my arms to my chest to ward off the chill of the late October air and the feeling of desertion I didn’t want to admit was creeping in. I told myself to be happy for them. They were safe and healthy, and had returned to the place in the world where they belonged. I told myself I should be used to it. The odd creatures in my life came and went that way, often without good-byes.

				Moping wasn’t going to help. I ought to clean the pool. Who knew when a naiad being chased by gangsters or a swamp monster with a toothache might need a place to stay?

				I spent the afternoon skimming fish gunk out of the water—no sense leaving stuff to rot in there. If I called a pool cleaner, I didn’t want to have to explain the floaty bits. They might send PETA to investigate why I was keeping a killer whale in my backyard.

				“That, my friend, is disgusting.” The voice at my elbow was so unexpected, I startled and dropped the skimmer in the pool.

				“Dammit, Silas,” I said. “Make some noise or something first. How the hell am I supposed to get it up from the bottom now?”

				He pinched his nose closed. “Guess you’ll have to go in after it.”

				It was his fault the skimmer was submerged. I turned on him with the intention of telling him to go in after it himself and skidded on something on the lip of the pool. My brain screamed no! as I fell sideways into the water. I suppose I should have been grateful I didn’t have time to scream out loud, or all that brackish, fishy gunk would have flooded my mouth.

				The cold was as shocking as the smell.

				I sputtered to the surface, cursing.

				Silas watched me with an amused, but puzzled, look. “Don’t forget the thingy you dropped,” he said.

				I tossed a glare at him before hooking the skimmer with my foot to pull it up. “Thanks.”

				“I thought you put the snot rock in your pocket. Did you put it back on the mantle?”

				I reached into my soggy jeans and yanked the gargoyle gift free to show him. “See? Not doing a lot of good, is it?” I shoved it into my pocket and hauled myself and the skimmer out of the pool. “Tell me again why the hell you’re here?”

				He scratched his hairy face. “Comic relief?” He shrugged. “I’m supposed to be here. And as hilarious as this has been, I don’t understand it in the least. Your chunk of gargoyle mucus should offset my bad luck. Unless you’re just naturally clumsy. Does this sort of thing happen to you normally?”

				I peeled off my sopping sweater and slapped it on the ground next to me. “No, this isn’t normal.” I thought about it. “Maybe the last day or so. It’s been a bad week.”

				Silas scratched again. “This could turn out to be a lot more fun than I thought.”

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Six

				My week got more difficult the deeper into it I went. Wednesday, Silas decided to make me his pet science project and tag along wherever I went.

				“For observation,” he said. “Don’t worry. Nobody will see or hear me.”

				That might not sound so bad, except that I could see and hear him fine. I had to concentrate on ignoring him so I didn’t sound like a whack job conversing with an imaginary little man.

				Silas didn’t make it easy. He kept a running commentary going about everyone and everything we passed.

				“He was totally checking out your boobs,” he said of an older gentleman with a prosthetic eye.

				“He was not,” I said. “Hush. You were looking at the wrong eye.” Though I was the only one who could hear him, it became hard to remember that people could still hear me.

				The old guy in question creased his brow. I kept moving down the sidewalk.

				The nature of my personal trickster became apparent when he couldn’t resist random acts of sabotage. In the coffee shop, a rash of “accidents” landed two pastries and a mug of tea on the floor. I left hurriedly with my purchase, thinking maybe the regular coffee at the office might be a safer choice for awhile.

				My streak of bad luck and clumsiness persisted. Despite Silas’s insistence that it shouldn’t happen, I still managed a flat tire on the way to work on Thursday. I hit every stoplight. Every one. The heel broke off one of my favorite pink and green plaid pumps, leaving me limping through the rest of the day. I tripped coming into the office. Two days in a row.

				With each occurrence, Silas scratched his bearded face in thought, and shook his head.

				“This can’t be me,” he said. “Have you broken any mirrors? Walked under any ladders?”

				“Don’t be superstitious. That stuff isn’t true.”

				“After all you’ve seen, you still have doubts about that kind of thing? Honey, you’re either delusional or stupid.”

				I nodded. “It’s probably the second one. I think I just locked my keys in the car.”

				Sara, whose eagle eyes missed nothing, suggested I wasn’t getting enough sleep.

				“Maybe you need to take a few days off, Zoey. Not only are you a walking accident, but you’re acting funny, too.”

				Silas agreed. “Also, your partner has a nice ass, despite the stick she keeps shoved up it.”

				I snickered, which didn’t impress Sara. She couldn’t hear Silas, and what she thought was my reaction to her words was inappropriate.

				“I’m fine,” I said. “I probably could use a good night’s sleep. I’ll go to bed early tonight.”

				Silas decided at that moment the mandatory-pants rule no longer applied, since we weren’t at home. He sat in Sara’s chair—and she was heading that way.

				“No!” I said.

				Sara swiveled around to face me. “No, what?”

				I had to think fast. “No, come sit with me for a few minutes. I have to ask your advice about something.”

				From Sara’s desk, Silas made an exasperated objection. “Oh, come on.”

				I had no idea what I was going to say to her. I could not, however, in good conscience allow her to sit on the naked lap of a lecherous pooka, even if she never knew about it. Friends don’t let friends get felt up by the supernatural.

				Sara grinned across my desk, waiting to dispense wisdom. The truth was I’d have been relieved to unload everything on her. She had a way of cutting through the emotional goo of a situation and getting to the hard center. Sara wouldn’t let a pooka in her house in the first place. She would’ve hung up on Riley when he finally called. Sara’s pool would already be clean and drained for the winter, and she never locked her keys in the car.

				Then again, she did have a weeks-long affair with an incubus without knowing it. So, she wasn’t completely flawless.

				I took a deep breath and held it for a moment, searching her eyes for an answer to how much I could tell her before she checked me into a hospital for a mandatory “rest.” No. Her cynical look before I opened my mouth was enough to warn me off.

				“I have a date with Riley on Saturday,” I said.

				Her lip twitched in disapproval. “Do you think that’s wise?”

				From across the room, Silas snorted. “She’s got you pegged.”

				I shrugged. “It could go either way. I think he’s telling me the truth about why he couldn’t call. I’d like to give him a second chance, see what he has to say.”

				“You’re famous for your second chances, Zoey. Don’t let him run over you like everybody else you’ve dated.”

				“She’s bossy,” Silas said. “I like a woman who knows how to handle herself. I bet she’s got a nice set of handcuffs at home. Real ones. Or maybe leather.”

				“I’m thinking of trying something new—one second chance per customer. Think it’ll catch on?”

				“If you can maintain it. What do you see in this guy? He’s cute, I’ll give you that much, but I can’t understand how cute is worth pining for him for a month, then jumping when he calls.”

				“No fuzzy, pink cuffs for her, no sir.” The pooka was getting harder to ignore.

				I refocused on Sara. “I don’t know. I really like him, though. A lot. Maybe a little too much.”

				She nodded. “Too much, yeah.” She folded her hands in her lap and paused, thinking. “Promise me something,” she said.

				“Sure.”

				Behind her, Silas got up and began pawing through Sara’s purse. I tried to keep one eye on him, without letting her know she didn’t have my full attention.

				“If anything goes wrong on Saturday, anything at all, you’ll take it as a sign from the universe and stop seeing this guy.”

				Considering my atrocious luck lately, that was a harsh promise to make. “If something goes wrong and it’s his fault, sure. Second chance expired. Promise.” To show my sincerity, I crossed my heart.

				I could tell she wasn’t happy with my addendum, but she accepted it. “Deal. I’ll be holding you to it.”

				I knew she would, too. If she ever got married and had kids, God help her family. They would get away with nothing.

				I was saved from further forced promises and confessions when a face popped in through our partially-open door.

				“Is it clear in here?” The carrot-orange hair of my friend Andrew was all we could see. The rest of him was still outside.

				“No clients,” I said. “And no appointments all morning. Come on in.”

				He pushed the door wide, and a furry projectile catapulted across the threshold, bounced around Sara’s chair for three beats, then launched into my lap.

				Andrew’s fennec fox, Milo, was my biggest fan. He covered my face in dozens of quick, tiny licks, snuffled under my hair and curled into my lap. His round, brown eyes gazed up at me, full of admiration and expectation. Taking his cues, I dutifully scratched behind his oversized ears.

				“He missed you,” Andrew said. “Sorry about that.”

				I smiled. “Sit. I’m glad to see you both.”

				Sara rose. “I’ve got to do some location scouting anyway. You two—sorry, three—catch up.” She gave Andrew a peck on the cheek. “She’s having another life crisis. See if you can talk her down.”

				Andrew grinned. “When is she not?”

				“Every second Tuesday of the month.”

				“I’m right here, guys,” I said. “I can hear you.”

				Silas strolled over, hands in his pockets. It seemed he’d had his fill of pantsless fun. “Sucks to be invisible sometimes, doesn’t it?” He eyed the fox in my lap and wrinkled his nose. “What an idiotic pet. It’s worse than a purse dog.”

				Milo’s head jerked toward Silas, and the fox made a sharp yip of objection. At least now I wasn’t the only one in the room who could hear the snarky comments.

				I stroked Milo’s head and crooned. “Let it go, buddy. Don’t give him any attention.”

				Sara had her purse and coat in her arms. “Don’t give who attention?”

				“Nobody,” I said. “Milo hears things, sometimes.”

				Sara shook her head. “Neurotic dog. Great.”

				“Fox,” I said.

				“Sure. Forward calls to me if you leave early. Get some rest.”

				She gave us a half wave and marched out the door.

				Andrew scooted forward on the plush loveseat. “What’s going on? You look weird.”

				I wasn’t sure how to take that. “Weird how? Spazzy hair weird, or dark miasma of a forbidden curse weird?”

				I’d been unfair whining about my inability to tell Sara about my supernatural problems. It sucked not being able to tell my best friend, but I wasn’t isolated. Andrew was no ordinary herbalist—he could see and read auras. He owned the shop up the street, which came in handy when I needed help nursing a sick dragon or a family of brownies back to health.

				Andrew was just as involved with the Hidden as I was.

				“Weird like you ate a dead frog weird,” he said.

				Silas flapped a hand in front of Milo’s face, trying to get his attention. Milo’s nostrils flared like he was picking up a scent, but his eyes didn’t focus on the pooka standing next to us.

				“Frog legs are a delicacy,” I said. I swiveled my chair to the left, trying to put my back to Silas. He crossed to the other side of me and continued tormenting Milo.

				“Not if you scrape them off the side of the road and eat them raw,” Andrew said.

				Silas added his own opinion. “Road kill is delicious. Isn’t that right, mutt face?”

				Milo tensed and responded with a shrill whine.

				I clenched my teeth and snapped at Silas. “Would you leave him alone already?”

				Andrew watched with interest, examining the empty air next to me. “So. What am I missing here? Or is it a who?”

				“A huge pain in the ass,” I said. I glared at Silas. “Don’t you have someone else to screw with for awhile?”

				He shrugged. “Not particularly. Definitely not if you’re going to be talking about me while I’m gone.”

				Andrew folded his arms across his chest. “You know, if you were anybody else, I’d be escorting you to the hospital right about now. Who’s our invisible guest?”

				“A pooka.”

				“Pooka? You mean, like Harvey with Jimmy Stewart?”

				“No! Not like Harvey!” Silas flung his arm to the side and knocked over my pen holder. Pens scattered across the carpet. “Why does everybody compare me to that idiotic movie? Is that really the only pooka reference you people can think of?”

				Milo yipped as if he’d been struck, his huge ears flattening against his head. He bolted from my lap and zipped across the office to hide under Sara’s desk.

				Andrew’s eyes grew wide at the sight of spilled writing utensils. “I take it he didn’t like the film?”

				“He’s not a fan, no.” I slid from my chair and crawled across the floor, picking up what I could find. I leaned on my hand, and my palm pressed into something hard on the carpet. I yelped, jerked and slammed my head into the underside of my desk. “Dammit!” Blood leaked from my palm, and I imagined cartoon stars circling my head.

				“What the hell did you do?” Andrew was standing over me, reaching for my wounded hand.

				“I sliced it on the letter opener,” I said, rubbing the growing knot under my hair.

				“Who cuts themself on a letter opener? Those aren’t even sharp. And what happened to your shoe?”

				“Sharp enough, apparently. My heel broke off on the way to work.” I blew a loose strand of hair out of my eyes and looked up at him, tears pricking at my eyelids. Pull it together, Zoey. We’ve been through way worse. You’re not going to cry. “I’m having a very bad week, Andrew.”

				“Sara wasn’t kidding. You’re a wreck, love.”

				Getting up one-handed without killing myself would be a trick. I reached for my rolling chair, but putting weight on it was a mistake. The wheels spun, slamming the chair against the wall and leaving a dent. Andrew, his face a mixture of amusement and concern, finally hauled me upright.

				He held the chair still so I could ease into it without killing myself. I tried not to touch anything that might cause further damage to myself or anything around me. Andrew snagged the first aid kit from my bottom desk drawer. He grumbled while he bandaged my sliced palm. As an herbalist, he wasn’t too fond of the generic antibacterial ointment that came in the box.

				“Before you go home today, stop by my shop. I made a fresh batch of ointment that’ll keep this from scarring.”

				“Will it smell like feet?”

				“All my best stuff does.” He finished wrapping the bandage and secured it with tape. “I’ll write down instructions so Maurice can change it when you get home.”

				My face fell. “Maurice is gone. Trying to get his wife to reconsider a divorce.”

				He shook his head. “Oh, honey, I’m sorry.” He squeezed my good hand. “Seriously bad week you’re having. Accidents, Maurice gone, a moody pooka following you around. Who did you piss off?”

				I laughed, and it sounded bitter. “Oh, I pissed somebody off, all right. I haven’t gotten to the part where Riley is back and I’m in a shitload of trouble with the Board.”

				“Tell me.” Andrew settled in his chair.

				“It started out pretty good. I mean, I’m glad Riley’s back, at least.” I gave him the rundown on our coffee date and the looming threat of Art’s big test. “The thing is, he said the test was beginning right then, but I haven’t seen him since.”

				Andrew’s forehead creased in concern. “Sit back. I think I should check you.”

				I shifted in my seat while his eyes glazed over, staring beyond me to my aura. I fidgeted for a minute, then settled with my hands folded in my lap. When looking at me this way, he could tell if I wasn’t blocking outside emotions well enough, or if I was overly drained of energy. When the incubus had attached itself to my aura in order to track me, Andrew spotted the connection and I cut the tether. Andrew couldn’t change stuff, usually, but at least he could see and diagnose.

				“I need you to stand up,” he said. His gaze was still unfocused, but aimed in my direction. “Try not to hurt yourself.”

				“Ha.” I stood near the wall, carefully rotating so he could see all of me.

				“There it is,” he said. His voice was soft, intentionally calm, as if he were telling me there was a snake by my foot, but not to be alarmed.

				My skin went cold. “What? There what is?”

				“The back of your left hand. You can’t see it? It’s practically glowing.”

				I looked, but I saw nothing. “What are you seeing?”

				“It’s like, I don’t know, hieroglyphics or something. A mark.”

				Silas, forgotten and rummaging around in Sara’s desk, perked up. “What’s it look like?” He trotted over and grabbed my hand, squinting. “I don’t see anything.”

				I looked from herbalist to pooka and back again. “What do you think it is?”

				Andrew shrugged. “It’s written in kind of a metallic paint.”

				Silas ran his big, sloppy tongue over me from fingers to wrist. I jerked. “That’s disgusting.” I wiped it on my shirt.

				The pooka looked thoughtful, smacking his lips. “Gnome ink,” he said. “What shape is the mark?”

				“Andrew can you draw what you’re seeing?” I gave him a pencil and a notepad, laying my palm flat on the desk so he could get a closer look.

				He spent considerable time on it, his tongue sticking out of the side of his mouth. Several times, he stopped to erase and redraw a line, perfecting its size or position. When he was done, the picture was an elaborate mix of decorative curls and foreign-looking symbols.

				I examined the paper, my nose inches from the page. I sat up straight and shook my head. “I have no clue what that is.”

				“Give it to me.” Silas yanked the drawing off the desk and held it up.

				Andrew’s eyes grew wide. To him, the notepad appeared to soar through the air and float.

				Silas made no headway with the mark either, until he flipped it over to get another view. Then the pad dropped to the floor, and the pooka doubled over, a dreadful wheezing sound coming from his throat.

				“What? What is it?”

				“What’s he doing?” Andrew asked.

				“I think he’s...Silas, are you laughing? Come on, share the joke.”

				He took his time, wheezing himself silly before standing upright to address me. “The reapers put the whammy on you good, girly. You have bad luck branded on you like a bull on a cattle ranch.”

				For a brief second, everything made sense. The accidents, the near misses, the bad timing of Maurice’s divorce shoe. Even the leprechauns. But just as quickly, sense fled.

				“You’re already bad luck, Silas. Doesn’t that give me a double dose with the mark on my hand? No wonder I’m such a mess.”

				The pooka shook his head. “Two types of bad luck together cancel each other out.”

				I considered this for a moment. “So, with you here, shouldn’t that knock out the hex, or whatever it is?”

				Silas frowned. “Yes. Unless you already have a good-luck token cancelling it.”

				I dug in my pocket and held up the gargoyle stone. “You mean like this?”

				He nodded. “Yeah. Sorry about that. Thought it would keep you safe with me around. I didn’t realize you had something else before I got here.”

				My head throbbed from the bump I’d taken, and the pain was spreading. “I’m not following you.”

				Andrew’s head moved back and forth from me to the seemingly empty space I was conversing with. “You have a bad luck curse on you?”

				“Yeah,” I said. “Plus a good-luck stone made of gargoyle snot. And a bad-luck pooka companion. Apparently, I’m all kinds of messed up. This curse must be my test. But how does all this add up to the walking disaster I’ve been all week?”

				Silas, exhibiting more patience than I thought he had, launched into an explanation of what he called “luck math.”

				“First of all, stop thinking about it like they’re numbers you can add and subtract,” he said. He took a seat on the edge of my desk and swung his legs. “There’s good luck, bad luck, and neutral luck.”

				“Okay.” I glanced at Andrew. “Sorry. I’ll explain all this when I understand it.”

				He nodded.

				“Don’t look at him, look at me,” Silas said.

				I snapped my head back. “Sorry. Isn’t there any way you can, you know, show yourself to both of us?”

				“No. One person at a time. Them’s the rules. Now, listen up.”

				I shrugged, shook my head at Andrew and returned my full attention to Silas.

				“Luck is normally set at neutral. When other forces come into play, they bring either a negative or a positive charge. Do you remember the rules of multiplication? A negative times a negative is a positive, right?”

				I thought about it. “I’m not great at math, but yeah, I’ve got you.”

				“And two positives, multiplied, are still positive, yes?”

				“Uh huh.”

				“But luck doesn’t carry any actual value, so in the case of a negative and a positive, when they meet, they even out and create a neutral.”

				I thought about this a minute to get it straight. “Okay. So, two symbols of bad luck actually create good luck. Two good lucks are also good. One of each makes a neutral.” I gave Andrew a quick look to make sure he caught everything so far.

				“Right,” Silas said. “That’s the easy part.”

				I sighed. “It gets worse?”

				“How much do you remember about algebra?”

				“No,” I said. I shook my head from side to side, regretting it when pain blossomed down my neck. “I’m not doing algebra with luck. I was promised there would be no algebra in the real world.”

				“Girly, the real world has nothing to do with this.” He hopped off the desk and paced the floor while he spoke. “The only thing you have to remember is the order of operations. Opposites have to be figured first. Imagine they’re in parentheses in the formula.”

				“Formulas. God, help me,” I said, rolling my eyes.

				Silas poked my bandaged hand. “It’s only complicated if you make it that way. If you have a bunch of different kinds of luck, you take each negative and match it with a positive. Those matched lucks all cancel each other to neutral. Once that’s done, you see what you have left over. One or more good lucks, and you’re fine. An even number of bad lucks, and you’re fine.

				“But—if you have an odd number of bad luck leftover, you’ve got bad luck.”

				My head swam. But I thought I had it.

				“Okay,” I said. “From what we can tell, I’m sitting on three forms of luck juju at the moment. Two are bad lucks—this reaper mark thing and you. And one is a good luck symbol—the gargoyle snot rock.” I paused, checking to see that I had it right so far. He nodded.

				“You and the snot rock cancel each other out, leaving the reaper whammy. So, that’s why my luck has been so awful.”

				“Good,” he said. In his best professor voice, he brought in the final exam question. “And how can you fix it, then?”

				I bit my lip while I puzzled it out. “If I want to bring myself back to neutral, I have to get rid of one of the bad luck symbols, or bring in a second good luck symbol.”

				He smiled. “Sure. Got a lucky rabbit’s foot lying around?”

				“No.”

				“So, what are you going to do?”

				“Get rid of you?”

				“Not likely, girly. Darius sent me here for a reason, even if I’m not sure what that reason is. And I never miss a good show.”

				“How do I get rid of the mark?”

				“You don’t. That’s gnome ink. It’s like a temporary tattoo. Lasts for thirteen days. Any other ideas?” He looked smug, as if I’d missed something.

				I looked around the office, seeking something lucky, searching my memory for anything with the slightest reputation for good luck. I drew a blank.

				“You forgot one of the rules,” Andrew said. He leaned across the desk and grabbed the snot rock. “Let the two negatives fight it out by getting rid of the positive charge.” He turned the stone over in his hand, examining it. “Is this really gargoyle snot?”

				I nodded. “Who knew?”

				He made a face and slipped it in his pocket. “You’ll get this back at the end of the semester.”

				Silas wandered over to Sara’s desk, whistling. “I think my job here is done.”

				“Is it naptime yet?” I asked. He was turning all of Sara’s pictures upside down and rearranging her plants.

				He ignored me. Milo whimpered under the desk.

				Andrew straightened in his chair. “Now that we have you sorted for the moment, I kind of have to ask you a huge favor.”

				I grinned. “Jeez, Andrew. You came all the way down here, and I never once asked you why.”

				“You had issues to deal with first.”

				“Still. Horrible friend. What do you need? Name it.”

				“Don’t be so quick to say yes until you hear what it is.” He looked uncomfortable. This was going to be a good one.

				“Andrew, I owe you my life on at least two counts, plus various emergency calls for mythical creatures, and don’t forget the tea for my migraines. And the aura spotting. Also, you keep me from thinking I’ve lost my mind. Let me do something for you, for once.”

				He laced his freckled fingers together. “Okay, here’s the deal. And you can say no if you don’t have time or don’t want to do this.”

				“Spit it out, Andrew.” I laughed. I’d never seen him anything but sure of himself before.

				“Fine. My grandparents are having their fiftieth wedding anniversary, and I want to give them a second wedding—you know, a vow renewal thing. I have no idea where to start.”

				“It’s what I do for a living. I’m happy to help. What’s the catch?” There was a catch. The way he was acting, there had to be a catch.

				He shifted in his chair. “Grammy can’t travel well anymore, so it has to be at the retirement home.”

				“Not a problem.”

				“And it’s a week from Saturday.”

				Ah. The anticipated catch.

				I straightened my shoulders, put on my business face and took out a fresh checklist and notepad. “All right,” I said. “Let’s do this.”

				I asked questions about the location, the happy couple, their likes and dislikes. Andrew answered me in a solemn tone, knowing he was asking me to perform six months of work in a little over a week.

				Silas was bored in the first three minutes.

				“You’re not seriously going to spend the rest of the afternoon choosing flowers and tablecloths?” He sounded exasperated.

				I glared at him. “I’m sorry I can’t be entertaining every second of the day. This is kind of my job, you know.”

				He made a comical harrumphing noise. “I’m not going to sit here and listen to it.”

				With my head bowed over my paperwork, I snorted. “Nobody’s asking you to.”

				“The inside of my eyelids would be more interesting. Wake me when you get home.”

				With that, Silas popped out of existence.

				“What’s he saying?” Andrew asked.

				“Nothing. He left, leaving glorious silence behind.”

				I rose from my chair to retrieve a box of cookies Sara had left behind. Milo chose that moment to dart from under Sara’s desk across the room, directly in my path. I managed four graceful steps before I tripped over him and fell on my face.

				I lay there for a moment, wondering what had happened. We’d fixed the bad-luck situation. We’d calculated the formula. I should not be facedown on my office floor with a skinned knee and two broken fingernails, examining the carpet weave.

				A slow realization crept into my banged-up brain. “Andrew,” I said, my voice muffled by carpet. I stuck my arm up and behind me without looking at him. “Could I have that rock back now?”

				The stone dropped into my hand. “I think we have a new problem,” Andrew said.

				I pulled myself to my feet without assistance, having brought my luck needle back to neutral with the charm in my hand. “Silas comes and goes all the time. The balance will keep going back and forth with him. If he shows up, I have to get rid of this. If he leaves, I need it again.”

				“For today, I’ll stick with you. I can take it off you if he returns.

				I sighed and straightened my crooked skirt. “I think what we need is more good luck.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Seven

				The problem with finding lucky talismans is not that they’re so rare, but that they’re so plentiful. Souvenir shops often sell laminated four-leaf clovers and rabbit’s feet in garishly dyed colors. Antique stores sometimes offer carefully aged horseshoes to hang over your door. Scan any sidewalk long enough and there’s bound to be a penny to pick up.

				Fortunately, Sausalito had an abundance of all these places. But does a lucky rabbit’s foot or four-leaf clover really hold any magic when it’s gone through so much processing? Does plastic seal in the luck or leech it away? Does aquamarine dye make the luck brighter, or does it dull it? If you search for a lucky penny—or worse, if your friend drops one for you to pick up—is that as powerful as coming across it when it’s unexpected?

				And seriously, lucky or not, I couldn’t see myself lugging around a horseshoe.

				We loaded up with everything we found, kitschy or not, and hoped for the best. What I really needed was a luck-o-meter so I could check my status. Maybe a dowsing rod of some kind. Andrew tried to check my aura, but luck didn’t show up in the patterns and swirls of colors he could see.

				Somewhere around the third shop, Milo’s little legs gave out. Or maybe he was feeling needy. Either way, he wouldn’t go another step unless I picked him up and carried him. He wanted nothing to do with Andrew. It had to be me. The little fluff ball had nursed a serious crush on me from the moment I first walked through Andrew’s door. Andrew had said that animals naturally trusted me because I was an empath. I got along well with animals, but had never noticed it was a thing. I’d spent most of my life being oblivious to my own weirdness.

				My pockets jangled with all the loot we’d found, but neither of us thought any of it was any good. It was junk and we knew it.

				Andrew stopped in the middle of the sidewalk, his blue eyes wide. “I know where to take you,” he said, grinning. “Why didn’t I think of it before?” He grabbed my elbow and whisked me down the street.

				When he opened the door to the shop, a sweet cloud of smoke drifted out. A bowl of incense burned just inside, and we walked through the smoke into the bright and cheery space. The incense was light and uplifting, not at all the cloying scent I expected. Crystals and dreamcatchers hung from the ceiling, and bins filled with semiprecious stones lined the walls. Further back, the main store opened into other rooms filled with books, and a staircase led up, the walls tacked with strange maps and drawings.

				I’d seen the store before, but never had a reason to wander into a place called Endless Moon. I figured it was a place for new-age hippies and people who believed in weird shit like ghosts and psychic phenomenon. Things that go bump in the...Oh.

				Maybe I should sign up for a rewards card.

				Zoey Donovan, this is your life.

				A man sat on a stool behind the counter, his shaggy, gray head leaned forward over a book. Bells jingled when we walked in, but he took the time to finish the page he was on before he looked up.

				“Andrew! Great to see you,” he said. “And Milo brought a friend with him. Wonderful! Make sure you all spend a little time cleansing before you come in. You never know what you’ll pick up on the street.”

				I looked around for hand sanitizer or a wash basin and saw nothing. Andrew nudged me and put his hands directly into the stream of smoke from the incense, then cupped it in his hands and pulled it over his body. I had no idea what he was doing. My hands were full of fox. I did my best to run first one hand and then the other through the smoke, and Andrew wafted it over the rest of Milo and me. I didn’t argue. When in Rome.

				Having doused ourselves in smoke sufficiently, we made our way to the counter.

				The man came around and gave Andrew a huge bear hug.

				“Jason, this is my good friend, Zoey,” Andrew said.

				Before I had a chance to say anything, Jason folded Milo and I into his arms and squeezed us tightly. “I’m so glad you’re here, Zoey.”

				I smiled up at him. Behind his thick glasses, his brown eyes sparkled with little flakes of gold. “It’s nice to meet you,” I said. Milo squirmed in my arms, demanding release for the first time all day.

				Jason laughed and held out his hands. Milo wiggled from my grasp and leaped at the man, who caught him up for foxy kisses. He tucked the animal under one arm and went behind the counter, digging around until he found a bag of homemade dog biscuits. Milo yipped and took a treat before Jason put him on the floor to eat it.

				He waved his hand at us. “Come to the back. I’ve got tea and people cookies.” He headed down the hall, pausing to shout up the stairs. “Lola! I need you to mind the front for awhile.”

				A young, blond woman, thin and willowy with eyes rimmed in black eyeliner, stampeded down the stairs. When she got to the bottom, she stopped. “Oh. Hi, Andrew!” She kissed his cheek and scurried to the counter. As we walked into the room, I could hear her chattering to Milo at her feet.

				Jason led us to comfortable, mismatched chairs, surrounded by brightly painted tables and shelves packed with books. Andrew and I sat to wait while Jason set up a tray of fragrant tea and tiny cookies made with sunflower seeds and honey. After reassuring me that Jason could be trusted with my whole story, Andrew filled him in on my need for a powerful good-luck charm. I contemplated the tiny cookies. I took a bite of a silver dollar-sized treat, and it was tasty as hell. I did some quick cookie math. If my normal cookie intake was, say, three or four regular-sized cookies, how many miniature cookies should I eat when trying to be polite?

				Andrew interrupted my musings with a polite cough, and I looked up from the plate.

				Jason made thoughtful sounds while he tugged at his scraggly gray beard. He shook his head. “I have a lot of things that give off positive energy and a few that are supposed to attract good luck, but I don’t think there’s anything here of the caliber you need.”

				I nodded. “I figured. They put a pretty good whammy on me.”

				He took a cookie and crunched it while eyeing me up and down. “I could do a reading for you, though. Maybe it’ll tell us if you’re really this Aegis thing or not so you can plan accordingly.”

				“You read the future?” I curled my hands around my tea mug and watched his face. My friend’s faith in this man went a long way—I trusted Andrew with my life and all my secrets. Still, it was difficult to shake a life of skepticism. Even after having Andrew read my aura so many times, I wasn’t totally on board the psychic train. Sure, I’d seen a lot of things that I wouldn’t have thought possible in the past. But that didn’t mean every person who professed to have supernatural gifts really had them.

				Jason smiled as if reading my thoughts. Maybe he was reading them. Or maybe my face was too expressive to hide anything.

				“No,” he said. “I read the past, not the future.”

				I gave him a blank look. “Oh.” I couldn’t imagine what good it would do for this nice man to tell me my past. I’d already lived it. I needed to know what was coming next, not what had already happened.

				He settled in his chair and took in a big, noisy breath through his nose, held it, then blew it out through his mouth. It looked similar to the cleansing breaths Andrew had taught me to take when working on my empath skills, only bigger somehow. After the third breath, Jason opened his eyes and stared at me with an intensity that made me uncomfortable. His pupils had dilated to triple their original size, and his gaze grazed my body and looked deeper.

				I shivered.

				Jason’s eyes, already large, widened further in surprise. “You’re Clara’s daughter,” he said.

				My fingers went cold around my cup. I nodded, numb and without words.

				His expression softened and his gaze cleared. He looked at me instead of through me. “I liked her very much,” he said. “She was one of my favorite customers. Always with a kind word or a helping hand. She was a dear friend.”

				I didn’t think I’d ever stop being surprised each time I found another piece to the puzzle of my mother’s secret life.

				Jason shifted in his chair and sat up straighter. His eyes resumed their unfocused stare. He lifted his left hand and slid his fingers left to right, as if moving the beads on an invisible abacus. He mumbled as he sorted backward through my life, examining events and pushing them away. “Incubus, marriage, college...” He stopped, his eerie gaze flicking up at my face. “Your father’s passing was very hard. I’m so sorry.”

				I swallowed a sudden lump in my throat and tried to smile. “Thank you.”

				He flicked the invisible beads faster, tracking through my high school, then middle school years. He chuckled at intervals over some stupid thing my pubescent self must have done. His hand stopped abruptly and his brow creased.

				Andrew leaned forward. “What do you see?”

				“Nothing,” Jason said.

				“Then why did you stop?” I asked.

				He moved his hand in the other direction, scanning forward in my life, then he paused and moved back again, this time more slowly. He progressed in smaller and smaller increments, barely moving his fingertips, until he pinpointed an exact spot. “There,” he said, dropping his hand in his lap. “You have a hole.”

				“Pardon me?” Nobody likes to be told they have a hole, whether the hole is in their shoe, their tooth, or wherever. Apparently mine was in my life.

				“It’s missing. There’s a year here, around second grade where there’s nothing—like a chalkboard that’s been erased.” His hand continued past the section he described, jerking and twitching on the way, presumably, toward the day of my birth. “Before that is spotty. Your mother’s face flashes in and out, but chunks are gone.”

				I shrugged. “I was little. I wouldn’t remember that long ago past a few pictures or brief scenes.”

				He folded his hands in his lap. “You don’t have to remember it for me to see it. I read the past, not memories of the past. You have missing pieces—gone like they’d never existed.” He closed his eyes for a moment and relaxed into the chair. When he opened them, his eyes were normal again, the pupils shrunk to the size they should be.

				I ran my fingers through my hair and sighed. “I knew I was missing memories. Who do you think could have taken them?”

				He shook his head. “Whoever did it erased all knowledge of their own identity.”

				“Well, they screwed up,” I said, putting down my mug and standing up. “It’s coming back, a little every day. Small things, mostly, but enough to know the memories aren’t gone, just covered up really, really well.”

				Andrew rubbed his arms. “This is seriously giving me the willies. And if whoever did this messed with some cosmic record of your life, is that separate from your memories, since those are coming back?”

				I shrugged. “Beats the hell out of me. It’s like they tried to erase that part of me, not just the memory of that time period. If those events no longer exist, why can I remember stuff all of a sudden?”

				Jason and Andrew exchanged a glance I didn’t understand. They both looked pale and a bit queasy.

				“Zoey, whoever did this had some serious power,” Jason said.

				I nodded. “Sure. In essence, they screwed with my reality.”

				Andrew slid his arm around my waist, his face more serious than I’d ever seen it. “Right. And you seem to be beating them without hardly trying.”

				The tiny cookies I’d scarfed down turned to heavy pebbles in my stomach, and my knees threatened to buckle. “I don’t have any power,” I whispered. “That’s ridiculous.”

				Andrew kept his arm around me until I regained my equilibrium. “You’ve got more than you think, my darling.”

				The smell of incense, musty books and candle wax swirled around my head and made it swim. Pleasant a few minutes before, the scents clawed at my nostrils and invaded my space. It was time to go.

				We thanked Jason for his help and gathered up Milo, who was being spoiled with a belly rub from Lola. Jason’s hug goodbye didn’t take me by surprise the way his hello had. I squeezed him, promising to return in a few days to chat about my mom.

				“Clara was absolutely delightful,” he said on our way to the door. “Used to make me laugh so hard. Maybe listening to my stories about her will release a few more memories for you.”

				I grinned and hugged him again. “That would be wonderful.”

				My smile stayed with me when I stepped onto the sidewalk. Sure, nothing had been resolved. I had no new luck to add to my arsenal, and really, Jason hadn’t told me anything new I didn’t know about my past other than to reinforce the idea that my brain—and my reality—had been tampered with. Still, I felt lighter, almost optimistic. I had a new friend, one who’d known my mother, and unlike Aggie, he wasn’t missing his memories of her. Whoever had messed with Aggie and me, they’d forgotten about Jason.

				I skipped to the herb shop. Milo, tucked under my arm, didn’t appreciate the jostling and squirmed for freedom.

				Bright yellow letters graced the front window of Andrew’s store: Herb Shop.

				I shifted Milo from one arm to the other. “Why doesn’t your shop have a name?”

				Andrew shrugged and pulled out his keys to unlock the door. “Dunno. I never got around to it. I figure ‘Herb Shop’ tells people enough. If you think of something, let me know.” He paused a moment. “On second thought, your business is called ‘Happily Ever After.’ Maybe I’ll pass on your help.”

				I grimaced. “That was Sara’s fault. Try changing her mind about something she’s set on.”

				His massive ring of keys jangled against the metal of the lock. He turned the key and pushed the door open.

				A crash of shattered glass across the street stopped us, and we turned to see what had caused the racket. The entire front window of Madame Emilia’s Fortunes lay scattered across the sidewalk in front of the small storefront in tiny, sparkling shards. A heap of brightly colored fabric slumped heavily on the pavement. Madame Emilia.

				I’m not sure if I dropped Milo or if he sprang from my arms, but in seconds, all three of us were running across the street.

				Andrew snagged Milo before he could dash across the broken glass and cut his paws. Emilia moaned softly, a bloody mess. I knelt over her, trying to assess the damage with the little I knew about first aid.

				Blood flowed freely from her face and hands, making it difficult to discern individual cuts. Her hands fluttered to a damaged eye and I saw a shard still wedged in her wrist. This was bad. Far worse than a little ointment and bandaging from Andrew could solve.

				“Andrew, call 911,” I said. I took her injured arm and laid it carefully across her generous waist, with the glass-imbedded wrist facing up. I found a fairly undamaged spot below her elbow and kept my hand there for reassurance. “Don’t move. We’re going to get you some help.”

				Emilia twitched at the sound of my voice, then rolled her one open eye toward me. “They wouldn’t let me throw the salt,” she said. Her voice gurgled in her throat, and I wondered how much internal damage she’d suffered.

				My protective walls shielded me from the rush of public emotions, but Emilia’s fear pounded against my mental barrier, demanding entrance. I tried to ignore it.

				“They who, sweetheart? Did somebody do this to you?”

				She moaned and shivered. Her skin felt so cold.

				I looked over my shoulder. “Andrew, how’s that phone call coming?”

				“Somebody already called. They should be here any second.”

				Emilia’s body convulsed, and I had to capture her other arm and pin it with the first so she wouldn’t flail around and cut herself further. The seizure lasted a few seconds and her body calmed.

				“Andrew, I think she’s going into shock. They better get here. I have no idea what I’m doing.”

				Andrew squatted next to me, unable to put down a knee for balance, his arms filled with squirming fluff. A detached part of my mind worried that he’d fall over and hurt himself from such a precarious position. He peered down at Emilia, assessing the damage, and his voice caught in his throat. “You’re doing fine. Just keep her from hurting herself worse. I can’t put Milo down.”

				Sirens wailed in the distance and the tension in my shoulders relaxed a little.

				Emilia’s hand reached for me. “Don’t give in,” she said. “You can’t let them win.”

				“Who, Emilia? Who did this?”

				Her eyes went glassy and lost their focus. “It’s not Rupert’s fault,” she whispered. “He wasn’t done playing with his fuzzy octopus. It’s not his fault I’m clumsy.”

				Her eyes closed. I panicked, thinking we’d lost her, but her fingers were still curled around my hand, and I could feel the pulse in them.

				A hand rested on my elbow and nudged me to stand up. “Zoey, come on. I need you to back up and give us some room.”

				It took me a few beats to realize the voice wasn’t Andrew’s. I shouldn’t have been so surprised to see Riley. The reaper worked as a paramedic when he wasn’t taking souls. The cavalry had arrived, ready to take over.

				I moved out of the way. Riley’s gentle, guiding hand kept me from falling off the curb and into the street. His partner tended to Emilia’s torn body, prepping her to move to the gurney. Riley turned me to face him and brushed the hair from my forehead. His gray eyes were filled with worry. The smell of his aftershave made me want to curl up in his arms and forget everything.

				“You okay?” he asked.

				I nodded. “I’m fine. We were across the street. She just came flying through the window.” My eyes widened. “Oh God, you’re not here to collect her, are you?”

				His smile was gentle. “No. She’ll be fine. I’m here to rescue, not to reap. If you’re sure you’re okay, I need to go help Stan.”

				My face flushed with embarrassed heat. He was wasting time with me, when he should be over there with his partner saving Emilia.

				“No, I’m good. Go.”

				He squeezed my arm and joined Stan.

				Click click. Click click.

				I swung around to find Art, his obnoxious clicky pen and notebook in hand, standing in the street behind me. He watched Riley go, then looked me up and down with narrowed eyes. Click click, click click. He shook his head in slow motion, then wrote something down.

				I was beginning to hate that guy.

				I crossed the street and stood next to Andrew, who had Milo in a vice grip. The fennec fox squirmed to get to me, so I took him.

				“What did she say to you?” Andrew asked. We watched the paramedics do their work until two police cars and a fire truck pulled up, blocking our view.

				“I don’t know. It didn’t make sense. Something about salt and a furry squid.”

				With nothing more to see, we moved to walk into the shop, only to find our way blocked by two men. Two fairly small men. I hadn’t heard them come up behind us.

				The Leprechaun Mafia, making its daily rounds. Apparently today was Andrew’s turn to be strong-armed by small men in dark suits.

				Murphy O’Doyle tipped his head at me in greeting. “Miss Donovan,” he said. He glanced at Andrew and took out his phone. “Andrew Shipley?”

				Andrew nodded.

				“Let’s step inside. We’d like to have a word with you.”

				Andrew stammered. “Now—now really isn’t a good time, gentleman. We’ve kind of had a shock. Perhaps another time.”

				O’Doyle gave us a cheerful grin that screamed forced exuberance. “No time like the present,” he said.

				Fargo bobbed his head in agreement. “Time is money!” It was the first time I’d heard him speak.

				Andrew and I exchanged looks, and I tossed a glance over my shoulder, looking for Riley. He caught me looking and waved as he slid into the back of the ambulance with Emilia. Art was nowhere in sight.

				Andrew led the leprechauns inside, and I made a move to follow. O’Doyle put an arm out to stop me. “Sorry, miss. This is a private matter.”

				I brushed his arm away. “Oh, hell no. I’m coming in with him.”

				Milo growled in agreement.

				Andrew’s voice came from inside the darkened shop. “I don’t know who you guys are, but she comes in if she wants to.”

				O’Doyle shrugged and held the door open for me. I flounced past him. “Damn right I come in when I want to.”

				If ever there was a time for me to pry into the emotions of other people, this was it. I threw my barriers aside and left myself wide open.

				Andrew was understandably nervous, and I could feel it on my skin, clingy and wet. He was also seriously pissed off. Andrew’s a pretty easy-going guy, but he’s also built like a bulldog, and I had a feeling if somebody pushed him too far, the laid-back herbalist wouldn’t hesitate to lay that somebody flat. These guys were already pushing buttons I didn’t know Andrew had.

				Fargo paced around the store, poking into jars, shaking boxes, and rattling vases. I was ready to punch him myself.

				In my head, I grabbed at him, trying to find whatever emotion drove him. All I could find was a disinterested hum. I tried O’Doyle and got much the same, a lack of interest in what he was doing, but with a slight tinge of greed.

				Milo shook in my arms. Animal emotions are usually raw and uncomplicated. Milo was pissed and wanted to take a chunk out of the pushy little men. I was tempted to let him.

				O’Doyle surveyed the store and moved to the sitting area, taking a seat in a cozy but worn chair next to the old sofa and coffee table. He crossed his legs and got comfortable, nodding at the couch for us to sit.

				Andrew sat as far away from him as he could. I declined and stood next to my friend, with an iron lock on the still-shaking fennec fox.

				The leprechaun noted my mini-rebellion and cleared his throat. “Mr. Shipley, it’s come to the attention of my organization that you are an aura reader.”

				Andrew nodded his head once, acknowledging this fact.

				“As we’ve explained to Miss Donovan, this town is unsafe for those with special abilities or ties to the supernatural. Were you aware of this?”

				Andrew swallowed and shook his head. I thought about the psychic across the street and held my tongue, though I was already growing suspicious. Andrew was sweating.

				“This is your lucky day, Mr. Shipley. We leprechauns specialize in luck, you know. And we’re prepared to share that luck with you, as a member of the supernatural community.”

				O’Doyle paused and examined his nails. I knew what was coming. I’d already heard this speech and the slight tinge of greed now radiated from the guy in suffocating waves.

				“We’re here to offer you certain protections to keep you,” he nodded at me, or maybe Milo, I couldn’t tell, “and those you love, safe. For a price, of course.”

				I risked taking one clenched arm from Milo and placed my hand on Andrew’s shoulder, squeezing. His fear and anger grew stronger, but the physical touch bolstered him, and I could feel anger overtaking fear.

				“What is it exactly that you want?” The words came out stilted from between his clenched teeth.

				Behind us, Fargo appeared. “Nothing here that I could find, boss.”

				O’Doyle. “Well, that’s unfortunate. I was hoping we could take care of this quickly.” He rose and stood over Andrew. Short as he was, he was probably intimidating from that angle. Lucky for me, I was still standing, and I towered over him. Not today, bucko. Take your little-man complex elsewhere. This girl is nearly a foot taller than you in heels. Feel free to look up my nostrils, and I’ll inspect the top of your head for a bald spot.

				He glanced up at me, as if he’d heard my thoughts. I imagined punching him in his hairy little face and hoped he heard that, too.

				“We’ll give you three days, Mr. Shipley. We understand our services, though necessary, can be costly, and we wouldn’t want to burden you with a time crunch. Three days should be more than sufficient.”

				They’d offered me a week to think about it. I opened my mouth to point that out, but closed it again, realizing that I didn’t want to make the situation any worse.

				Andrew, tired of being the one looking up a set of nostrils, stood up to gain a more favorable psychological advantage. The leprechaun took a step back, though his expression didn’t change.

				“And just what is the cost of your protection?” he asked.

				“We take payment in magical objects, or of course, cash. Find us something with enough magical energy in it, we’ll waive the financial debt. Otherwise, five thousand dollars.”

				Andrew swallowed. Five thousand dollars was a lot of money to a small business owner with a dilapidated vehicle and a small mouth to feed. “And what if I can’t pay?”

				The little man waved his hand at the scene outside the window, the ambulance pulling away from the curb amidst cop cars and bystanders.

				“She refused to pay,” he said.

				The leprechauns left without another word.

				Andrew and I stood there, side by side, as the door shut behind them. Milo yanked us from our collective trance when he squirmed free from my loosened grip and ran to the window, yipping at the suited figures disappearing down the street. The little fox had his chest puffed out and his tail fluffed to extreme dimensions. I understood how he felt. A large part of me wanted to chase them down and lay them flat.

				“Milo,” Andrew said, snapping his fingers. “Enough. Come on, dingbat. They’re gone.” His shoulders sank, and he waved me over to the sofa. “I’ll make us some tea, and you can catch me up. With everything else going on, I think you forgot to mention leprechauns.”

				A few minutes later, I was curled up on the couch with a steaming mug of something calming, a sleeping fennec fox in my lap, and a nervous Andrew sitting next to me in the chair that had been previously occupied by a leprechaun.

				“I didn’t give those two a second thought after they left my office,” I said, blowing on my tea. “They were annoying, but not that aggressive. They gave me a week to think about it, and I promptly forgot them. I figured, they’re leprechauns running a two-bit, traveling protection racket. What could they possibly do to me?”

				Andrew grunted. “Yeah.”

				“So,” I said. “What are you going to do?”

				Andrew took a sip of tea, his eyes far away for a moment. “Not a lot I can do. I don’t think I have any magical talismans in my possession. If I did have one, I’d give it to you to keep you from tripping over a shoelace and falling down a flight of stairs. And five thousand dollars isn’t going to happen. I make enough for Milo and I to get by and pay the mortgage on the houseboat. I don’t have that much in savings.”

				I rubbed Milo’s enormous ears with my thumb and forefinger. He pressed the side of his face against my leg and snuggled in tighter. “I could do it,” I said. “I’m not rolling in money, but if I can help my deadbeat ex-husband, I sure as hell can help you. I have a decent chunk laid by for emergencies. I’d say this qualifies.”

				He shook his head. “I appreciate that, Zo. It’s not just whether I can get the money, but also whether I should. I don’t like bullies, supernatural or otherwise.”

				“So you’re going to refuse.” I wanted to applaud him for his stubborn bravery and refusal to give in. I also wanted to charge into the street with my checkbook to keep bad guys away from my dear friend. Of course, I had no intention of paying the goons off. I didn’t mind risking my own safety—but risking Andrew’s was intolerable. In the end, all I could do was respect his decision. “Just promise me, if you change your mind, you’ll come to me. I can’t stand the idea of you flying through a plate-glass window. Those guys were seriously intimidating.”

				Andrew set his cup down. “Intimidating, sure. But they couldn’t have caused the accident across the street. They weren’t there.”

				I thought about what Emilia had said to me. “You’re right. Nobody was there but her. Do you know who Rupert is?”

				“Sure. Rupert’s her cat. Scrawny Siamese. Milo hates him. Did she say something about him?”

				“Yeah. Something about a furry octopus and Rupert not putting it away. Or something. Andrew, I think maybe she tripped over a cat toy.”

				“So, the leprechauns are blowing smoke up our skirts.”

				“I think so. Felicitous of them, showing up here moments after her accident. The only thing that doesn’t make sense is the salt. She said something about not throwing it, about not being allowed to throw it, but it was all over the place inside. I caught a look through the empty window.”

				“I don’t know what that means. Still, psychics sometimes do odd things to make them look more authentic to the public. No telling what made-up ritual she might have staged for a client.”

				“You don’t think she’s a fake, do you?”

				“I know she isn’t. But her name is really Sheila, and she drives a station wagon. That doesn’t pull in clients the way ‘Madame Emilia,’ a flamboyant outfit, and some theatrics do. People don’t go to get their cards read from a soccer mom.” Andrew glanced through the window at the shattered storefront across the street. “Do you think they really had anything to do with that?”

				I thought about it for a minute. “Maybe. But they strike me more as opportunists, taking advantage of her accident. That does seem more their style.”

				He nodded. “Could be coincidence. I’m willing to take my chances. I don’t have a lot of choice anyway.”

				I looked at the clock on my phone and saw it was getting late. “I should get going.” I set my half-empty cup on the table and attempted to slide out from under the snoring fluff bomb on my lap. Milo sneezed and tried to readjust so I couldn’t get away, but I used evasive maneuvers.

				Andrew gave me a hug and walked me to the door. “Thanks for sticking around.”

				“We didn’t talk about your grandparents’ party.”

				“We got distracted.”

				“Can we go see them Monday, or will you be too busy dodging leprechauns?”

				“Monday will be day three. I suspect keeping the store closed might be a good idea, just to avoid conflict. I’ll call you with a time, if that’s okay.”

				“Yep. And the minute you hear anything from them, you call me.”

				“Yes, ma’am.”

				I gave him a quick kiss on the cheek. “Just call me.”

				Despite our agreeing that Emilia’s accident couldn’t have been caused by the leprechauns, I was haunted by her voice in my head.

				Don’t give in. You can’t let them win.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Eight

				When I got home, Silas was there. I didn’t see him, but I tripped over the Egyptian rug in my living room and clocked myself on the corner of the coffee table. The goose egg on my cheekbone rose almost immediately, proof enough that the pooka was somewhere nearby.

				“Son of a bitch.” There was a struggle as I tried to fish the gargoyle snot rock from my pocket with one hand with the other pressed against my throbbing face. Apparently, none of the lucky items in my pocket were, in fact, lucky. My luck-o-meter was still at plus one/minus two, as long as the damn pooka was around. The only thing keeping me from ending my life face down in a toilet after slipping on a single square of toilet paper was the gift from Maurice’s gargoyle brother-in-law.

				I finally got it unstuck from the recesses of my pocket and deposited it on the fireplace mantel.

				“Silas!” I yelled.

				He appeared on the couch, looking comfortable, as if he’d been there, invisible, the whole time.

				“What kind of time do you call this,” he asked. “I could have starved to death while you talked fancy cakes and doilies.”

				“I had other things to do. There’s food in the fridge.”

				“You might have called, girly. I was getting worried.”

				“Worried about what, exactly? You’re hardly going to starve, and you know I have no intention of cooking for you.”

				“That hurts.” He did look a little pouty. “What with your current...affliction, did it ever occur to you I might like to know you aren’t lying in a ditch somewhere?”

				I tried to stifle a smile. “No, Silas, that did not occur to me. I apologize for my thoughtlessness.”

				He snorted to convey his satisfaction at my contrite attitude. “Your face looks like shit.”

				“Gosh, thanks. I should look really hot for my date tomorrow night.”

				“You’re really going out with that reaper?”

				“Yes. You have a problem with him?”

				“He’s a reaper.”

				“So?”

				Silas shifted on the cushions and refused to meet my eyes. “Nothing.”

				“Dammit, what the hell is with everybody clamming up when I talk about Riley?”

				“Did you ever hear the song, ‘Don’t Fear the Reaper?’”

				“Sure.”

				“Did you ever think that song wouldn’t have been written if people didn’t already fear them? Nobody’s written a song called ‘Don’t Fear the Kittens,’ have they? Of course not. Nobody’s afraid of kittens. That would be stupid. Everybody in their right mind is afraid of reapers.”

				Exasperated, I shot back, “But why? They don’t kill people. They just help if someone gets stuck after death. It’s the stupidest fear I’ve ever heard.”

				Silas got quiet for a minute, which made me very nervous. He was never quiet. “You really don’t know, do you?”

				I sighed. “No. I really don’t know.”

				“They don’t have to wait for you to die. They can take your soul anytime they like. Some of them collect souls as a hobby. Reapers can take your soul with a single touch.” His hand curled into a fist and slammed the couch in emphasis. “You do not piss off a reaper, and a normal person in their right mind does not hang out with one socially, let alone date one.”

				I sat on the other end of the sofa, still holding my cheek with one hand. “Riley’s not like that. He gets a text and he goes where he’s needed to help people. He wouldn’t just kill somebody, especially for fun.”

				“You keep telling yourself that, doll. Maybe it’ll help you sleep tonight.” He hopped off the sofa and walked into the kitchen. He opened the freezer and grabbed a bag of frozen waffle fries. “Put that on your face to keep it from swelling too much. I’d hate for your date to find you unattractive tomorrow night. He might decide your soul is more tempting than your face.”

				* * *

				The next morning, Silas wasn’t around when I got out of bed. God only knows what he got up to when I couldn’t see him. I grabbed my gargoyle stone off the mantle and walked down to the beach.

				As usual, my skunk-ape bodyguard accompanied me, though never quite in my line of sight. He kept pace with me, silent but for an occasional twig snap. I caught sight of him from the corner of my eye a few times, but he was never quite there when I looked directly for him. I suspected it was a game Iris liked to play. It wasn’t like he had to remain hidden around me, not according to any Hidden rules or laws I knew of. I saw Iris plenty of times. But whenever he tailed me, he always did it in stealth mode.

				Once I was safely barefoot and sitting on my favorite rock to meditate, he popped out from the tree line, gave me a double thumbs up and a toothy grin, then stepped into the shadows. I shook my head.

				My life is so weird.

				My goal was to address a problem I’d finally realized I had. It hadn’t been that long since I’d realized I was an empath and Andrew had taught me how to block the overwhelming flow of emotions that bombarded me daily. That blocking skill was useful, and I’d learned it fairly quickly. My protective walls sort of functioned as an on/off switch.

				But there were times when I needed to let a little of the emotion around me in. Times when I needed that little bit of information to help me understand what was going on. Unfortunately, opening a small mental window, like I had at Sara’s party, didn’t control the flow at all. I had no way to filter what came in once I opened up.

				Maybe what I needed was a screen over the window. I had the on/off switch down. I needed to master the next basic control—volume.

				I sat there for two hours, meditating, clearing away the mental muck, and trying to imagine and construct something strong enough to keep the bad stuff away, but light enough to filter in the general feelings around me.

				I knew the entire exercise in visualization was only for focus. The form I created in my head wasn’t real. But I couldn’t force my empathic gift to do what I wanted if I didn’t have some sort of symbolic object to imagine it into being.

				At first, I pictured the mesh on a screen door or a window. The holes were far too big to be of use. In the end, it was the pitcher of water in my refrigerator that did it for me. I thought about how I poured the water in, it ran through the filters, then drained into the bottom, free of most of whatever it was in tap water that made me gag. I imagined wrapping myself in a big water filter, demanding that 90% of what came at me stuck to the outside, while the remaining 10% flowed through, controlled, clean, and at a nice slow drip that wouldn’t feel like the emotions were pelting me. I’d have to imagine changing the filter every day, but for now, this would do. Someday I’d work on doing this stuff automatically without having to dredge up images of household items, but for now, I was content.

				A small cough drew me from my faraway, inside place.

				“Excuse me,” someone said.

				The voice came from somewhere close to the sand. I looked down, spotted a figure standing in a Charlie Brown hunch and sighed. Molly’s husband perched on a small rock, a tiny hat in his hands.

				“You,” I said. “I’m kind of busy.”

				“I know. I apologize. It’s hard to catch you at home. I was wondering, if it’s not too inconvenient, if I could have a word with you.”

				I’d only met Walter a time or two, but he was usually drunk, and always hostile. His polite attitude was a new one on me. I was curious enough to listen, though ready to swat him if necessary. I was not a fan.

				I nodded my head for him to proceed and braced myself.

				“First off, I want to apologize for tying your shoes together last time we met.”

				That had been a nasty, childish trick, but nothing had been bruised when I fell except my ego. “I guess.”

				“As you pointed out at the time, I’d been drinking. I wasn’t myself.” He stopped and looked down at his hands, which worried the brim of his hat. “I haven’t been myself for awhile. And that’s something I’m doing my best to remedy.”

				With my shiny new filter up, I could feel his regret seeping through to me like tiny pinfeathers, soft, but also prickly. I knew he was telling me the truth. The anger he had for himself made the prickles feel uncomfortably warm.

				“What does Molly have to say about this?” I asked. Six weeks before, Molly and her children had shown up at my door, battered, bruised and without hope. I couldn’t forgive or forget that, no matter how sorry he felt now.

				“Molly,” he said, and sighed. “Molly is the most wonderful woman who ever set foot on this earth. It tears me up that I ever laid a hand on her in anger. She’s talking to me, which I know is more than I deserve. I’m trying to make things right.”

				I hated that she was talking to him, but I understood. She loved him—or at least she loved the man he’d been before he started drinking.

				“What brings you here talking to me about it?”

				He swallowed and crushed his hat tighter. I feared for the hat. It wasn’t ever going to return to its original shape.

				“I’m trying to make things right with you, too. You mean a lot to my Molly, and to my kids. I behaved badly with you, and I owe you a debt, saving them from the monster I’d become.”

				“I wouldn’t throw the word monster around so lightly in this area. You could offend someone.” I smiled so he’d know I was joking. I didn’t feel lighthearted, but the tension coming off of him was making it hard to breathe, despite my new filter. As angry as I was with him, I could see he was trying to make amends. I wasn’t one to be cruel.

				He relaxed a little. “I could hardly say that I’d become too human. I’m trying to make amends, not insult you.”

				This time my smile was genuine. “Fair enough. So, what’s your plan, Walter?”

				With the mood a little lighter, he relaxed a bit and sat on his rock. “Well, first of all, I’m not drinking anymore. I know that’s not a solution in and of itself. I’m taking it slow with Molly and the kids. I betrayed a great trust in my weakness. I don’t expect them to come running into my arms.”

				“That’s a good start. If you sat there and told me you stopped drinking and thought after a month and a half you’d be welcomed back, I wouldn’t believe your sincerity in the slightest.”

				“I wouldn’t expect you to. And I can’t tell you how much I appreciate your continuing to care for my family.”

				“I love them all very much. They’re my family now, too.”

				He turned his head to watch the surf, but not before I caught the shine of tears in his eyes. “The rumors are true about you,” he said.

				People kept talking about me. People I didn’t know existed until recently. I found it slightly alarming. “What rumors?”

				“That you’re an Aegis. I wasn’t sure until I talked to you sober, but you really are, aren’t you?”

				I shook my head. “I’m not an Aegis, whatever that is. Seriously, people have to stop making stuff up about me. I’m just me, Walter. Really.”

				He shook his head. “No, I think you’re wrong. You’re here to help us. You do it instinctively and with no thought of repayment.”

				“That’s being a decent person. It doesn’t mean anything.”

				“I think you grossly overestimate what other people are like.” He jammed his misshapen hat on his head and hopped off the rock. “I owe you a great debt, Aegis. If you ever need anything, call on me.”

				I blinked and he was gone. These Hidden had one thing in common—they were all so fast.

				I brushed off the sand from my ass and headed for home, grumbling to myself.

				“I’m not the Aegis. I just want to stay alive for another week and a half, then get on with my normal life.”

				Iris grunted as I stomped past him.

				“I’m not an Aegis!” I shouted.

				A weird chuffing sound followed me the rest of the way home. My bodyguard was laughing at me.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Nine

				I had been nervous as hell for my first first date with Riley, and that had been a spectacular disaster. For this second first date, the do-over date, I was damn near catatonic with fear. And I didn’t have Maurice there to check me over and make sure my hair wasn’t poking up all over and my skirt wasn’t tucked into my hose.

				Silas, on threat of a painful, slow death, kept away from the house. I had the gargoyle rock nestled in my bra, a slinky black dress so tight I was self-conscious and a teetering pair of heels so high I’d look like a Giant Redwood to a passing leprechaun. The nasty bruise on my cheek covered pretty well with makeup. I was as ready as I was going to get. Riley wouldn’t tell me where we were going, which only added to my nerves.

				He picked me up ten minutes early, and stood there in the doorway looking like the wind had been knocked out of him. My nerves vanished.

				“Are you coming in?” I asked, amused at his frozen expression.

				“What?”

				“Staying or going?”

				“Oh. Staying. Yeah.”

				Let’s hear it for the girl who froze Death.

				He tore his eyes from me and managed to get inside to station himself on the couch. I sat across from him, trying hard not to yank at the short hem of my dress in any obvious way.

				“So,” I said. “Now can you tell me where we’re going?”

				He looked away and up at the ceiling, pretending to think about it. “I don’t know if I should say. I wouldn’t want your ex-husband to get wind of it and show up.”

				I tossed a yellow throw pillow at him. “Not funny. I was humiliated. Besides, Brad’s away at school right now. He won’t show up. I promise.”

				“How’d he pull that off? I thought...” His eyes narrowed and it was my turn to scan the ceiling to avoid the question. “Zoey, what did you do?”

				“I didn’t give him the money.”

				“Zoey. What did you do?”

				I sighed. “Fine. Yes, I co-signed for the student loan. I’m a sucker, I know it. And it’ll probably bite me on the ass later, but he saved my reputation last month. Somebody had to keep the wedding running while Sara and I nearly died. I owed him.”

				Riley coughed into his fist, forming a badly disguised word as he did it. “Aegis.”

				I threw another pillow at him. “That is so not funny.”

				“I thought it was funny.”

				“Are reapers known for their sense of humor?”

				“Not particularly. I like to be the exception to most rules.”

				“I guess Art’s the norm, then. Will he be tagging along tonight?”

				“I think I lost him on the freeway. We should have the night to ourselves.”

				“Can we really have a whole evening free of death, curses and magic?”

				“We can try. I’m still on call, though.” He pulled out his phone and showed me. “Sorry. But at least you know what I’m up to this time.”

				That was true. If he had to do his job at some point during our date, at least I wouldn’t think he was letting someone die and then stealing a soul. There was a world of difference in my mind between dating a reaper, who performed his job as a public service, and dating a demon intent on harvesting the souls of people not destined to die.

				This date had to go better than the first one. It would be impossible for it to go any worse.

				The drive into San Francisco was gorgeous. The sky was clear, the traffic wasn’t bad, and Riley smelled so good I wanted to bury my face in his neck. He still wouldn’t tell me where we were going, no matter how many questions I asked.

				“Museum?”

				“Did you want to go to a museum?”

				“I like museums. Not really dressed for it, but I’d still like it.”

				“We’re not going to a museum.”

				“Will there be clowns?”

				“Clowns? Why would they have clowns at a museum?”

				“I thought we weren’t going to the museum.”

				“We’re not.”

				We sat in silence for a moment while I examined my nail polish for smudges.

				“So, there will be clowns,” I said.

				“No. No clowns.”

				I released a heavy breath, feigning relief. “Well, that’s good to hear. Clowns scare the hell out of me.”

				“Clowns die, just like anybody else.”

				“Have you collected many clowns?”

				“I thought we weren’t going to talk about death tonight.”

				We arrived in the parking lot of a pier that sported a huge steamer ship. My question was answered—we were going on a sunset dinner cruise. It was the single most romantic thing anyone had ever planned for me. It made the typical pizza and a movie most guys came up with seem pretty lame by comparison.

				We made it as far as the gangplank before the first thing went wrong.

				Click click. Click click.

				Oh, holy hell. I spun around and there was Art, dressed in a snazzy plaid suit and a bowtie, pen and notebook at the ready.

				“I hope you didn’t think you’d be on your own tonight, Riley,” he said. “The rules of your probation don’t allow it. Unfortunately, I won’t be able to dine with you. The board wouldn’t comp me for a ticket on the top deck. I’ll be on deck two, enjoying the buffet and deejay while you’re upstairs being served and listening to a live band. Don’t get any ideas, though. I’ll be around. Watching.”

				Riley tensed and his face turned red. I could see he wanted to say something, and the anger and humiliation was filtering through my screen in tiny spikes of ice. I looped my arm through his and turned him around toward the ship. “Let it go,” I said in a low voice. “Ignore him.”

				Click click, click click. I wanted to shove that pen up Art’s left nostril. I could hear him behind us, scribbling something in his little book.

				Riley and I followed a crew member up the stairs to the third level, leaving a miffed Art below. The last thing I heard was his loud protest at not having a window seat.

				Good. Seat him at a table between a loud cat lady and a reject from Jersey Shore.

				My uncharitable thoughts were squelched at the sight of our cozy table for two next to an enormous window. Even docked, we had a magnificent view of the Bay.

				Best of all, I was seated across from Riley. Those smoky gray eyes were all for me, ignoring everyone around us. When he looked at me like that, the entire world disappeared, and my breath was fleeting and hard to catch.

				Riley laced his fingers through mine, and we watched as the ship nudged away from the dock. My face hurt from all the smiling.

				Dinner was an elaborate five-course affair that would have made Maurice look like an amateur in the kitchen. There were pan-seared scallops with roasted bell pepper hummus for the appetizer, followed by a beautiful salad with crisp, tart apples, toasted pine nuts and gorgonzola cheese.

				We talked and laughed, and for a while, I thought we were safe from anything else going wrong. Never say that. Never think it. That’s usually when the screaming starts.

				The main course was herb-seared halibut, champagne beurre blanc, crispy Brussels sprout bacon salad, and potato pancake with caviar crème frâiche butter. It lay on my plate in all its glorious intricacy, begging to be admired. I picked up my fork, speared a bite and promptly elbowed my server in the groin as he walked by.

				My elbow caused a chain reaction more suited to a cheap, community dinner theater than an elegant steam wheeler at sunset.

				The server jerked in pain and sent a tray of Kona chocolate mousse with fried bananas and caramel sauce flying off into the distance. Miraculously, it crashed to the floor and not over a guest’s head. But it didn’t stay put. All that lovely, rich chocolate splooched outward from glittering crystal cups and oozed across the dance floor—fried bananas dashed off in every direction, lying in wait.

				Because dinner was still being served, there weren’t many people dancing. Otherwise, things might have gone worse.

				A small child—yes, even in the most romantic settings, some fools brought a toddler with them—dove from his booster chair and made a beeline for a stray banana across the aisle. His mother dashed after him, her stacked heel sliding on a puddle of mousse. She kept her footing long enough to scoop up her little one before his fingers connected with the now lint-covered fruit. Mom swung around with the kid and caught her foot on the silver platter the server had dropped.

				As a kid, she must have spent at least some of her free time either skiing in Vail or riding a half-pipe in a skate park, because the platter skidded onto the dance floor, hit a thin film of chocolate, and kept going without her falling off. She held the kid tight and made it all the way across the dance floor before losing momentum.

				People actually applauded when she came to a stop.

				She stepped off, took a little bow, and made her way to her seat. By this time, the toddler was crying, of course, but from what I could tell, it had more to do with banana denial than the precarious ride he’d taken.

				I was startled by a voice close to my ear. “Well, that was stunning.”

				“No,” I said, twisting around.

				Silas stood behind me, a dish of mousse in one hand, a spoon in the other. “Hiya, doll.” He grinned, a repulsive mouthful of chocolate coating his teeth.

				“Shit.” I reached down the front of my dress and felt around.

				Riley looked alarmed. “Are you okay?”

				“I will be in a minute.” I drew the rock from my bra and placed it in his hand. “I need you to hold this for me until I ask for it back. It’s really important.”

				He examined the object, then tucked it in the pocket of his jacket. “Thanks?”

				“Now,” I said between my teeth, hoping Silas could hear, “get out of here. You will not ruin this for me.”

				From behind me, Silas snickered.

				Riley frowned. “Zoey? What’s going on?”

				I leaned forward and spoke in a low voice. I didn’t want the other guests to think I was crazy. “I have a pooka infestation.”

				Silas scraped his spoon against the side of his bowl. “Infestation. That’s harsh.” He belched.

				Riley’s eyes squinted as he looked over my shoulder. “He’s here now?”

				“In all his disgusting glory.”

				“Hey,” Silas said in protest. “I’m wearing pants.”

				“We haven’t had time to discuss everything that’s gone wrong lately, but I can tell you, between your boss’s gift and a bad-luck houseguest only I can see, things have been pretty messy.”

				Riley lifted his hands and stroked the gem in his reaper ring. His eyes grew wide, and I knew he could see the pooka behind me.

				He cleared his throat. “This is not a safe place for you, pooka.” His voice was deeper than usual. It had a hollow quality that gave me shivers of dread. “Leave now, and I’ll let you live.”

				I heard the crystal bowl drop on the floor behind me. By the time I turned around, Silas was gone.

				Click click. Click click. Art was at the top of the stairs, watching. He jotted down some notes, scowled at us, then disappeared down the stairs.

				“I’m impressed,” I said. “Can you teach me how to do that?”

				He shrugged. “It’s a reaper thing.” His voice was normal again.

				“I’m beginning to understand why everybody’s afraid of you. Any more tricks I don’t know about?”

				“Don’t know. I knew I’d be able to see him if I tried. You can’t hide from Death. The voice thing was new to me, though. I’ve been doing this for less than a decade, you know.”

				“It was impressive.”

				“Thanks. Could be a new phase in my singing career.”

				“You sing?”

				“Only in the car. But maybe I’ll advance to karaoke.”

				I cringed. “No karaoke. Please. Think of the children.”

				We ate in silence while the servers moved around us, cleaning up chocolate and bananas.

				The final course, the infamous Kona chocolate mousse, was worth the wait. I managed two luxurious bites before bells started clanging and the captain’s voice came over the intercom.

				“Ladies and gentleman, could I please ask everyone to proceed to the top deck in an orderly fashion. There’s no need for panic. We appear to have a small problem and need to evacuate. Again, do not be alarmed. There is no immediate danger...”

				He said more, but his voice was muffled by the people around us. To give them credit, they were more confused than panicked, but they were all talking rather than listening to the instructions.

				From below, people poured up the stairs, through to the next staircase to the open top deck. There were too many people, pushing and bullying their way through, for us to attempt it right away. Seeing an opening, Riley grabbed my hand and dove into the stream. As we passed the staircase to the lower decks, a thin haze of smoke drifted up. It smelled like burning rubber.

				Riley and I exchanged looks and nodded to each other. No need to say it out loud. People were already tense.

				Not everyone was so sensible. “Everybody move! The ship is on fire!” A large, greasy-haired man in a bowtie and plaid suit came barreling up the stairs. He tunneled through the crowd and up the next set of stairs. It didn’t surprise me, somehow, that it was Art who caused the ensuing stampede. I really hated that guy.

				Every kid knows that yelling “fire” in a crowded theater is illegal. Or maybe it’s not, but as kids, we’re told it is. Yelling “fire” when there really is a fire isn’t illegal, but it’s inadvisable, at least when there’s a big crowd already trying to evacuate, and the big crowd is on a ship.

				People bolted like a rental horse heading for the barn. We were pushed and shoved from behind, and ultimately, when we reached the top deck and the open air, we were separated.

				I tried to find Riley. I was desperate to find him. I hopped up and down looking for the top of his head among hundreds of other heads. He was sucked in and dragged away, and I was still being moved in the other direction.

				I regretted the nosebleed heels, especially when somebody’s foot caught one of them and I lost a shoe. Walking in one high heel was impossible, so I kicked off the other. I was sad to see them go. I loved those shoes.

				The press of bodies kept me moving until I hit the railing. If I could keep my bare toes from being stepped on, I’d be in good shape. At least I was in a dead end, so the crowd couldn’t push me any farther.

				I was mistaken.

				A sweaty man in a tuxedo was trying his best to calm the man next to him.

				“We’ll find your glasses, Ted. Just take a deep breath.”

				“I can’t see anything! They have to be here somewhere! Brian, help me!”

				Ted and Brian didn’t have any more room to maneuver than I did. Somebody’s foot must’ve connected with Ted’s glasses, because they whipped from amidst the sea of legs and hit me in the shin.

				“I see them!”

				Brian and Ted both dove for them, cracking their heads together. Ted’s head came up and nailed me in the stomach, knocking me back. Brian turned as he stood, and somehow his shoulder skimmed up my body, dragging my dress with it. I grabbed at the dress, trying to preserve my modesty.

				Flashing my panties in an emergency situation would have been a minor social embarrassment. In fact, it was highly unlikely that anyone would have seen in all the collective panic. A smarter move would have been to hold onto the railing. But I didn’t make the smarter move.

				Brian’s shoulder came up, the boat shifted, and over I went.

				It should be noted that, as I made my exit, I probably flashed my underwear anyway.

				My last thought before I hit the water was that all my good luck was still in Riley’s pocket.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Ten

				The water was so cold the shock forced me to inhale before I went under. That was probably a good thing. I was under far longer than was comfortable. By the time I bobbed to the surface, my lungs ached.

				I kept calm. I knew how to swim. Somebody would see me in a minute and send me a life preserver. All I needed to do was tread water for a few minutes.

				I wiped the wet hair away from my eyes, paddled my feet, and looked around. I’d already drifted a good distance from the ship. The tide shoved me farther every second.

				And I was so cold.

				The closest shore I could see was on the Marin side of the Bay. It seemed miles away. The ship, far enough now to fit between my thumb and forefinger, listed to one side. Tiny people poured into lifeboats, and the coastguard had arrived to help. Two helicopters hovered over the top deck, pointing search lights at the surrounding water. Their beams weren’t coming anywhere close to where I bobbed.

				I hoped Riley was okay. Then again, Riley had loads of luck in his pocket. He should be fine.

				I pointed my numb body toward the rescue teams and started swimming. It was a long way. For several minutes, I swam hard, desperate to reach safety before hypothermia set in and I sank like a rock.

				I paused again to catch my breath and pushed sopping hair from my eyes. My fingers grazed my temple and stinging pain shot across my forehead. I held my hand up in the dying light of the setting sun. Blood from an unnoticed cut on my head dripped down my wrist before a wave slopped over me and washed my hand clean.

				Then something brushed my leg.

				My heart lurched, but I kept swimming.

				I will not think about sharks. I will not think about sharks. Seaweed. It was just seaweed.

				The ship grew no closer. I was working against the tide, and the ship was stationary. I was getting tired.

				I felt another nudge, this time against my hip. A two-foot tall dorsal fin appeared to my right.

				I may have peed myself, but it’s hard to say in the vastness of the ocean.

				The fin disappeared.

				Maybe it went away. Maybe it already ate recently. Maybe that isn’t blood still dripping down my face.

				I could feel it circling me as I swam. I tried to make my strokes smooth. I’d read somewhere that splashing makes you more tasty. Or something. The shark’s fin broke the surface of the water and it continued to circle, spiraling around me in a lazy pattern.

				Water splashed off to my left, and I turned in time to see two smaller sharks leap half out of the bay, snapping at a seagull. They missed. The seagull flew off, its cry sounding as if it were mocking me as much as it was the predators it left behind.

				Two smaller dorsal fins joined the big one, slicing through the water around me.

				I was starring in a horror movie. I kept swimming until the circle tightened around me, giving me no place to go.

				So help me, sharks, I will punch you if you try anything.

				The sun was going down fast. It wouldn’t be long before I’d have to add total darkness to the list of my problems. The cold seeped through my skin and sank deep inside to my core. I tasted salt from the bay, and the tang of my own blood. My forehead still hadn’t stopped bleeding. The ship bobbed farther out of my reach each second.

				And I was surrounded by sharks.

				The large dorsal fin rose higher, and a black, soulless eye, far larger than Jason’s tiny sunflower-seed cookies, regarded me before diving below the surface.

				In desperation, I tore down my shields. Maybe I could influence the sharks in some way, or even learn some good news—that they weren’t hungry, only curious. But I felt nothing. That single black eye had already told me all there was to know. Sharks have nothing inside of them, no emotions to read, nothing to influence. I suspect if I could read thoughts as well as emotion, I’d still get nothing. Eat, move, eat, procreate. A shark was empty except for its basic needs and instinctual knowledge of its own superior power.

				I whipped my head around in every direction, waiting for one of them to strike. The other two fins circled closer, but the big one was still under the surface. It pushed against me, dragging its body across my leg. It was slick as it slid past, but then my leg brushed it going the other direction. Scales scraped at my skin like sandpaper. I stopped moving, for fear of reminding it I was there, and my head sank below the water level.

				I popped back up, spluttering. All three fins dipped below me. I couldn’t see where they were. I could only anticipate where and when the first ripping, tearing pain might come.

				My fingers and toes curled, as if trying to protect themselves from being bitten off individually. In those last moments, I thought about Art and his stupid curse. He’d known all along I wasn’t the Aegis. He knew it was going to end in a gory, bloody mess for the sake of balance and arbitrary rules.

				I took several breaths before I realized a few things. First, I was still alive. Second, my eyes were squeezed so tight, I was seeing little sparkles. And third, I was moving at a rapid pace toward the shore. In fact, I was moving toward the beach near my own house.

				I was so numb from cold and fear, I couldn’t feel anything. I had a vague sense of something around my waist, holding me tight against something else between my legs. A huge snout submerged in front of me for a moment and went under.

				Frannie. Somehow, Frannie and her baby had found me, and even a shark doesn’t mess with a sea serpent, especially one with a baby. I reached under the water and felt the slick skin of Frannie’s little one looped around me to keep me in place while her mother sped through the waves.

				I was so grateful, warm tears ran down my frozen face. I was so tired. And so cold. The beach flew toward us as if I were on a jet ski. I braced myself for the impact, but she turned us at the last minute and brought me close to the rocks.

				Frannie’s snakey nose slid from the water and nudged me. The little one released her grip.

				My teeth chattered too much to thank my rescuers. I tried to dismount and my legs gave out, laying me flat in the shallow water.

				And then Iris was there, enveloping me in his furry arms like I were a small child bundled in a blanket. He exchanged grunts with Frannie, then ran with me up the path to the house.

				I’m not sure how I got inside. Maybe Iris took me in. To my knowledge, it’s possible for him to go inside, he just doesn’t do it. I know I took a hot shower before I crawled under the covers. The wet towel on the floor proved that the next morning.

				In the end, all I knew was that I’d survived. And I’d done it without luck.

				* * *

				The pounding on the front door was what finally woke me Sunday morning. I threw on a robe and dragged myself to the living room to answer it.

				Riley stood there, my purse and both of my shoes dangling from his hand, his eyes wild with worry.

				I still wasn’t quite awake and didn’t understand the look on his face.

				“Hey.” I blinked in the sunlight. “What time is it?”

				He didn’t answer my inane question. Riley swept through the door, slammed it shut behind him with his foot, dropped my stuff on the floor, and grabbed me up in his arms. He held me so close, it felt like we were one person.

				And then his lips were on me. On my neck, on my cheeks, on my eyelids—as if he needed to check every part of my face with his mouth to be sure I was whole and alive.

				When he finally found my lips with his, it wasn’t the sweet caress I’d expected of our first kiss. It was a ferocious, needy thing that sent lightning through my nerve endings. My fingers reached up and twisted in his hair, and his hands pulled me tighter against him. He kissed the breath out of me before finally stepping back to look into my eyes.

				“I thought you were dead.”

				“I thought I was dead, too,” I said. As much as I enjoyed being wrapped up in his arms, I was aware of how unflattering the moment was. I’d gone to bed with wet hair, for one, and for another, I probably had morning breath. Also, fluffy pink and green robes are hardly sexy.

				I pushed him toward the couch. “Sit. I’ll be back in a minute.”

				I raced into my room, tossing clothes from my closet. With Maurice gone, there weren’t too many things still on hangers. I dug through the pile I’d left on the floor and found a clean tee shirt and jeans and threw them on. My hair, too thick and curly for me to ever get away with sleeping with it wet, was molded into a sort of sideways bouffant, like a red-headed Marge Simpson in a windstorm. In the bathroom, I brushed my teeth and pulled my hair up in a ponytail.

				The entire process took less than three minutes, and then I was in the living room with Riley.

				Sitting next to him, fully clothed, I felt awkward. I had a million questions to ask about the night before, and he probably had a million more, but all I could think about was leaping across his lap and kissing him again.

				In the end, there was really only one question to ask, and we both asked it at the same time.

				“What happened last night?”

				My laugh was nervous.

				“Okay, I’ll answer first. We got separated, I got knocked into the water, three sharks tried to eat me, and two sea serpents brought me home. Now you.”

				He raised his eyebrows. “Do what?”

				I ignored him. “Now you. What happened?”

				He sighed, knowing I wasn’t going to give him details until he told me his story. “Apparently, the fire started in the kitchen. My guess is your pooka friend was in there getting a snack and whammied the cooks with phenomenal bad luck. The flames spread pretty fast into the main area. After I lost you, they started loading up the life boats. I stayed behind, trying to find you, but all I found were your shoes.”

				I smiled. I loved those shoes. “Where’d my purse come from?”

				“Grabbed that before we left the table.” He winked at me and grinned. “Don’t think I’ll make a habit of carrying your purse around for you at the mall.”

				I put on my most stern, serious face. “No, of course not.”

				“Two guys were running around yelling ‘woman overboard’ and looking frantic. With everything that’s been going on with you, I knew if anybody fell into the water, it would have to be you.”

				“Did one of them have on a pair of glasses?”

				“Yeah. One lens was broken.”

				“Ah, that’s a shame. Ted can’t see a thing without them. Or Brian. I can’t remember which was which.”

				“Once the Coast Guard got there, I made them look for you. I was a wreck.”

				I took his hand and squeezed it. “Thank you for looking.”

				“It was my fault. I still had your rock. I should have given it back the second the pooka was gone. So thoughtless.”

				“You got my purse and shoes. I’d say that was incredibly thoughtful. Did the boat sink?”

				“They got it stabilized once the fire was under control. It looks like hell, and it’s limping, but they saved it.”

				“Was anybody hurt?”

				“There were a few scrapes and bumps. You were the only casualty.”

				“I wasn’t hurt.”

				He touched my cheek. “Looks like you took a good one to the face on the way over the rail.”

				I reached my hand up to feel the knot there and winced. “Coffee table. I covered the bruise with makeup last night. I guess the salt water cleaned it all off.” I pulled a few escaped curls away from the cut on my temple. It hadn’t been as bad as I’d thought. “That was on the way over.”

				Riley’s anger came through thick and heavy, coating me in a protective fog. “How many other knocks have you taken since I came back? How much has Art made you go through?”

				I shrugged. “Flat tires. Broken heels. Nothing major. Most of it’s probably got more to do with how clumsy I am.”

				“Clumsy didn’t knock you off the boat last night and nearly get you eaten by sharks.”

				“No, that was Brian. Or Ted. I can’t remember. Where is Art, now that you mention him? Is he out in his car, clicking his damn pen and taking notes?”

				“No, he’s at my house, waiting to hear if you’re dead. The real trial here is to see if I can keep from killing that guy for two whole weeks.”

				“Murder is not likely to get you off probation.”

				“No, but so worth it.”

				A wicked thought crossed my mind, and I laughed. “Can I borrow your phone? I think he should hear the good news from me.”

				Riley dialed and handed over his phone. It rang twice before Art answered.

				“Find the body yet?” he asked in a clipped tone.

				“Hi, Art! Yes, yes, he did find my body.” I heard him breathing on the other end. “You still there, Art?”

				“It seems your luck is holding, Miss Donovan. My congratulations. It’s only going to get worse, you know.”

				“I’m sure you believe that, Art. But I have a way of landing on my feet.”

				“However did you manage this time, I wonder. I hear there are sharks in the vicinity.”

				“Did you arrange that little surprise?”

				“I don’t have that much pull, unfortunately.”

				“Well, guess what, you annoying little bucket of pus, my sea serpents trump your great whites. You and your Board of Hidden Whatsits can just think about that for a little while. I’ve had enough. I’m not dying, and I’m not going to be your damn Aegis, either. Leave me the hell alone.”

				When I hung up, I was trembling. Riley stared at me, his shoulders shaking. It took me a minute to pull myself together.

				“Stop laughing.” Pouting wasn’t a good look on me, but I couldn’t help it.

				“Annoying little bucket of pus? Art’s probably going to be dead of heart failure when I get home.”

				“One can hope.”

				His face became serious. “Zoey, do you know how unlikely it is for a sea serpent to show up like that and save you?”

				I shrugged. “Not very. She was in the area. I helped her give birth last week in my swimming pool.”

				“Oh, Zoey.” He shook his head, bemused. “You’re not seeing it, are you?”

				I took a step back and crossed my arms. “I guess not.”

				“There’s no way you’re not an Aegis. They come to you for help. All of them. And they’ll do anything for you.”

				“You need to not say that. Seriously. I’m not this Aegis thing. I’m just me.”

				He nodded, as if agreeing with me. “Exactly. You’re just you. The choices you make, the compassion you show, and the love the Hidden gladly give you, that’s what makes you an Aegis.”

				I stood up, my heart racing. “Being an Aegis means I lose everything, Riley. Everything. I don’t know how to make you understand how much I cannot let that happen. It was different for you. You made a trade—you work for the Board because they saved your sister. This is not a trade that they’re offering me. I either die, or they take away my life and give me a new one. That’s bullshit.” My voice cracked with emotion. I thumped myself in the chest with the palm of my hand. “I decide, Riley. I decide who I help, where I help them, and who I get to tell about it. The Board can go to hell. I’m not their Aegis.” I paused and took a calming breath. Both of my hands hung at my sides in tight fists. I wasn’t angry at Riley, but he was too much a part of all this. I needed time to think. To reevaluate. My voice softened. “I think I need you to go now.”

				His movements were slow and reluctant, but he rose and moved to the door. “You’re special, Zoey, whether you want to be or not.”

				I watched him leave and stared at the closed door for a long time. My purse and shoes were the only things left behind to prove he’d been there. That, and the lump in my throat.

				No disasters had befallen me since I got home, except for me opening my big mouth, so I had to assume Silas was somewhere in the house. Probably sleeping. I checked my purse and found Riley had slipped my gargoyle rock in there. I took it out and put it on the mantle.

				Feeling dejected, depressed, and ridiculously stupid, I wandered from room to room. I missed Maurice. I missed having a mother. Moms were supposed to be around for stuff like this.

				There had to be somebody who could tell me if my mother had been an Aegis. Were there records? Aggie didn’t know anything, though I found that strange. Maybe I needed to go back and pry it out of her.

				Unless.

				Art said if I were an Aegis, I’d be taken away for training and reassignment. The gears in my head were turning slowly, but they were turning.

				Maybe they took Mom away and sent somebody in to wipe some of our memories. Dad had never been right after she left. Aggie was okay, but maybe she had pieces missing, too. I was only eight when my mom left. I had less to wipe, so the missing pieces were bigger. That would explain the holes Jason had seen.

				So, where was she now? I imagined her bundled in furs on a mountain in Tibet, giving grief counseling to a yeti. I saw her in a little cottage in Wales, splinting a tiny fairy wing. I pictured her in a remote village in Mexico, coaxing a chupacabra down from a tree. She could be anywhere. Or she could be dead. But I couldn’t accept that. For the first time in twenty years, I had real hope that she was alive.

				Also, I was pissed.

				Once this little trial was over, The Board of Hidden Affairs was going to answer some questions, whether they wanted to or not.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Eleven

				Sara had an appointment Monday morning, so I was the first one at the office. No, that’s not exactly true. Somebody got there first. When I arrived, they were waiting for me.

				The Leprechaun Mafia of two leaned against my door, looking as casual as a person possibly could while dressed in expensive suits. I tried to ignore them, but they effectively blocked my way.

				I nodded to them. “Gentlemen.”

				O’Doyle gave me his enormous fake smile. “Good to see you again, Miss Donovan. I believe we have an appointment this morning.”

				I grunted. “Can I get the door open, please?”

				They vacated the doorway. I unlocked the door, and they followed me in. Fargo repeated what he did at Andrew’s, poking into things, lifting paperweights to examine them, shaking boxes.

				I dropped my keys and purse on my desk and sat, waving at the loveseat across from me. “Sit. I’m sure you’re expecting to talk. We might as well get it over with.”

				He settled in while his flunky continued to prod and nose his way around my office. I chose to ignore him. After everything I’d been through recently, a couple of thugs neither scared me nor pissed me off anymore. I think my attitude unnerved the boss leprechaun. He was probably accustomed to a certain level of fear. Sorry, buddy. I’m all out. Maybe try me next week.

				He cleared his throat and cracked his knuckles, and I had to stifle a smirk. Seriously cliché.

				“As we discussed, Miss Donovan, it has come to the attention of our organization that you are—” he stopped and checked notes he had on his phone, then tucked it in his pocket, “—an empath. You may not be aware of this, but your town is very dangerous to people like you.”

				I snorted. “Buddy, you have no idea.”

				“We’re in a position...”

				I stood up. “Yes, I know. To offer me a measure of protection for a small fee. Seriously, do you have any clue what’s really been going on around here?”

				He made blustery noises and got to his feet. I still towered over him. He shifted from side to side and stood straighter. If I made him uncomfortable, I didn’t mind it one bit.

				“I can assure you, Miss Donovan, we’re acutely aware of the goings-on in this town. That’s why we’re concerned. Things have been terribly unlucky around here as of late, and without our help, it’s likely you’ll find it getting worse.”

				I laughed in his face. “What do you know about luck?”

				“Luck is my job. I know more than you can imagine.”

				“Really.” I thrust my left hand under his nose. “Can you see this?”

				He stared at the back of my hand, his eyes wide. “Where did you get that?”

				“It was a gift from the Board of Hidden Affairs.”

				“That is problematic.”

				“You think?”

				He walked into my storage room, dragging Fargo behind him. I could hear them whispering, but I tried to ignore them by doing paperwork. Maybe if I didn’t acknowledge them, they’d go away.

				O’Doyle made a phone call and spent about ten minutes in terse conversation with someone on the other end. They came out of their huddle and returned to my desk.

				“The offer still stands. You have until tomorrow to decide whether to cooperate with us or not. The same deal as your friend up the street: a magical item or ten thousand dollars.”

				“You said five thousand and three days with Andrew.” I was still unimpressed. I knew there wasn’t a damn thing they could do to worsen my luck problems. And they knew it, too.

				“Your circumstances make it more crucial that you accept our assistance.”

				“You think if I paid you, you could go up against the Board?”

				“Heavens, no. Nobody goes against the Board.”

				“I do. And your help is not necessary. Thank you, gentlemen. You can see yourselves out.”

				O’Doyle stopped halfway to the door. “I don’t think you understand. Just because your personal situation makes you untouchable for the time being, it doesn’t mean others around you don’t need protection.”

				My stomach knotted up at the threat, and I considered popping him one. I glared at him instead. “Get out.”

				They left, shaking their heads and mumbling to each other. As they went through the door, Sara came in. They even held the door open for her. Apparently even leprechaun thugs learned a few manners.

				“Amway salesmen?” she asked after the door slid shut.

				“Shriners,” I said between clenched teeth.

				She hung up her jacket. “Did they get you to write a check?”

				I shook my head hard. “There’s no way I’m giving those guys money.”

				“Don’t they help kids or something?”

				“I think it’s the ‘or something.’”

				I had a lot of work to get done. It was hours before the Leprechaun Mafia crossed my mind again. When they finally did, it was impossible to think about anything else.

				One minute I was bent over paperwork, the next there was a crash so loud, it shook the whole town. We were used to earthquakes in Northern California, but this didn’t come from under the ground. Sara and I were on the street before I remembered moving. People stood everywhere, their faces panicked and curious. The sound came from nearby, a few streets over.

				Most stood around, looking up at the sky. I ran. Andrew’s shop was in that direction, and my head was filled with leprechauns and threats to my friend.

				Andrew was standing on the sidewalk, looking farther down the street, shock and disbelief frozen on his face.

				I was out of breath and had to take a minute before I could talk.

				“What was it?” I asked.

				“Oh, my God, Zoey.”

				“What?”

				He ran his fingers through his hair and it stuck up in fiery-red spikes. “I was putting something in my car and it came streaking down from the sky.”

				“What, an airplane?”

				“I don’t know. A meteorite, maybe. Whatever it was, it was huge.”

				“Did it hit anybody? Is everybody all right?”

				Andrew shook his head. “I have no idea. But it was big. And loud. Let’s go.”

				He poked his head into the shop and told Milo to be good, then locked the door.

				We jogged farther down Caledonia and made a left on Litho, where all the sirens were going. When we got around the corner, we knew we were in the right place. Emergency vehicles lined the street, and the majority of their drivers circled around a crater where the Endless Moon Spiritual Bookstore had been.

				I stopped running, and the blood drained from my face. Andrew’s eyes locked on the hole where Jason’s store had been the day before.

				He grabbed my hand without looking. “They can’t have been in there when it happened. It’s okay. Tell me it’s okay, Zoey.”

				We squeezed each other’s hands, knuckles going white.

				We spotted Lola, crying. She was a good ten feet away from us, but I could still feel her devastation pouring in through my filter and filling my nose and mouth with an acrid, smoky taste. Andrew pulled me with him to her side.

				“Lola, what happened?”

				She wiped her nose on her sleeve and looked up at us, her eyes glassy. “They said something bad would happen. I told him to listen, but he wouldn’t.” Tears spilled over and she sobbed in a wet hiccup. “I told Jason to pay them, but he refused to do it. He said luck is what you make of it, and he wouldn’t be bullied.”

				Andrew and I exchanged panicked looks. “Leprechauns?” I asked.

				Lola nodded and wiped her nose again.

				I reached out and touched her sleeve, my voice gentle. “Was he in there when it happened?”

				She nodded again. “I...I think so.” Lola buried her face in Andrew’s shirt.

				He put his arms around her and held her while she cried, making soothing sounds and rubbing her back. He was good at that.

				I left them for a minute and tried to get a better look at the shop.

				“Miss, you can’t come any closer.” A tall, skinny cop whose acne made him look a little young for the force held up his hand to stop me.

				“Is everybody okay?” I asked. “What happened?”

				“Debris from a satellite. I guess it had to come down somewhere.” He shook his head, and I could feel his nervousness. This was beyond traffic tickets and domestic disputes. Mind you, the most seasoned pro probably hadn’t handled space garbage demolishing a building.

				“Was anybody hurt?” My eyes were already picking out the ambulances from the other rescue vehicles, hoping to spot Riley. I didn’t see him.

				“The shopkeeper was inside. We’re still trying to find him. I don’t think anybody could make it through that, though.” He took off his hat and pinched the top of his nose with his fingers. His hat had left a line around his brown hair like Caesar’s crown of leaves. “I probably shouldn’t have said that. You’re not with the press, are you? You need to wait for an official statement.”

				I put my hand over the one he was using to hold his hat. “It’s ok.” I gave his hand a reassuring pat. “I’m a wedding planner.”

				He looked relieved, though my explanation didn’t make a lot of sense. “Thanks.” He gave me a weak smile and put his hat on. He looked past me. “Ma’am, I’m sorry, you need to step away from there, please.” Then he was off chasing away an older woman in a floral dress as she attempted to step over a pile of shattered bricks. I took another look for Riley. When I didn’t see him, I returned to Andrew and Lola. Andrew looked pale—paler than usual. His thick freckles stood out in contrast.

				He’d lost a close friend. His grief sifted through my filters and settled around me like a heavy cloak. It joined my own sadness. I’d only met Jason once, and I’d already grown to like him very much. It’s hard to lose a friend. Losing someone you know was going to be a good friend is difficult, too. My stomach clenched at the loss of something I never had the chance to have. The lost connection to my mother added another dimension to the pain.

				A dark-haired girl, about Lola’s age, hurried over. “Oh, my God, Lola, are you all right?”

				Lola disengaged from Andrew and turned to her friend, her face wet and puffy. She shook her head and tried to speak. Nothing but a wet burble came out. Her friend hugged her, and Lola shook in her arms.

				Andrew ran his palm over Lola’s hair. “We have to go, sweetie,” he said. “If you need anything at all, let me know.”

				She sniffled and nodded.

				Andrew walked with me down the street in silence until we were a block away.

				“Guess who paid Jason a visit on Friday morning?”

				“A couple of short guys in snazzy suits and green shirts?”

				“And guess who came back today to collect.” Andrew looked grim.

				“And Jason refused to pay.”

				“Yeah. Lola said they showed up with a huge burlap bag. When he wouldn’t pay, they brought in a mirror, grabbed Jason’s arm and forced him to break the mirror with his bare fist. He was cut up some, but figured that was the end of it after they left.”

				“A broken mirror. Sounds kind of lame.”

				“That’s what Jason thought. Lola bandaged his hand, and he sent her up the street for coffee. She was on her way back when she saw a huge chunk of metal come hurtling from the sky and hit the store.”

				“That’s ridiculous. People break mirrors all the time. One couldn’t have caused the other.”

				“People spill salt all the time, too. They don’t usually trip over a cat toy and fly through a plate-glass window.”

				I shrugged my shoulders and spread my hands at my sides. “It could still be coincidence. A self-fulfilling prophesy in the case of Emilia.”

				Andrew nodded. “No way could those thugs cause a space toilet or whatever it was to land in that exact spot. And Emilia was probably superstitious enough to be freaked out, so she was clumsy.”

				“Maybe.” Neither of us believed it was coincidence. We were rationalizing, but the truth was a smoking crater two hundred yards away. “What are you going to do? My offer still stands. I can loan you the money. I don’t want you to get hurt.”

				“I’m not going to get hurt. I don’t like thugs. And these guys are taking advantage of people. There has to be another answer. They’re not getting anything from me.”

				We walked in silence for a few minutes, each wrestling with grief while weighing the danger of leprechauns.

				Andrew broke the silence. “You’re not going to pay them either, are you?” He looked concerned. I couldn’t tell if he was afraid for me or just concerned in general. As an aura reader, Andrew knew how to keep himself blocked off. I couldn’t read his emotions like I could everyone else.

				“Of course not.” I flapped the invisible mark on my hand at him. “This thing really threw them, though. They whispered a lot after I showed it to them, called headquarters, then decided I wasn’t off the hook.” I smiled, though the expression didn’t feel sincere. “In fact, I’m special. They want twice as much from me.”

				Andrew put his arm over my shoulder as we walked. “They’re right. You are special, sweetheart.” He hugged me with one arm. “You still up for a visit to my grandparents this afternoon?”

				I checked my phone for the time. “I am if you are. This was a pretty crappy day, especially for you. Are you sure you’re all right?”

				He shrugged. “I think it’ll hit me pretty hard later. Seeing my grandparents will help.”

				I slipped my arm around his waist. “Let me stop of at the office and tell Sara what’s going on first. I’m surprised she hasn’t called to check on me. I took off and left her there.”

				* * *

				Sara sat at her desk, looking unconcerned. She had a book of fabric samples spread open, and she was flipping through a section of blue linens.

				She looked up when I came in. “Come here a sec. I need your opinion.” She held up a scrap of blue satin. “This is from the bridesmaid’s dresses. Which goes better for the table dressings, do you think? The cornflower or the dauphine?” She moved the satin against the linen samples.

				“Isn’t there a contrasting color to go with it? That’s a lot of blue.”

				“She wants blue and white. Nothing else.”

				“Go with the dauphine, with crimson peeking out underneath. The contrast will be nice, since there won’t be anything else to break it up.”

				“I think I’ll go with the cornflower.”

				I knew she’d say that. Sara asked my opinion whenever she wasn’t sure her choice was right. Whatever I said, she tended to go with her original choice. I loved making things up that didn’t make much sense, since she wouldn’t listen anyway. I would have gone with the cornflower, too. But then she would have second-guessed herself.

				I shoved a few things over and sat on the edge of her desk. “Aren’t you interested in what happened?”

				“Satellite debris they’ve been warning us about for days finally hit. It destroyed that New Age bookstore on Litho. The owner was inside, but nobody else was hurt.”

				“I had to go all the way over there to find out. How do you know already?”

				“Yeah. I like the cornflower. I think that’s the best way to go. I’ll show her when she comes in on Thursday.”

				“Sara.”

				“What? Oh. Your boyfriend came by. Told me to tell you he was sorry he missed you. What’s with the guy with the ‘70s leisure suit and notebook?”

				I frowned. No wonder I couldn’t find Riley at the crash site. He was over here. My timing was awful. “That’s Art, Riley’s boss. And the bane of my existence.” I slid off her desk. “I’ve got an appointment, then I’m heading home.”

				Sara glanced up as I opened the door. “Zoey, please be careful.”

				“It’s just a consult at a retirement home.”

				“I mean with Riley. I can’t put my finger on what it is about him. He’s cute as hell, he’s sweet, polite, and he’s obviously crazy about you. But something’s weird. I can feel it. And that Art guy creeps me out.”

				“I’m being as careful as I can.” If I hadn’t been filtering, her worry would have smothered me. We’d been friends for a long time, and Sara knew better than anybody how poor my choices in men usually were. “Riley’s pretty wonderful. And Art creeps me out, too.” I started to leave, then turned. “Sara? Thanks for looking out for me.”

				She nodded and looked down at her samples, mumbling. “Somebody has to.”

				Andrew was waiting for me. We took his car to Mill Valley and parked in a visitor spot at The Raintree Retirement Home.

				We didn’t make it through the front door before a gremlin spotted us and hurried over to yank on my skirt. “Missus must come quick! Please!”

				He tugged me toward an outbuilding across the lawn, and Andrew followed.

				“Andrew, I think we might be late to see your grandparents.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twelve

				I don’t know what I expected to find in the little shed, but this wasn’t it. Two more knee-high, stringy little guys squealed like piglets and hurled gardening tools at each other. I’d been studying some of Mom’s books, but I didn’t think any of it had stuck with me. The fact that I’d recognized the insistent, tiny creature as a gremlin didn’t register until later that afternoon. At least I was learning something on my own, finally.

				It was hard to focus on what I was seeing. All three of them had a weird, almost invisible quality. Whatever they stood in front of was the color they took on. It was amazing camouflage. It also made it easier not to see their nakedness, though the two fighting were darting around so fast, their color changes were a second behind their movements, and their dangly bits were too visible for comfort.

				“Is mine!” The one on the left threw a glove at the other. “I taked. I keep!”

				The other tossed a handful of fertilizer in the first one’s face. “Taked from me! Give back now! Make you sorry!”

				I squinted, trying to follow the action. A rake went flying, and I had to take a step back. When the pruning shears came out, I knew I needed to call a halt.

				“Stop it, right now!” I put as much authority into my voice as I could. A hand trowel veered off course toward my head, missing me by inches. “Enough! Knock it off!”

				Tools clattered to the concrete floor and three sets of eyes stared up at me, two of them in surprise.

				The gremlin on the left sucked in his breath. “Bink bringed the lady.” His eyes grew wide, as if amazed. He moved forward, shy and slow, and stroked the hem of my skirt with two fingers before dashing to his spot.

				He gave his companion a smug look and crossed his arms. “Touched the lady. Now I keep shiny.”

				This offended his rival, who marched forward, looked up at me for a second of hesitation, patted me on the calf, and ran back. Now he was the smug one. “Touched skin. Shiny mine.”

				There were a few seconds of calm, then a fist fight broke out.

				The colors of the two of them blended together as they rolled around on the dusty floor, exchanging blows. It was difficult to associate individual body parts with the correct body. The blows sounded painful. I winced in sympathy.

				Bink plucked at my skirt and stared up at me with huge, brown eyes. “Missus?”

				I sighed and waded into the fray. Unable to aim for a specific gremlin or corresponding body part, I plunged my hands in and grabbed whatever I could get. When I held my arms apart, one gremlin dangled by the elbow in my right hand, and the other by an ankle in my left. At least I got one of each.

				They protested in little squeals, flapping around ineffectively and trying to slap at each other.

				“Stop it right now,” I said. “You’re acting like a couple of—” I paused, wondering what to compare them to, “—human children.” They stopped squirming and became still.

				“Missus should not say such things,” one said. “Glob is 402 years old.”

				The one hanging upside down nodded vigorously. “Yes. And Bump is 406!”

				“Then act like it,” I said. “If I put you down, will you behave?”

				They both bobbed their heads up and down with enthusiasm. I released them and waited for the snarling to start up again, but they sat next to each other on the dusty floor with crossed legs and folded hands. It was a little disconcerting.

				Andrew stepped up behind me to whisper in my ear, and I jumped. I’d forgotten he was there. “Every trip out with you is an adventure,” he said.

				I put my hand up to the side of my mouth and whispered, “I have no idea what I’m doing here.”

				“Just go with it. You’re doing fine.” He stepped away from the shed and folded his arms across his chest to wait.

				“Thanks for the backup,” I said, shooting him a death stare.

				He shrugged, grinning, and tipped his chin at the doorway. “Proceed. Go do what you do.”

				He was right. I’d been so startled by the unexpected creatures and their actions, I hadn’t checked inside myself to see what was really going on. What I found seeping through my screen was not animosity, jealousy, or greed. It was simple sibling rivalry, and it felt almost good-natured, rather than serious. It tickled my nose, and I sneezed.

				All three gremlins looked alarmed, and Bink retreated a step.

				“Is Missus sick?” he asked.

				I smiled. “I’m not sick. Just a sneeze.”

				He gave me a serious once-over. “Sneezes are for sick people.”

				“Sometimes sneezes are only sneezes. It’s okay.”

				He took a reluctant step toward me and reached up to hold my hand. Clearly he was worried about me. “Missus needs to take better care.”

				“I’m fine. Really.” I stooped down to address the miscreants. I couldn’t get as low as eye level with them, but this was closer. “Now. Tell me about the shiny, guys. What’s the fighting about?”

				Bump sat up straighter, pointing at Glob. “Taked the shiny from the white hairs, but Bump needed it more.”

				“No!” Glob said. “White hairs gived. Glob keeps the shiny for himself. Bump cannot have to keep. Only for looking!”

				The two were animated, waving their arms around and making pinched faces at each other. My eyes adjusted, and I could pick out the creatures from their surroundings a little better.

				“Guys, come on,” I held out my hand, palm up. “Hand it over. Let me see the shiny.” Bump cast his eyes to the floor, and Glob looked triumphant. “Bump?” I said.

				Bump got up, looking for all the world like a small child being forced to go to bed. He moved to a corner of the shed, frowning and miserable, and removed a dusty tin box decorated with a Norman Rockwell Santa. He dug through it, casting squint-eyed glances at us over his shoulder, then replaced the box. The way he dragged his feet was dramatic and petulant. I hid my smirk.

				Bump dropped a clip-on pearl and diamond earring into the palm of my hand. It looked real to me and very old.

				“Glob, where did you get this?”

				“White hairs gived.”

				“Did she know she gived—gave it to you?” Much longer with these guys and my head was going to explode in a shower of broken grammar.

				He ducked his head. “Might know.”

				I stared at him until he met my eyes. “She doesn’t know, does she?”

				His head shook once, and he looked away.

				“You need to give it back. She’s probably very upset and sad that it’s lost.”

				A single tear slid down Glob’s face. Bump looked upset, too.

				I sighed and ran my fingers through my hair. “Look, guys.” I sat down on the floor with them. “I want you to take the shiny and put it exactly where you found it.”

				They started to protest, but I held up my hand to stop them. “No, it’s not yours, and you know it. If you do this, I’ll give you something else. Something better. Okay?”

				That perked them up.

				I took my purse from my shoulder and set it on the floor between us. I had no idea what I had in there to give to them, but my purse was sure to yield something they’d find valuable.

				The bag had been a gift from Molly and her kids for giving them a place to stay. I’d been complaining about my old, gigantic bag-o-crap that ate everything I dropped into it. I’d also left a book of fabric samples out on the counter. The next day, the book was missing, and I had a new purse. A small, patchwork affair, with a special feature—the inside was far, far bigger than the outside. I jammed a lot of stuff into that little bag. I had yet to find a limit to how much it would hold.

				I reached in and pulled out the first thing that touched my fingertips. That was another part of the magic my brownie friends had woven into the bag. No matter how many different things I jammed in there, whatever I needed was right at the top.

				This time, the purse knew what I needed, even when I didn’t. Out came a hairclip, long since cracked and useless, but still mostly covered in rhinestones. All three gremlins gasped in unison. Bump reached forward with one finger, hoping to touch it.

				“Mine?” he asked in a timid voice.

				I smiled and handed it to him. “Yours.”

				Glob moaned in disappointment.

				“Wait,” I said. “There’s something in here for you, too.”

				I reached in, hoping for another miracle, and pulled out a pink and black, zebra-striped plastic bangle. Glob was so excited he twitched and bounced up and down. I handed it to him, and he hugged it tight.

				Bink sat next to me, staring down at his hands, solemn. He didn’t expect anything, I guessed, though he was the one who brought me here to keep his brothers from hurting each other.

				I dipped my hand into my purse, hoping for something extra special. My old Christmas scarf trailed out, dangling loose threads of silver and red and gold. I held it high and let it pool into Bink’s lap. “This is for you, for being so brave.”

				He looked up at me, his eyes wide, and simple, uncomplicated happiness poured through my filter in warm waves. Bink strung the impossibly long scarf around and around his neck. I wondered how well his camouflage would work with the silly thing on him, but he strutted around like he didn’t care.

				I placed the stray earring that had started it all into Bump’s hand and folded his fingers around it. “Now, you put this back, yes?”

				He nodded his head. “Bump is generous. Give shiny to white hairs.”

				“No more stealing.”

				He sniffed and skittered off. I tried to follow him with my eyes, but once he was several feet away, I couldn’t make him out anymore. When I looked, the other two were gone, too.

				I stood and brushed myself off. There was a run in my hose, but that was pretty standard for me, even on a consultation. That’s why I usually wore tights rather pantyhose. I needed the extra thickness so they’d last longer. I yanked my blue and green skirt down below the run and kept moving.

				Andrew fell in behind me, and we headed into the front door of The Raintree Retirement Home. When I was a kid, my grammy was in a nursing home toward the end of her life, and I remember visiting. I didn’t know anything about being an empath then, I only knew that my tummy hurt whenever I entered the dreary, quiet building. I felt sad and lonely and sick, and though I loved my grammy very much, I hated going.

				This was something entirely different. This didn’t feel sad and lonely, it felt more like a vacation rental. People were laughing and talking. They played games and watched TV, and visitors passed in and out without looking frightened or gloomy. This was not a hospital. This was a home.

				Andrew made a beeline for a cluster of chairs around the corner from the reception desk. A sweet lady with a round face and dancing eyes sat waving her hands, beckoning him over. Next to her, a portly man with a handlebar moustache and blue suspenders hoisted himself to his feet. When Andrew approached, the man engulfed him in a bear hug, patting him on the back and grunting his pleasure at seeing his grandson.

				After he was released, Andrew bent over and hugged the lady, though he did so carefully, as if she were made of more delicate stuff than her husband. When they let go of each other, Andrew knelt on one knee next to her and cradled her gnarled hand in his.

				

				Of all the emotions that leaked through to me every day, the best was family love. Even with my barriers partially up, I basked in the love coming from Andrew and his grandparents, and the temptation to tear down my walls and let it overwhelm me was hard to resist. These three clearly cherished each other. Since my father’s death, my life lacked this kind of bond, and I wanted very much to share it for the brief moments I had with them.

				And then I was in a bear hug from Andrew’s grandfather, Martin, and I didn’t know how I got there. “We’ve heard so much about you, Zoey. Andrew talks about you all the time.”

				He gave me another squeeze, then led me over to meet his wife, Sophie. I knelt down next to Andrew and took her hand in mine as gently as I could.

				They were wonderful people. If I hadn’t already been empathically bathed in the warmth of their love, I would have felt it anyway, simply because they shared it so readily with those around them. Martin doted on his wife. He couldn’t go more than a few minutes without touching her, brushing a stray hair from her face, stroking her arm, resting the side of his leg against hers. And her eyes lit up whenever she looked at him, as if there were nothing in the world she’d rather be doing than sit and listen to the sound of his voice.

				As much as they loved each other, they still had time and attention for others. A good-looking guy in khakis and a blue polo shirt brought us a tray of tea and cookies. He slid the tray on the table and tried to slip away, but Sophie wouldn’t have it.

				“Daniel,” she said, “have you met my grandson, Andrew?”

				Daniel smiled and nodded. “Sure, Sophie.” He glanced at Andrew and looked away. “We’ve met several times.”

				“Andrew’s gay, you know,” Sophie said, nodding her head with enthusiasm.

				Andrew looked like he wanted to crawl into a hole.

				“Yes, I think you’ve mentioned that.” Daniel’s eyes darted around, trying to find an escape. Sophie wasn’t done.

				“Why don’t you join us? I’m sure you two have lots to talk about.”

				Andrew’s face was pink. “Gran, I’m sure he’s got a ton of work to do.”

				Daniel agreed, taking the excuse. “Yes. Lots of work to do. Visit with your family, Sophie. If you need anything, let me know.” As he walked behind the grandparents, he turned and winked at Andrew. Andrew’s pink increased three shades.

				This amused me, and I made a mental note to poke him about it later.

				“Gran, you’ve got to stop doing that,” he said.

				Her eyes sparkled. “I just want you to be happy, honey.” I got the distinct impression she wasn’t trying to set him up at all. She was teasing him. Not in a mean way, just playful. I thought it was hilarious.

				“I am happy, Gran.”

				“You live alone with a fox. That’s unnatural. You need human companionship.”

				“When the right one comes along, but not until then. How can I settle for less when I have you two for role models? You set the bar pretty high.”

				Martin slid an arm around his wife’s waist and planted a soft kiss on her temple. “He’s got you there. We do make it difficult.”

				She patted Martin’s cheek and smiled. “It’s not so hard. You can love anybody if you set your mind to it, even a grumpy old walrus who leaves his whiskers in the sink.”

				Andrew shook his head. “You say that, but I don’t think it works that way.”

				Sophie turned her attention on me, and I was cornered. “What about you, Zoey? I don’t see a ring on your finger. When are you going to dig in and live happily ever after?”

				I tried to shrug off the question. “I’m waiting until I learn to make better choices in men. My track record isn’t very good.”

				Sophie leaned forward across the table and took my hand. “Sweetheart, once you accept how special you are, you won’t want anything less than what you deserve. The wrong boys know how to manipulate a girl who doesn’t understand herself. Know who you are and what you’re worth, and you won’t notice those boys anymore.”

				It felt like she was looking into my soul. Maybe she was. There was no telling what special gifts she might have, considering her grandson could see auras. Or maybe she only possessed the wisdom of age and a long marriage.

				I smiled to let her know I understood and would think about her advice. “Sophie, how did you two meet?”

				It was a good subject changer and I could feel Andrew relax along with me.

				“When I was sixteen,” Sophie said, “my older brother Jack brought this skinny friend of his home for dinner. He was a mess. Clumsy, unshaven, and he spilled gravy on my mother’s good tablecloth. I loved him the minute I saw him.”

				“She nearly bit my head off that night,” Martin said. “When she said anything at all, it was to ask if I were hoarding the rolls for the other homeless or was I going to pass them around as if I had manners. She was a spitfire. And for the record, I was not homeless.”

				Sophie sniffed. “You looked it.”

				Martin grinned and moved his arm around her. “But you loved me.”

				“I felt sorry for you. You obviously needed someone to take proper care of you.”

				“And a sixteen-year-old spitfire was the one to do it, I suppose.”

				Over the next hour, they told a story of Martin going off to war to drive an ambulance, Sophie’s refusal to entertain suitors while he was gone (despite Martin still being clueless that his friend’s baby sister was in love with him), and ultimately, their wedding day, fifty years ago next week.

				This brought us around to my reason for being there in the first place. We talked a lot about their first wedding day, and I took copious notes—there’d been daisies and baby’s breath for the bouquet, butter-yellow bridesmaid dresses, sunshine linens and chairs. It had been a simple ceremony, and a smallish reception, but lovely in its simplicity.

				“The only thing I regret is my earrings,” Sophie said. “I kept them all these years, hoping to wear them again on our golden anniversary, and now I’ve gone and lost one.” She patted a small broach I hadn’t noticed on her blouse. “I have the other one here, so I don’t lose it, too.”

				It was, of course, the match to the gremlin’s shiny.

				I gave her a reassuring smile. “Sophie, I have a feeling it’ll turn up soon. Don’t you worry.”

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Thirteen

				Milo was ecstatic to see us when we got to the shop. I sat on the sofa, going over my notes, while Andrew took him out for a potty break. When they came in, he looked grim, and he wasn’t alone.

				“Ah, Miss Donovan. I wasn’t expecting to see you again so soon.” Murphy O’Doyle, now with three matching flunkies, entered the shop like he owned the place. The two new thugs spaced themselves around the room, and Fargo stood in the open doorway.

				“You know,” I said, standing up, “I’ve had enough of your opportunist terrorizing of my friends. Aren’t you ready to move on to another town yet?”

				Andrew stood behind O’Doyle, holding Milo and shaking his head in warning. I guess he didn’t want me provoking them. But seriously. I’d recently faced down an incubus, a reaper, and three great white sharks. It was going to take more than leprechaun swagger to intimidate me.

				O’Doyle blinked. I didn’t think he was accustomed to people standing up to him. “I’ve come for Mr. Shipley’s answer, and hopefully, his payment. I dislike ugliness as much as the next man. And while I’m here, I suppose I can save myself a trip and get your answer as well.”

				“Absolutely. Save yourself the trip. My answer is no.”

				His eyes narrowed. “Very well. Your failure to cooperate is noted.” He tapped a note into his phone, then tucked it in his pocket and turned to face Andrew. “Mr. Shipley, I assume you have more sense than your friend here. Will you be handing over an item or cash? If you prefer, I do accept a personal check. With proper identification, of course.”

				Andrew swallowed hard. “I don’t have any of that to give. My answer is going to have to be no, as well.”

				O’Doyle shook his head. “Unfortunate. Very unfortunate. Is this your final answer?”

				Andrew nodded. “It’ll to have to be.”

				I took a step toward Andrew. “Wait, are you sure?” I couldn’t force him to take my money, but my brain was filled with crashing glass and exploding space toilets. “You can pay me back. Take as long as you like.”

				His smile was a small, timid thing that only touched the corners of his mouth. “It’s okay, Zoey. Don’t let them win, remember? It’s the principle.”

				The small man pulled his phone out again, made a note, and put it away. He snapped his fingers, and one of his flunkies sidled up beside him with a large burlap bag I hadn’t noticed before.

				O’Doyle made a show of straightening his coat, his hand brushing against the decorative, gold shamrock pinned on the lapel, then looked inside the bag. He made thoughtful noises and rummaged around for a minute. “Ah, yes. This.”

				Something hissed, and he pulled a black cat out by the scruff of its neck. Milo made a low growling noise from the back of his throat.

				The leprechaun moved a few feet to Andrew’s left, dangling the cat at arm’s length, then let go. The cat crossed directly in front of Andrew, snarling as it went. Milo barked a high-pitched yip and leaped free. Andrew tried to grab him, but the lure of the running cat was too much.

				The cat circled around and headed for the open door in a blur of midnight fur. Milo followed, gaining ground. They both disappeared out into the street.

				Panicked, Andrew and I tore after, my heart beating hard. The squeal of tires and honking of horns set my feet moving faster.

				“Milo!” I screamed.

				Cars swerved everywhere. I caught sight of the cat as it made it across the street and disappeared down an alley.

				Milo stood in the middle of the road, traffic on either side of him, still making sharp barks in the general direction of the no-longer-present cat.

				A short space appeared between cars, and he made a dash for it.

				A blue sedan pulled away from the curb at the same moment, also taking advantage of the gap in traffic.

				It happened too fast. I felt my feet running, but I wasn’t getting there quick enough. Andrew darted ahead of me. He was too slow, too.

				The driver couldn’t see Milo. The fox was up under the car before the driver registered that he’d hit something.

				I heard the thunk.

				I heard Milo’s squeal.

				And I heard myself screaming.

				Andrew, so sure of himself around injured people and animals, stopped short and turned his back. He bent double and put his hands on his knees for support.

				“Ohmygod. Ohmygod,” he said in a nearly incoherent stream. “Please, Zoey. Please tell me he’s okay.”

				I ran around the car to the other side and found Milo, shattered and bleeding on the pavement. A sob stuck in my throat, and I knelt down beside him.

				There was so much blood. His beautiful, fluffy tail and his left foreleg were crumpled at nauseating angles. His right ear, his lovely, enormous, velvety-soft ear was torn beyond anything recognizable. I touched his damp fur, stroked his cold nose.

				I couldn’t tell if he was breathing. I could barely see through the tears filming my eyes.

				He wheezed a gurgling, miserable sound, and the tip of his tongue slipped from his mouth and licked my fingers. Somehow, this was worse than finding him dead. He was so tiny and wrecked, and he couldn’t possibly understand why he hurt so much.

				“Oh, my sweet boy, I’m so sorry.”

				I wanted to pet him to give him comfort, but I didn’t know where I could touch him without causing him more pain.

				“Zoey?” Andrew’s shaky voice came from the other side of the car. “Is he...” He couldn’t finish.

				“He’s alive, Andrew.” Finding the right words was so hard. “But it’s bad. Go get a blanket. And get the car. Hurry.”

				Keeping Andrew together helped. I help people. It’s what I do. Falling apart now wasn’t going to save Milo. It wasn’t going to help Andrew.

				People moved around me now, mumbling and offering advice.

				“Someone should call an ambulance.”

				“Do they have vet ambulances?”

				“Don’t move him, there could be internal bleeding.”

				“I didn’t see it before I ran over it. Is it breathing?”

				“Oh my God, what kind of animal was that?”

				The crowd was getting bigger and closing in. I felt trapped and helpless.

				Another voice broke through the noise. “Hey, could I ask everyone to take a step back please? Thank you. Ma’am, we’ve got this. Thanks.” Somehow, someway, Riley was there. The crowd receded and thinned as most people lost interest and went on with their lives.

				Milo shivered, which most surely caused him more pain. He made a low keening, and his breath came quick and erratic. I swallowed hard and pressed my fingers to the soft fur on his snout, the only place I could see that might not hurt him.

				“Zoey.” Riley knelt next to me and put his arm across my shoulders. He was warm and steady. I didn’t realize until then how much I was shaking. “Zoey, he’s broken. You have to let him go.”

				His words were a jumble in my head and didn’t make sense at first. “What? We have to get him to a hospital.”

				Riley placed his hand over the fingers I was using to stroke Milo’s nose, stilling them. “Zoey, let me take him. He’s suffering.”

				I sniffed and nodded. “Yeah. Okay. You can get him there faster in the ambulance. Can I ride with him?”

				His fingers caressed my wrist, and his voice was soft. “No, Zoey. Not as a paramedic. Let me help him move on.”

				I shoved his hand away as his meaning became clear. “What? No! He’ll be all right. Besides, you take humans. This isn’t your job. And he’s still alive. Don’t touch him!”

				I pushed him away and moved closer to Milo, trying to shield his tiny body from the reaper. Riley stood behind me.

				“Animals have souls, too, and his is trapped inside a ruined body. He doesn’t understand what’s happening to him. I can help ease him through the transition. Let me help, honey.”

				I turned on him, my voice clogged with tears. “No. Helping is my job.” The hard knot in my belly softened and warmed. My spine straightened, and a cold calm settled over my shoulders. “Get away from him, Reaper. You have no authority here.” I felt odd, powerful, like a surge of electricity had risen up through the pavement and shot through my body and out my fingertips. I didn’t remember standing up. My hands were stretched toward Riley, and he backed up several feet.

				He stopped when he bumped into Art, who stood about five feet away. Art’s pen had stopped mid-click, poised over his paperwork, and his face was ashen. His gaze was glued to my face. I ignored both men and returned to Milo.

				I crouched down and saw the glaze to his eyes and the quick panting. I really looked at him. Something shifted behind my eyes, and I knew.

				It wasn’t something I could see, exactly, it was more like an extension of my empathy. I knew where the damage was inside. I knew where it was safe to place my hands to gather him up and cradle him in my arms without doing further injury. I knew, if we were quick, we might be able to save him.

				Andrew, his face white and spattered with unwiped tears, appeared at my side with a blanket and a box. Carefully, so carefully, I tucked the blanket around Milo and the arm I was using to carry him. My voice surprised me with its steadiness. “I’ve got him. Have you got the car?”

				He nodded and led me to it, opened the door, and got us settled in the back seat. The useless box went in next to me.

				Before Andrew closed the door, the man whose car hit Milo stopped him. His face was lined with guilt. “I’m so sorry,” he said. He put his hand on Andrew’s shoulder and swallowed hard. “If there’s anything I can do, please call me, okay?” The man pushed a business card into Andrew’s hand.

				Andrew’s blank stare slid over the card and he nodded. “I’ll let you know how he is.”

				The stranger let his hand linger for a few seconds, then turned and walked back to his car.

				So much glass and metal, plastic and rubber. I glanced down at the tiny, shivering package cradled in my arms. It had been no contest. The car still looked showroom new, and the little fox barely held on to life.

				The ride to the veterinary hospital was short, yet took an eternity. Every pothole, every turn jostled us, and I did my best to brace myself to keep Milo still. It was the longest ten minutes of my life.

				I held him close to my chest, my arms aching. Andrew’s eyes flickered in the rearview mirror every few seconds, and his breath hitched at odd intervals.

				We turned a sharp corner a little too fast, and I shifted. Milo whimpered.

				“Shhh, sweetheart. It’ll be okay. It’ll be okay.” I was a broken record, humming to him and repeating over and over that it would all be okay. My words were as much for Andrew and me as they were for Milo.

				I lowered my head and pressed my lips to the silky spot between his eyes. “We’re almost there. It’ll be okay.”

				The hospital was empty except for one lady with a small kitten in her lap. The receptionist smiled in greeting when we stepped inside, until she saw the blood-soaked bundle of blanket I held against my chest. The quiet office became a flurry of activity. A doctor came out in scrubs and tried to take Milo from me, but I wouldn’t give him up.

				“No. Show me where to set him down. I don’t want to move him any more than I have to.”

				He hesitated, but the steely calm in my voice forced his arms to his sides.

				“This way. Tell me what happened.”

				Andrew was still shaky, but he’d recovered enough to describe the accident while I concentrated on placing Milo on the table without jarring anything.

				The vet sucked in his breath. “You’ve had quite an adventure, little one,” he said. His voice was calming and self-assured. He let us stay for a few minutes while he assessed the damage, then asked us to wait outside. “I’ll let you know as soon as I can.”

				We were there for hours, waiting, pacing, worrying. Andrew called a friend and asked him to go by to lock up the shop, since we’d rushed out so fast it we left it wide open. At some point, I ran out and got us sandwiches and drinks, but neither of us could each much.

				Aside from the broken leg and tail, and the torn ear, Milo had internal damage that had to be repaired. The vet wasn’t sure if the little fox was stable enough for an operation but without one, Milo wasn’t going to make it.

				And so we waited.

				There wasn’t much to talk about, at first. Mostly, we sat on the edges of our seats, twitchy, hoping someone would come out and give us an update. It wasn’t like a people hospital. There were no magazines to flip through with unseeing eyes, no television blasting some reality show we could pretend to be interested in. There wasn’t much but the sound of our own breathing and nervous shuffling of our own feet.

				After awhile, Andrew broke the silence.

				“I saw what you did,” he said.

				I didn’t know what he meant at first. Then shame washed over me, and I dropped my eyes as I remembered refusing Riley’s offer to ease Milo’s passing. “It was selfish. I’m sorry, Andrew. I don’t know what to say.”

				“No! Zoey, it was amazing. How could you think otherwise?”

				“I was selfish, Andrew. Riley knew that. He tried to do the right thing, and I wouldn’t let him. Now Milo’s in there all alone. If he wakes up at all, he’s never going to be the same, and he won’t understand, and it’s all my fault.” I covered my face with my hands and cried. It was too much, and I was responsible. “I couldn’t let him go,” I whispered between my fingers. “Andrew, I’m so sorry.”

				Andrew pulled my hands away and forced me to look at him. “Hey, stop it. What you did was incredible. You have no idea, do you?”

				I shook my head, confused. “I told him to go away. He’ll probably never speak to me again.”

				Andrew laughed. It was a hollow sound in the empty room. “Sweetheart, what I saw today beat anything I’ve ever seen before. You lit up like a star. Your aura swallowed up Milo’s like he was part of you, and then blew up like a balloon, actually shoving Riley backwards. What the hell did you say to him?”

				“I don’t know. I told him something. That he had no authority or something. I really wasn’t planning to say anything. I was more worried about Milo.”

				“Want to know what I think?”

				“I doubt it.”

				“Too bad. I think you leveled up.”

				“I what?”

				“You know. Like in a video game.”

				“When do you have time to play video games?”

				“Everyone should take time to play video games.”

				“Not everyone.”

				“Well, you should. I think you found a new skill. And you’re not going to like this, but I think it has to do with being an Aegis.”

				I groaned. “Thanks, Andrew. Now I’m getting it from you, too.”

				“Seriously. And I think maybe an Aegis might be more important in the food chain than a reaper.”

				“That’s comforting. Everybody’s terrified of them.”

				He shrugged. “I’m just telling you what I saw. Something changed, Zoey. And I think it’s a good thing.”

				* * *

				It was nearly midnight when the vet finally emerged and told us Milo was stable.

				“There’s nothing left to do now but wait,” he said. “He won’t be awake till tomorrow. Go home and get some rest. Come back in the morning.”

				After assuring me he’d be okay on his own, Andrew took me to my car, and I made the long, winding, forty-five-minute drive to Bolinas. Every light in my house was blazing, and it occurred to me that I hadn’t seen Silas since he sank my dinner cruise. I hesitated on the steps to the porch and glanced behind me. Iris stood leaning against the tree at the end of the driveway, and gave me a grinning thumbs up.

				Apparently, I didn’t have a burglar. Security had cleared it.

				I stepped through the front door and the pooka stood, moving from the couch to the middle of the living room. He stared at me, his mouth hung open in a way that would have been comical if he didn’t look so frightened.

				“What?” I asked, dropping my purse and keys on the table.

				“There’s so much blood. What happened to you? Are you all right?”

				I looked down at the front of my blouse, crusty and stiff from cradling Milo. Weary, I brushed the hair out of my eyes. “It’s not mine. I’m okay.”

				“Oh. That’s okay then.”

				But he didn’t look okay, even with the reassurance that I wasn’t dying. “Silas, what’s wrong?” I was not up for this. I wanted to go to bed. Before anything unlucky could happen to me, I dug the gargoyle rock from my bra—it was the safest place for it, and I could be sure of not losing it there—and dropped it on the table. “You look a little green.”

				“I’m just, well, I’m leaving. I didn’t want to go without saying good-bye, but I have to get out of here.” He gestured toward the door, and I realized I’d nearly tripped over his suitcases. “Why didn’t you tell me the Leprechaun Mafia was in town?”

				“I didn’t know it mattered to you.”

				“Of course it matters to me. I owe them a lot of money.”

				I sighed. “Don’t we all.”

				He ran his palm over his face. “Be careful, Zoey. The fact that they’re here means something. Something bad.”

				“I know.” I sighed and looked down at my blood-encrusted shirt. “People are dying and my friends are in danger.”

				“You don’t understand. They shouldn’t even be here. The Board regulates their business. They work out of Sacramento, fronted by a dry cleaners. They aren’t allowed to expand like this. For that matter, leprechauns aren’t supposed to kill people, either.”

				I looked up, startled. “I don’t understand. They’re out of their territory? Why isn’t the Board sending in somebody to stop them? They can spare the manpower to harass me, but a rogue Leprechaun Mafia is good to go?”

				“That’s the question, isn’t it? Leprechauns operate in secret. And they sure as hell don’t go around forcing this level of bad luck on people. The Board would never allow it. Leprechauns are small-luck dealers on the Magic Black Market.”

				“So, what the hell are they doing here?”

				He shrugged. “I have no idea. But if no one’s policing the leprechauns, what else is going unregulated?”

				More questions. For every answer, two more problems cropped up.

				“Somebody’s got to stop them before anyone else gets hurt. Or killed.”

				He moved past me and grabbed his suitcases. “Well, good luck with that. I’ve got to motor on out of here.”

				I didn’t feel very broken up about his departure. “If I’d known it was that easy, I’d have mentioned the leprechauns last week when they first showed up.”

				He paused to pull on a jacket and hat—items I didn’t know he owned. “Look, dollface. I really did come with good intentions—or at least, neutral ones. I needed to know if the rumors about you were true. I guess they are. You’re still alive.” He walked onto the porch and turned to me. “Sorry about the cruise ship.” To his credit, he really did look sorry.

				I nodded. “Safe trip, Silas.”

				“Be well, Aegis.”

				He walked off into the night, leaving me alone with my objections.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Fourteen

				I managed a whopping three and a half hours of blissful sleep in my now vacant home before the pounding on the door woke me up. I’m not sure how long it went on before I managed to pull myself from my dreams and stumble to the front hall, ready to slap Silas for waking me up.

				I flung the door open, prepared with a flurry of profanities. Sara stood on my porch with her normally perfect hair poking to one side, no makeup, and her face puffy from crying. An angry scrape welled up along her jaw line and she held a suitcase.

				One side of her mouth lifted in an unconvincing half smile. “Feel like a slumber party?” she said.

				“What the hell happened?” I pulled her in by the arm.

				She winced, and I realized she had injuries I couldn’t see. “Would you believe I had a car accident?”

				“At three in the morning? What were you doing out?” I took her suitcase and led her to the couch, trying to be as gentle as possible. I had no idea how bad she might be hurt.

				“I wasn’t out. I was in bed asleep.”

				Sara’s eyes were glassy, and her voice was hollow. Her story didn’t make a lot of sense, either. I sat next to her and took her hands in mine. They were icey, and I rubbed them to get the blood circulating. “Tell me what happened, honey. Start over.”

				She closed her eyes and swallowed, taking a moment to gather herself. When she opened her eyes, they were clearer, and her voice was more her own. “I was sound asleep. A woman in an SUV fell asleep while she was driving home. Instead of turning at the curve by my house, she kept going and plowed straight through my bedroom wall.”

				I stopped rubbing her hands and sat dumbfounded. “Holy crap.”

				Sara nodded. “I woke up to squealing tires, horrible crashing, and headlights in my face.” Her eyes grew wide and her hands fluttered in my grasp. “I didn’t have time to react. One minute I was asleep, the next I was covered in clothes, and my armoire had me pinned to the bed.”

				“It fell on top of you?” I ran my fingers over her arms and made a closer, frantic inspection of her face. I found nothing alarming. “Why aren’t you in the hospital?”

				She shrugged. “I was lucky, I guess. The armoire tipped over and pinned my leg inside with the rest of me outside.” She touched her thigh and drew a line across it with her finger. “Right here. Gonna be a hell of a bruise tomorrow. The crash woke the whole neighborhood, and somebody called 911. I was only pinned for maybe ten minutes. Still, it was pretty terrifying.”

				“Why the hell didn’t you call me to come get you? You shouldn’t have driven here by yourself.”

				“Honestly, I wanted to get out of there. After the EMTs checked me over, all I could think about was insurance and how long it would take to repair all the damage. It was too much. I had to get away.”

				I rubbed my palm up and down her back. “I’ll help you. We’ll make a plan in the morning. Was the driver okay?”

				Sara nodded. “She had airbags on all sides. She had to struggle to climb out from under them all.” She closed her eyes and rubbed her forehead. “The police must think I’m an idiot.”

				“Why? You didn’t drive a car through your house.”

				“No, but it’s the second time they had to come to my address in eight hours.” She stood up and paced across the living room.

				“Second time?”

				She stopped and examined the mantle above my fireplace. “What happened to that cool rock you used to have here?”

				I waved my hand at her, dismissing the question. “It’s in my room. Why were the cops there earlier?”

				“Somebody broke in.” She ran her hand over the mantle and made a face at the dust. No one had cleaned since Maurice left.

				“Oh, my God, Sara, why didn’t you call me then?”

				“I wasn’t home at the time. It’s the weirdest thing. Nothing was stolen. Somebody just took all my shoes out of the closet and lined them up on my dining room table.”

				I could feel the blood draining from my face. “It’s bad luck to put your shoes on a table,” I said before thinking.

				Sara gave me an odd look. “Yeah. That’s what we should focus on. Shoes on a table are bad luck.” She looked more exhausted than I was.

				The Leprechaun Mafia. Those devious little bastards were going to pay.

				I shook off my anger and focused on Sara. “Let me make you some tea or something. Stay here.”

				“Really, I’m just tired and badly in need of a shower. It’s been a long night.”

				“I bet.” I froze. The guest room. There was no telling what kind of condition Silas had left it in. “Sit for a few minutes. I have to tidy up in there and change the sheets and stuff. Just take me a few minutes.”

				She tried to object, but I brushed her off and ran to assess the damage. I’d avoided going in there since Silas had shown up.

				I stopped in the doorway, shocked. The room was pristine. Vacuumed, dusted, with fresh sheets on the bed. It was the last thing I’d expected. Silas must’ve been really sorry about the dinner cruise. I checked the guest bathroom and found it was also scrubbed clean of pooka filth. A post-Halloween miracle.

				I popped my head out of the room and called down the hall. “It’s okay. I forgot I already cleaned up in here.”

				She trudged in with her bag, one eyebrow raised in that suspicious way she had. “How did you forget you cleaned? You never clean, Zoey. It would’ve been an event.”

				“I forget a lot of things these days.”

				I settled her in for the night and crawled into bed. If one more thing goes wrong, I’m done. Stick a fork in me. Slice me up on a plate. No more Zoey.

				The remaining two hours before the alarm went off passed in blissful peace.

				Breakfast, however, brought a minor speed bump.

				Sara came into the kitchen, back to her proper, well-groomed self, dangling a pink piece of plastic from her finger. “Zoey, why is there a Barbie table in your linen closet?”

				I choked on a mouthful of cornflakes, which, in retrospect, was good. It bought me time to think of a reasonable explanation.

				“Huh,” I said, once I’d cleared my airway. “I wonder why I never noticed that before. How deep were you digging for towels? Jeez, I haven’t seen that since I was a kid and used the shelves for a fake dreamhouse.”

				It wasn’t the best lie, but it satisfied her for the moment. The truth was hardly something I could tell her. She’d never believe the closet recently housed a family of brownies. Barbie furniture had been the best solution at the time. I thought Maurice and I removed all of it when Molly moved to the mushroom, but we must have missed a piece.

				Sara dropped the Pepto-pink table and poured herself a cup of coffee. “Will you be okay going in without me today? I’ve got to talk to the insurance adjuster and start looking for a contractor to plug up the hole in my house.”

				“Mostly I’ve got stuff to take care of for Andrew’s grandparents. I only have a week to pull it off, but I think I have it under control.”

				I also had to stop and see Milo on my way in. I couldn’t get anything done before I did that.

				When I got to the vet’s office, Andrew was already there, looking like he hadn’t slept at all.

				“How’s our boy?” I asked.

				Andrew rubbed the stubble on his chin and let out a heavy breath. “Still sleeping. But they said his vitals are good. I just have to wait.”

				I leaned over and gave him a kiss on the cheek. “Call me when you’ve seen him awake. I have to get to work. I have a special client and a tight deadline.”

				He nodded absently. “I understand.”

				I poked him in the arm. “I mean you, Andrew.”

				“Oh. Yeah.” He smiled. “Go collect daisies for Gran.” He squeezed my hand. “Thanks, Zo. I’ll call you.”

				“Make sure you do.”

				I spent the morning calling vendors. I wanted to do a good job for Andrew, but since I’d met his grandparents, I was even more driven to make it perfect. But I only had a week, and vendors don’t particularly care for such short notice.

				After a third failed attempt at finding a jazz quartet with Saturday free, I was ready for some good news. Instead, I got a phone call from Sara.

				“Zoey, there’s something outside.” Her voice was a little shrill with suppressed panic.

				I was afraid, too, but not for the same reasons. At my house, there was no telling what she might see walking across my yard.

				“Is it an animal?”

				“Yes. No. I don’t know!”

				“Deep breath, Sara. I live out in the country. You’re not used to it. Describe it.”

				“If I tell you, promise not to laugh?”

				“Promise.”

				“Lizard swear.”

				I sighed. We’d known each other since college. With a friendship that long came certain stupid traditions. “Cross my heart and hope to die, stick a needle in my eye, and may a lizard eat my gizzard.”

				Sara took a deep breath and held it. I was afraid we’d been disconnected until she expelled it in a rush of words. “I saw Bigfoot.”

				“Oh.” Having Sara at my house was going to get more and more problematic. I could hardly correct her and tell her she’d seen a skunk-ape, not Bigfoot. “Maybe it was a bear? I think my neighbor has a Great Dane. How good a look did you get?”

				“It moved pretty fast.” She paused. “Maybe. I don’t know.”

				“Just try to stay inside unless you have to go to your car. I’m sure whatever you saw is long gone, but it doesn’t hurt to play it safe.”

				“I guess.” She still didn’t sound convinced. “Should I call someone?”

				“Sara, it’s the country. All kinds of weird things happen. I’ll be home with dinner in a few hours. Need anything?”

				“My sanity.”

				I wondered if I could get a two-for-one special on that one.

				I found a band on the next phone call and decided I could get the rest done from home. I was wiped. I was also worried about Sara being alone in a house that could be overrun by an army of fugitive fairy tales at any second.

				Andrew hadn’t called yet, so I stopped at a deli for a sandwich and brought it in to him. I found him crying softly in the waiting room in the same chair I’d left him in. I feared the worst.

				I sat next to him put my arms around him. “What happened?”

				He leaned his face into me for a minute, then sat up and wiped at his cheeks. “Sorry. It’s been a lot to take. He’s okay. Really groggy, but he recognized me and licked my hand. He just looks so small and fragile. It scared me.”

				Relief soaked through me. “What did the doctor say?”

				“His ear is ruined. They stopped the internal bleeding, and his leg’s in a cast. They’re keeping him for awhile, but he’s going to be okay.”

				I mourned the loss of Milo’s great big ear, but the rest was good news. I was grateful. After the week or so I’d had, I needed some good news.

				I sat with Andrew for a bit to make sure he was okay, then made my way home. Sara was probably a wreck, too.

				Sara would have to wait. When I pulled into the driveway, Molly and Walter were waiting for me on the front steps. I prayed there was no crisis for me to fix. I was pretty much spent.

				I trudged toward the house where the two small figures sat together, not too far apart, but not quite close enough to be together. It seemed Walter had made some progress, but I was glad to see Molly didn’t completely trust him yet.

				I grinned at Molly. I hadn’t seen her in over a week, missing her by minutes every time I went to visit. She only stood about ten inches tall, but every inch was filled with dignity. Whenever I saw her it struck me that she looked like a tiny, brown Audrey Hepburn with pointy ears. I’m not sure if she would have appreciated the reference, but I meant it as a huge compliment. Audrey Hepburn had class, and so did Molly.

				My only regret was she was too small to hug.

				I sat down on the steps below them and twisted around to chat.

				“Hi Molly.” I nodded at her husband. “Walter.”

				Walter smiled at me, looking awkward and uncomfortable.

				“You look as though you have had a difficult day,” Molly said.

				“You have no idea,” I said. “I have so much to tell you.”

				Walter tipped his head toward the house. “I see you’ve got human company.”

				I sighed. “Sara’s had some difficulties, too. Pretty sure her problems are a result of my problems, though. So, yeah. I have company.”

				They exchanged worried looks. “Maybe this is not the best time to speak to you,” Molly said. “We can come back another time.” She started to get up.

				“No, Molly. I always have time for you. You know that. What can I help with?”

				They looked at each other again, and I started to get worried. Walter cleared his throat and cast his gaze down at his feet.

				Molly scooted closer to her husband and took his hand. “Zoey, we are having another baby.”

				My eyebrows shot up into my hairline before I could stop them. At least I had the good sense not to ask any of the first questions that popped into my head, like Do you think that’s a good idea? or How the hell did that happen?

				“Oh. Congratulations.”

				Molly smiled up at me. “It will be okay, Zoey.”

				I tried to recover by running my fingers through my hair. “Are you feeling okay?” I asked. “Can I do anything for you?”

				Again with the furtive exchanged glances. They wanted something all right.

				“We want you to be the baby’s godmother,” Molly said.

				Walter nodded his head, smiling shyly. “Please, Zoey? It would be a huge honor for us.”

				In a crappy week of crappy events and crappy people, there was still room left for a little bit of wonderful. My eyes misted over.

				“Oh, Molly, of course I will. The honor would be mine. What do I have to do?”

				“Nothing you do not already do every day for all of us,” Molly said.

				“Except for the naming ceremony,” Walter said.

				That kind of worried me—I had no idea what kind of rituals a Brownie naming ceremony would involve. Molly saw my discomfort. “Do not worry about that now.” She scooted off the step and patted my leg with her tiny hand. “We will not burden you further tonight. You look tired, and Sara is waiting for you.”

				Walter hopped down next to her. “Thank you, Zoey,” he said. “I know I don’t deserve your help, but Molly and the kids—they deserve the best. So, thank you.”

				He was beginning to grow on me.

				I held my breath when I went into the house. As far as I knew, Sara could still be under the leprechaun curse of bad luck. The house was standing though, so that was a good sign.

				Sara was sitting at the kitchen table waiting for me, huddled over a dirty plate and cup.

				“Who were you just talking to?” she asked. She looked tired. Weren’t we all?

				“Nobody.”

				“Come on, Zoey. I heard voices out there.”

				“I was talking to myself.”

				“And answering yourself in another voice?”

				“Sara, you sound paranoid.” I dropped my purse and keys on the counter. “Did you get the insurance stuff sorted?”

				“Yes.” Her voice was tight. She didn’t sound like herself.

				“Something happen?”

				“No. Yes. I don’t know.”

				“Did you see the bear again?”

				“I told you, it wasn’t a bear.” Her body stiffened. “And you lizard swore that you wouldn’t laugh.”

				“I’m not laughing. Honest. I believe you.”

				She pulled the dishes closer to her. “It wasn’t a bear.”

				“Okay.” I reached to take her dirty dishes, and she blocked me, as if the dishes were a lifeline to sanity. “Are you having a romantic tryst with my dinnerware?”

				She glanced down at her plate, as if only now noticing it. She pushed it away. “No. You can have it.”

				I took away the plate and cup and put them in the sink, worried. “Is something wrong, Sara? You’re acting a little screwy tonight.”

				She bolted from her chair and stared at the sink. “Your place is what’s screwy. What the hell is going on here, Zoey?”

				“Sara, I don’t know what you’re talking about. What happened while I was gone?”

				“Nothing happened!” She was almost shouting, now. “Nothing while I was looking, anyway. Every time I leave the room, things are moved, or washed. The goddamn bed made itself when I was in the shower!” She paced across the kitchen, her eyes darting left and right as if giant purple space ninjas or five-legged aliens with crocodile teeth were about to spring out of my cupboards.

				I’m sure she had to have seen the emotions running across my face—relief that nothing catastrophic had happened, fear that she was noticing my riddled-with-pure-crazy life, and last, absolute joy. It made total sense now that the guest rooms weren’t trashed when I checked them. Things were getting cleaned. It could only mean one thing—Maurice was home.

				I had to try to maintain a façade of normalcy in front of Sara, but it took everything in me not to dash into her room and tear the closet door open so I could hug him.

				“Sara, you’re under a lot of stress. You almost died last night. You’ve barely slept. I’m sure there’s a reasonable explanation.”

				That was probably the worst thing I could have said. She stopped pacing and glared at me. “No. I’m not seeing things, I’m not hysterical, and you can’t blame this on the vapors.” Her eyes narrowed and she crossed her arms. “I know what’s going on around here. I just hoped you’d admit it to me.”

				“What exactly do you want me to admit?”

				“You’ve got a ghost, don’t you? You think I won’t believe you, so you’re keeping it from me. I get it. I’m a skeptic. But I know what I’ve experienced today. Just tell me I’m wrong.”

				Ghosts. I almost lost the war against the laughter bubbling up in my throat. I squelched it, along with my surprise. My house being haunted was the last conclusion I’d expected Sara to come to. I had to admit, it was the simplest explanation. So much for Occam’s razor. This time, the simplest explanation was not the correct one. I sat in the chair next to her. “Sara, to the best of my knowledge, my house is not haunted.”

				She didn’t look satisfied. “Fine. Keep it to yourself. But I know the truth. And I know you’ve been acting strange for the last couple of months. I wish you trusted me enough to come to me with this. Maybe I’m not as closed-minded as you think.”

				Sara went to bed without another word. I wanted to knock on the door and tell her I was sorry. I wanted to spill my guts and tell her everything that had been happening to me—and to her. I wanted to barge in there so I could get into her closet and see Maurice.

				In the end, I had to settle for going to bed and hoping to see him in the morning. At least I knew he was home safe. It would have to be enough for now.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Fifteen

				With as little sleep and as much crap as I’d had that day, I expected to fall right to sleep. I did not. The idea that Maurice was home and hadn’t come to see me yet was driving me nuts.

				I didn’t have too long to wait, though. After about a half hour of staring at the ceiling, I heard a light tapping from inside my closet. The door slid open a few inches, and a pair of enormous yellow eyes blinked out at me from the darkness. I’d forgotten he could travel from one closet to another.

				“Psst. Zoey. You awake?”

				I was so happy to see him, I nearly knocked him over as he stepped out of the closet. I hugged his skinny shoulders tight. “Are you okay? What took you so long? How long have you been back? Why didn’t you come see me earlier?”

				He grinned down at me. “That’s a lot of questions. I’ve got one for you: Why is there a human sleeping in my room?”

				“Technically, she’s in the guest room. The closet is yours.”

				“Makes it kind of hard to come out when there’s a squatter in there, though. And why the hell was the room so gross when I got in last night?”

				“Pookas are disgusting. He left a few hours before Sara got here.”

				“Wait, there was pooka here while I was gone? Zo, those guys are troublemakers. You never should have let him in. Very bad luck.”

				“Bad luck.” I choked on my laughter. “Bad luck has been my life’s work since you left.”

				“What happened?” His non-existent eyebrows drew together on his chalky face.

				“Nope. You first.”

				I could see he was reluctant to let my story wait, but he gave in. “Well, when I got home, Pansy was out, but that gave me time to straighten the place up for her, make her some dinner so she’d have it ready when she came home. You know how I am.”

				I did know how he was. Cooking and cleaning were how he showed affection. “Did she come home?”

				“Nope. Not for another three days. By then, I had the whole house rearranged, scoured, and two chairs and a light fixture repaired. When she finally came in, she said she was glad to see me. We talked—well, mostly I talked. She agreed to give it another try.”

				“But you’re here now. So didn’t it go so well?”

				“It did not. Oh, Zoey. I’m so stupid. She came and went at all hours. She didn’t clean up after herself because she knew I’d do it. I tried to make her favorite dishes. After a few days, she started telling me what she wanted for dinner, and I made it. Sometimes she came home, sometimes she didn’t. And then I finally realized what was going on.”

				His sadness and self-recrimination were like tiny bee stings on my skin. “She was using you.”

				He nodded. “Yeah. I was her housekeeper and her waiter, nothing more. On top of that, she was still going off to see the bridge troll she’d cheated on me with in the first place.”

				“Oh, honey. I’m so sorry.” I felt selfish, being so glad to have him home. I wanted him to be happy, honestly I did. But there was a tiny part of me jumping up and down with joy that he was home. I’d been so afraid he’d never come back. Considering how many years I’d lived happily alone, that said a lot. Maurice was awkward, freaky looking, and sometimes invasive, but he was part of my family now. I wanted him home safe with me. Even if he never baked me another muffin.

				He shrugged and ducked his head. “Whatever. Live and learn, right? I like doing those things. Cooking and cleaning are my Zen thing, you know? But I’d rather do them for you. You don’t expect it. And you appreciate it. Pansy never appreciated anything. It took this last visit to realize that. This is my home. I know that now.”

				I hugged him again. “Welcome home,” I said into his ear. “I’m so glad you’re here.”

				This is how Sara found me when she threw open my bedroom door.

				She screamed. Her eyes were like asteroids, and her face was frozen in the scream long after her throat had cut it off. It would have been comical if it weren’t so horrible.

				She turned and fled down the hall.

				“Sara, wait!”

				I ran after her and caught her dumping her purse on the bed. She rummaged through the pile, and her hand emerged holding a taser. “Get back, Zoey. I’ll take care of this.”

				I was impressed with her bravery, but I couldn’t allow her to tase my closet monster, no matter how scary he looked. I blocked the door. “Sara, let me explain.”

				“Move out of my way, Zoey. Are you crazy? He was strangling you. Call 911 while I knock him out.” She tried to shove past me but I wouldn’t budge.

				“Sara, stop!”

				“What the hell is wrong with you? He’ll get away.”

				“Would you listen to me, already? He lives here.”

				She pulled up short. “What kind of kinky crap are you into? And what about Riley?”

				I couldn’t quite grasp what she was talking about. “Kinky crap?”

				She relaxed, but still grasped the taser in an iron fist. “I get it. I understand role-playing. But that is one creepy-ass costume. And since when do you let a guy move in with you and not tell your best friend?”

				“Wait, you think—oh, jeez. Okay. Sara, I’m going to need you take a deep breath, come sit in the kitchen with me, and keep an open mind.”

				“Is he the guy who kept cleaning up behind me yesterday?”

				“Yes.”

				“So, the house isn’t haunted.”

				“No.”

				“But you lied to me and let me think I was going crazy.”

				“Yes. But there’s a really good reason, honest.”

				I grabbed her hand and led her into the kitchen. Maurice was already there, making a pot of tea and rummaging around in the fridge. Under the harsh light of the kitchen fluorescents, it had to be clear he wasn’t wearing a costume. He glanced at me and nodded to say he understood what came next. He refused to look at Sara.

				We sat at the table. Sara faced Maurice, keeping a wary eye on him. Sometimes Maurice moved so fast it was difficult for me to see him, but he kept himself to a normal, human pace while Sara watched. I was grateful. This was going to be hard enough to explain.

				“So,” I said, clutching my tea like it would guard me against sudden best friend outbursts. “This is all going to be hard to believe, but you need to bear with me, okay?”

				She raised one eyebrow. “That’s not a costume, is it?”

				I shook my head slowly. “No. It’s not. This is Maurice.”

				He turned toward her, raised a hand in half-wave, then turned away to preheat the oven.

				Sara leaned close to me and whispered. I could have told her whispering wouldn’t do much good, since Maurice’s ears were supernaturally attuned to sound. “What’s wrong with him?”

				I took a sip and swallowed. “Nothing as far as I know. He’s the only closet monster I’ve ever met. I don’t have any basis for comparison.”

				She looked skeptical. “No, seriously, Zoey. Is it a medical thing or body modification?”

				“Closet monster.”

				“Come on.”

				“Sara, there’s been a lot going on lately that I haven’t told you.” I met her gaze. “You know that bear you saw?”

				She put her cup down, getting pissed. “You’re going to tell me now I really did see Bigfoot, aren’t you?”

				“No. He’s a skunk-ape, though I guess he’s a relative of Bigfoot.”

				“They’re cousins,” Maurice said, sliding a sheet of maple-walnut scones into the oven.

				“Seriously?” I asked.

				“Yeah. Well, third cousins, I guess. Their grandmothers were sisters, or something.”

				“Huh. I thought skunk-apes were a totally separate species.”

				He ran water into the sink to wash up the dishes. “Well, it’s a small community. Crossovers happen all the time.” He shrugged. “Pansy’s gargoyle family wasn’t real happy that she married a closet monster. I suppose they’re happy now that we’ve split up.”

				Sara’s face was pale and her hands shook around her mug. “Would you please stop talking like this is all normal?”

				I sympathized. I was sitting in the same spot, with my hands shaking around the same mug, when it all started for me.

				“I know this is weird, Sara. It’s been a crazy couple of months.”

				“Months? This has been going on for months and you didn’t tell me?”

				“What was I going to say? ‘Hey, Sara, guess what? A closet monster showed up in my kitchen this morning, I have a skunk-ape in my yard, and there’s a sea serpent in my swimming pool.’“

				“A sea serpent?” Her eyes flicked to the kitchen window.

				“She’s gone. They come and go around here lately.”

				“I really don’t understand this. Maybe I don’t want to understand this.” She gulped some tea, probably scorching the inside of her mouth. “This isn’t happening.”

				I took a deep breath. “Let me start at the beginning with Maurice.”

				I told her what I could, and probably far more than I should. I left out the part about the incubus nearly killing her, though I did tell her he’d been killing our clients. Mostly she sat motionless while I talked. It was a long story.

				When Maurice slid the fresh scones from the oven without using any oven mitts, she watched, but didn’t comment. I wasn’t sure if her silence was acceptance of the situation or evidence of an impending meltdown.

				“So, Riley,” she said. “He’s part of this too, I gather.”

				I told her about reapers and the bad luck curse, which was the first thing she found believable.

				“That explains a lot,” she said, breaking off a piece of scone. “You’re not the most graceful person I know, but you’re not usually the train wreck you’ve been.” She sniffed the bite of pastry she had between her fingers, then popped in into her mouth. Her eyes grew wide. “Oh, my God. This is incredible.”

				I nodded in agreement. “Maurice is amazing. I’ve been eating really well lately.”

				She gave me a shocked look. “And you chose not to share. Nice.”

				“Sorry. I’ll be more forthcoming with the goodies from here on out.”

				“It’s the least you can do.” She finished the scone and snatched another from the serving plate. Maurice was especially good at throwing delicious food into an awkward situation to make it go more smoothly.

				He puttered around the kitchen, shifting things, wiping them down. I knew he was trying to keep himself busy, but within earshot. Sara was watching him, a thoughtful crease running between her brows. He must have felt her eyes on him, because he stopped what he was doing and came over to refill her tea.

				Sara’s voice was soft. “Thanks.”

				“Certainly.” He returned to his puttering.

				“Wait. Sit down with us. Please?”

				I was surprised that she was trying so hard. I could see by the set of her shoulders she was tense. But maybe I should have expected it. Sara was good with people. It was part of her job.

				Maurice sat next to me and yanked at my arm.

				“What are you doing?” I asked.

				“Let me see what the Board did to you,” he said. His face crinkled up in a scowl. I let him have my arm and he pulled my hand close to his eyes, squinting. “I don’t see anything.”

				“Andrew spotted it. Apparently it’s written in gnome ink.”

				Sara grunted. “Andrew. So, does everybody know what’s going on but me?”

				“Andrew reads auras,” Maurice said. His nose was practically pressed against the back of my hand, trying to see the invisible sigils. “Plus, he saved her from the incubus.”

				Sara threw her hands up in the air. “Of course. I’m busy running the business and worrying about you, and you’re out fighting evil.” She grabbed another scone and dropped it on her plate. “Let’s get this clear right now—I am not your sidekick, Zoey.”

				I grinned and tugged my arm. “Nobody would ever mistake you for a sidekick, Sara. Maurice, let go. You’re making me nervous. And I have to get you caught up anyway, so I might as well tell you both what’s been going on this week.”

				When I got to the part about the Leprechaun Mafia barging into the store, Sara laughed. “You’ve got to be kidding. Those short guys in the suits? Tell me you didn’t pay them off. Supernatural or not, we have principles.”

				“Of course I didn’t. At first, I figured it was all just superstition anyway—self-fulfilling prophecies and all that.” I thought about the shoes lined up on her table and about little Milo fighting for his life in a hospital. I bit my lip. “At least, that’s what I thought.”

				Maurice was up from his chair, pacing. “Holy hells. I hate those guys. My cousin Ernie lost an eye because of them. They are not to be messed with.” He plopped into his chair, facing me and gesturing wildly with his hands. “I was only gone a little over a week, Zoey. I left Iris here to watch out for you, and you still let a pooka into the house. The Leprechaun Mafia came into town, and the Board of Hidden Affairs put a hit on you.” He was up again, wearing out my floor tiles. “I swear, it takes an army to keep you safe.”

				“I am safe, Maurice.” I stood and spun around. “See? Not a scratch on me.”

				He snorted. “Don’t think I didn’t see the bruise on your cheekbone.”

				My hand fluttered up to my face and I sat. “It’s almost gone. It was stupid. I slipped.”

				Throughout Maurice’s worried tirade, Sara sipped her tea with an amused smirk on her face. She put her cup down, laughing. “I’ve been looking after her for ten years. I feel your pain.”

				Maurice sat down again, facing Sara. “I know, right? She’s completely oblivious to what’s going on around her.”

				Sara nodded with enthusiasm. “Her taste in men is appalling. She’ll trust anyone. And in the end, she gets taken advantage of.”

				“You mean Brad. Oh, he’s a prize, isn’t he? Despite my warnings, now she’s with a reaper. I mean, Riley’s a nice guy and all, but Sara, he’s a freakin’ reaper. There is nothing more terrifying, even to the Hidden.”

				“Well, I knew something was off about him. But don’t expect that she’ll listen to me. She never does.”

				“Hey,” I said. “I’m right here, guys.” I wasn’t sure how to take this. On one hand, my two best friends were finally getting to meet each other. On the other hand, my two best friends were bonding over the misery of being my self-appointed caretakers. “Not cool.”

				They both turned to look at me, almost surprised to see me there. Sara’s eyes twinkled. She was enjoying this far too much.

				“So, what else haven’t you told me?” she asked. “Why you? All this crazy stuff happens out of the blue, and the hits keep coming. But why you?”

				I shrugged. “That’s what the Board is trying to figure out, I guess. They think I might be something called an Aegis.”

				Sara shook her head. “What’s an Aegis?”

				Maurice could never sit still for long. He got himself a towel and started wiping up crumbs from the table. “It’s a rare human with special gifts. They have an affinity with the Hidden, and they help and protect whoever needs assistance.”

				“Special gifts?” Sara asked. “What special gifts?”

				“Great,” I said. “All that searching I had to do to figure out what Art was talking about, and you knew all along.”

				“Why didn’t you just ask Aggie?”

				“I did ask Aggie. She had no idea. And when we found a book with an entry about Aegises, the pages were ripped out.”

				Maurice frowned. “Zoey, your mom was an Aegis. And Aggie knew that. She helped her all the time.”

				“That’s not possible. She really didn’t know, Maurice. I’d have known if she were lying.”

				“What special gifts?” Sara asked again. “And who’s Aggie?”

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Sixteen

				Tuesday wasn’t much better than Monday, the way it started off. I practically had to sit on Sara to get her to stay home, and we were both running on very little sleep.

				“Zoey, I have shit to do. You’re the one with the bad luck thingy.”

				“With Silas gone, my rock covers me. I think the leprechauns whammied you because they couldn’t do anything to me.”

				Sara scowled. “I’d like to get my hands on the little shits for trashing my house. Are you sure it was them?”

				“It’s really likely. Milo nearly died after they visited Andrew, so it seems safer to assume they’re on the level until we know otherwise. I can’t get anything done if I’m worried about you, too.”

				She rolled her eyes. “90% of all accidents happen in the home.”

				“98% of all statistics are made up on the spot.”

				“Funny. What the hell am I supposed to do all day? I can’t even clean. Your house is spotless. Which, by the way, is the one thing I’m having the most trouble accepting in all this.”

				“We’ll split up. Here.” I handed her a list of calls I had to make for the Shipleys. “You finish up the stuff for Saturday’s party at The Raintree. I’ll swing by your house, meet with the insurance guy, and grab some more of your stuff.”

				She took the list. “This is ridiculous.”

				“Welcome to my life.”

				“No, I mean this list. How the hell are we going to come up with this many daisies on such short notice?”

				“Work your magic. And don’t mention it to Maurice, or he’ll do a run on all the yards in the neighborhood picking their flowers.”

				“Hey, that’s not a bad idea.”

				“Do not involve him. I’ll be back as early as I can.”

				I moved toward the door, and she grabbed my arm.

				“Wait.” She chewed on her bottom lip, her face pensive. “He’s safe, right? He’s perfectly nice, but is there anything I should worry about?”

				I laughed. “Not a thing. No, that’s not true. Worry that he’ll feed you so much you’ll get too fat for your clothes.”

				“That’s just what I need.”

				“He’s been here two months and my jeans are getting tight. It’s okay to say ‘no’ if you’re not hungry. It’s just really, really hard to do.”

				* * *

				The insurance inspector was late getting to Sara’s house, and he was a little pissy that I was the one meeting him and not Sara. Still, there was no way he could justify turning down the claim. A gaping hole had been ripped into the side of her house, and police records backed up the events. It would still be a few more days before the paperwork went through, but he admitted the claim was good. Sara could get a contractor in there immediately. I called her with the news, grabbed some of her stuff and made my way to work, stopping off at Andrew’s shop on the way.

				“How’s our boy?” I asked. I handed over a plate of Maurice’s scones.

				“He’s doing well. A little more alert, though they’re keeping him sedated for a few more days. He should be home by the end of the week.” He took the plate and peeled off the plastic wrap. His eyebrows rose. “Maurice is home?”

				I grinned. “Surprise!”

				“I bet you’re relieved.”

				“It’s good to have him home. Had a little problem though.” I told him about Sara.

				“I guess it could have gone worse.” He took a bite of a scone, and his eyelids fluttered. “God, I missed that monster.”

				“You and me both. I was getting tired of peanut butter and jelly.”

				At the office, I settled in to get some work done and realized, with Sara handling the Shipley party, I didn’t really have much going on. We’d picked up several new contracts since the recent wedding we did for the daughter of the head of the city council, but they were all six months to a year out, so didn’t need my immediate attention. It was so quiet and peaceful by myself, though. I puttered in the back room for a bit, experimenting with lace and artificial flowers and ribbons to come up with some centerpieces for Saturday.

				There were no pookas, no leprechauns, and no curses. The phone rang twice, but both times it was a vendor with good news for Saturday. I felt like I had barricaded myself into a safe zone where only good things were possible.

				I was sitting at my desk with my eyes closed, soaking in the stillness, when Riley came in.

				Vacation over. Time to be a grown up again.

				I was still angry with him, though I knew it was unreasonable. He’d been trying to help. Also, there was the matter of me going all Kung Fu on him with my crazy, supernatural bossy-pants voice. So, yeah. This was probably going to be awkward.

				He stepped inside the office, the sun shining behind him like an angelic aura. He was wearing his paramedic uniform. For a moment before the door swung shut, I could hear Art outside, clicking his damn pen. Then it was the two of us, alone in my office.

				Riley took the seat across from me without a word. We sat like that for a good two minutes, looking at each other in silence.

				We both broke at the same time.

				“Riley, I’m really sorry, I don’t know what happened.”

				“Zoey, I’m so sorry. I wasn’t trying to interfere.”

				We both laughed.

				“It was my fault,” I said. “I felt so bad afterward. You were right. I wasn’t thinking clearly. I was being selfish.”

				“No, I was the one who was wrong.” He reached out and took my hand. “I went to the clinic and talked to Andrew. Milo’s going to be fine. You were right to stop me.”

				“What happened exactly? I opened my mouth to tell you to back off and everything went wonky.”

				“I think you used Aegis mojo on us. Art was really pissed.”

				“Art can kiss my ass. It’s you I’m worried about.”

				“I’m fine. You tapped into something, I guess. It was weird. It was like you physically pushed me backward, but you didn’t touch me.”

				“I didn’t know. I’m so sorry.” I looked down at the hand still curled in my lap, vaguely ashamed, but still unsure of what I’d actually done.

				He shrugged. “I guess we can be pretty sure this Aegis thing isn’t a crock.”

				I started to object, but it felt weak. The evidence was stacking up. If I were an Aegis, then I’d be the best Aegis I could be. It didn’t mean I would let the Board erase my life. That was another matter all together. I’d face that when I came to it. “Any idea what it really means to be an Aegis? Other than, you know, taking care of the Hidden, and I guess, keeping Death at bay under extreme circumstances.”

				“Until Art sprang it on you, I didn’t know anything. I’m learning as we go. But Art’s more nervous now than when we first got here. He was so sure you were faking.”

				“Kind of hard to fake being something you’ve never heard of.”

				“Art’s not real trusting. I’m sure you’ve noticed.”

				I laughed. “I may have.”

				He reached across the desk and took my other hand. “Are we okay, then?”

				“You forgive me for being a psycho?”

				“If you’ll forgive me for trying to kill your friend’s dog.”

				“Fox.”

				“Yeah. Fox.”

				I smiled, this time with genuine feeling, free of awkwardness. “Deal.”

				He grinned, and it reached all the way into his gray eyes. “So, do we dare try another date?”

				The idea was both exciting and terrifying. “Another first date? Do we keep trying until nobody dies or nearly drowns?”

				He tilted his head to the side in thought. “How about we skip over it and call it, I don’t know, the fifth date. That way the pressure for it to be perfect is off.”

				“Not a bad idea. Nothing fancy. No candles to set fire to anything. No dance floor to slip on. Something simple.”

				“When’s the last time you went to the zoo?”

				“Ooh, I like it. I haven’t been there since I was a kid. Comfy clothes. Simple food. Good idea. I’ve got a vow renewal to do on Saturday, so we’ll have to wait till Sunday.”

				He frowned. “How about earlier? I’m off tomorrow. Any chance you can play hooky?”

				“Yeah, maybe. I can check with Sara.” I stopped, suspicious. “Why the hurry?”

				“No reason.”

				His eyes flicked to the wall behind me. “Riley. Tell me.”

				“I just want to spend time with you.”

				I thought about it. When the week was over, the Board’s trial would end. Either I’d be dead or relocated, according to the rules Art had laid out for me. The fact was, I had no intention of letting either of those things happen. With everything going on, I hadn’t really thought very much about it, past surviving.

				But no amount of explaining this to Riley was going to make him more comfortable. In his mind, he was going to lose me, no matter what.

				“I’ll see what I can do,” I said. “Thanks to the Leprechaun Mafia, Sara’s staying at my house. I’ll talk to her when I get home and then call you.”

				He pulled me with him when he walked to the door. We’d only really kissed the one time, and my stomach fluttered with nerves and expectation. He had a determined set to his jaw that would have been funny if I weren’t so nervous. He took me by the shoulders to face him, his expression earnest.

				“There’s been far too little kissing,” he said. “That needs to end.”

				I was going to answer him, but he didn’t give me time. He pulled me close and pressed his lips against mine. The kiss was soft, yet demanding, as if time were short and he wanted to make it count. And it did count. It counted very much.

				I melted into him, my mouth answering his. There was need and want mixed together in that kiss, and it lasted forever and for only a second. He pulled away before I had my bearings, and a small whimper escaped from me.

				He grinned and let me go. “Let me know if you can come play tomorrow.”

				My breath caught in my throat. “I will.”

				He left me like that, feeling hot and empty, and more than a little foolish watching through the window as he disappeared down the street.

				“Slick move,” I said to the empty room. I took a deep breath and gathered my stuff up to leave.

				* * *

				I had one last errand to run before home. With the bomb Maurice had dropped the night before, I really needed to see Aggie. I parked in my own driveway and went through the woods to her little cottage.

				“Your mother was an Aegis?”

				Aggie’s puzzlement was genuine—I could feel it. Her confusion was also mixed with a generous helping of worry.

				“Sweetheart, if I’m missing memories too, then maybe it wasn’t the childhood trauma of losing your mother that took away your earlier memories.”

				“Who would be able to do that, though? And why would they do it to you, too?”

				Her white curls bounced when she shook her head. “I don’t know. Obviously, it didn’t work as well on me as it did you. I remember Clara. I just didn’t remember the part about her being an Aegis.”

				“I wonder why Maurice still remembers.”

				“I imagine it’s because he wasn’t there when she left.”

				“Or when she was taken. Aggie, where do you think she is?”

				The corners of her mouth turned down, and her eyes clouded. “Anywhere, by now. It’s been so long.”

				She plied me with cookies and ice-cold milk, and we sat at a wrought-iron patio table outside watching the sun set. Iris lay in the grass, playing with a pair of fire salamanders and munching on a few cookies of his own.

				“I want to look for her,” I said. “But I don’t know where to start.”

				Aggie patted my hand, her rings sparkling in the last rays of day. “You’ll find a way.”

				She removed a soft, velvet bag with a drawstring from her pocket. “Maybe these can give you a lead.”

				Aggie shook the pouch and muttered a few words I didn’t recognize. She loosened the string and held the bag open toward me. “Pick three. But don’t look.”

				I hesitated. I had no idea what she had in there. They could be bugs, or bones, or teeth. I decided to trust her. She hadn’t led me wrong yet.

				My hand dipped in, felt around, and emerged clutching three misshapen rocks, each with a gold symbol carved and painted into the surface. She took them from me and placed them on the table, squinting down at them. One gnarled finger pointed to a stone.

				“Well, this one tells me good things about that reaper boy you’re seeing. So, that’s nice.”

				I could feel my cheeks burn, and my stomach flipped over with the memory of our last kiss. “Yeah. That’s going fine. What else?”

				She pointed at the second one, frowning. “Fire. I see a lot of fire. There’s smoke, and screaming, and running.”

				I sat up straighter. “Where? When does this happen? Is that the past, on the cruise ship?”

				She smiled and shrugged, her earrings jingling like tiny bells. “I can’t say, sweetheart. But it’s nothing to worry about.”

				“Fire, smoke, screaming, running—but nothing to worry about. Aggie, sometimes I’m not sure you’re connected to reality.”

				She ignored me and tapped her finger on the last stone. “Now, this. This is interesting. It’s the symbol for that which is lost. Not death, mind you. Lost things and people. But it’s not about your mother. Or if it is, it’s not only about her. I think something bigger may be coming, my darling. You need to be extra cautious. I don’t like this at all.”

				I didn’t like it either. But there wasn’t a damn thing I could do about it. Aggie had nothing concrete to offer me, and I was still knee-deep in several other problems.

				She scooped the stones up and put them away. With her face tightened in a serious expression that seemed almost foreign to her, she gripped both my hands.

				“Be very careful, Zoey. Whatever is coming could be the answer to all your questions. Or it could be the end of everything we know.”

				I shivered. “How can I be prepared if you can’t tell me anything specific?”

				“You’ve got a little time, I think. Fix today’s problems first. The one thing I know is you can’t fight whatever’s coming if you die before it gets here.” She let go of my hands, and smiled again in the bright way I was used to. “Besides, you have to come back and tell me all about your reaper boy when things have calmed down.”

				I grinned. “I’ll be back. I promise.”

				I thanked her with a hug and left with Iris.

				Sara, of course, was not happy when I told her I needed the next day off to play at the zoo with a hot reaper. Not my most altruistic request ever.

				“Zoey, I’ve got two appointments tomorrow. If you’d let me out of the damn house, I wouldn’t have a problem with it, but somebody’s got to meet with my clients tomorrow. Either I go, or you do. We can’t both be off.”

				Rather than call Riley and tell him I couldn’t make it, I did the most illogical thing I could think of. I gave Sara my gargoyle rock.

				She held it up to the light, squinting. “So, this is good luck? It just looks like a rock.”

				“It’s...” I paused, hesitating to tell her it was made of boogers from a gargoyle. “Yeah. A magic rock. It’ll keep you safe.”

				“What about you?”

				I shrugged. “I’ll be with Riley. He hasn’t let me die yet.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Seventeen

				The door wasn’t open all the way before Riley’s distress leaked through to me.

				“I am so sorry,” he said.

				I frowned and checked the clock on the living room wall. “You’re not late. You’re a few minutes early.”

				“No, that’s not it.”

				“You’re cancelling?”

				“No, but I’ll understand if you do.” He took a step back and lifted his chin toward his car. Art was in the back seat, his beady little eyes scowling at me.

				“You’re kidding me. You couldn’t ditch him?”

				“I’m still technically on probation. I have to distract him with a question on procedural logistics if I want to take a shower. That buys me about a half hour while he scours through rule books for a solid definition.”

				“Can we throw him in with the lions?”

				“Great idea. We’ll need a raw steak and a staple gun. Otherwise, the lions won’t move quick enough, and he’ll lecture them to death.”

				The drive to the zoo was awkward. Every time Riley and I tried to talk, I could hear the scratching of a pen recording our every word. And then the damn clicking.

				Click click. Click click.

				He made my skin itch. I could also feel him behind me, his disapproval and outright dislike rolling off him in waves. Click click. Click click.

				I tried to break the silence. Oh, who I am kidding? I tried to irritate him.

				“Hey Art.” I turned my head toward the back of the car, but didn’t make an effort to look directly at him. “You know so much about me, how about you share a little about yourself? Married? Kids? Chia pet?”

				Click click. Click click. “My life is no concern of yours.”

				“I’ll take that as a no, since you won’t contribute to the conversation on your own.” I pretended to think about it a minute. “Let’s see. Your militant love of rules and regulations is a clue. I’m going with divorced after the first year, having learned that your new wife wasn’t interested in maintaining your strict underwear-washing schedule.”

				He made a choked, harrumphing sound. “That’s not at all true.”

				“Didn’t make it the whole year, huh? I can understand that. Rules are important. If she couldn’t follow them, she shouldn’t have agreed to marry you.”

				“Miss Donovan, I don’t find this at all humorous.”

				I ignored him. “Mind you, the cat was pretty well trained, so it was cruel of her to take him when she left. You must have been devastated.”

				“Cats are filthy creatures.”

				“Oh, not Bernie. Your Bernie was fastidious in his litter habits. It’s really a shame. I’m sure you miss him very much.”

				Click click. Click click. He muttered something under his breath, but I missed it.

				Riley let go of the wheel with one hand and grabbed mine. “Leave him be,” he said in a low voice. I could tell he was amused. I was probably making things worse for Riley in the long run by goading Art. Most likely for myself as well.

				I felt a little better for a while, but the clicking and the scratching continued, wearing on my nerves and making me twitchy.

				“Art, do you have any idea how irritating that sound is?”

				Click click. “What sound? I’ve not said a word.”

				“That neurotic habit you have of playing with your pen. Would you stop it already? It’s more telling than an eye tick or a nervous foot tapping. Maybe you should see a shrink.”

				Click. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. Perhaps you’re delusional and need to see someone yourself.” Click.

				I twisted around and found him grinning at me, thumb poised over the button. Click.

				“That’s it.” I pushed myself over the seat and snatched the pen from his hand. He looked startled, but didn’t react. I sat forward in my seat held down the button to open the window, and tossed out the pen.

				Watching the traffic flow past, I let myself feel a little smug.

				Click click.

				I swiveled around and found him scribbling in his notebook with a fresh pen, a smirk plastered across his pudgy face. I wanted to punch him in the throat. Right below his flabby second chin.

				“Would the two of you grow up?” Riley reached forward and turned up the radio. “You’re like a couple of kids. We’re almost there. Don’t make me pull this car over.”

				I grinned up at him. “Sorry, Dad.”

				He winked at me and laced his fingers through mine. I don’t know what he had inside of him that kept him from killing Art, but his particular brand of calm flowed through his hand and into mine. I took a deep breath and felt better, bathed in his warmth. As long as I held on to Riley, Art had a chance of surviving the day without my impaling him on an elephant tusk.

				The idea still had some appeal, though.

				Once we were parked and made it into the zoo, Art trailed at a decent distance. He stayed far enough behind that the clicking was muffled, and as long as I didn’t look at him, I couldn’t see him perpetually taking notes on our every action. It was almost possible to forget he was there.

				We hit the north end of the zoo first. Riley was determined not to miss anything, and the petting zoo, he reasoned, was usually the first thing to get dropped when legs got tired. So that’s where we began.

				Art couldn’t maintain his distance in such a small area. I made a point of ignoring him and went through the double swinging doors first, smacking him with the door as I let it swing shut.

				The minute I came through, roughly twenty goat heads popped up and looked in my direction. At the other end of the corral, a group of kids on a field trip fed the goats from the pellet machine.

				I had no pellets to offer. I had no hidden sandwich in my pocket. I wasn’t wearing a bologna pantsuit. There was no reason for the attention coming my way, but come it did. It was Zoey Day at the petting zoo. Every goat and sheep in the pen made a run for me. Within seconds, I was surrounded by a frantic, bleating mass of animals.

				I feared for my safety. I feared for my purse. I feared for the integrity of my jeans, as hooves and teeth scraped and prodded. Heads butted at me, and stubby horns pushed into the sides of my legs and hips.

				They weren’t trying to hurt me. I felt their primal, simplistic emotions battering through my filter like tiny Vikings making landfall and waving their battleaxes on their way to pillage my village. No sacking, though. Just joyful, enthusiastic pillaging of my personal space. The goats were being affectionate. En masse like that, it was overwhelming.

				I’d never been a huge fan of goats, ever since I was a little girl. One Easter, I had a new, pretty pink dress and lacy white socks. I loved that dress. The skirt poofed out when I twirled. Dad thought it would be fun to take Mom and me to the zoo that day, and the petting zoo was my favorite. Until I ran low on food pellets. One huge goat with a runny eye started nibbling on the hem of my dress. At first, I thought it was funny. As more of my dress disappeared into his jaws, my giggles took on a more panicked quality, and then turned to tears.

				Dad pulled the goat loose from me, and the dress was fine, if a little damp and smudged. But goats had forever lost their appeal for me that day.

				So, twenty or so goats and sheep mobbing me caused a mild bout of hysteria, despite the fond feelings they were sending my way.

				As it did when I was a kid, it started with a nervous giggle. “Hey, guys, good to see you. How’s the wife and kids?” Bad puns are often a sign of impending meltdown.

				“You okay, Zoey?” Riley asked.

				“Sure, yeah. They’re just saying ‘hi,’ I guess.” They crowded closer, knocking me into a wooly sheep who had her snout in my pocket. “I don’t know why they’re so interested, though.” I could hear my voice in my ears, unnaturally high-pitched and getting higher.

				“Do you need some help?” Riley’s tone was concerned.

				“No, I’m okay.” My words jumbled together, tumbling over each other. “I just need to make my way to the door or get them some food or something.”

				My plan made no sense. There were disappointed children scattered around the barnyard, food pellets slipping through their chubby hands into the dirt, completely ignored by the animals. Also, I couldn’t move two feet, let alone make it to the exit.

				Riley pushed through the bulging-eyed animals, nudging them with hips and elbows until he reached my side. The gap he’d made was swallowed up behind him as the goats jockeyed for position. Riley grabbed me around the waist and flipped me into his arms, then waded through the hairy mass to the doors. It was a struggle. The mob followed us the whole way. He passed me over the fence, setting me on my feet, and I backed away. The goats pressed against the wooden planks, staring. I stepped father away, and in ones and twos they returned to the group of children, in search of food.

				I leaned against a tree, shaking, while Riley made his way through the double gates around to where he’d left me. Deep breaths. They’re goats, not flesh-eating zombies.

				Once I’d recovered enough to avoid embarrassing myself by throwing up or passing out, I looked around to see if anyone had noticed. The school kids had already gone back to what they were doing. A few teachers kept a nervous watch on me. And then, of course, there was Art.

				He stood in the center of the barnyard, his wretched pen and notebook in hand, shooting daggers at me with his eyes. I couldn’t think what I’d done to piss him off. Maybe it was Riley’s rescue—but though the goat mob was freaky, I knew I hadn’t been in danger of being loved to death. It wasn’t like Riley had helped me escape the Board’s curse. No. Art’s hostility was personal, of that I was sure.

				Riley put his arms around me and held me. “You okay?”

				“Yeah, I’m fine. A little shaken up. They weren’t trying to hurt me. I have no idea what that was about.”

				Riley glanced over his shoulder. “I think Art knows, and it’s really pissing him off.”

				“He does look perturbed. If I knew what I did, I’d repeat it, just to irritate him.”

				“I don’t think you need to do anything. It’s happening, whether either of you want it or not.”

				“What’s happening?”

				He pulled away, trying to hide a smirk. “Not sure I should say. You might punch me.”

				“If you’re going to use the word ‘Aegis,’ then yeah, you should probably keep it to yourself.”

				He grinned down at me and took my hand. Art came busting through the gates, slamming them on his way.

				“Hey, Art,” Riley said. “We’ll race you to the monkey house!”

				Art’s expression was sour. “I do not race. For one, there are signs posted everywhere specifically requesting that we not do so. And I’d advise you to keep your voice down, as well. Zoo rules.”

				Riley screwed up his face in his most serious manner. “Can we power walk to the monkey house?”

				Art made a sound of disgust and jotted a note in his book.

				I swallowed my laughter and tried to match Riley’s serious face. “I guess the zoo is only for leisurely strolls.”

				Riley and I walked up the path, swinging our hands together and taking slow, exaggerated steps in an effort to be as leisurely as possible.

				Art was not amused and made a note of it.

				The monkey house was practically deserted. The humidity threatened to smother us, and the building echoed the slightest whispers. It also smelled, and I wrinkled my nose.

				The chimps were all outside, so their space was empty. There was nothing to see but a few old tires, a web of heavy rope, and some empty boxes they’d left behind.

				The orangutans, however, relaxed inside. A female adult sat against the glass, a tiny furry baby clinging to her. I was drawn to her and sat on the ledge next to them. She didn’t look me directly in the eyes, but her hand inched up the window toward mine. We sat like that for a few minutes, her hand and mine against each other, separated by a pane of glass.

				She shifted and moved closer, then pried her baby’s limbs from around her, holding the little one up so I could see.

				“She’s beautiful,” I said. “You’ve done a wonderful job.”

				The baby’s eyes met mine, and she grinned, slapping her palms against the cold glass. She leaned forward and held her lips against the window at my eye level, then blew out, puffing up her cheeks. It was comical and delightful, and I laughed.

				“Do they usually do that?” Riley asked.

				“Sometimes, sure. Besides, they’re not the same as most animals—goats for instance.” I grimaced. “They feel very much like we do. Their emotions are more complex, less raw and primal than most other creatures.”

				“So you feel animals, too.”

				“Sometimes. You have to remember, I don’t feel every little thing. I usually feel the strong emotions. But yeah, animals, too. Primates don’t quite feel like humans, but they don’t feel like animals, either.”

				“What about the goats?”

				I stroked my palm down the glass, and the orangutan mother mimicked me. “The goats were weird. That was not normal. I guess I’ll have to admit, something is changing.” I frowned. “I’m not really a big fan of change.”

				Riley brushed the hair from my eyes. “If anybody can get through this, it’s you.”

				I sighed. “Thanks. I hope you’re right.”

				Click click.

				The sound was so loud inside the echoey building, my spine twitched with the pain of an imagined stabbing.

				Art wasn’t far away, recording my words in his 
notebook.

				I patted the glass. “I have to go, Mama. Thank you for showing me your beautiful baby.”

				The orangutan kissed the glass, then gathered up her little one to nurse.

				We walked outside into the sunshine. I stood for a moment, letting the cool breeze wash away the stink of captivity. And monkey poop.

				I had mixed feelings about zoos, especially when it came to the larger primates. It’s important for people to see and learn about these animals. It’s important to preserve nature and pass it on to future generations. The best zoos, it could be argued, were actually a better life for some of the animals there, free from the threats of habitat encroachment and deadly poachers.

				But sitting face to face with a mother orangutan, seeing her in a concrete room with only a small outdoor area for fresh air and play—well, maybe it was different for an empath. I could feel her pride and love for her infant. But I could also feel a deep sadness for what she couldn’t have. Even though she herself was born into captivity, she knew she was missing something much larger. The sadness didn’t have a strong focus like it would if she’d remembered being wild. But it was still there.

				I shook it off. This was not a day for feeling sad. It was a day for romance. And maybe a little for tormenting Art.

				We bought drinks and wandered past the exhibits. My sudden onset of animal magnetism continued. When we stopped to see the kangaroos, they abandoned their loafing and stood at attention. Several made their way to the wire fencing surrounding the habitat. It was a little worrying. The fence wasn’t very tall, and I had no idea how high a kangaroo, when motivated, could jump. We moved on, figuring it was best not to find out.

				So far, my bad luck had only manifested in small ways. It took us forever to find a parking spot, and it was a good distance from the entrance. Twice, I tripped over tree roots. I stepped in a dropped ice cream cone. I lost my money in a penny-press machine. Nothing major. With less than three days left, and the pooka gone, I had hope I might make it through all this alive.

				I refused to consider the consequences of not dying.

				After a short discussion, we decided it was wise to avoid walking through the tropical rainforest exhibit. Bad luck would demand I exit covered in copious amounts of bird poop. Aegis magnetism—or whatever it was—would likely result in my being smothered by love from tropical birds. Some of those birds were huge. Death by toucan kisses was no way to go.

				So, we skipped the birds and went straight for the rescued sea lions. I loved their expressive eyes, funny whiskers, and tiny little ears. We could hear them barking at each other long before we got there. When I stepped to the wall around the pool, the barking got louder.

				“Is that a fish in your pocket,” Riley said, “or are they just happy to see you?”

				“Lame,” I said, and leaned against the railing, sipping my drink.

				A few feet away, Art snarled under his breath and scribbled in his notebook.

				“How many of those notebooks does he have?” I asked. “You’d think, as much as he writes in the damn thing, he’d have several full ones already, from this trip alone.”

				“He doesn’t write much when you’re not around. I don’t think my probation is all that important to him. He’s watched me work for the last week and a half, jotted a few notes, and put the book away. I think it’s you he’s after. It sure seems personal, doesn’t it?”

				Art was staring at me again, his thick brows knitted together and drooping toward his nose in a familiar scowl. I shrugged it off and turned away.

				“Let’s look at bears. I’m getting a sea-lion headache.”

				Riley put his arm around me and we moved to the next enclosure. He leaned toward me to steal a kiss before Art caught up, but was drawn up short by a beeping.

				“Sorry,” he said, pulling his phone from his pocket. “Text.” He read the message and frowned, his eyes flicking around the area surrounding us.

				“No,” I said. “No death on our dates. That’s the rule. Tell the universe the rule: Nobody dies when we’re out together.”

				“I can’t help it, Zoey. I’m sorry. I have to do my job.”

				A chill prickled my skin. “Tell me that’s not my name on your message. Riley, tell me I’m not marked to die in the next five minutes.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Eighteen

				Things happened fast after that. Art, all business, forgot about watching me and writing my biography on his notepad. Since Riley was on probation, Art also received Riley’s reaper texts. The two of them spread out, eyes sharp for someone in distress or doing something potentially unsafe.

				As far as I could see, there was nothing going on. I was relieved it wasn’t about me, for once, but if they thought I was going to stand around while somebody died and did nothing to prevent it, neither reaper knew me at all.

				I stood on the path in front of the polar bear habitat, examining the people around me. A mother with a young boy and a baby in a stroller crouched down, digging in a diaper bag. A security guy stood against a tree in the grassy area across from the bears. Three teenagers walked in my direction, laughing, having just left the grizzly viewing area.

				Nothing I could see warranted two reapers darting around the place, looking wary and ready.

				The day was lovely, if a little overcast. Standard weather for San Francisco. The clouds were a little gray, but not storm-dark. There was no rain.

				Which is why the clap of thunder and bolt of lightning were especially startling. I jumped, and every hair on my body stood on end from the charge in the air. I may have screamed a little. It was hard to tell, since my ears were ringing. The teenagers clutched each other, their eyes round. The young mother somehow scooped the baby out of the stroller while the toddler climbed up her body. Both children were crying.

				I took this in within seconds of the strike. After a few moments more, the gaggle of teenagers started screaming. I followed their line of sight and saw the security guard lying in the grass, several feet from the tree he’d been leaning against. His limbs were splayed in an unnatural pose, and smoke rose from his blistered skin. Riley and Art were already by his side. He was finished.

				The tree he’d been standing under, however, was not finished. It took the brunt of the strike, and a deep, black scar ran the length of its trunk. The wood crackled, the sound carrying across to me like a million twigs being snapped at once. I strained my neck up and watched the branches sway across the sky in an arc widening by the second.

				Riley knelt over the body, pressing his ring to the security guard’s slack lips. This was the first time I’d seen him pull a soul from a body while I actually knew what was going on. I wanted to watch, in the sick, gut-twisty way of all bystanders to a tragedy. My nostrils stung with the smell of ozone, smoke, and burnt flesh.

				The lightning-struck tree gave a shuddering, ripping groan and tore apart at the blackened scar.

				“Watch out!” I yelled at the young mother. She stood directly in line with the enormous eucalyptus as it tipped past the recovery point and fell. I wanted to help, but my feet felt as though they were bolted to the concrete. I flapped my arms at her and screamed incoherent words.

				With both kids in her arms, she tried to grab the stroller and lost precious seconds.

				“Go,” I said, under my breath.

				With less than a second to spare, she gave up on the stroller and moved. She didn’t have to move far, but she did have to move. The tree came down hard, striking the stroller and sending it skidding. The trunk bounced with a horrible crunch before it came to rest.

				With the exception of the toasted security guard in the grass, no one was hurt. Even the stroller made it through without much damage.

				Riley and Art were still behind me, tending to the body. The teens took pictures of themselves making scared faces with their cell phones. The young mother consoled her frightened kids.

				And there I was, the only person aware that the tree had fallen over the fence, into the polar bear enclosure and across the dry moat.

				The bear had fled when the tree crashed down into her space, but she was already getting curious, edging closer to the branches, prodding them with her nose and front paws. I think she and I came to the same conclusion simultaneously—she had a bridge out of the enclosure.

				The bear lifted her muzzle and sniffed at the air, then took a tentative step onto the broken branches, flattening them against the concrete. She stepped up on the trunk and eyed her exit. The thin tree cracked with the bear’s weight, but it held. Within seconds, she was across the dry gulley and over the wall. The teenagers ran in one direction and the young mother ran with her kids in another.

				I was still frozen to the pavement.

				The first thing the bear encountered was the poor, forgotten stroller. She sniffed it. A low growl erupted from her throat, and her paw came down, crushing it into a pile of bent metal, broken plastic and torn fabric. She snarled and batted it aside.

				The bear looked across the paved path. Her eyes met mine. She tossed her head and roared, then took off, galumphing toward me.

				My body went cold, like I’d been shot with an ice ray. It started in my stomach and spread through me in an instant. Move, Zoey. Do something. Now.

				My limbs were stuck. A full grown polar bear was coming at me, full tilt, and all I could do was stand there, wondering if I’d feel her claws tearing into my flesh, or if the concussion from being knocked to the ground would kill me before the chewing started.

				I had a vague notion of Riley—off in the distance, yelling something—but he was too far away to help, and it wasn’t like he could pacify a polar bear anyway.

				At the last second, before the bear reached me, I allowed myself a moment of cowardice and closed my eyes.

				Later, Riley told me that watching a polar bear go from a flat-out run to a dead stop was pretty spectacular.

				When the blow I was expecting didn’t come, I opened my eyes a crack to find the massive white bear sitting on her haunches directly in front of me like an obedient dog—if the dog were big enough to sit eye to eye with a standing, adult human. Her head bobbed up and she snorted through her muzzle. The air traveled the short distance between us and blew my hair away from my neck. The bear leaned her head forward and nudged my face with her wet, black nose, then licked my cheek.

				Bear tongues, it turns out, are enormous. Most of my face was left wet and smelling of fish from a single lick. She lowered her head and butted me in the chest, knocking me back a few steps.

				She leaned sideways, teetering, then toppled over on her side. I thought for a moment she’d been shot with a tranquilizer dart, but zoo keepers were only that moment pulling up, their radio noise breaking the eerie quiet. The bear chuffed at me, then flipped to her back, her paws flailing in the air.

				I didn’t move, and she chuffed again, a front paw stretching toward me.

				“Really?” I said. “You want a belly rub? You scared the shit out of me, running straight at me like that.” I knelt and reached for her, hesitating. “You know, petting you is probably one of the stupidest moves I’ve ever made. And that’s saying a lot.”

				I buried my fingers in the bear’s coarse hair, pushing through to the softer coat beneath. I gave her tummy a good scratch. Her gaze never left my face, and her tongue lolled as if she were grinning.

				I was aware of movement around me, the sounds of alarmed zoo staff, the worry and terror leaking in through my barriers. I paid no attention. I was having a personal moment with a polar bear. I rubbed her with both hands, and spoke to her in a low voice.

				“Doesn’t anybody around here rub your belly, sweetheart? You’re not so terrifying, are you? You’re just a big girl who needs lots of love, aren’t you?”

				She wiggled a little, showing me where the itches were, and rested a paw on my leg. I moved my hand between her front legs, stroking the fur on her chest. Her tongue dipped down and lapped at my arm.

				“What a sweet girl,” I said. “You didn’t want to cause any trouble, did you?”

				She chuffed again in response.

				I heard a click from nearby, and the bear flinched, tensed, then relaxed. A brightly colored dart stuck out of her flank. A minute later, her eyes turned glassy and her paws went limp. I stroked her face. “Sleep well, my sweet girl.” I reached higher and touched her ear with the tips of my fingers. It was probably the only chance I’d ever get to pet a polar bear, and I wanted to see if her ears were as downy-soft as I thought they would be. They were.

				Before I could throw away any remaining caution and bury my face in her fur, rough hands gripped both of my arms and pulled me to my feet.

				“Ma’am, are you okay?”

				“It’s okay, miss, we’ve got you.”

				I was yanked away from the tranquilized bear amid reassurances of my safety and the zoo’s extreme apologies. Khaki-suited zookeepers swarmed the animal. Riley was there, putting his arm around me and leading me away.

				“That was terrifying,” he said. “I couldn’t get to you. I yelled at you to drop and curl into a ball, but you didn’t move.”

				“I couldn’t hear you,” I said. Everything was a little fuzzy, the edges of the world coated in fur. “I don’t feel very well.”

				Riley settled me on a bench. My escort of zoo officials followed, still offering apologies and reassurances. Someone handed me a bottle of water. I sipped, wondering where it had come from. It was fall. The closest food kiosk was closed.

				“Hey, can you guys step back and give her a minute, please?” Riley herded the crowd, giving me room to breathe.

				“I’m fine,” I said. My voice sounded far away, as if coming from somewhere else. “Did you see me? Did you see her? How cool was that?”

				Riley smiled. “Very cool. But I think I need a change of pants.”

				I looked down at the leg of my jeans where the bear’s paw had rested. There was a dirty print, but she hadn’t ripped them. When I moved my head, I caught a whiff of fish from my hair where her tongue had made contact. I made a face.

				“I need a shower.” I took a long swallow of water and felt my head clearing. I looked around. “What happened to Art?”

				“He walked off in a huff right around when your friend presented her belly for scratching. I don’t think he’s happy with you.”

				I shrugged. “I bet my lack of dying was a huge disappointment to him. I’m such a tease.”

				“That one was really close,” he said. “I couldn’t do a thing to stop it.”

				“Apparently, today is not a good day to die.” I cringed. “For me, anyway. That guy by the tree didn’t make it, did he?”

				Riley shook his head. “He was gone before we reached him. I couldn’t try to resuscitate him with Art standing there.”

				Art was getting to be a real problem.

				We sat in the shade for a while, watching zookeepers bundle up the dead weight of the drugged polar bear—her name, I learned later, was Miranda—and move her from the area. At some point, a man in a suit rolled up in a golf cart, waving paperwork at me to sign. I had no intention of suing the zoo, so I skimmed the pages and signed without comment. In all fairness, a tree becoming a bridge after being struck by lightning was not something their safety inspectors should have planned for, and it was probably my bad luck curse that had caused it to happen.

				I wanted to ask about the security guard—about his family and his life—but I was afraid. There was a dull ache in the pit of my stomach telling me I’d been the cause of yet another death.

				But my assumption was based on circumstantial evidence. The guard had been in the wrong place at the wrong time. Even if the lightning strike were related to my Aegis trial, I wasn’t the one who gave myself the bad luck. No, that was Art.

				My eyes narrowed, and I glanced around again. I spotted him in the distance, on the other side of the grassy area, glaring at me. His hatred was a light drizzle coming from so far away. But I felt it.

				Art or not, Aegis trial or not, the security guard’s death might still be partly my fault. The gargoyle stone didn’t just protect me from the curse. It protected everyone in my vicinity. I’d made the decision to give it to Sara so she’d be safe. And I took a selfish, unprotected day off for a date. I should have stayed home, knowing I was a walking bad luck bomb. No one would’ve been hurt. At least, I thought so.

				The last of the adrenaline wore off, and I was exhausted. “Any chance we could call it a day and head home?”

				Riley waved at Art, then helped me to my feet. “Home it is. We’ve had a long day.”

				“I think this is the most successful date we’ve had so far,” I said.

				“You think?”

				“You’re taking me home. We never get that far into the date together.”

				He put his arm around me and cradled me against his side as we walked. “You’re right. You didn’t leave in a huff, and I didn’t lose track of you in shark-infested waters. This is a huge improvement.”

				“Next time, maybe we try for nobody dies and I’m not in danger?”

				He thought about it. “That’s a lot to ask. Maybe the first step is going somewhere with no people around?”

				We came around to the entrance and found Art waiting for us.

				“No other people,” I said, smiling through my teeth. “Excellent idea.”

				Oddly, Art said nothing, and continued that way until we approached my driveway over an hour later. He had been so quiet I started to worry—he’d even silenced his pen.

				The silent treatment gnawed at me. His hatred had dulled into a solid stream of dislike, and I wanted badly to ask him why he felt that way. Sure, I’d egged him on a bit, but his negative feelings preceded my teasing. I wouldn’t have messed with him if he hadn’t displayed such an irrational revulsion to me.

				I finally couldn’t squelch my discomfort and curiosity. When we came to a stop, I unbuckled my seat belt and flipped around to face him.

				He jerked, as if eye contact with me were a physical blow. His face shrunk into itself, drawn and tight.

				“What,” I said. “Just tell me.”

				His voice was guarded and sharp. “Tell you what, Miss Donovan? We have nothing to discuss.”

				“Oh, I think we do.”

				He looked away, out the window. “No, I don’t think we do.”

				He was infuriating. “What did I do to make you hate me so much?”

				His eyes moved slowly from the window to mine in a cool look. “I don’t like rule breakers.”

				“Zoey, why don’t we just go inside?” Riley had a hand on my hip, trying to pull me away. I ignored him.

				“You’re angry because I lived when I should have died?”

				He sniffed and turned his head away. “You break every rule in the book.”

				“What book? Nobody ever gave me a damn book. I keep getting heaped with crap and I have to dig myself out, blind. If you’ve got a book to share, I sure as hell would love to see it.”

				“I’m confident the Board will be happy to comply when this horrible week is over.” His words were laced with sarcasm.

				“So, you’re admitting you think I’m an Aegis?”

				He looked pained, as if I’d hit a nerve. “I still think you’re a very lucky woman who gets away with whatever she pleases.”

				“What’s that supposed to mean? I’m not exactly living a leisurely life, what with all the sharks and flat tires you’ve brought me.”

				“A little hardship will do you good. You’re a spoiled brat with no idea what to do with your gifts. You’re not fit for the office you’re getting.”

				“Office?”

				“Do you know how rare it is for an Aegis to appear? You should have been identified and trained years ago, yet the Board didn’t know of your existence until after the incident with the incubus. You are an anomaly. Your very existence is offensive. You break rules every time you take a breath.” His lips curled in disgust, and spittle flecked his chin.

				His hatred turned up to a red-hot level, spattering me like butter in a frying pan.

				“So, to be clear,” I said, “it’s nothing I’ve done that makes you hate me, other than breathing?”

				He squinted his eyes at me. “You still don’t understand, do you? It’s everything you do. Everything you say. Every move you make.”

				“Is this where I ask you to excuse me for living?”

				Riley tugged at my arm. “Come on, Zoey. This isn’t getting you anywhere. Let’s go inside.”

				I brushed him away.

				Art leaned forward, his face inches from mine. “You’re so much like your mother, it makes me ill.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Nineteen

				Art puffed up with pride at the shock his words invoked. I sat back, resting on my heels in the front seat of the car.

				“My mother,” I said. My voice was shaky and quiet. “You knew my mother.”

				He blanched and drew back. “I may have made her acquaintance a time or two.”

				Quick as a viper, I darted forward and grabbed him by the front of his properly starched white shirt. He winced. I’d managed to grab his shirt, undershirt, and a good handful of chest hair. I didn’t let up.

				All the questions I couldn’t get answers for glittered in his beady pig eyes. He’d known her before she left. And deep in my gut, I was sure he knew exactly where she’d gone and why.

				“You tell me where she is, right now, or I’ll toss you out of this car and let Iris tear your limbs off, you little shit.”

				His head swiveled, searching for Iris, and found the skunk-ape standing against the tree at the end of the drive, cracking his knuckles. For once, Iris was not grinning. Art swallowed.

				“I...I have n-n-n-o idea where she is,” he stuttered. His fear poured through my filters like sewage water. I hated how good it felt to make him afraid. I didn’t hate it enough to stop. “No one does. She fell off the grid about two years ago.”

				I shook him. “What the hell does that mean? You had her, and then you lost her?”

				Riley leaned forward and pried my fingers loose with gentle hands. “Zoey, let go of him. You don’t want to hurt anybody.”

				“I do want to hurt him,” I said, snapping over my shoulder. “He took my mother, and he’s going to give her back.”

				I reached for Art again, but he dodged me to huddle on the other side of the car.

				“If you want to blame someone, blame her. She’s the one who stomped all over the rules, interfering with my pick-ups and abusing her powers.”

				“Abusing her powers? My mother was a healer. If she interfered, your pick-ups weren’t dead yet.”

				He snorted and came out of his crouch. “She’s not a healer. She’s a necrofoil. Every time I got a call, she was there first, bringing my target back from the edge of death. Pushing me out of the way with that same Aegis thing you did when your friend’s pet should have died. She kept me from doing my job, and when I reported her for it, the Board cancelled my promotion. I should have been the head of the Human/Hidden Interaction Division by now.”

				I felt Riley stiffen next to me, and I turned to look at him. He shook his head and didn’t say anything. I’d have to ask him about it later. Sometime when my blood pressure wasn’t so high that my head was about to burst open like an overcooked egg in boiling water.

				“You’re blaming my mother—and now me—for your crappy career choices? Art, have you ever considered not being a dick? That might have more to do with it.”

				His face turned purple. “At least your mother didn’t fight me every step of the way. Maybe if I’d left her here with her brat, you might have grown up with some manners and respect for your betters.”

				I narrowed my eyes. If I could have shot death rays out of my eyeballs, the back of his head would have been spattered across the window. “You took her. It was you personally.”

				He smiled at me, that cheery salesman smile from when we first met—the one that never came near his eyes. “I’m the one who recommended she be relocated so the Board could control her better. Since then, my recommendation has become ratified procedure. Removal and relocation are now how we handle every Aegis. And that’s how we’ll handle you.”

				I slumped in my seat. My mother really was an Aegis. She didn’t leave me, she didn’t leave our family. The Board took her away. And then they lost her.

				And it was all Art’s doing.

				My protective walls crumbled. I didn’t have the energy to maintain or repair my emotional isolation chamber. Art’s hatred blasted me so hard I could taste it, oily and slick on my tongue. Riley, whose emotions I usually tried to guard against, was filled with a soft concern and a sharp-edged anger. Iris pelted me with excitement and worry, like hard little bits of sleet. My head felt heavy, and pain shot between my eyes to the back of my head. The migraine was coming fast.

				I closed my eyes and rubbed at the space between my eyebrows. “We’re not done,” I said to Art as I opened the car door. “When this is over, you’re taking me to see your Board, and we’re going to talk.”

				“They won’t see you,” he said.

				“Oh, I think they will.”

				Riley came around the car and helped me up the steps to the house. “You okay?”

				I nodded. “I need some of Andrew’s tea. I’ll be fine.”

				“No, I mean about what Art said.” He opened the door for me.

				“I’m more than okay on that count. I finally know where to go to get some answers.”

				He glanced back at the car. “Let me walk you in and get you settled.”

				“I’d rather you didn’t.” I turned toward him, loosening his hold on my arm. “It would be better if you just get Art out of here. I’ll be fine. Promise.”

				Riley’s kiss was chaste and on the cheek, which made me a little sorry for acting so crazy. But he was being sweet, and I had to admit, the pain in my head had gone supernova, so making out probably wouldn’t have been too enjoyable. Though it would have been fun to piss off Art. I meant what I’d said to him. I wasn’t done with him. Nowhere near done. I walked into the kitchen to find Sara and Maurice playing cards at the table.

				Sara looked up from her hand. “How’d the date go?” She frowned. “Migraine.”

				“Yeah.” I nodded slowly, afraid my head would fall off if I moved it too fast.

				“I’m on it,” Maurice said, dropping his cards face down. “I fold anyway.” He scooted his chair and went to work brewing the special tea Andrew made me for when my walls broke down and the inevitable migraine showed up.

				“How can you fold?” Sara asked. “We’re playing gin.”

				Maurice grinned. “No wonder I keep losing.”

				The tea washed over my tongue in a cacophony of flavors. Most were pleasant. When I got to the aftertaste, I made a face. Andrew once told me the taste of sweat socks is how you know it’s working.

				Within a few minutes, the migraine unclenched its fist and eased off. I could never do enough for Andrew to repay him for this tea.

				When my head cleared, I relaxed enough to examine my housemates. Sara looked more comfortable with Maurice than I ever would have thought possible. And Maurice, well, something was different about him. It took me a minute.

				“Hey,” I said, my brow furrowed in suspicion. “You look really nice.”

				Maurice sat up straighter and posed. “Sara picked out my shirt.”

				Normally, Maurice dressed himself in a hellish mixture of plaids, stripes and paisleys, all in various shades of Modern Clown. Today, he wore a crisp pair of khakis and a soft blue polo shirt. His hair, which consisted of a small, wispy patch, usually bobbed up and down while he talked or gestured. It was now trimmed and spiked in an artistic display of monster couture. In comparison to the Maurice I was used to, he was a freaking fashion model.

				I sipped my tea and gave Sara a wary eye. “You’re not giving me a makeover, so don’t try it.”

				“Honey, I gave up on you years ago. At least Maurice recognizes talent.” Her nostrils twitched and she leaned toward me. “You smell like smoked fish. I thought you were going to the zoo.”

				I told them about the freak lightning strike and the polar bear. And the goats. I couldn’t forget the goats. Their bugged-out eyes and demonic pupils would probably haunt me in my sleep.

				Maurice was up and baking in seconds. I was beginning to understand it was his way of coping with stress.

				Sara reacted by grabbing the gargoyle rock off the kitchen counter and putting it in my hand. “I kept leaving this behind all day, and nothing happened to me. I think whatever the leprechauns did to me was a one-off. You, on the other hand, are a walking disaster.”

				I tucked it in my pocket. “There’s more.” I took a swallow of tea. It was growing cold and the sweat-sock taste was now its most prominent feature. “Art knew my mom. I think the Board of Hidden Affairs took her away and somehow erased my memories.”

				Sara frowned. “They’re the reason she’s been missing all these years?” She held up her hand and counted off on her fingers. “So, they cursed you with bad luck, which probably brought the leprechauns here. That means they’re partly to blame for the car that crashed through my house, nearly got you killed you multiple times, and they kidnapped your mom. I’m really beginning to hate these guys.”

				I pushed back my hair and gave her a sour look. “I’m not a fan myself.”

				“She’s one of their Aegises, right? They must have taken her somewhere safe.”

				“You would think so.” I stared into the bottom of my cup at the stray tea leaves, wondering if they spelled out a message of impending doom.

				“So, let’s go see her.” Sara half rose, like she was ready to get her keys and run out the door.

				“No. They lost her.”

				“What do you mean? How do you lose a person?” She slumped back into her chair.

				“I don’t know. He said she went missing a few years ago.”

				“That’s a crock of shit. They know exactly where she is.”

				I had to agree. “I think it’s another diversion to keep me away from her. I’m getting really tired of these nameless, faceless Board people pushing me around.”

				Maurice put down his wooden spoon and mixing bowl of something yummy and sat down at the table. Worry vibrated off him like cello strings. “Zoey, you can’t talk about them like that. They’re really powerful. They run everything.”

				“They don’t run me.”

				His head twitched to the side, as if checking for spies. “Seriously, Zoey. Be careful, please? The Board controls all aspects of the Hidden. They have eyes and ears everywhere.” He looked around again, then ducked his head and whispered, “They make people—both human and Hidden—disappear.”

				I laughed, but it was dry and without humor. “I’ve noticed. I grew up without a mom because of them. If they can make people disappear, they can damn well make them reappear, too.”

				Maurice shook his head. “Please be careful, Zoey. I don’t want them to make you disappear.” He got up and returned to his mixing bowl, his shoulders tense.

				Sara and I exchanged a silent look. She understood that I had to stand up for myself, but she could also see that Maurice was scared. Whatever could scare a closet monster had to be bad. She shrugged, having no answer to the problem.

				“I’m taking a shower,” I said.

				Sara waved her hand as if to dispel my stink. “Thank God.”

				* * *

				Later that night, I sat on my front porch, looking up at the moon. I needed peace to clear the cobwebs. I resisted the urge to call Riley’s phone so I could confront Art again. I finally put it together that, while he may be big on rules and regulations, he was middle management at best. There were only so many answers I could get from of him. No matter how much responsibility he wanted to take for getting my mom moved to another location, he was an ineffective, bitter little slug. It was the Board that had messed with my family. And the Board would answer for it.

				I rubbed at the back of my hand. I still had a couple more days before the curse wore off. In fact, it should be gone Saturday morning, by my calculations. That was a relief, since I had an anniversary party to deal with Saturday afternoon. Catching me so early that first morning we met, Art had actually done me a favor. I was sure he would have waited a little longer, had he known.

				Sara came out in her bathrobe and slippers and slid into the rocking chair next to me without speaking. We sat that way for some time, listening to the crickets and the creak of our chairs, staring up at the moon.

				She finally broke the silence. “You have to talk to me, Zo.”

				“I don’t want to talk about it anymore. I just want to melt into the night and forget about everything.”

				“You can’t forget about it. You’ve kept all this to yourself for two months. You used to tell me everything.”

				I sighed. “Come on, Sara. I couldn’t tell you. You’d have had me locked up. Please don’t lay this on me now. It’s been a horrible day—a horrible several days, in fact.”

				“Zoey, I don’t mean that. I’m not mad that you didn’t tell me. But I know now. You have to let me in. Talk to me. We always talk.”

				“What’s there to say?”

				“Whatever you need to say.”

				We rocked in silence for a few minutes.

				“I want my mom back,” I said in a small, quiet voice.

				“Then we’ll find her.”

				“I want to keep my little house and my weird life and my new family.”

				“Then don’t let them take that away.”

				I was quiet again, rocking and thinking. The hurt inside me had been flitting around for years, dodging and veering whenever I got close to it. With Sara there beside me, and the night quiet and dark, the pain floated to the surface and looked me in the eye. I had to examine it. I had to accept it as my own.

				“I want to know why she let them take her away.” And that’s when the tears hit. Sara was good at that. Whatever was really bothering me, whatever I was burying deep down and pretending not to notice, she could draw it out of me until the revelation finally surfaced and caused me to break. “I want her to tell me why she didn’t fight to keep us.”

				Sara said nothing. She let me cry until I was finished, then passed me a pile of neatly folded tissues. “Better?”

				I nodded and blew my nose. “Bitch.”

				“Yep.”

				“Thanks.”

				“I owed you.”

				“For what?”

				“Maurice is pretty talkative. Sounds to me like I nearly died not too long ago.”

				I shrugged. “Well, you know, Maurice tends to exaggerate.”

				“Was I really having sex with an incubus?”

				“Maybe.”

				“Andrew and Riley saw me?”

				“I kept you covered up.”

				“You’re a real friend.”

				“Friends don’t let friends flash their hoo-hahs at strangers.”

				“Charming.”

				“Sara?”

				“Yeah?”

				“Sorry about your house.”

				“It’s okay. I needed new carpet anyway, and the bedroom walls already needed repainting.”

				It was good to have Sara in the know. I’d missed spending time with her, and keeping secrets from her had been hard. I was a terrible liar, and Sara was far too astute. If nothing else good came of my phenomenal string of bad luck, at least I didn’t have to sneak around behind her back anymore.

				We sat outside for another hour or so, talking. I’d skimmed over a lot before. This time I told her everything about brownies and dragons, fairy rings and sea serpents. By the time I was done telling her all the excitement she’d missed, she was laughing so hard she could barely breathe.

				“Zoey, if you can survive all that, whatever’s coming next should be nothing. You’re stronger than you know. And now you have a secret weapon.”

				“What?”

				Her eyes glittered in the low light. “Now your best friend is standing behind you with a machete.”

				Suddenly, my life didn’t seem nearly as difficult.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty

				Still alive, with two days left to my death sentence, I was feeling a little cocky. Not too cocky—I kept the snot rock with me when I went to work. Without it, I was prone to dripping coffee down the front of my blouse, having my skirt blow up in a draft, or hitting every red light on the street. I probably should have been more concerned about life-threatening situations, but I’d faced down three sharks and a polar bear at this point and lived to tell the tale.

				I had to accept this Aegis thing was probably true. I was more likely to end this trial by tripping over a curb and landing on my face than dying.

				Sara, assured that her bad-luck whammy had expired, went into the office ahead of me. I headed over to Andrew’s first. I knew Andrew would have the shop open. He couldn’t afford to keep it closed for too long.

				I poked my head through the door. “I come bearing cupcakes,” I said. The store was dark, the only light coming from a small table lamp. “Andrew?”

				I let the door close behind me and waited for my eyes to adjust. The shop was silent. I moved toward the light, hoping I wouldn’t find Andrew hurt or worse. All kinds of horrible pictures flashed through my head as I wove through the aisles of pots and boxes and jars. I got all the way to the sitting area in the back, with still no sign of Andrew.

				He wouldn’t have left the shop without locking up first. Something had to be wrong. Sounds of shuffling and whispers drifted through the doorway to the storage room behind the counter, then went silent again. Now I was sure something was wrong. I dropped the box of cupcakes by the cash register. The store’s shelves held nothing but small jars, boxes, and stacks of books. No handy baseball bat leaned against a wall, and Andrew was the last person in the world to hide a gun under the counter. On the way to the storage room, I slipped into the bathroom and grabbed the only weapon-ish thing I could find: a wooden toilet plunger. It had some heft. Beat the hell out of toilet brush.

				A smart girl would’ve called 911. A smart girl would have called her reaper boyfriend for backup. A smart girl wouldn’t barge into the back room of an herbalist shop with nothing but a small purse and a plunger. I was not that smart.

				I blew into the storage room like a force of nature—if the force of nature were a spring shower or a mild wind—my dainty patchwork handbag and suction cup on a stick at the ready. I doubt I looked very formidable.

				The leprechauns had returned. There were five of them this time. I wondered how large the Mafia was, since their numbers kept increasing with their threat level. They had Andrew tied to a chair and flanked by two men. Two more were busy setting up a ladder against the wall, adjusting its angle. Murphy O’Doyle sat across from Andrew with his hands folded between his knees.

				When I rushed in, all six sets of eyes trained on me in surprise.

				“Whose job was it to lock the front door?” O’Doyle asked in a slow, threatening tone.

				One of the guys by the ladder looked nervous. “That was me, boss.”

				“And did you, in fact, lock the door, Donald?”

				Donald dropped his head in shame. “I guess not, boss.”

				“You guess not. I suggest you go and lock it now, hmm?”

				“Yes, boss.” He skulked past me and into the shop.

				O’Doyle turned his attention to me. “Miss Donovan, it’s unfortunate you chose today to come visiting, since Mr. Shipley is obviously consumed with business matters at the moment, but perhaps we can take care of you afterwards, and save ourselves some trouble. Please have a seat.” He nodded to one of the men standing by Andrew. The leprechaun lackey hurried over and grabbed my arm. I waved my plunger in his face, stabbing the air in front of him. He was unimpressed. Within seconds I was disarmed and forced into a folding metal chair near O’Doyle.

				“Hey,” I said, slapping at the brute’s hands, which held me firmly in place by my shoulders. He was muscular and ignored my lame blows. I really needed to consider some martial arts classes. “Andrew, what’s going on?”

				Andrew grunted, and I realized I’d missed the tape over his mouth.

				“Mr. Shipley has refused to pay our reasonable rates, despite our warnings. We regret the injury to his dog—”

				“Fox,” I said, correcting him.

				He looked irritated at my interruption. “What?”

				“Fox. Milo is a fennec fox.”

				“I stand corrected. In any case, we regret the injuries he incurred. However, Mr. Shipley was warned. It’s become necessary to give a further demonstration.”

				He snapped his fingers and the thugs flanking Andrew jerked him to his feet. Andrew’s eyes went wide. He made muffled objections through the tape and shook his head.

				“Stop,” I said. “What are you doing?”

				“Please don’t interfere, Miss Donovan. We aren’t hurting him. He’s going to take a quick trip under that ladder, then we’ll be done with him.”

				“It’s bad luck to walk under a ladder.” My jaw snapped shut. I was pointing out the obvious. Bad luck was the Leprechaun Mafia’s bread and butter.

				O’Doyle nodded. “Indeed. But that’s the price when one refuses to cooperate.”

				They dragged Andrew to the ladder, lining up in a row. The first thug went under, pausing to touch the gold shamrock on his lapel. He gripped Andrew’s arm, forcing him to follow. But Andrew was built like a bulldog, and not too shabby in the muscular department himself. He dug in his heels, refusing to go under.

				“Wait,” I said in a panic.

				“Yes?” O’Doyle turned his head toward me. He was smiling, enjoying the scene. He was a sadistic bastard, and I wanted to punch his smile clear through the back of his head.

				“What if I pay the fee for him?”

				Andrew made a noise of protest and shook his head.

				O’Doyle paused to take in Andrew’s discomfort, savoring it, then turned to me. “That would be a sufficient solution. The price, mind you, has gone up with time. Are you prepared to give us the twenty-five thousand dollars we require, or do you have something else to offer?”

				“Twenty-five thousand dollars? Are you insane? Nobody has that kind of money to throw around on this street.”

				“I suppose he should have given the original five grand, then. Our time is precious. We can’t keep coming here without proper remuneration.”

				I could have helped Andrew with a check for five grand. It would have bitten into my savings a bit, but I’d have made it up. Twenty-five thousand dollars was far out of my price range.

				“I might be able to get you the money in a few days,” I said. I wondered how fast I could get a loan against my house. I owned the house outright. I could do this, but I needed a little time. I was not going to let Andrew die.

				O’Doyle shook his head. “I’m afraid that won’t do. We’ve already given him enough time. Write me a check now, or Mr. Shipley takes a stroll under the ladder.”

				I was quiet too long, thinking. O’Doyle nodded at his men, and the one standing under the ladder yanked at Andrew’s arm.

				“Wait!” I stuck my hand down into my bra and removed the gargoyle snot rock. “I have this.”

				O’Doyle took the rock from me and examined it closely. He turned it over in his hands, sniffed it, held it up to the light. For a moment, I was afraid he would lick it. He signaled to the thugs, and they eased up on Andrew. They led him back over to his seat without forcing him under the ladder.

				“A gargoyle stone,” he said, still admiring it. “Yes, this will do nicely. Quite rare.” He winked at me, as if we shared a secret. “Now I see how you’ve managed to survive that mark on your hand.”

				“So, we’re even?”

				“No, Miss Donovan. Mr. Shipley is even. You, however, have yet to pay. Shall I assume you don’t have one-hundred-thousand dollars to hand me right now?”

				I snorted. “Now you’re just pulling dollar amounts out of your ass.”

				“Perhaps.” He pocketed the rock. “Do you have another item to offer?”

				I thought about it. Sometimes the Hidden who came through my house left a gift behind—like the gargoyle rock from Maurice’s brother-in-law, Phil. My nifty, bottomless purse had come from Molly. There were a few other things, but they were simple, like strawberries or pretty feathers. The only other magical item I had in my possession was an amulet that Bruce the dragon had given me. The necklace was pretty useful at the time. It turned icy against my skin whenever the incubus had been around—sort of an early warning system. But a lot of energy had poured through me in order to defeat the demon, and it had also poured through the amulet. When I got home after that long, long day, I’d found all the gems had combusted, leaving charred holes behind. I’d managed to burn out whatever magic it had held. Now it was a gaudy chunk of metal tangled up in a box with cheap, costume jewelry. No help there.

				“I have a magic purse,” I said. With a heavy heart, I held it out to him for inspection.

				He made a face and refused to touch it. “Please. Don’t insult me. We’re businessmen, not runway models. You must have something else to offer.”

				“No. That was all I had.” I tucked my purse under my arm, relieved that it was still mine.

				“Well, then. Our business here with you is done, as well. Obviously, as long as you’re cursed, walking you under a ladder won’t do anything. But I can see the sigil is nearly worn off. Consider this a reprieve. We’ll find you when you’re not otherwise engaged.”

				I didn’t answer him, and he didn’t expect me to. He and his men cleared out and left us alone, taking their Happy-Fun-Time Ladder of Doom with them.

				I cringed when I ripped the tape from Andrew’s mouth.

				“Zoey, I’m going to kill you,” Andrew said.

				“You’re welcome.” I went to work on the knotted ropes.

				“You gave them your good luck charm.”

				“It was cheaper than refinancing my house.”

				“But you still have two more days until the Board’s test is over. I was handling it. I would have been fine.”

				I let the ropes drop to the floor, and he rubbed his wrists.

				“You weren’t fine,” I said. My voice was gentle. “We almost lost Milo, and that was just a warning. I couldn’t take the chance I’d lose you.”

				He put his arms around me and hugged me. “That was a stupid thing to do,” he whispered.

				“I do stupid things all the time.”

				He laughed and let me go. “I guess that’s what makes being around you so entertaining.”

				We made our way through the shop and locked the door. “I need to open up in a bit, but I really need a breather first,” Andrew said.

				I nodded and sat on the sofa to pull myself together.

				“Zoey?”

				“Yeah?”

				“Did I hear you say you had cupcakes?”

				* * *

				I’d never really thought about how many business owners in my part of town might have connections to the supernatural. Obviously, Jason and Lola from the bookstore and Emilia the psychic were connected, but they weren’t the only ones. It became clear when I went into the office and found Sara fretting at her desk.

				“Problem?” I said, dropping my purse on my desk. She was tapping her fingernails against her coffee cup, a pensive look on her face.

				“Do you know Doug from the hardware store on Bridgeway?”

				“Sure. His dad used to own the place before he retired.”

				“Were you aware that he spent his free time running around with a dowsing rod?”

				I blinked. “I was not.”

				“Apparently, he had quite the gift for finding water. People paid him to dowse for new places to dig their wells.”

				“Interesting,” I said, wary. I didn’t think this was going to be a lighthearted discussion about our quirky neighbors.

				“They found him this morning at the edge of his property. He’d been dowsing with a big forked stick, tripped, fell down the hill, and speared himself through the heart.” Sara’s face was pale. “Zoey, his wife said a bunch of short guys in suits had been by the shop recently.”

				“Shit.” I felt queasy. I wondered how many more people were being targeted. Freebird and Jonah Washburn, the ghostbusters who’d drowned in their camper, were probably among the leprechauns’ first victims, and we hadn’t realized it. “This is getting ridiculous. They aren’t even proper bad guys. They’re thugs.”

				“Thugs who leave a high body count.”

				“But there’s got to be a way to stop them.”

				Sara ran her fingers through her neat, blond hair. “Don’t you have somebody bigger and badder in your arsenal? A family of trolls or something? What about that bodyguard of yours?”

				“It doesn’t work that way. As a group, they’re all called ‘The Hidden,’ and for good reason. They can’t just run around town where regular people can see them. That would break all the Board’s rules and endanger the whole community. But these leprechaun asshats can pass for human in public, so they’re taking advantage of it. They aren’t targeting other Hidden. They’re after humans with supernatural gifts. I guess that makes us fair game. We fall into the cracks—we aren’t protected by the Board’s strict laws because we’re neither Hidden nor regular humans.”

				“That’s a little unfair.”

				“You think?”

				She took a sip of her coffee and made a face. “Cold.”

				I grabbed her cup and went to the kitchen area to refill it for her. It didn’t take much effort. Sara’s hardcore and drinks it black. I slid it across her desk. “Hot.”

				She took a sip. “There’s still more to tell you.”

				I sighed and sat down. “Go ahead. Consider me braced.”

				“There’s a vintage clothing boutique on Locust.”

				“Sure. I’ve been in there.”

				“One of the salesgirls, Christie, has a side business finding lost articles for people. She uses some kind of pendulum thing on a map.”

				I gave her a doubtful look. “Does that really work?”

				Sara shrugged her shoulders. “She found my diamond tennis bracelet last year. I had looked for it everywhere. She did her thing and pointed to a spot on the map where I’d had dinner a few weeks before. I found it in the bushes near where I’d parked my car.”

				“Weird.”

				“I know. But she pointed right to the spot.”

				“No, weird that you went in for something like that and never told me. I thought you were the straight-laced one.”

				“I’m more open-minded than you give me credit for. Anyway, Christie tripped over a crack on the sidewalk yesterday.”

				“Is she okay?”

				“She’s fine. But her mother fell down the stairs not ten minutes later. She landed on a spiked heel and it severed her spinal cord.”

				My stomach flipped over. “Step on a crack...”

				Sara nodded. “Break your mother’s back.”

				“Holy hell. I’m guessing Christie was pushed over that crack.”

				“You guess right.”

				* * *

				We spent the day making phone calls and taking deliveries. Neither of us felt much like leaving the office. We rescheduled the two appointments we had for the following week. Until my trial was over and we figured a way to evict the leprechauns, best to stay behind our desks or at home as much as possible.

				Without the gargoyle stone, I was clumsy. I knocked things over, spilled a few drinks, even poked myself in the eye with my own finger once. Still, the bad luck seemed fairly minimal, compared to most of what had gone on earlier in the week. Apparently, the curse was losing its juice.

				Losing its juice, but not entirely unjuiced. Sara and I left the office at the same time, yet she made it home fifteen minutes before I did. I was caught by lights that she skimmed through, then I got stuck behind a tractor trailer with its flashers on. On the winding road home, there was no place to pass him.

				When I pulled into the driveway next to her, a rabbit darted in front of me, I swerved to miss it and hit Sara’s car. I hadn’t been going but a few miles per hour, so the damage to her car was minimal but it was enough to make me feel terrible. We decided after that I shouldn’t drive until the ink wore off. Safer for everybody that way.

				Too many people had been hurt because of me.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty-One

				On Friday, Sara went into the office on her own to finish up arrangements for Saturday’s party. I stayed home nursing two broken nails and a gouge in my left leg from banging into the kitchen table. And it was a good thing I’d stayed home, because I had to do battle with the sudden onslaught of ants marching in through my bedroom window.

				Riley called to see how I was doing.

				“How do you think I’m doing? I’m covered in bruises, my best friend is having to do everything for me so I don’t get myself killed slipping on a banana peel, and we still don’t know if Milo will ever walk again. I have ants in my underwear drawer, a huge party full of old people tomorrow, and leprechauns are trying to steal my soul. I’m doing fine. Thanks for asking.”

				He was quiet, letting me vent until I was done. “Is there anything I can do to help?”

				“You can keep Art away from me so I don’t strangle him with his own tie.”

				“Would ice cream help?”

				“No.” My voice came out petulant and sulky. I didn’t care.

				“What if it had chocolate and peanut butter in it?”

				“Maybe a little.”

				“Whipped cream?”

				I sniffed. “You can’t bribe me into a good mood, you know.”

				“Of course not. I would never. Sprinkles?”

				“I know a cheap ploy when I hear one.” I had to force the pout now. I missed him. If he came by without the ice cream, I’d be happy to see him. But I wasn’t giving up my cranky without a fight.

				“Should I bring ant spray?”

				“Not in the same bag. That would be gross.”

				He chuckled. “See you in an hour.”

				My mood improved vastly the moment Riley came through the door. He brought enough ice cream and toppings for an army. Ever thoughtful, he made sure sundaes went out to Iris, Molly and the kids, and he did his best to make Maurice a little less afraid of him by coaxing him into sitting down at the table with us to eat.

				By the time I was halfway through my sundae, I was swirling the ice cream around in my dish, softening it and twirling it into artful patterns while I thought about my predicament.

				“Why now?” I asked, shoveling a bite in my mouth. “The Leprechaun Mafia has never shown themselves in Sausalito before, and they waltz in now out of the blue, terrorizing the place with their clichés and old wives’ tales.”

				Riley and Maurice exchanged looks, then they each fell to on their desserts as if someone were about to snatch their bowls away.

				“What?” I asked.

				They looked at each other again, then at me. “Zoey, have you ever been to Vegas?” Maurice asked.

				“Sure.”

				“Ever noticed how luck runs in streaks, good and bad? When you lose, you keep losing, and when you win, you keep winning?”

				“I guess.” I had no idea where he was going with this.

				Riley took my hand and turned in his chair to face me. “Let me try. Ever had a really good day when everything goes right? Maybe you make all the lights, you find a parking spot right up front, and there’s a sale on the one thing you needed at the grocery store?”

				I nodded. “I miss those days.”

				He smiled. “Now, forgetting the last few weeks, have you ever had a day where everything fell apart, one thing after another?”

				“Other than these last two weeks? Yeah, I guess I’ve had a few of those, too.”

				“Luck is like that. It’s far more powerful than you know. Luck attracts luck, whether it’s good or bad.”

				“I thought luck wasn’t cumulative.”

				“It’s not. But events can follow each other, kind of like one of those toy trains where the cars are connected by magnets. They don’t meld together into one single thing like Voltron. They do form a chain of discrete cars in a longer train.”

				My head was starting to hurt. It might have been the complications of magically-induced luck, or it might have been from eating my ice cream too fast.

				“Okay,” I said, setting my spoon down. “If I’m understanding this correctly, my bad luck symbol attracted other bad luck to breeze into town. I’m the reason the Leprechaun Mafia is here.”

				“Most likely,” Riley said, nodding.

				Once again, I was the reason people were dead. I felt like I needed to go door to door apologizing to every person in Sausalito.

				Maurice nudged me with his elbow. “Hey,” he said. “There’s no crying over ice cream.”

				I nudged him back. “I’m not crying.”

				“You look like you’re going to cry.” He nudged me again.

				“Stop. I’m not crying. I feel awful. I keep getting people killed.” I pushed my bowl away. He shoved it toward me.

				“The whole world isn’t your responsibility, you know. And you didn’t put that mark on yourself.”

				I shrugged. “People do tend to get killed a lot around me, though.”

				“People tend to live a lot around you, too.”

				Riley rubbed his hand across my back. “He’s right,” he said. “You took out an incubus. If you’d never crossed paths with him, many more people would have died.”

				Maurice’s head bobbed up and down in agreement. “The leprechauns would have shown up eventually, too. It’s not you, Zoey.”

				I wasn’t convinced, but I did feel a little better. It was hard to stay miserable with ice cream and two guys who cared so much about me. I finished most of what was in my bowl, but it had lost a lot of its taste for me.

				We spent the next hour evicting ants from my underwear drawer and fumigating my bedroom. I had to swallow my pride during the shameful process. Nothing like letting a new boyfriend rummage through your collection of everything from thongs to granny panties. Not to mention a closet monster comedian.

				“This looks like it would make a good slingshot,” Maurice said, holding up a green g-string I’d acquired as a free gift at a lingerie party.

				“Nice,” I said. “Shake it out and put it away, funny guy.”

				“That’s what she said,” Riley said under his breath.

				I turned to glare at him. He was holding up an embarrassing pair of underwear so old the elastic had died around the legs.

				“You too? Really?” I swiped them from his hands.

				He stared at me, the picture of wide-eyed innocence. “I’m checking to see what I’m getting into.”

				I bit back a retort about how this would be his only chance to get into my panties, but Maurice was standing there, and frankly, my face was already too red to pull it off with any grace.

				The front door banged open, saving me from further teasing, and we all abandoned the underwear ant farm to see what was going on. Sara struggled with bags and boxes while trying to close the door with her foot.

				“Seriously,” she said, exasperated. “You’ve got all these people living on top of you, and nobody helps unload the car?” She dropped her packages on the floor.

				I bent to pick up a paper bag of groceries and it ripped in my hand, scattering oranges across the floor.

				“You,” she said, pointing at me. “Go sit down.” She pointed at Riley and Maurice. “You two, there’s more stuff in the car.”

				It was impressive how fast they hopped to it. Sara had a way of delegating that made everyone do her bidding without thought. I sat. The guys ran out the door. Sara chased around the living room collecting oranges.

				“Tough day?” she asked, smiling. I think bossing around a reaper and a monster was a special treat for her.

				“Bugs, bruises, and battle scars. You?”

				“The jazz quartet you booked tried to cancel. I convinced them otherwise. The caterer had the address wrong. We have about a gazillion daisies in our office because the retirement home wouldn’t let me keep them there when the florist delivered early.”

				“So, nothing unusual.”

				“Nope.”

				“Good. Want some ice cream?”

				* * *

				For having the extreme bad taste to laugh at my underwear, Maurice and Riley were required to sit with us all evening putting together table decorations. Maurice surprised me with his mad calligraphy skills and set to work on place cards. Riley was pretty good-natured about the whole thing and didn’t mind much when I sprinkled glitter in his hair.

				Molly brought the kids by to thank Riley for the ice cream, and they ended up staying awhile to help tie intricate little bows with their tiny hands. Shy at first, the kids warmed up to Riley fairly quickly.

				“Put the yellow ones higher than that,” Sara said to Abby, pointing at a spot on the greenery. “You’re clumping them together.” She’d always been a little stiff around kids.

				Abby popped her thumb in her mouth and toddled across the table toward Sara. She gazed up at her with big doe eyes, plopping down next to Sara’s arm. She grinned around her fist and grabbed a handful of Sara’s sleeve, as if they’d been friends their whole lives. Abby could melt the heart of the dourest Grinch.

				I watched Sara’s eyes soften. “Maybe one or two down there wouldn’t hurt,” she said.

				Molly’s sons, Fred and Aaron, went back to work, trying their best to place the bows just so. I glanced at Riley and his eyes were twinkling. He winked at me and resumed poking greenery into a round of Styrofoam.

				My hands were cramping from all the gluing and weaving, so I took a break to stretch for a moment. I’d been busy, so I hadn’t paid much attention to the big picture in my warm kitchen. The brownies raced back and forth across the table, chattering and laughing. The reaper and my best friend discussed politics while they cut lengths of ribbon. The closet monster with the haunting yellow eyes squinted over card stock, dipping his calligraphy pen in a bottle of ink, and sticking his tongue out to the side for concentration.

				There was love here. It circled me and held me in a velvety-soft embrace. It smelled like chocolate and raspberries and Christmas trees. It radiated warmth into every corner and magnified every beautiful feature on every beautiful face. Conversations blended together into a smooth murmur, with no single word breaking off from the rest, and humming through the room like a song that beat to the rhythm of my own heart.

				And this was mine. The love that I felt was coming from me. I wasn’t tapping into someone else’s experience, an outsider looking in. I wasn’t in danger of being pulled under by the overpowering love I was experiencing second hand.

				These people were my family.

				No matter what happened next, I was not giving this up.

				And I wasn’t going to let a bunch of leprechauns ruin things either. I had an idiotic idea.

				Forget Sara’s taser. What we needed were a couple of shovels.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty-Two

				It was late when we got the last of the favors and decorations finished, and everyone headed to their respective homes. Well, not everyone. Sara was still staying with me and Maurice.

				I watched them from the hallway as they moved about the kitchen, cleaning up. It still surprised me how well they were getting along. I’d underestimated Sara in a big way. She’d bounced back from the initial shock of my supernatural revelations, and kept right on moving.

				Maurice grabbed the broom and moved the chairs out of the way so he could get to the glitter scattered under the table. I couldn’t quite hear what they were saying to each other, but Sara laughed in an uncharacteristic, nervous giggle, then touched Maurice’s shoulder. He looked up from his work and grinned. She brushed back her hair in a way that made my eyes narrow.

				“Oh, hell no,” I said under my breath.

				While I watched with suspicion welling in the pit of my stomach, Sara grabbed the dust pan and knelt on the floor. My best friend was the essence of grace. I’d once seen her pass a tray of champagne to the mother of a bride while cutting a three-tier wedding cake with her other hand. And yet, she lost her balance and went flying forward toward Maurice. He dropped the broom and caught her.

				Having seen enough, I blew into the kitchen and grabbed Sara by the sleeve.

				“Come on,” I said.

				“Where are we going? I was helping Maurice clean up.”

				“I need to show you something in my room.”

				“But...” She looked from me to Maurice, but he was already sweeping again, oblivious to what was going on.

				I yanked her down the hallway to my room and closed the door.

				“What the hell was that?” I asked.

				“What?” Her eyes were wide.

				I stared at her in silence.

				“Oh, stop.” She gave me a mock punch in the shoulder. “You can’t possibly...Don’t be ridiculous. Was there something else, or did you just bring me in here to besmirch my reputation?”

				Maybe I’d imagined it. Maybe Sara wasn’t flirting in the most obvious manner with my closet monster. I was tired and stressed. I was reading too much into it.

				“Yeah. There’s something else. But you have to promise not to let Maurice know so he won’t try to stop us. You up for a little adventure?”

				She grinned. “We egging Art’s house?”

				“He’s staying with Riley. Probably not cool.” I laughed, picturing Riley’s dismay at having shaving cream all over his balcony. “No, something more daring. Something probably illegal.”

				Her eyes twinkled. “Finally I get to play, too. I’m in. What have you got in mind?”

				* * *

				Two in the morning is a crappy time to be hiking on the shoulder of Highway 101, dressed in black, dodging headlights to avoid being seen. Then again, noon probably wouldn’t have been much better.

				There was no shoulder where we were going, so we had to park the car a few miles from our destination and make it down a steep embankment on foot in near darkness. I walked ahead of Sara so she could keep an eye on me. I knocked myself in the shin with my shovel four times, and I tripped twice. It was a miracle I didn’t slip climbing down the hill and roll into oncoming traffic.

				We stopped a few feet from the road and examined the rainbows in front of us.

				Sara dropped the point of her shovel into the dirt and leaned against the handle. “What if this doesn’t work?”

				I shrugged. “Then we’ll be no worse off than we were before. But it makes a twisted, fairy-tale kind of sense.”

				“I guess. But nothing about these leprechauns has followed folklore so far. They’re short, but not tiny. They don’t all have red hair or carry around walking sticks. Hell, they don’t even have Irish accents. I have serious doubts about this pot-of-gold thing.”

				“We have to try. It’s the only thing I can think of. Got any other ideas?”

				She shook her head. “Nope. Let’s do it.”

				The Waldo tunnel was a huge landmark in Marin County. It separated Marin from the Golden Gate Bridge, and the San Francisco side of both tunnels was decorated with bright, painted rainbows.

				When I was a kid, I called it the Rainbow Dragon tunnel. All the kids did. We believed a dragon inhabited a dark corner of the tunnel. Unless at least one person in the car held her breath, the dragon would swallow the entire car. Wishes were also involved, somehow. I wasn’t sure how it worked, but I remembered Mom’s eyes in the rearview mirror. She always reminded me to make a wish as we crossed out of the sunlight and into the dimly lit tunnel. I don’t know if Mom believed in the magic or if it was a childhood tradition she’d passed on, but I never forgot it. No matter how old I was, I always held my breath and made a wish.

				The Rainbow Tunnel was serious business. If the leprechauns had a pot of gold buried at the end of a rainbow anywhere in Marin County, this would be the place.

				I took a step forward, tripped on my shoelace, and fell flat on my face.

				Sara managed to grab my shovel before it fell on top of me. “Nice. You’re not going over there so close to the road. Stay here.”

				I pulled my black, knitted cap down over my ears and scowled. “Be careful. I’ve seen two cop cars go by already. If they spot you, I doubt they’ll offer to help dig.”

				Sara turned to go, then turned back, her brow creased in thought. “Where should I start? Between the two tunnels, I’ve got four ends of the rainbow to choose from.”

				I pointed to the one farthest from us. “I’m feeling that one, unfortunately.”

				She cocked an eyebrow. “Then which one?”

				I pointed at each one in the order I thought we should search, ending with the one a few feet away from us. “Probably not this one. I just have a feeling about the far one.”

				“Good,” she said. “Thank you.” She strode over to the one nearest us, despite my belief that it was least likely to be the right spot.

				“No,” I yelled. “Not that one.”

				She laughed. “No offense, sweetie, but your luck is shit. I’m doing the opposite of what you’d do so we can speed this up.”

				The area was inches from the road. Despite being the wee hours of the morning, Sara still had to jump out of the way of headlights every two shovelfuls. It was a small spot though, maybe two square feet at the most. It didn’t take long before the sound of her cackling reached my ears.

				“Got it!” She ran to where I stood, carrying a small box in her hands.

				I took it from her and brushed off the dirt. “This isn’t a pot of gold,” I said. The box wasn’t special or decorated in any way—smaller than a shoebox, and made of unstained wood. “If this is some kid’s dead hamster, I’m throwing it at you.” I flipped the catch and peeked inside.

				Gold shamrock lapel pins. Dozens of them.

				“Gotcha, you little asshats,” I said.

				I ran my fingers through the puddle of pins, wondering if wearing one would fix my luck until the gnome ink wore off. Sara pulled my hand out and shut the box.

				“Probably better not to mess with mojo we don’t understand,” she said. “Let’s get you home before you kill yourself.”

				* * *

				I didn’t feel the gnome-ink sigil when Art stuck it on my hand, so it surprised me when I felt it expire. I was unloading boxes in The Raintree parking lot when it went off. A flash and a piercing cold shot through the back of my hand.

				I slapped at it, as if it were a fire and I could put it out.

				“What the hell was that?” Sara balanced a box against one leg and juggled two plastic bags in her arms.

				“I think my prison sentence just expired.” I looked at my watch. Nearly ten. “Yep. Time’s up.”

				“Good timing. Grab this box before I drop it. Now I don’t have to worry about trusting you not to fall.”

				I rescued the slipping carton of breakables before it crashed to the pavement. We loaded up our arms and headed toward the entrance.

				A car pulled in, blocking our way. I should have expected Art to show up, but I had been trying my best to forget about him since the zoo. He drove Riley’s car, and Riley sat in the passenger seat, clutching the dashboard with white knuckles. The windows were up, so I couldn’t hear them, but judging by the crimson of Riley’s face, the discussion was heated.

				Art’s door came open first, and he charged out. I noted with interest that he hadn’t been wearing his seatbelt. I guess safety isn’t an issue when you’re a reaper. I still wasn’t clear on how that worked, exactly. Odd, especially since he was so big on rules and regulations—that, and Riley was wearing his.

				“Well, Miss Donovan,” Art said, swaggering up to me. “I suppose you’re quite pleased with yourself.”

				I scowled at him and shifted the weight I was holding. “Breathing does make me pretty happy. Also, not tripping over my own feet or dropping everything I pick up will be kind of a thrill.”

				He didn’t look amused. “Congratulations on your survival. You are a lucky woman with a shocking amount of friends, considering how distastefully you behave. I suppose there’s no rule saying an Aegis has to have good manners.”

				“Gee, thanks, Art. And hey, now that it’s all over, feel free to call me Miss Donovan.”

				He narrowed his eyes. “Let’s be clear. I don’t find your flip attitude funny in the least.”

				Sara stepped closer and nudged me with her elbow. “Tough room.”

				I gave her a wide-eyed, comical look. “I know, right? I have them rolling in the aisles in Vegas.”

				“Sausalito’s a more sophisticated crowd,” she said, shrugging. “Maybe you need fresher material.”

				Art was fuming. “Ladies, this is hardly appropriate.”

				Riley stepped out of the car and stood beside Art. “Leave her alone, Art. Let her take care of the party before you harass her.”

				Art puffed his chest. Probably so he’d look more intimidating and official. “I may not be convinced she’s an Aegis, but the rules are clear. The trial is officially over. Miss Donovan, I’ll need you to come with me now.”

				My smile diminished. It was no longer amusing. “I’m not going anywhere with you right now. I have a job to do.”

				“Yes, you have a job to do. And it’s time you took the responsibility seriously. If you’ll step into the car, we need to get to the airport.”

				“Art, please,” Riley said.

				My lips formed a tight line, and I spoke between my teeth. “Now is not a convenient time. I would very much like to go with you to meet this Board of yours, because I have a few choice things to say to them. But I have a very nice older couple waiting for me inside, and they’re expecting to have a wonderful afternoon filled with daisies. I happen to like daisies, Art. Do you like daisies? Because I have a lot of decorating with daisies ahead of me, and I could use some help. You can pitch in, or you can get your ass out of my way.”

				I turned on my heel and walked away. I could hear furious clicking. I ignored him and his damn pen.

				Sara trailed behind me, stifling a chuckle. “Nice. Now, you might want to get the scowl off your face before we meet the clients.”

				She was right. I could feel my face pinched up and my eyebrows drawn low over my eyes. I took a few deep breaths and changed to my smiling game face.

				“Better?” I faced her to let her check.

				“A little scary, actually, how fast you can do that.”

				“Thanks. I’m nothing if not professional.”

				By the time we got to the door, Riley had already jogged past us and had it open.

				“Thanks, handsome,” Sara said. “Mind grabbing a few of these bags?”

				He took a little from each of us and followed.

				“I’m so sorry,” he said. “I tried to get him to stay away at least until you were done here.”

				I shrugged. “I’m surprised after all the things I’ve said to him that he still thinks I give a damn about his rules and his Board of Whatchamacallits. He just doesn’t give up, does he?”

				“I don’t think it’s in his nature.”

				“No, I don’t think it is.”

				It took a lot of trips, even with three of us, but we got most of the stuff inside. The staff was helpful in showing us where to we’d be setting everything up, but they had too much to do with the regular day-to-day workings of the place to spend much time with us. With every trip, I saw Art, clicking his pen and watching me.

				I kept my eyes open for gremlins, but if they were around, their camouflage held steady. No blurry spots in the corners where colors didn’t match. No eyes shining from the shrubbery.

				Once we had everything inside, Andrew finally showed up.

				“Dude,” I said. “You missed all the unpacking.” I hugged him and kissed his cheek. “How’s Milo?”

				“Sorry about that. I was at the hospital with him. He’s moving around a lot more. Still not sure about that leg, though. It’s going to take some time.”

				The catering staff came out shortly after that and set up the extra tables and chairs, so we were able to start decorating. There were so many daisies. We put them everywhere. If Andrew’s gran liked daisies, by God, she was going to get a room full of them. The table decorations we’d made the night before were perfect once we set flowers in the spaces we’d left between the greenery. We scattered petals. We hung them from the arches. By the time we were finished, the dining room of the retirement home looked like an enchanted garden. Yellow ribbons streamed down the backs of the chairs and wove through the arrangements.

				The jazz quartet showed up an hour early—Sara must have been more persuasive than I realized—and we gave them all flowers to wear in their lapels and hatbands while they set up.

				It was nice not having a huge wedding to deal with. This was a party, not a carefully orchestrated show. It was fun. It made me remember why I became a wedding planner in the first place.

				Before the guests and the happy couple arrived, we all stopped for a moment to admire our handiwork.

				Sara folded her arms across her chest, scrutinizing the room. “Yep,” she said. “Simple is good. Fancy is nice, but sometimes, simple has its own charm.”

				Andrew put an arm around my shoulders. “This is perfect. They’re going to love it. Thank you so much, Zoey.”

				I smiled up at him. “Thank Sara. She did most of it. I spent most of my week dodging accidents and leprechauns or under house arrest for my own safety.”

				He put his other arm around Sara and gave her a squeeze. “Thank you, Sara. It really means a lot.”

				Guests started milling in, on their own feet, in wheelchairs under their own steam or pushed by others, with canes or walkers. One or two shuffled in dragging an IV or oxygen. Every one of them was dressed in their best, and every one of them was smiling. It was a happy day.

				We ushered the guests into a small chapel off to the side of the reception area, and they settled in to wait. A round-faced, grinning man named Abe took his place up at the podium.

				“Fifty years ago,” he said, “I was a young pup, fresh out of seminary. Martin and I grew up together. He was like a brother to me. When he brought home Sophie, why, my heart swelled with happiness for him. Theirs was the first wedding I ever officiated, and it was my great honor to join together before God these two wonderful human beings.”

				He took out a crisp, white handkerchief and dabbed at his eyes. “I’ve been privileged to be a part of their lives, the lives of their children, and even their grandchildren.” His clear blue eyes focused on Andrew. “Today, I am filled with gladness on this, their fiftieth anniversary, at the opportunity to join them in the renewing of their vows where they will again declare before God, family and friends the strength and promise of their great love for each other.”

				They must have practiced that part, because as he finished the last word, Martin and Sophie appeared at the door, her arm looped through his, and they made their way down the aisle, joyful smiles lighting up their faces. They took their places in front of the podium, and everyone bowed their heads as Abe led them in prayer.

				I closed my eyes, lowered my head, and was promptly yanked backward through the chapel door.

				My abduction was quick, so the muffled sound of surprise I made didn’t cause a disruption. It was timed well. Someone dragged me halfway down the hall before I managed to figure out what was going on. A leprechaun thug on each side of me held my arms in a viselike grip.

				“Oh, hell no,” I said. I shook them loose and planted my feet, glaring past them at Murphy O’Doyle.

				“Miss Donovan,” he said, smiling, “I believe we have some business to attend to.” He snapped his fingers. “Boys, let’s have some privacy. Bring the lady this way.” He turned on his heel and led us into a meeting room down the hall. Before I had a chance to object, my escorts shoved me into the room and forced me to sit in a chair at the end of the table.

				“Fine,” I said. “I have things to do. Let’s make this quick, shall we?”

				O’Doyle shrugged. “Does this mean you aren’t prepared to hand over either another magical item or two hundred fifty thousand dollars cash?”

				I laughed. I couldn’t help it. It sputtered out of me like I was a pricked balloon. “How much?”

				“I believe you heard me.”

				“I think at this point, you might as well just whammy me or whatever. Your fees are high enough that I don’t think you expect payment so much as a reason to curse me.”

				He didn’t have the grace to deny it. He tipped his head forward in acknowledgement. “As you say.”

				“So, what’s it going to be? Black cats? Spilled salt? Broken mirrors?”

				He scratched his chin, as if thinking it through. “I rather enjoyed punishing your friend rather than you, yourself, I must admit. And you’ve been a thorn in my side since we arrived.”

				I narrowed my eyes. “I’m here now, free of the Board’s curse. There’s no need to bring anyone else into it.”

				“Oh, but where’s the fun in that? Besides, it’s already done.”

				My two escorts weren’t ready for me to leap out of my chair so fast. I was across the room and had O’Doyle by the lapels of his expensive suit before they registered that I’d moved. “What the hell did you do?”

				The gold shamrock on his jacket winked at me in the light. I may have had his box of reserve magic, but I was guessing that as long as he and his goons still had their pins, they still had their mojo. Unfortunately, I didn’t think they’d hold still long enough for me to swipe them.

				“I did nothing, Miss Donovan. I merely sent a small gift to aid in the festivities. Yellow and blue is a lovely color scheme, by the way. It took some doing to find the right accessories. But don’t worry. It should all be set up now.”

				My eyes grew wide and I shook him. “What did you send?”

				“Why not see for yourself? I took the liberty of having the staff set it all up on your orders.”

				I let go of him, and he smoothed the wrinkles in his jacket. His goons were about to grab me again, but he waved them off. I took off through the door and down the hall, my heels echoing on the tiles.

				When I reached the dining area, I froze. The flowers and table settings were unchanged. All around the room, however, were brightly colored yellow and blue parasols. They hung artfully from the ceiling, the light fixtures, nestled among the potted plants—and they were all open. I was horrified. There had to be twenty or thirty open umbrellas inside the building, each of them oozing bad luck. I did a quick count. Twenty-seven. Of course it would be an odd number so their bad luck wouldn’t cancel each other out.

				I didn’t know if closing them would help. The rules to all of this were still hazy, but I was sure the leprechauns could undo the damage. They had to have a way. I spun around to confront them and nearly ran into a smug-faced O’Doyle.

				“Pretty, isn’t it?” he said.

				“Cancel it,” I said. “There are hundreds of elderly people about to come in here for a celebration. Cancel the bad luck. I know you have that ability.”

				He grinned. “Half a million dollars might make that happen.”

				I didn’t consciously make a fist, and didn’t realize I’d taken a step forward to punch him in his shiny, grinning mouth until one of his thugs grabbed my arm.

				“Now, now, Miss Donovan. Violence never solves anything.”

				I gritted my teeth. “It’ll make me feel better.”

				“Zoey, what’s going on?” Riley crossed the atrium into the dining area. He grabbed the leprechaun who held my arm and shoved him away.

				My throat tightened, threatening exasperated tears. I flicked my hand around the room. “Open umbrellas,” I said, as if that explained everything.

				Apparently, it did. Riley, ever the gentlemen, punched O’Doyle so fast my eyes couldn’t follow it, and the leprechaun bodyguards didn’t have a chance to move a muscle before O’Doyle’s nose was broken.

				Blood sprayed across Riley’s knuckles. O’Doyle doubled over, holding his face, and his two flunkies moved forward to jump Riley.

				Sara came out of nowhere, hissing at us in stage whisper. “The guests are coming. What the hell are you all doing?”

				Every one of us looked up, startled. Andrew was behind her, his face red and panicky.

				“Move,” I said, shoving O’Doyle and one of his buddies toward a side door. “You’ve done enough already. Do not make this worse.”

				O’Doyle resisted a moment, but relented when he realized how much blood was flowing from his nostrils. “I need a wet rag. I’ll be sending you the cleaning bill, Reaper. And Miss Donovan? We’re not done. We’ll be staying for the show.”

				The three of them disappeared into the public restroom around the corner, O’Doyle pressing a handkerchief to his face. Andrew already had a wet cloth and was mopping up the blood on Riley’s hand.

				“Pull it together, guys,” Sara said. “Everybody’s coming.”

				“Andrew.” I pointed at the many decorative lacy umbrellas displayed around the room.

				His face went pale. “Holy hell. Can we close them or is it too late?”

				“I don’t know. We can try.”

				“Zoey, there’s a problem,” Riley said. He was holding his phone, squinting at the display.

				“No,” I said. “There are no more problems. There will be no further problems, and the current problems are going to be fixed by closing the umbrellas and ignoring the leprechauns until they go away or a house drops on them.”

				Riley touched my sleeve. “Zoey, I have a text.”

				His words chilled me. “No. No texts with the name of a potentially dead person. Not today.”

				“Zoey.”

				“No.”

				“Zoey, it’s not just one name. It’s a list of about thirty people. And it’s supposed to happen at this address.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty-Three

				I had no time to grab Riley’s phone and scan the list of names. I barely had time to react to the news before the guests started drifting in. They were laughing and joking with each other, taking seats around the tables. I heard them admiring the decorations and oohing at the number of daisies covering all the surfaces.

				I also heard one lady muttering under her breath to her companion, “Why on earth would someone open all these umbrellas indoors? Don’t they know it’s unlucky?”

				Martin and Sophie came in last, beaming with happiness and love for each other. They moved through the room, stopping at each table for a word here and there. When they reached me, Martin gave me a tight hug and Sophie squeezed my arm.

				“It looks wonderful,” Martin said. “You did a fine job.”

				“Lovely,” Sophie said. “I’ve never seen so many daisies in my life.”

				My bright smile felt pinned to my face. “I’m glad you like it. The parasols were not part of the original decorations. There was a mistake in the order. We’re just going to squeeze through and take them down.”

				“Oh, but they’re so pretty!” Sophie said.

				“I’m sorry. They need to go back. We’ll be quick about it, though. You go ahead and have a good time.”

				I started to walk away but she grabbed my sleeve. She tilted her head toward Riley and gave me a sly look. “Is this your young man?”

				My fake smile melted into something more natural. I nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”

				She winked at me. “Good for you.” She looped her arm through Martin’s and they made their way to their table.

				Andrew and Sara already had a small pile of closed parasols by the time Riley and I swooped in to pluck them from their various spots. It only took five minutes before we’d retrieved and closed them all. I had to stand on a chair to get to the last one, which was dangling by its handle from the ceiling fan.

				I closed my fingers, pressing the button to collapse it, when I heard a shout from the kitchen. If Riley hadn’t been standing next to me, I would have fallen off the chair.

				No one reacted at first. I looked across the dining room from my perch on the chair and saw nothing amiss. People chatted with a comfortable, vague crowd noise, dishes clinked, glasses tinkled.

				From the hallway, six leprechauns moved in, taking places around the room, silent and still.

				At another shout from the kitchen, a few people glanced up from their plates in curiosity. Then the door to the kitchen burst open, and everyone’s attention turned that way.

				Smoke billowed in from the doorway.

				The fire alarm went off, its shrill blare spurring everyone into action. Some jumped up in panic. Others struggled to get to their feet. Within seconds, flames licked through the open doorway. Andrew was at his grandparents’ side, helping Sophie to stand and leading them toward the lobby. The crowd pushed in that direction. I had trouble getting down from the chair, afraid of knocking over an unsteady woman with a walker.

				Riley gave me a hand, and I headed into the crowd to help, feeling like I was moving against a tidal wave. One frail-looking gentleman, seated close to the kitchen door, struggled with his oxygen tank, trying to get the wheels to cooperate. He was sweating, either from the stress or from the heat pouring out of the kitchen.

				I was terrified for him. I had some vague idea that oxygen is highly flammable. Whether the heat alone could make the tank explode, I wasn’t sure, but I had to get him away from the kitchen, regardless.

				I yanked the tank free of its entanglement with the table leg and helped him to his feet.

				“Let’s get you out of here,” I said. I coughed on smoke and my eyes burned. I was grateful the man had oxygen for himself. I was afraid he wouldn’t be able to breathe otherwise.

				I led him away and toward the lobby, handing him off to Andrew, who’d returned with Sara for more people needing help.

				The retirement home staff performed admirably, shuffling people toward safety. The dining room was cleared fairly quickly, and the residents trickled their way through the front doors to the lawn.

				I heard fire trucks in the distance, making their way toward us. The overhead sprinklers, a little late in engaging, activated all through the building and rained down on our heads. I dashed into the dining room to rescue the Shipley’s photo album and guest book. Riley, Sara, and Andrew were in the lobby, helping the staff get people outside.

				The leprechauns, eerie in their silence and their quiet smiles, followed me with their eyes, then walked from the dining room to the lobby, took up spots along the walls there and stopped.

				I dashed after them, my heart thudding. About thirty or forty people were still working their way to the front door. Riley held it open from the outside, but let go in time to catch Abe as he tripped over the cane of the man next to him. Riley reached out, and the door slammed shut. He helped Abe up, and tried to open the door. It refused to budge.

				The wet ceiling in the lobby chose that moment to give way, and a lighting fixture crashed to the floor, leaving us in murky darkness, punctuated by sparks from the exposed wires.

				The crowd, smaller, but still a crowd, moved away from the sparks. A chunk of plaster knocked Andrew on the shoulder, but he stumbled out of the way before anything larger could hit him.

				We were stuck. Riley pulled at the door from the outside, trying to jar it open, but the locking mechanism seemed to have jammed. Water puddled on the floor, waiting for a stray live wire.

				My eyes narrowed, and I found O’Doyle, smug and comfortable in the corner. I strode across the room to him and shoved him against the wall.

				“Take it back,” I said, gritting my teeth.

				“Oh, I don’t think so. This is more entertaining than anything I’ve seen since the Titanic.”

				My hands shook with anger. “You’ve ruined the Shipley’s party. That should be enough. Nobody dies today. Take back the bad luck.”

				He looked past me at the ruined lobby and shook his head, his blue eyes dancing. “No, I don’t think so.”

				The thin light made it hard to see, but the wall behind him had a ghostly quality to it. The wallpaper pattern of stripes and flowers shimmered and swam. I squinted, and the odd visual moved in slow motion. A smile like the Cheshire cat’s appeared against the wall. Gremlins.

				I let go of O’Doyle.

				“That’s a very pretty shiny you have on your coat, Murphy,” I said in a loud voice. I tapped below my collarbone, indicating the spot.

				O’Doyle lifted his fingers and stroked the shamrock. “It’s a family heirloom.”

				“I bet.” My volume increased and I looked past the leprechaun at the wall over his shoulder. “It would be a shame for you to lose it.” I tapped below my collarbone again, hoping I was being understood. “In fact, it would be a shame if all of you lost your shinies, wouldn’t it? I bet the fire would go right out.”

				He chuckled. “We’re hardly going to hand them over.”

				The pattern on the wallpaper moved toward the leprechaun. It oozed over his shoulder and toward his lapel.

				The pin was there, and then it wasn’t. My vision adjusted and I located the edges of the figure. I smiled, and the figure smiled back. A gremlin had swiped O’Doyle’s gold shamrock pin.

				Each time I’d seen the leprechauns doing their dirty work, they’d touched their shamrocks—first when they pulled a black cat from a sack to throw at Andrew and again, before trying to walk him under the ladder.

				I glanced around the room and saw each of the watching leprechauns was missing his shamrock. The gremlins had done what they do. They stole the shinies.

				I leaned into to O’Doyle, though being that close to him gave me the willies.

				“Aren’t you afraid the bad luck will affect you? There’s smoke, water, fire, stray electrical currents—it’s pretty dangerous for all of us.”

				He smiled, confident in his immunity. “Oh, I don’t think so, Miss Donovan. This show is all for you and those around you. My boys and I are quite safe.”

				I raised an eyebrow. “Are you so certain?”

				He grinned. “Quite certain.”

				I tapped his lapel. “Really?”

				His hand flew to the empty space where his protection had been, and his face froze in shock. “What did you do?”

				I shrugged. “I didn’t do anything. But you should be more careful who you screw with.”

				“Where is it? I demand you give it back.”

				Over the noise of the sirens and bells, one of his henchmen yelled. “Hey! Where the hell is my shamrock?”

				That alerted the rest, and the general crowd noise and various emergency sounds were joined by the voices of distressed leprechauns.

				I moved close to O’Doyle’s ear, my lips nearly touching him. “Now cancel the bad luck and get the hell out of my town.”

				“This isn’t over,” he said. “We have reserves, and we’ll be back for you.”

				I raised an eyebrow and smiled through gritted teeth. “Really? You mean, a little pine box buried by the Rainbow Tunnel?”

				Fear oozed from of his pores. It nearly gagged me with its rancid stench. His eyes looked close to popping out of their sockets and propelling themselves to the floor. “How did you find that?”

				“Don’t fuck with the Aegis,” I said.

				He looked like he’d been struck. “He told us there were no more Aegises. He promised the ogre patrol wouldn’t bother us anymore, either. He said we could make our own rules.”

				“He who?”

				Before O’Doyle could say anything else, the room echoed with a crash and the sound of shattering glass. I turned to see what was happening, and a mob of leprechauns jumped me. It happened too fast to react beyond ducking. I had no idea if reinforcements had smashed into the building through a window, or if these were the same guys who’d been stationed around the room watching the show.

				They grabbed at me from all sides and pulled me away from their leader. I couldn’t tell how many there were, only that there were hands everywhere, yanking and dragging me backward. I lost my balance and pinwheeled my arms to recover, smacking one in the face. I think I may have split his lip.

				The light was hazy, dulled sunlight through smoke. I could hear the wet thunk of a fist, the sound of air forcibly whooshing from someone’s lungs. One by one, the groping hands left me. Riley must have come to my rescue.

				I regained my bearings and squinted through the haze. O’Doyle muttered nonsense words under his breath, and I stepped toward him.

				“Is it done?” I asked.

				He nodded. “It’s done. I don’t know how you managed to take our shamrocks, but I’ll have them back now.”

				I shrugged. “Good luck with that. I don’t have them on me.”

				I turned my back on him.

				With the glass doors shattered, smoke poured out, clearing the air. Someone, probably the fire department, had turned off the electricity, and the stray wires lay quiet and harmless. The kitchen crew trudged through the dining room, soot-covered and sweaty, announcing the fire was extinguished.

				“I don’t know what started it,” one said. “And then it just went out on its own.”

				The rest of the residents were already through the door and being treated by paramedics, including Riley. I could see him through the window, draping blankets across shoulders and getting people comfortable. Andrew and Sara hovered over the Shipleys, holding cups of water.

				I was puzzled. If Riley was outside already, he couldn’t possibly have knocked out all those leprechauns.

				I scanned the room. A tire iron lay forgotten among the glass shards from the front door.

				And there in the corner, nursing the broken skin on his knuckles, was Art.

				Chubby, greasy-haired Art had broken in with a tire iron and come to my rescue. It was hard to reconcile the damage to the retreating leprechauns with the obnoxious ass I’d come to know and hate.

				I picked my way over to him, trying not to step in glass, slip in puddles, or trip over bits of plaster. Fortunately, my luck was neutral again, so I was only burdened with my usual clumsiness and made it across the few yards safely.

				“Hey,” I said. “You okay, killer?”

				He nodded, but didn’t say anything.

				I touched his sleeve, and he flinched. I hadn’t realized how much he loathed me, that even that little contact was offensive to him. I took my hand away. “Thank you.”

				He didn’t look directly at me, fixing on a point somewhere past me. “It’s my job.”

				“I doubt the Board expects you to smash through a door and dispatch a crew of thugs.”

				He sniffed and looked out the window. “My job is to test you for Aegis magic, then convey you safely to headquarters. I can’t do that if you’re dead.”

				“We don’t have to be enemies, you know.”

				I could feel his emotion through my filter—and it wasn’t hostility or contempt. It was shame. It was sticky and heavy like thick syrup, and it poured over me in great globs.

				“I never intended to be your enemy,” he said, staring down at my feet. It was a start. At least he was looking at a part of me instead of past me or away. “You’re so kind to everyone, but you stare at me as if I were something particularly vile you stepped in.”

				Did I do that? I certainly didn’t mean to. There was something about Art that tweaked me and made me want to flick him in the ear every time he spoke. I must have been wearing that urge on my sleeve.

				“If I’ve been doing that, I’m sorry. Maybe we got off to a bad start.”

				He nodded. “Maybe we did. I suppose greeting you with a death sentence wasn’t the best way to make friends, but it’s my job, after all. And you don’t make things easy, Miss Donovan. I’m a man of rules. You are a woman who breaks them.”

				“We do seem to be at an impasse.”

				He took out a handkerchief and dabbed at the fresh wounds on his knuckles. “It was like that with your mother, too. I suppose she was trying to do her job while I was trying to do mine. Maybe the Board never would have given me that promotion anyway.”

				The world moved around us, clearing of wreckage and people. A fireman came in and nudged us to leave the building, citing safety codes. Outside we found a relatively quiet spot under a tree. I was dripping from the ceiling sprinklers, and the fall breeze made me shiver.

				“How about we start again?” I stuck my hand out at Art. “Hi. I’m Zoey. It’s nice to meet you, Art.”

				He eyed my hand a moment, then shook it with his wounded one. “Hello...” He paused, tasting the word. “Hello, Zoey. It’s nice to meet you.”

				I smiled up at him. “Better.”

				I gave him a sympathetic pat on the shoulder. To his credit, he didn’t wince. “Get somebody to bandage up your hand.”

				Sara met me halfway across the grass.

				“Well, that went well,” she said.

				“It was lovely while it lasted.”

				“I saw the Leprechaun Mafia slink out a side door and leave. They coming back?”

				“I don’t think so, no. Not with all their mojo gone. I imagine it’ll take time to replace the charms we stole, then I expect they’ll hit a different town. I think they won’t come back here.”

				She shook her head. “No wonder you’ve been acting so freaky the last few months if this is the kind of stuff you’ve been dealing with.”

				I ran my fingers through my damp, smoky hair. “Surprise. You wanted to know what was going on.”

				“How’d you get their pins off of them?”

				“Gremlins. The little guys saved the day.”

				She picked a piece of plaster from of my hair. “I guess you’re an Aegis now.”

				“I guess I am.”

				We looked across the lawn filled with milling elderly. She gave my shoulder a squeeze. “I’m going to go help. Try not to save the world again until I get back.”

				I nodded and watched her run across the grass in her designer heels without a wobble or missed step. Sara was an amazing woman in so many ways.

				I took a moment to gather myself together before wading in to the aftermath to offer a hand. I reeked of smoke, and my fluttery yellow and blue sundress no longer fluttered. It stuck to my thighs and water dripped down my legs, puddling around the daisies on my shoes. The whole outfit was probably ruined. I plucked at the fabric and wafted it around in a lame attempt to dry off. The hem caught and tugged. I looked down.

				Three gremlins, shimmering with camouflage, looked up at me with enormous eyes.

				“Hey, guys,” I said. “You did a very good job in there today.”

				The one holding my skirt swallowed hard. “The lady is not mad?”

				“No, sweetheart. You did the right thing. Those were bad men and you took their protection shinies so they couldn’t hurt anyone anymore.”

				A second gremlin stepped forward, his hands cupped together and held out to me. Inside were all six gold shamrock pins. “Bink says we give the shinies to the lady.”

				I looked at the one gripping the hem of my skirt. My Christmas scarf hung around his neck in loops.

				I held out my hands, and the shamrocks trickled into them. Bink rummaged in his scarf and came up with something else.

				“Also, this,” he said, dropping the object into my palm.

				The little thief had taken back my gargoyle rock for me. “Thank you very much. You guys are heroes today.”

				They looked surprised and delighted. “Bump has never been a hero before!”

				Gremlins I hadn’t noticed came together, forming a circle. They held hands and danced with silly, kicking steps. It made me smile to see them so happy.

				Bink stayed by my side and watched. I crouched down next to him. “You were all very brave,” I said. “Thank you for saving us.”

				He patted my knee and nodded knowingly. “If the lady is safe, everyone is safe.”

				Art and Riley strode toward me, looking as smoke and water damaged as I was. The gremlins scattered and disappeared.

				“Some party,” Riley said, taking my hand to help me up.

				“Well, I’m a professional. It’s my job.”

				“Nicely done.”

				“Thanks. I’m thinking of setting fire to all my events after this.”

				“Everybody needs a calling card. Yours could be catastrophes.”

				“Sounds like a gimmick, but I’m willing to give it a try.”

				He kissed my cheek. “You ready to go?”

				“Go?” My already chilled skin erupted in gooseflesh and my heart beat faster. “I still have things to do. I have to help clean up. People need blankets and water.”

				I looked around at the crowd scattered across the lawn and parking lot. Emergency personnel and staff from the retirement home had it all well in hand. Andrew’s grandparents spotted me and waved, their faces cheerier than I’d have expected under the circumstances. Andrew stood next to them with Sara nearby wiping soot from a man’s glasses.

				They didn’t need me. Everyone was safe. Nobody had to die.

				Art took my elbow and led me to Riley’s car. “Clean breaks are easier. And we have a plane to catch.”

				“No, I have to say goodbye.” I offered a weak resistance as he led me across the parking lot. I shivered in the cool breeze. Cold, wet, and exhausted, there wasn’t much left in me to fight him. He gave me a gentle shove and I folded into the backseat.

				Riley slid in next to me and took my hands in his to warm them. Considering how wet he was, it didn’t help much.

				“I’m sorry, Zoey,” he said. “He wouldn’t listen to me. I told him to wait.”

				“Can we at least go home for a shower and change of clothes first?”

				He shook his head. “Art went by your house this morning and made Maurice pack you a bag. You can change out of your wet clothes on the plane.”

				“This is bullshit,” I said. I shoved Riley away and instantly regretted it. My teeth chattered. “At least turn the damn heat on, Art.”

				Art flicked the heater on without comment.

				As we pulled out of the parking lot, Sara’s wide, blue eyes met mine. I pressed my palm against the glass, unsure if I meant it as a plea for help or a wave good-bye. I was excruciatingly tired, and truth be told, absolutely terrified.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty-Four

				An hour later, I was warm and dry and on a surprisingly luxurious private plane. I suppose I hadn’t taken into consideration how big a budget or how much real influence the Board of Hidden Affairs might have, despite their recent ability to thoroughly screw with my life.

				It was an awkward flight. Though Art and I had come to a less hostile understanding of each other, he’d bullied me into getting in the car and leaving town before I could even say goodbye to my friends. I also couldn’t forget that he’d been involved in my mother’s disappearance, and I couldn’t forget that he’d declined to give me any information about it.

				The seats on the plane were comfortable, at least, and I had Riley by my side. Once we landed, though, I would be on my own. I couldn’t let him take any more hits on my behalf. I still wasn’t convinced they hadn’t tortured him or worse while he was away for six weeks.

				The skin on the back of my hand itched where the invisible mark had been. For two weeks, from the time Art tagged me up until it expired, I hadn’t felt a thing. Now it was tingly, as if I were having an allergic reaction. It drove me nuts.

				The small cabin wasn’t conducive to conversing with Riley, since Art would be able to overhear everything we’d say. Besides, my stomach was too clenched up in frayed knots for me to be very good company. I worried if I opened my mouth to say something normal, the hysteria bottled inside me would bubble up and come spilling out, betraying my calm exterior.

				I had to be a rock. I had to be like Sara. When we landed at the Board’s headquarters, I had to barge in there, metaphorical guns blazing.

				I had to be stronger than my mother had been.

				Riley moved to the seat facing me and leaned forward. He stared down at his hands for a moment before placing them on my knees.

				“Zoey, I need to tell you something.”

				His gray eyes were sad and worried, as if he were afraid of what he had to say. It made me afraid to listen. “Okay.”

				“Art said your mom was—is—a necrofoil.”

				I nodded. “Right.”

				“When he talked about her, it got me to thinking about my sister.”

				“She was in a train accident, you said. And the Board saved her, in exchange for your becoming a reaper.”

				He squeezed my leg. “They brought in a necrofoil to do it. One with dark, curly red hair, a lot like yours.”

				I felt the blood rush from my face. “What was her name? Was it Clara?”

				“They never told me her name. They led her into the room my sister had been moved to, and she brought Izzy back from the edge of death. The woman smiled at me and told me it was going to be all right. Then they took her away.”

				I didn’t know what to make of this information. If it was my mother, did it really matter? Riley had been a reaper for eight years. My mom disappeared twenty years ago. So, if she was the one who saved Izzy, it meant that Riley had seen my mom more recently than I had. It meant she was okay. Or at least, she had been okay eight years ago.

				“It might not have been her, though,” I said. “Who knows how many necrofoils are out there.”

				Art snorted over his newspaper. “Don’t be stupid. Necrofoils are even harder to come by than Aegises. And a necrofoil who’s also an Aegis? There’s only one. Trust me. It was her.”

				“So that’s how reapers do job recruitment? They use my mother to coerce people suffering through tragedies into becoming reapers?” I’d wanted a showdown with the Board before for screwing with my life—now I wanted to march in there and dismantle their entire bureaucratic structure. With a chainsaw.

				Art must’ve seen the anger flashing in my eyes. He folded his newspaper across his chest in a protective gesture. He was probably missing some chest hair from the last time I grabbed him.

				He cleared his throat. “There’s a lot of red tape involved in utilizing an Aegis outside her departmental parameters. Reapers fall under the Division of Human/Hidden Relations. Aegises belong to the Social Services department. It doesn’t happen often. Departments cooperate, of course, but there has to be a real need before they share personnel, especially one with such a high-demand job as an Aegis.”

				Riley’s hand tensed on my leg. “Why me, then? Why was I deemed important enough for all that paperwork?” he asked.

				Art swallowed hard and stammered before forming words. “It wasn’t you, exactly. They just needed someone like you. Clara was being difficult again, making demands.” He scowled. “That woman. She wanted someone to keep an eye on her daughter in case she, too, was an Aegis.” He waved his hand in my direction, turning his gaze from Riley. “She worried that the mind wipe we did when you were a little girl would cause problems, now that you were getting older.” He shrugged, looking at Riley again. “We needed a new reaper in the area, one who didn’t know anything about all this, so he wouldn’t be tempted to interfere. One about your age and attractive...”

				I didn’t know which part of this revelation to touch first. The mind wipes? The fact that my new boyfriend was a plant?

				The fact that my mother was still keeping tabs on me?

				“That’s stupid,” Riley said. “Why would you keep me in the dark if I was supposed to look out for Zoey? I was in town for years before I even met her.”

				Art sniffed and opened his newspaper. “It worked, didn’t it? The minute the Hidden came back into her life, she landed in your lap.” He buried his nose in the paper and ignored us.

				My eyes met Riley’s. Neither of us knew what to say. It was too much information too fast. My head swam. He pulled away from me, and we both settled into our seats.

				None of us said another word for the rest of the flight.

				The landing was a little on the terrifying side. We left California from an airport, so I expected to also land in one. The runway where we put down was in a field in the middle of nowhere. Out the window I saw a lot of nothing on one side, a single landing strip with a few lights along the edges, and in the distance, a group of small buildings.

				A jeep met us on the tiny tarmac, and Riley and I piled into the back, with Art up front by the driver. My suitcase, small as it was, got shoved under my legs.

				“Nice place,” I said, trying to tamp down the urge to vomit and speak in high-pitched sentences.

				Riley put his arm around my shoulders and scooted closer to me. He leaned in and kissed the top of my head. “They aren’t going to bite you. Don’t worry. And I’ll be right there with you.”

				I shook my head. “No. You’ve already been caught in the middle of this. I have to do this alone.”

				I ignored the hurt in his eyes. This was a battle I had to fight on my own. Riley could not be a casualty. And honestly, I was still a little wigged out that he was someone chosen for me by the Powers That Be.

				Art turned in his seat. “We’ll be getting you settled into your room for the night. The Board will make arrangements to meet with you when they have an opening. Riley’s presence will not be required.”

				“You’ve dragged me here like it had to be done immediately, and now I have to make an appointment?” The knots in my stomach loosened a little. Amazing how anger can dissolve nervous tension so quickly.

				“They’re very busy, Miss Donovan.”

				So, it was “Miss Donovan” again. That didn’t bode well. Any progress I’d gained with Art died on the way here, apparently. I did a check of the people around me in the car. No one was having any truly strong emotions, so I eased open my filters and reached out to try to get a better sense of what was going on.

				I skimmed over Riley first. He felt like nervous sweat. Past that, I could sense how much he cared about me, and I withdrew my prying as quickly as possible. Checking how he felt about me by supernatural means came too close to crossing a moral line.

				I checked Art, and he too felt nervous and sweaty, but there was also a sharp smell of glee to it, and a little bit of sadness. I didn’t have a clue how to piece those emotions together into a coherent story.

				The driver, when I switched my attention to him, was both more interesting, and less. I got no real feelings from him. He was an average looking, middle-aged guy who introduced himself as Terrence, then said nothing more. Terrence felt like an absence in my head, an echoey room at the end of a long hallway, or a deep hole in a ground strewn with rocks. There was nothing there. Whether that meant he had no emotions or was shielded with twenty times the strength of what Andrew could do, I wasn’t sure.

				I gave up and tightened my filter. I decided reading people’s emotions was a useless gift, and reading thoughts would have been a hell of a lot more helpful. I wasn’t getting anything worth a damn out of any of them. There was no point in leaving myself wide open and susceptible to a migraine. I had enough problems ahead of me.

				“Welcome to Lebanon, Kansas,” Art said, waving his hand in a grand gesture. “This is the geographic center of the United States, and therefore the headquarters of the Board of Hidden Affairs for this country.”

				I still saw a whole lot of nothing. Blue sky. Rocks. Overgrown fields. “You’d think they could have chosen some place a little more interesting.”

				“Oh, no,” Art said. “Its location is important. Many ley lines cross here. It’s a very powerful place.”

				I shrugged, unimpressed. “I don’t feel anything different.”

				He sniffed. “No, I suppose you wouldn’t.”

				I found that insulting, though I wasn’t sure why. I refused to give him the satisfaction of a comment.

				We drew near the buildings, and I realized it was more of a compound than the office complex I was expecting. I’d noticed the barbed wire along the road. It enclosed everything on the grounds, including the air strip, and I wondered if the fence was electrified. The buildings themselves were situated in more or less a circle, and we pulled into the courtyard in the center. Some of them looked like squat little houses, others were a bit bigger, like the kind of place the Elks might call home. There were no trees, only some scrawny bushes and weeds. The siding on the boxy houses looked worn and tired. Perhaps the Board wasn’t as influential as they wanted everyone to believe.

				Terrence grabbed my bag from the back and nodded at me to follow. He led us up a set of rickety porch steps and into a smallish house. Once inside, my eyes widened, and my feet stopped moving. The walls were a rich, deep burgundy, the floors covered in expensive, hand-woven rugs. Antiques lined the walls in dark mahogany and shiny gilt. A winding staircase, far too big to fit inside the building I thought I’d entered, led upstairs, its banister polished to a mirror sheen.

				Honestly, it was a little tacky and overdone to my taste, but it was still impressive.

				People moved through the house like silent movie stars, dusting, carrying things on silver trays to other rooms. No one said a word, either to us or to each other. They didn’t even look at us or acknowledge our presence.

				Terrence didn’t pause to let me take in the interior decorating. He trudged halfway up the stairs before I realized I had to keep moving. The three of us caught up, and he led us down a long hallway of closed doors. At the fourth on the left, he opened the door and stepped aside, again, without a word.

				I took my bag from him and peered in. It was lovely, in a gothic horror movie sort of way. I went in, and Riley moved to follow me. Terrence stuck his arm out and shook his head.

				“Looks like this is where we part company for now,” Riley said. “Can I at least say goodbye?”

				Terrence, his face as devoid of emotion as ever, shook his head again.

				Art came forward and moved Riley aside. “Riley has business to attend to,” he said. “You should have everything you need here for now. You have a private bathroom, a nice comfy bed to rest in, and if you get hungry, pick up the phone and someone will bring you whatever you want.”

				I looked at Art, long and hard. Something didn’t feel right. “Why can’t Riley at least hug me goodbye?” Riley was behind Art, looking far more nervous than he’d been in the car.

				Art smiled at me. “Have a pleasant evening, Miss Donovan. We’ll be in touch.”

				The door slammed shut without any help from Terrence. Knowing what I would find, I tried the knob anyway. It was, of course, locked. Voices argued in the hall, but the door was too thick to let me hear what was said. I knew Riley was upset, and it wasn’t hard to guess why.

				So, this was how the Board members were going to play it. Lure the new Aegis into a pretty room, lock her in, and call for her at their leisure. I wondered if this was the standard treatment, or if it was reserved for the difficult cases. I wondered if my mom had been locked in this same room twenty years earlier, or if she had been more docile, and therefore, better treated.

				Most of all, I wondered if they had any idea how much harder I was going to be to deal with once they finally let me out and granted me an audience. Every second I was locked up was going to make it that much more difficult for them to handle me.

				In movies, any heroine in this situation would spend some time pounding on the door and yelling for help. Faced with it myself, I couldn’t bring myself to resort to that tactic. I’d already tried the door and found it locked. Flailing around and throwing a tantrum wasn’t going to get me anywhere. My insides were a seething turmoil of venomous anger, but bruising my fists on the thick wood of the door would do nothing but bloody my hands and cause the further loss of my dignity.

				I did what any woman under solitary confinement in a luxurious bed and breakfast should do—I took a bubble bath.

				The tub was a lovely, claw-foot affair, perfectly shaped to cup my neck and keep me immersed in soothing hot water and an extravagance of bubbles. I didn’t last long. Maurice hadn’t packed me anything to read. The room, as decadent as it looked with its lush carpets, velvet-cushioned window seat, and silk-canopied bed, was barren of any sort of entertainment, either of the paper or electronic kind. No books, no television, and no computer.

				The towels were nice and fluffy, though. And the robe they left for me was soft and comfortable.

				I checked the windows, unsurprised to find them painted shut and protected by iron bars on the outside. I examined every ornate knick-knack, unpacked the clothes they’d brought me and arranged my toothbrush on the bathroom sink. I poked around in the empty closet, and I sat in the window seat to gaze out at the nothing outside the barbed wire that surrounded the compound. I bounced on the bed, taking pride in my ability to jump high enough to touch the lofty ceiling through the canopy. I picked at my nail polish. I tried to play a rousing game of twenty questions with myself, but won too quickly.

				When I’d exhausted all of my options, I glanced at the clock. An hour and a half had passed. For the twenty-third time, I checked my cell phone for a signal. Nothing.

				Expecting to get a dead line, despite what Art had said, I picked up the receiver of the old-fashioned princess phone by the bed. There was no dial tone, but a voice answered promptly.

				“Yes, Miss Donovan. I’m happy to help you.”

				Without thinking, I slammed the phone down in its cradle. It creeped me out that someone was sitting somewhere, eyeballing my telephone line, knowing my name. I felt foolish a second later. This was no different than room service at a hotel. Of course they’d know who I was. I tried again.

				“Yes, Miss Donovan. I’m happy to help you.”

				The repetition of the earlier greeting didn’t make me feel any more at ease.

				“How, exactly, can you help me?” I asked.

				There was a long pause while the anonymous voice considered my question. “The kitchen is available twenty-four hours a day, should you find yourself hungry. We also have a full bar, should you require liquid refreshment.”

				“Can you get me an outside line?”

				“That would be impossible.”

				“I figured. How about you send someone up to open the door so I can take a walk or something?”

				“Curfew is currently between the hours of 6pm and 6am.”

				“Curfew. We’re in the middle of nowhere.”

				“The curfew is set in place for your own safety.”

				That was interesting. “Books? Magazines? How about a television? Or someone to talk to who doesn’t sound like a preprogrammed robot?” I stopped and took a breath. This person, no matter how irritating and eerie, wasn’t responsible for locking me up. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to take it out on you.”

				“I am not offended. I will send up a selection of reading material.”

				“Thank you. Could you send up something to eat? I don’t really care what.”

				“If you have no preference, the chef will choose for you.”

				“That’s fine. Just, you know, hurry, please? It’s so quiet up here alone.”

				“Very well, Miss Donovan. I am happy to help you.”

				I hung up, creeped out more than I had been at the beginning of the call. Like Terrence, the operator had been void of emotion. The inflections in her voice were hollow, as if rehearsed.

				While I waited, I put my clothes back on. The bathrobe was nice, but it left me feeling vulnerable. I also had a vague notion they’d have to open the door to make the delivery, and I might be able to make a break for it.

				I needn’t have bothered. A non-descript man came to the door carrying a silver tray and a cloth bag full of books. He opened the door, slid the tray across the threshold, tossed in the bag, and the door slammed shut on its own. No words were exchanged, and he never looked at me.

				I was thoroughly screwed.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty-Five

				When I called down the next morning for breakfast, I told the emotionless voice I wanted to take a walk, now that the curfew was lifted.

				“The curfew is currently between the hours of 6am to 6pm.”

				“Not cool,” I said. “Last night you said the opposite.”

				“The curfew is set in place for your safety.”

				“When do I see the Board?”

				“The Board is carefully considering their schedule. An appointment will be made at the first available opportunity.”

				I hung up. There was no point arguing. I wasn’t getting anywhere. Apparently, I wasn’t going anywhere, either.

				I spent three days like that, ordering food when I was hungry, taking baths, reading the dry material they’d sent up to keep me occupied. I suppose some people might find a farmer’s almanac from 1874 engrossing, but it didn’t catch my interest until at least the second day of silence and solitude.

				I planned to make a break for it when they brought me food. I waited near the door for an hour, but it didn’t open until I walked away from it. I glanced up at the ceiling, trying to spot a camera. I didn’t see anything.

				The door never opened more than the width of the tray. By the time I ran across the room to wedge my foot into the crack, it had slammed shut. They weren’t taking any chances with me.

				On the afternoon of the third day, I lay in bed staring up at the billowing canopy, which felt more like the lining of a coffin now that the newness had worn thin. The only sound I heard was the faint chirping of crickets coming through the double layer of window glass.

				The tap on the door startled me. It was the first time I’d heard anyone other than the nearly silent delivery guy. I tiptoed to the door and put my ear to it.

				“Hello?”

				Nothing. I tried the handle, unsurprised that it didn’t turn. I stood there a moment longer, then finally decided I’d imagined the noise.

				And now the hallucinations begin. Excellent. At least now I have something entertaining to keep me occupied.

				I turned to go back to lying on the bed and feeling sorry for myself.

				I smacked right into Maurice.

				A strangled, surprised sound erupted from my throat. I threw my arms around his neck. “Oh, my God, Maurice. How did you get in here?”

				I was so glad to see him, I didn’t want to let go. I was afraid if I did, he’d disappear in a puff of smoke, or I’d startle myself awake into a dark, empty room of silk and velvet.

				“Shhh!” he said. His eyes darted around, then he held me at arms’ length to examine me. “You didn’t answer your phone. You didn’t come home. You were supposed to come home. I only packed an overnight bag.”

				“I’m locked in, and they won’t give me an appointment.”

				Behind him, the closet door stood open. I still wasn’t sure how Maurice traveled, but I had the vague understanding that closet monsters used closets as portals. There were rules. There were always rules. But the rules dictating closet monster transportation weren’t clear to me.

				“I told you not to challenge the Board,” he said.

				“Can you travel through closets with a passenger?”

				He looked at the empty closet. “Only short distances. Besides, they’d only follow you.”

				“I know. I don’t want to go far—I’m not leaving this business undone. Can you get me to a closet in their building?”

				“You’re already in their building, Zoey. They’re in the dining room downstairs.”

				“You’ve got to be joking.”

				“No. They’re down there having dinner. I had to check a lot of closets before I found you.”

				“Perfect.” I ran around the room, gathering my things and dumping them into my overnight bag. “Here,” I said, shoving it at him. “I need you to take me downstairs to the hall closet and wait for me. Then we can go home.”

				He shook his head and planted his feet. “No.” His face was serious. “I’m going wherever you’re going.”

				I blinked in surprise. “I thought you were afraid of the Board. I don’t want to get you into trouble. Let me handle it. Please?” This was not what I wanted. I couldn’t bear the thought of putting him at risk.

				“Zoey, if you come popping out of a closet, they’ll know I helped you, anyway. I’m in it, now. And I’m staying in it, as long as I can still stand on my own feet.”

				My eyes blurred with tears. This goofy, once-terrifying monster was one of the best friends I’d ever had. I nodded and brushed a tear aside. He was right. He was already at risk.

				“Okay, then. Let’s do this.”

				It was a weird sensation, using a closet as a portal. I walked into a small, empty space, and before I could blink, I was fighting coats for room to exist. A sharp pain burned through the top of my head and down my spine. I slapped at a fur-cuffed coat sleeve and squeezed my eyes against the excruciating stabbing sensation. After a few seconds, it faded, leaving me breathless and sweaty. All things considered, the bumpy landing from the private plane had been a far better way to travel.

				Maurice patted my arm. “That’s why I can’t take you very far. You’re not built for closet travel. The longer the distance, the worse it would be.”

				“Thanks for the warning.”

				Outside the closet door, I heard silverware scraping, ice in glasses, and the low murmur of voices. We were in the right place.

				I turned the doorknob and peeked out, finding myself in the entryway I’d first seen three days ago. I stepped into the hallway and Maurice followed behind me, my bag clutched tightly in his fist. A woman bustled past us and through the front door. She never glanced our way. We followed the voices past the stairs and found the dining room.

				They didn’t notice us at first. I had time to take in how average they all looked. There were ten of them, filling their plates and chatting to each other. Four were men, each more uninteresting than the next. They had dull smiles, receding hairlines, wrinkles. The women were similar, with pudgy faces and varying degrees of gray in their matronly hairstyles. A few of them wore glasses. The most remarkable thing about the group was how unremarkable they all were. I’d expected Armani suits and power ties, pointed ears and butterfly wings. Instead, I found Thanksgiving dinner with Uncle Hank and Aunt Marge.

				The exception was the woman sitting at the head of the table. Taken alone, she wasn’t exceptional, but among the others, there was a quality that made her stand out. Her hair, though it, too, was done in a soccer-mom helmet cut, was jet black. Her face had a roundness that came with having missed no meals throughout her life, but her expression was not soft. Her eyes were sharpened bits of obsidian.

				She was the first to notice me standing there watching. Her tiny eyes focused on me and she stopped speaking. One at a time, the people around the table quieted and followed her gaze. I was now the center of attention.

				I gave her my best stink-eye. “So, you have time to gorge yourselves, but no time to schedule a meeting with the Aegis you’re keeping hostage.”

				They were dead silent for at least a full minute. Inside, I shook like a sapling in a thunderstorm. Outside, I was wearing my Sara the Bitch disguise. I hoped like hell they couldn’t see through it.

				The woman with the dangerous eyes wiped her mouth with a linen napkin and placed it next to her plate. One by one the rest of the diners did the same.

				She nodded in Maurice’s direction. “I see you have an unauthorized guest.”

				I felt Maurice shiver next to me, and I stepped in front of him to block her line of sight. “I was tired of waiting alone in a locked room. I think we’ll have our meeting now.”

				She considered me for a moment, then nodded. “All right. Have a seat.”

				“I’m more comfortable standing, thank you.”

				“I see. Mr. Ferguson did say you were without manners. Very well. I am Bernice Abernathy, Chairman of the Board of Hidden Affairs, and these are the board members, heading the various divisions.” She pointed at the unremarkable man on her left. This is Carlton Gardner, head of the Hidden Services division. Miss Farthingale, next to him, reports to him and leads the Social Assistance department, which is under the Hidden Services umbrella. You’ll be reporting to her directly once you receive your orders, though you’ll spend time training with each department head and sub-department leader first.”

				I bit back a snippy retort. I was trying to act like Sara. Sara waited for all the information before cutting someone down. Sara would never leap across a dining room table and strangle the life out of someone with their napkin. It was very hard to be like Sara sometimes.

				She glanced past me at Maurice, and her lip curled in distaste. “I suppose you’ll be expecting to have your attendant accompany you to your new assignment. We’ll make the arrangements.”

				It was getting more difficult not to climb across the table like a spider monkey and yank out fistfuls of her hair.

				“That won’t be necessary,” I said. “I’ll be returning home with my friend.” I emphasized the word, making it clear I didn’t care for her slight. “If you’d like to hand over any books or other information that will make my job easier, I’ll be glad to have them. Other than that, I expect no further interference from your people.”

				The various non-descript faces around the table looked shocked. Bernice Abernathy was unimpressed. “Don’t be ridiculous. You have duties to perform, and they can only be done under Board supervision.”

				“I’ve done pretty well so far.”

				“Really.” She snapped her fingers and a small girl with empty eyes came from the kitchen with a tray. Bernice plucked a pair of obnoxious, pointy-rimmed glasses from the tray and placed them on her plump face. She plucked up a notebook—Art’s notebook—and looked down her nose at it. “I see here you’ve allowed an incubus free reign to slaughter humans in your city, the Leprechaun Mafia was permitted to injure, maim, or kill a number of folks in the supernatural fringe, and—oh, my, this can’t be true—you gave sanctuary to a pooka with a bounty on his head.”

				I was not going to allow her to bully me into feeling guilty about the deaths that had occurred around me. I already felt bad enough, but I also knew they weren’t really my fault. In fact, I suspected the leprechauns were a direct result of the stupid curse the Board had put on me in the first place. And Silas, well, nobody told me he was a criminal. It wouldn’t have mattered anyway. I didn’t exactly invite him in.

				I decided to ignore her manufactured disapproval and change tack. “So, how much does the job pay?”

				Her brows shot up in surprise. “Excuse me?”

				“Compensation.” I ticked off the items on my fingers. “I give up my life, my family, my friends, my successful business. You relocate me to some undisclosed location and give me assignments. What’s in it for me?”

				“We’ll train you, of course.”

				“That’s something, I suppose. Though I think if you’d give me a Handbook of Aegis Management and maybe an Urban Legends and Mythical Creatures for Dummies book, I’d be set.”

				“There are reference materials available.”

				“Excellent. Have one of your automatons fetch them, please.”

				“Automatons?” She spluttered and looked around at the people gathered around the table. “I don’t know what you mean.”

				But she did know what I meant. She looked nervous, as if I’d discovered an enormous secret.

				I leaned forward, resting my knuckles on the table. “I’m an empath, sweetie. You’re the only person in this house with any emotion to speak of. Though yours are well guarded, I can still feel them. Your flunkies here at dinner may pretend better than the staff, but they’re just as empty as the other shells walking around this place.”

				Her face went pale, and she stuttered. “I...I...I’m sure you’re mistaken.” She straightened in her seat. “And quite insulting, I might add.”

				With those words, the people around the table went from staring blankly at me to muttering how offended they all were. It was interesting, in a detached sort of way. Bernice thought she was being slick. She was about as subtle as a pack of velociraptors parachuting into a cattle auction at a stockyard. She was instructing the Board in what emotion to play.

				I shook my head. “Give it up, sister. Get my books, and I’ll be on my way.”

				She looked at me, long and hard, as if sizing me up. I waited, trying not to fidget or shift my feet. Finally, she nodded once, pushed her chair back and rose from the table.

				“I have to trust somebody. Would you mind following me to my study? We need to talk privately, and it’s more comfortable there.”

				Maurice and I followed her down the hall toward the back of the house. At the doorway, she paused and turned to Maurice. “I’m sorry. I really need you to wait outside.”

				I opened my mouth to protest, and he put his hand on my arm. “It’s okay,” he said. “I’ll be right here.”

				Bernice led me into a warm room lined with books. She closed the door behind us and pointed to an overstuffed leather chair in front of a small fire. I sank into it, and breathed in the scent of old books and leather and lemony cleaning products.

				She settled into the chair across from me and stared into the fire, gathering her thoughts.

				“I need help,” she said. “Something truly terrible is happening, and no one knows about it but me.”

				I sat back and regarded her in silence for a moment. She wore a pinched expression on her face, betraying inner conflict. Her reluctance to share her secrets pooled on the floor, but rose no higher than my ankles. Distress and a desperate need for help outweighed any of her other emotions. They bled from her pores and smothered her misgivings, flooding up my legs and threatening to drown me.

				It didn’t take a genius to put it together. That couldn’t be the real Board of Hidden Affairs in the dining room, and Bernice had no idea where my mother was. “People are going missing,” I said.

				She nodded. “First it was a board member here and there. One by one, in no pattern we could sort through. Then the Aegises started to disappear, too. Other board members followed. Darcy Farthingale—you remember, I pointed her out to you in the dining room—she went on an assignment and never came back. That was about a year ago.”

				“Maybe she got scared and quit?”

				“No.” Bernice pressed lips together in a tight line. “Darcy loved her job. She wouldn’t have quit.” Her hands shook. “We found her body a month later.”

				The protective shield Bernice had built around herself crumbled. Her sadness, guilt and fear flowed across the braided rug between us and engulfed me. My voice softened in response. “She died? What happened to her?”

				Bernice took a deep breath and pulled her emotions around herself like a knitted shawl. “They found her strangled by a deflated balloon animal and left in a funhouse at a carnival. She was holding a paper cone that used to have cotton candy on it. The rats must’ve eaten it all.”

				I shuddered. Every bad horror movie I’d ever watched at 3:00 a.m. ran through my mind.

				“Who would do something like that?”

				“We have no idea. Or rather, I have no idea. The members of the Board...they’ve all disappeared. Several were found in equally macabre and bizarre scenarios as Darcy. Under the bleachers at a baseball stadium, beaten with a bat and holding a box of Cracker Jack. Behind the movie screen at an old drive-in, stabbed through the heart with a corndog stick and clutching a bag of stale popcorn. Not everyone has been found, so I still have hope that a few are in hiding. Or captured.” She paused and took in a shaky breath. “That’s better than dead.”

				My stomach knotted up, and a chill prickled my skin. “What about the missing Aegises? My mother?”

				She shook her head. “We haven’t found any of them.” She looked down at her hands, which twisted the fabric of her sensible navy skirt. “I wish I could give you better news, but it’s the best I have.”

				“What are those...things in the dining room? And all over the compound, for that matter?”

				One side of Bernice’s mouth curled up in a mild show of pride. “Those are my golems. That’s my gift. I can create duplicates of people and they do what I want them to do. They can’t act on their own, though. I’m running all three divisions and all nine sub-divisions on my own. I created the figureheads so no one knows what’s going on—I give the golems orders that they pass along to their departments.”

				“I don’t mean to judge, but you’re not doing a very good job of running things. The Leprechaun Mafia is loose and terrorizing people. Murphy O’Doyle said something about ogres.”

				“That’s the O.G.R.E. patrol—Oversight and General Rule Enforcement. They aren’t all ogres. They aren’t very reliable, either. I can’t keep a very good eye on them from here, and without oversight, some of the patrols dispersed and left their territories unmanned. Usually, the leprechauns are harmless. They stick to their city and run a chain of dry cleaners as a front for their dealings with the black market for magic. We know about it and look the other way, as long as they don’t hurt anyone.”

				“Well, I think I’ve neutralized them for now. O’Doyle’s clan, at least.” I ran my fingers through my hair and sighed. “So what are we going to do?”

				“I’m going to try to keep things from getting too out of hand while I search for new board members to take over. It’s a long process. And you’ll stay here with me so we don’t lose the only Aegis in the country.”

				I stiffened. “Bernice, I’m sorry, but that’s not going to happen. I’m going home.”

				She looked startled. “Don’t be ridiculous. I can’t keep you safe out there.”

				I understood her position—probably better than I wanted to. But under no circumstance could I allow myself to be pushed around any longer. I knew she thought I could help the Hidden while sequestered in luxurious safety, but I disagreed. People at home needed me, too. And as much as Bernice thought having me around would help her predicament, I couldn’t look for my mother or the other missing Aegises from a barbed-wire-enclosed ivory tower.

				People were missing. In some cases, they were already dead at the hands of some twisted serial killer with a penchant for family entertainment venues. The entire infrastructure of the Hidden government was hanging by a bent nail, and very few people knew enough about it to try to help before anarchy occurred. What would happen if no one governed the Hidden? Without rules, would they stop hiding?

				I shuddered as I pictured the chaos of monsters and urban legends walking the streets in broad daylight. The screaming. The terror. The autopsies. Frightened humans had a way of destroying what they feared. I couldn’t let that happen. For the safety of humans and Hidden alike, I had to go home and regroup so I could do...something.

				“I can’t help you from in here,” I said. “And you can’t do this alone. Besides, I’m safe in my home. Whatever’s responsible for these deaths and disappearances can’t possibly get through a fairy ring, a skunk-ape, a reaper, and a closet monster.”

				Bernice pursed her lips, and her hands fluttered in her lap like small fish desperate for a pond. “I wish you’d reconsider.” Her fingers stilled, and her eyes clouded. “You’re all I’ve got, Zoey.”

				“No.” I shook my head. “I’m not all you’ve got. Art is a little prick with a grudge against me, but he’s loyal as hell to you, worships rules, and more than anything in the world, he wants to be a board member. Give him a chance.”

				“He’s middle management.”

				“You don’t have a lot of choices here. Trust him. He’ll do a good job.”

				She nodded. “I really need somebody to go out and get the OGREs working again.”

				“Who’s Darius?” I asked, thinking about Silas.

				“What?” She blinked. “He’s a soul chaser. He’s just freelance. I’m not putting him on the Board.”

				“No, I just want to know who he is. He sent the pooka to me, and I was wondering why.”

				Her face was pensive. “He must know something. A pooka would offset the bad luck from the sigil we gave you. How could he have known about the test?”

				“Looks like not all your secrets are so secret.” One more thing was bothering me, worrying at the back of my brain. It took me a minute to sort through all the new information to grab at it. “There’s someone else.”

				“Someone else, what?”

				“Someone knows. Murphy O’Doyle said somebody told him there weren’t any more Aegises. He wouldn’t say who. Just ‘he.’ This mysterious someone also knew about the O.G.R.E. guys not being a threat. I think someone is spying on you.”

				Bernice went pale in the firelight. “I’ll look into it.”

				I tapped my finger on the cushioned leather of the chair arm, thinking. “Whoever it is, he didn’t know about me. He thought all the Aegises were gone.”

				Bernice tilted her head. “I kept that information within the board while it was happening. And now that the members are all gone, whoever was leaking information isn’t up to date.”

				I nodded. “Exactly. I’m guessing one of your board members was a mole and faked his own disappearance.”

				She scowled and dug her nails into the palms of her hands. She didn’t say anything, and I could tell she was biting back something venomous and dark. I didn’t want to know what sorts of things a golem under her control might do to a person if she were truly angry. They probably made excellent torturers and executioners.

				I breathed in, trying to dismiss the vision of how dangerous Bernice could be. Still, as powerful as she was, her reach wasn’t very long. Outside the compound, she had few she could rely on, including me.

				“Isn’t there, I don’t know, something bigger than the Board? Someone you can go to for help? This is pretty huge.”

				“Every country in the world would love to get their hands on this territory. The Canadian Hidden Association of Paranomalcy has been encroaching for years. They can’t know, Zoey. Some of the other countries are savages. Some treat the Hidden like a pool of free laborers, tax them exorbitant amounts, separate families. No. I can’t risk a takeover. I can hold the front a while longer on my own. I’ll take your advice and bring in some help from within. My job is to keep the Hidden safe, law-abiding, and unseen. I will continue to do that to the best of my abilities. If I can’t do that anymore by next year, there’s a meeting of the International Hidden Organization and I’ll lay my cards on the table. I’d rather not do that, though. It could mean the end of everything.”

				“What about you?” I scooted forward and touched her arm. “Aren’t you worried for your own safety?”

				She squeezed my hand. “I won’t leave the compound until the gathering. If they get me, it’s all over—at least until I get another board in place.”

				I smiled, doing my best to be reassuring. I probably failed, but it was worth a shot. “I’ll do what I can to help. But, you know I can’t do that from here.”

				She took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “I understand.”

				The light from the window had faded while I’d been engrossed. It was time to get moving before it got too dark. “Thank you for trusting me, Bernice. When I get home, will you call me and keep me updated? We’ll both be better off if we keep each other informed.”

				She nodded. “We’ll work together.”

				She walked with me into the hall. Maurice crouched on the floor against the wall, and he hurried to stand.

				“We going now?” he asked.

				I nodded. “I think so.” I looked at Bernice.

				“I’ll have the plane ready, and your reaper outside to meet you in a few minutes.”

				“Thank you.” I shook her hand and held it a moment. “It’s going to be okay. We’ll figure this out. Somehow, we’ll stop it.”

				She squeezed my hand with both of hers. “I hope you’re right.”

				I frowned. “Bernice, can I have my memories back?”

				She let go of my hand. “I’m sorry. I can’t. Judge Michaels, the head of Hidden Arbitration, was our mnemotrancer. Unless we find him alive, I can’t help you reverse what he did.”

				Looked like I was on my own in all kinds of ways. I shrugged off my disappointment. There were bigger problems to worry about than remembering my ninth birthday. Or the heartbreak of coming home to an empty house after they took my mother.

				Maurice put his arm around my shoulder. “We’ll find her, Zoey. I promise. She’s kind of my mom, too. We’ll find her together.”

				Bernice walked us to the door. Outside, Riley stood waiting for us on the crumbling curb.

				“Good luck, Bernice.”

				She nodded. “Safe trip, Aegis.”

				I felt horrible walking away from her. But there wasn’t a damn thing I could accomplish from a luxury suite in the middle of the country. I had to get home, gather my posse, and do what I always did—figure out a way to help.

				When we walked through the door, relief painted itself across Riley’s face. I made it halfway to the curb before he swept me up in his arms and buried his face in my hair.

				“I was so worried,” he said. “They wouldn’t let me see you. There are people all over the grounds, but nobody would say anything to me. Zoey, something really weird is going on.”

				I rested my cheek against his shoulder and inhaled the familiar, comforting smell of him. “I’m okay.” My voice caught in my throat. “We’re going home now.”

				The jeep that had dropped us off arrived at the curb, and we separated, still holding hands.

				“Hiya, dollface,” the driver said, grinning. He was in desert camouflage, complete with helmet, and he was familiar.

				“Silas?” I was dumbfounded. I couldn’t think of anything else to say.

				“No time to explain! Get in!” He snickered. “I’ve always wanted to say that.” Obedient, and still at a loss for words, I climbed into the backseat with Riley. I couldn’t do anything more than stare. Maurice, looking equally startled, slid into the front seat. “Pooka?”

				I nodded.

				Silas laughed. “So you’re the neat freak. I bet you loved the mess I left to give you something to do. You’re welcome.”

				Maurice grunted.

				My mouth was dry, and I licked my lips. “How are you here?”

				“I told you, I travel a lot.”

				I nodded. “Yeah.”

				“The Board thinks nobody knows what’s going on, but I see stuff. I knew something was up. Darius isn’t the only one with his ear to the ground.”

				“You could have said something.”

				“Helping’s not exactly in my nature. Curiosity, yes. But not helping. That’s all you, doll.”

				“You’re helping now.”

				He waved his hand dismissively. “I owed you one. I kind of felt bad about the cruise ship. I’ve been keeping an eye on you from a distance. Thought you might need a rescue.”

				“It’s a little late now. You could have broken me out of here days ago. Now all I need is a ride to the airstrip.”

				He shrugged. “I wanted to see how this all went down first. I don’t know what you said to convince her to let you go, but it shouldn’t surprise me, I guess. You survived the Leprechaun Mafia. They didn’t ask about me, did they?”

				“Your name didn’t come up, no.”

				“Excellent. My luck is still holding.”

				Maurice and Riley exchanged a look of disgust.

				“Hey,” I said. “How come they can see you?”

				He shrugged. “The reaper’s already seen me once, so I can’t hide from him. And closet monsters have those freaky eyes.”

				“Hey, watch it,” Maurice said. “I can hear really well, too.”

				As we drove off, Art stepped out on the porch. Our gazes met and held. He nodded and lifted his hand to wave good-bye. For the first time, his smile touched all the way to his eyes.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty-Six

				Home. I’d only been gone for three days, but the two weeks leading up to my departure had caused me more anxiety than I’d realized. When I walked in, I found myself touching everything to reassure myself it was solid and real—the table by the front door where I often dropped my keys, the worn afghan on the back of my sofa, the smooth wood of the fireplace mantle. I realized just how worried I’d been that I might not come back.

				Maurice was silent, watching me become reacquainted with my things. After my third time wandering through a circuit of hallway, kitchen, living room, he cleared his throat.

				“Are you checking for dust? I cleaned the whole time you were gone. I couldn’t think of anything else to do.”

				I looked at my fingertips, which I’d been trailing without thought across a bookcase. “I was just saying hello, I guess.” I dropped my hand. “It’s perfect, Maurice. It always is. You know I don’t expect you to clean.”

				He shrugged and smiled. “It’s not getting done any other way.”

				That was true. I was a terrible housekeeper.

				Maurice wanted to feed me, but I declined. Sleeping and eating were about all I’d done for the last several days. As much as I liked being home, I needed to be outside for a while.

				I called Sara first, to let her know I was back. She sounded relieved, but unsurprised.

				“You took longer than I expected,” she said. “I was beginning to think they made you a better offer.”

				“The life of a kept woman doesn’t appeal to me. I begged off and came home.”

				“Somehow, I think you’re glossing over it.”

				“The story of being locked in a room alone for three days isn’t that interesting, so I cut to the chase.”

				“I appreciate the economy of words. You can give me the long version over dinner. You’re coming over tomorrow.” That was Sara. Straight to the point.

				“I’ll bring dessert.”

				“Only if Maurice makes it. I’ve eaten your cooking.”

				I started to call Andrew next, but hesitated. No one had died at his grandparents’ party, but the celebration had been ruined. I knew Andrew didn’t blame me, but it was still my fault. The leprechauns had come for me. A phone call wasn’t going to do it.

				The herb shop was quiet when I got there. It wasn’t all that unusual—even when there were customers, the place carried a respectful hush, much like a public library. I heard Andrew humming softly, somewhere in back, so I followed the music. I found him sitting on the floor, next to his favorite chair.

				My face split into a grin. Lying next to Andrew in a small, blue doggy bed lay Milo. When he saw me, his splinted tail slapped against the bed and one ear perked up. A bandage bound the other ear to his head. The top three inches of the ear were gone. The doctor couldn’t save it. The imbalance gave him sort of a saucy look, as if he wore a jaunty hat tilted to the side.

				He’d been lying on his side with his shaved and sutured belly showing. My presence had him squirming to flip over, trying to make his way to his feet, despite the cast on one of his front legs.

				“Where do you think you’re going?” Andrew said, placing his palm on his small ward and easing him back down. “She doesn’t want you getting up any more than I do.” He kept one hand on Milo and turned his head up to me. “Come sit down. He’ll never be still until you give him some love.”

				I sat cross-legged on the floor next to them and ran my fingers over the fur on his back and side. I pressed my face close to his and kissed his soft muzzle. “You scared me so much,” I whispered. “Don’t you know cats are dangerous?” I kissed him again and rubbed his one remaining enormous ear.

				Andrew put an arm around my shoulders and squeezed. “You made it home.”

				“Had to. You boys would be a wreck without me.”

				He nodded. “That we would.”

				We were quiet for a few minutes while I fussed over Milo, petting, kissing, checking every part I could see for permanent damage I didn’t know about. The leg would heal. The stitches would disappear. The tail might have a permanent kink to it. The ear would never be the same.

				“Can he hear out of it?” I asked.

				“The doctor thinks so. We’ll see.”

				“Andrew?” I picked at a seam on the side of the doggy bed, afraid to look up. “I’m really sorry about the party.”

				Andrew heaved a sigh. “Honey, you saved everybody. Gran said she was so grateful no one was hurt or killed.”

				“But it was my fault the leprechauns were there. It was my fault they brought all that bad luck in. And in the end, I wasn’t the one who stopped them.”

				“No?” Andrew shook his head and laughed. “Who stopped them, then?”

				“The gremlins. Well, and Art, believe it or not.”

				“And why would the gremlins—and Art—have interceded?”

				“For me, I suppose.”

				“Exactly. You disarmed those leprechaun thugs—you just used gremlins to do it. And you chased them away afterwards using a reaper.” He sat grinning at me like it was the simplest thing in the world to understand.

				I shook my head. “I still don’t think I was responsible for saving anybody.”

				He patted me on the leg. “Okay, then. Have it your way. But if you aren’t going to take any responsibility for how it all worked out, you can’t take responsibility for how it all got screwed up in the first place.”

				“I still want to apologize to your grandparents.”

				“What for? As far as they know, there was a simple kitchen fire. They had a fantastic time up to that point, and they can’t stop gushing over how wonderful you are. Let it go.”

				“But—”

				“Let it go.”

				* * *

				True to my word, I kept in constant touch with Bernice. She and Art were rebuilding the infrastructure of the Board, and I promised to keep my eyes open and let her know if I learned any new information. Considering my status as Aegis, Riley’s probation was terminated and any disciplinary letters were removed from his file. I still wasn’t exactly clear on how the reaper power structure worked, but I got the impression that Bernice gave him a promotion. He wouldn’t come right out and admit it, but I think she made him some sort of official minder to the only remaining Aegis as a side job.

				I decided against pestering him too much about it. I liked our relationship the way it was. I preferred to believe he was with me because he liked me, not because it was his job.

				Our past date history was atrocious. We’d tried a quiet dinner out. We tried an elegant dinner cruise. We tried an outdoor date at the zoo. Even meeting for coffee had resulted in a death sentence hanging over my head. It was true that most of the obstacles that caused our dates to blow up in our faces were gone, but maybe it was time for something less fancy or complicated.

				Riley brought over some old movies, and we stayed at my place. Maurice insisted on creating a lavish, candlelit meal, but we were to eat in my own kitchen, within my own walls. Once Maurice had the food served and the table set to his liking, he cleared out, promising we wouldn’t see him again. He disappeared down the hall with a dishtowel thrown over his shoulder while humming “Some Enchanted Evening.”

				In the low light of an exorbitant number of candles, the table was lovely. Wine chilled in a silver bucket I’d forgotten I owned. I had to smile at the offerings Maurice had left us. Fancy, yet simple. He made us meatloaf, but I could tell by the spirals in the center of the slices he’d stuffed it with something that promised to be incredible. There was macaroni and cheese, one of the most basic foods out there, but I was betting from the grocery list he’d given me beforehand that it utilized no fewer than five different cheeses from around the world. There was a salad made from some of the best vegetables in Aggie’s garden. And for dessert, chocolate cake. Again, one of the simplest of foods, but I’d watched him make it. I knew the minute I cut into it, chocolate amaretto would ooze like molten lava.

				I laughed and gestured at the spread. “He made us comfort food, but he made it gourmet,” I said, shaking my head. “Only Maurice.”

				Riley slid his warm hands around my waist and pulled me close. I looked up into those smoky gray eyes and felt my knees melt. He gazed down at me as if I were the only person in the entire world worth knowing, and I felt like I could stare up at him forever. He leaned close and grazed his lips against mine, sending electric sparks down my spine, then crushed me tighter against him. This. This was the kiss I’d been waiting for. Not a chaste peck on the cheek because we had a chaperone. Not a teaser before leaving me bereft and alone. And certainly not the rough passion of finding me alive when he’d thought I was dead.

				No. This was gentle, yet insistent. Controlled, but full of want and need. I circled my arms around him and smoothed my palms across his broad back and shoulders, feeling the muscles move beneath them. His skin had a subtle scent of aftershave, like citrus mixed with the ocean. As he kissed me, every metaphorical brick in my carefully constructed barrier faded into wisps of smoke, leaving me bare and vulnerable to his emotions and mine.

				I’d never felt anything like this before, this melding and blending of him and me. I felt his want like feathers brushing my skin, and mine brushed his in return. Still, desire wasn’t at the forefront. I refused to label it love; it was too soon for that. I decided to go with extreme like, a deep caring that overpowered everything else I could see, touch, taste and smell, and it came from me as much as it came from him. He kissed my lips, but I felt it all through me, and all through him, as if we were both standing barefoot on the beach, sunlight enveloping us in a bubble of warmth and comfort, one body with two souls.

				He ended the kiss and smiled. His eyes were sleepy and full of self-satisfaction.

				“Ahem.” Maurice stood in the doorway looking embarrassed and trying to avert his eyes.

				I felt unsteady and a little drunk, despite having had nothing yet to drink. “I thought you said we wouldn’t see you again tonight.”

				“Sorry. There’s a problem.”

				I sighed and took Riley’s hand. “Of course there is.”

				Maurice gestured to follow him and led us out the front door.

				We stood on the porch for a moment in silence, trying to make sense of what we were looking at.

				Riley finally spoke up, his voice cracking a little. “Is that a unicorn?”

				A white horse with a single, golden horn jutting from its forelock stood on my front lawn, nibbling at blades of grass. He stomped his hoof and sparks shot up from the earth. His hide glowed a soft, gentle blue like a quiet aura. The glow faded and disappeared around his right hind leg, which looked a little swollen and raw. I squinted, trying to see what was wrong.

				“He looks hurt,” I said, taking a step forward.

				Maurice put his arm up and blocked my way. “Zo, you can’t touch him.”

				“Why not?”

				Maurice rolled his eyes. “Come on, Zoey. This is one of the most basic rules in folklore. You have to at least know this one.”

				I shook my head. “I’m lost.”

				Maurice gave Riley a pleading look, and Riley laughed.

				It took another minute for me to realize what I was missing.

				“Well crap,” I said. “Where do we get a virgin at this time of night?”

				* * * * *
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				I stopped believing in monsters long ago. But I knew I wasn’t imagining things when I found one in my kitchen baking muffins. I’d seen him before: lurking in my closet, scaring the crap out of my five-year-old self. Turns out that was a misunderstanding, and now Maurice needs a place to stay. How could I say no?
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