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				Fairies in My Fireplace
By R.L. Naquin

				A
					Monster Haven Story, book
						three

				A migration of mythical creatures has begun, and more and
					more of them are landing on Zoey Donovan’s doorstep. As the only Aegis left in
					the country, it falls to her to protect the Hidden and keep them safe—and her
					house has become a sanctuary for water sprites, goblins, harpies, djinn and
					more.

				Keeping track of her boarders is a full-time job, and Zoey’s
					already got her hands full trying to run her wedding planning business. Good
					thing she has a resident closet monster to keep her organized, and a hot Reaper
					boyfriend to help her relax every once in a while.

				But she can’t keep up monster-triage indefinitely, and as
					more Hidden arrive, it becomes clear that someone—or something—is hunting them.
					In the midst of planning an event for a notoriously difficult client, Zoey’s got
					to figure out who’s behind the hunt...and she’s got to stop them before there
					are no Hidden left.

				86,000 words

			

		

	
		
			
				Dear Reader,

				Usually I begin these letters with some chatty information,
					but I’m departing from my norm this time to give you the opportunity to talk to
					me. At Carina, we’re always discussing our books and making sure we’re meeting
					your needs—not just with story and content, but also in the way they’re put
					together. This month, I’d like to reach out to you and ask your opinion on how
					the Carina Press books utilize the front and back matter. Do you like having the
					dear reader letter in the front? Would you prefer if it were in the back? Is
					there something more—excerpts, book lists or other information—we could be
					providing after the books? We welcome your comments and hope you will reach out
					to us with your thoughts at generalinqueries@carinapress.com.

				In the meantime, it’s business as usual here at Carina Press
					headquarters, and that means a lineup of excellent books (no bias here!) for the
					month of September. We welcome
					author Jael Wye to Carina Press with her science-fiction fairy-tale retelling,
						Ice Red, in which the tale of Snow White plays
					out on the deadly and beautiful planet Mars 300 years in the future. Joining her
					in launching a new series is return author Nico Rosso, who grabbed my attention
					the first time he pitched this series to me as “demon rock stars.” Misty is
					thrown into rock star and immortal demon Trevor Sand’s supernatural world of
					music, monsters and passion in Heavy Metal
					Heart.

				More unique voices this month include urban fantasy author
					R.L. Naquin’s newest Monster Haven novel, Fairies in My
						Fireplace, as well as Agamemnon Frost and the
						Hollow Ships, book two of Kim Knox’s male/male science-fiction
					trilogy.

				Sandy James wraps up her Alliance of the Amazons series with
						The Volatile Amazon. The Water Amazon leads the
					Alliance as they face their archenemy in their last and greatest fight. Veronica
					Scott joins Sandy in the paranormal category with Egypt-set Warrior of the Nile.

				We have multiple releases in the erotic romance genre this
					month, including Love Letters Volume 5:
					Exposed, in which the Love Letters ladies strip away
					everything but the hot truth, and four couples see each other in a tantalizingly
					revealing new light. Forbidden Obsessions by Jodie
					Griffin features Bondage & Breakfast owner Gabe McConnell, who finally gets
					his chance at love when he meets a novice submissive who touches a part of his
					dominant heart no one else ever has. In Lynda Aicher’s Bonds of Hope, former America’s sweetheart Quinn Andrews has an
					opportunity to revive her career by playing a sexual submissive in a highly
					anticipated new TV series. Quinn is ready to throw herself into the role, and
					sex club The Den is the ideal place for a crash course.

				Also in the erotic romance genre, we’re pleased to welcome
					author Lise Horton to Carina Press with Words of
						Lust. A career spent teaching erotic literature does not prepare
					brainy Professor Serafina Luca for NYC construction foreman Nick Stellato, but
					his lessons in lust promise to fulfill her wickedest desires, and his promise of
					love, her wildest dreams.

				For historical romance fans, Alyssa Everett offers up A
					Tryst with Trouble. The arrogant heir to a dukedom
					and a blunt-spoken spinster take an instant dislike to each other, but must join
					forces to solve a murder mystery in this clever regency romp.

				Kaylea Cross returns with another edge-of-your-seat romantic
					suspense novel, Lethal Pursuit. An air force
					pararescue jumper and a female security forces officer are locked in an intense
					battle of wills, but when they’re captured by an enemy warlord, it takes
					everything they have to survive and fight their way back to friendly lines
					together. Check out the other books in this series, Deadly
						Descent and Tactical Strike.

				We’re excited to present Corroded, the next book in Karina Cooper’s St. Croix Chronicles. Now
					fixated on revenge, bounty hunter Cherry St. Croix must bend all her intellect
					on catching a murderer—no matter whose help she must ask, and to whose demand
					she must submit.

				Last, I’m thrilled to announce the release of three debut
					authors this month. Rebecca Crowley’s contemporary sports romance, The Striker’s Chance, gives us passion on and off the
					pitch when ambitious PR manager Holly Taylor has to revamp the playboy image of
					sexy, stubborn professional soccer player Kepler de Klerk. Michelle Witvliet
					breaks onto the romantic suspense scene with Breaking
						Protocol. She can’t let go of a tragic past; he faces an uncertain
					future; so they live in the moment and discover all they really need is each
					other. And in our new adult lineup, debut author Melissa Guinn offers a new
					adult romance novel about first love, second chances and learning to let go in
						Headfirst Falling.

				I hope you enjoy this month’s releases as much as we have,
					and find them satisfying, remarkable and memorable!

				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 Mom and Dad, who never expected me to be anyone but myself and taught me that myself was a pretty good person to be.
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				Chapter One

				As I inched across the roof of my house, the harpy nestled against my chimney regarded me with suspicion. I’d have let her stay there, but the mailman could be coming up the street soon. With all the weird things he’d already caught glimpses of on my property, I didn’t think he’d go for some half-assed explanation that she was a Halloween decoration. Especially since it was April.

				I drew closer to her, and she pressed herself against the bricks. By human standards, she couldn’t have been more than eighteen or nineteen, though maybe harpies had a different rate of aging. She was all boobs and hair and feathers. And she stank. She also clutched my car keys in her sharp, grimy claws.

				I stretched my legs out on either side of the roof peak and sat back, straddling it. The harpy relaxed. I laid my hands on my thighs in as nonthreatening a manner as I could muster. I kept my voice low and casual—as casual as I could while squatting, two stories up, with cedar splinters poking me in the ass.

				“There’s nothing to be afraid of here,” I said. “Are you okay?”

				She frowned. I truly hoped harpies understood English, since my regular translator, an eight-month-pregnant brownie, was unavailable. The height wasn’t a problem—brownies don’t fall, they float. The climb was the issue. Molly didn’t need the strain. Her tiny body was already burdened enough with the thimble-sized life inside her.

				The harpy stretched one filthy wing and shook my car keys. Her perky breasts jiggled. I kept eye contact, afraid to get caught staring. Seriously, though, they were impressive. I never felt I lacked in boobage until that moment, but if I had what she had, I’d head straight to Mardi Gras. They’d run out of beads and beer by the time I left.

				An arm I didn’t know she possessed snaked out from under her greasy feathers and scratched a nipple before folding away.

				She shrugged. “I’ve been better.” Her voice had a husky sound to it, like she’d been gargling with a handful of sand.

				At least we could communicate. That was a good start.

				“Anything you want to talk about?” I reached out to her with my empathic gift, opening myself to whatever emotions she might be leaking. Nervous energy pattered against my skin, tinged with the dark taste of fear.

				She shook her head, and a hank of stringy blond hair dropped across her face. She peered at me, waiting.

				I thought I heard a car and glanced out across the yard. No mailman yet. The driveway was clear. “Listen, we need to get you somewhere you can’t be seen, okay? You’re welcome here. Just not, you know, right here.”

				She chewed on her bottom lip, thinking, measuring me up through her mat of hair. When she finally spoke, it was a whisper. “I don’t have anyplace else to go.”

				I let out a breath. “Oh, honey, as long as I’m here, you have a safe place to be. You just can’t camp out on the roof. We’re protected here, but we still have to stay out of sight, okay? We’ve got trees in the back, if you want to stay in the open. There’s room in the attic if you want to come inside. No one will bother you there.”

				The bird-woman shook her hair from her face and looked at me with surprise. “I can come inside?”

				“Of course you can.” I smiled to reassure her. “And when you’re ready, maybe you can tell me what’s wrong?”

				She nodded. “Maybe.”

				I stuck my hand out, palm up. “Unless you were planning on a road trip, I could really use my keys back.”

				She shifted from one foot to the other and eased toward me. A shingle knocked loose and slid down the sloping roof, crashing to the porch below.

				A voice rose up the side of the house where I’d left the ladder. “Zoey! Is everything okay up there?”

				The harpy froze, her face draining of color.

				“It’s okay,” I said. “That’s Maurice. He’s a closet monster. You’ll like him. Everybody does.”

				She looked doubtful. “You have a closet monster here?” She shuddered.

				I suppressed a giggle. Like Maurice was a threat to anybody. “We have all sorts here. Maurice helps take care of everybody. I’m Zoey. What should we call you?”

				“Viola. Vi, if you want.”

				I grinned. “It’s nice to meet you, Vi. If you’ll hand me the keys, we can get down from here and get you settled.”

				Vi scooted closer and dropped the keys in my outstretched hand. “Sorry about that,” she said. “They were so bright and shiny. Sometimes I act without thinking.”

				I managed to climb down the ladder without hurting myself, and Maurice was at the bottom waiting.

				“Why didn’t you answer me?” He frowned. “I was worried. And how much damage did you do up there? Are we going to have leaks when it rains? I’ve got a lot to do already.”

				My lips curled in a tired smile. “Just a couple of shingles. It should be fine.” A shadow flitted above us and another chunk of wood dropped to the ground. “I need to run to the attic and open a window for our latest guest.”

				Maurice sighed, his large yellow eyes weary, and his face even more gaunt and pale than usual. “I’ll take care of it. I need you to call Andrew. We’ve got a hellhound with some sort of mange or something. I put it in the garage. You’ve also got a pair of water sprites in your bathroom sink, and a family of gnomes is hiding under the back porch.”

				I ran my hand through my hair and groaned. “All that showed up while I was on the roof?”

				He nodded. “We’re running out of places to put people, Zoey. This is ridiculous.”

				For the last six months, since I’d officially been declared an Aegis—caretaker to the Hidden—there’d been a gradual increase in monsters, urban legends and mythical creatures showing up at my door looking for help. There should have been Aegises scattered across the country, but all the others had gone missing, leaving me, with almost no experience, to take care of everybody.

				It was not going well.

				I knew I looked as worn out as Maurice did. My eyes were puffy, my hair now lived in a permanent ponytail and twice in the last week I’d made it all the way to work with mismatched shoes.

				My normal dress sense is a little weird for most people’s taste, though, so I pulled it off as intentional. At least, I think I pulled it off.

				I went inside and checked on the water sprites first. Good thing I did. They had the taps running, and water gushed over the lip of the sink, across the counter and all over the rug. My hair dryer sat in a puddle, mercifully unplugged. I shook off as much water as I could and hung it over a towel rack to dry out. It was probably ruined. Maybe if I gave it a week or two it would be safe to plug in.

				Weariness sank into me. It was only a hair dryer. I didn’t have the time or energy to use the damn thing anyway.

				I dropped a few towels on the floor to soak up the mess. The water sprites floated on their backs, eyeing me. Their blue eel tails squiggled in the water in lazy patterns. Indigo hair floated around their heads, framing delicate faces with pointy features.

				“Ladies, I appreciate your need for moisture, but let’s keep it all in the sink, okay?”

				The larger of the two nodded, causing her hair to ripple around her. “We’re very sorry, Aegis. The monster didn’t fill it enough, so we turned the faucet back on.” She changed position and hovered upright, her tail under the water. “We couldn’t turn it off again. We tried.”

				“No harm done.” I nudged the towels around with the toe of my sneaker. “Now, what can I do for you? Are you hurt?”

				The smaller sprite sat up and joined the other. “We lost our sister.”

				“So you’re not hurt?”

				They shook their wet heads. “Not hurt, no. But Layla’s missing. We heard you can help with that sort of thing.”

				I closed the lid of the toilet and sat down. “Tell me.”

				Their tiny voices babbled together until they organized and settled on who would be the spokesman—I supposed she was the older sister. “We were in our pond, playing a game of squirrel and moccasin. Layla was concealer, so Bette and I stayed on the bank and closed our eyes while we recited the moons and Layla hid the walnut.”

				Bette cut her sister off, gesturing wildly enough to splash the water with her arms and tail. “She should’ve been done and calling for us before we reached Strawberry Moon, but we called out all the way to Frosty Moon and she hadn’t finished. Celie said we should go look. Maybe Layla was playing a trick on us. We swam all around the pond looking for her, but she was nowhere.” Her tail splashed for emphasis and her eyes widened. “She was nowhere!”

				Bette burst into tears and Celie put her arms around her sister, smoothing her hair and crooning softly. When Bette settled down, Celie turned to me, holding her sister in her arms. “We found the walnut in the mud a short distance from the water. She never returned. Please help us, Aegis.”

				The two sank into the depths of my bathroom sink and settled to the bottom in a curtain of sapphire hair. I left the bathroom and closed the door to give them privacy.

				The quiet hallway gave me a minute to gather myself together. I leaned against the wall and blew out a lungful of air.

				Pull it together, Zo. You’ve got about thirty seconds and then we’ve got shit to do.

				But I didn’t have thirty seconds of peace. A group of knee-high tornadoes rolled past me and into the living room. A trail of dirt led across the carpet runner from my bedroom. I rubbed my forehead with the tips of my fingers, muttering.

				“Who the hell let the dust devils into the house?”

				No one answered. For the moment, no one stood in the hallway but me.

				Next problem on the list was the latest dilemma stashed in my garage. I sighed and dug my phone out of the pocket of my jeans. I typed a quick text to Andrew:

				



				Hellhound with mange or something. Got anything for that?

				



				Andrew’s herbalist skills and access to ingredients from his shop made him priceless. He came every other evening or so to treat my visitors. Broken wings, torn webbing between toes or fingers, common sniffles—you name it—Andrew usually had a poultice, cream or tea to treat it. Without his help, I’d be lost.

				Less than a minute later, I had a response:

				



				No worries, my darling. I’ll add it to the list and bring it tonight.

				



				I smiled and relaxed a little. As tired as I was, I couldn’t complain. I wasn’t alone. Sometimes I forgot how many people had rallied around me.

				I scrolled through my contacts and hit a button. It rang four times before she picked up.

				“Bernice,” I said. “It’s Zoey.”

				She paused for a moment, probably assessing the panic level in my voice. “Is everything all right?”

				“Yes. No.” I took a deep breath. “Yes. We’re fine. It’s getting a little full here, though. How’s the search going? Anything?”

				She cleared her throat. “I’m sorry, Zoey. Nothing so far. I’ve got people scouring the country for any sign of a new Aegis, but they’re so rare. It could be years before another one shows up. Maybe I’d be more successful if I had more manpower, but my resources are limited right now.”

				I swallowed hard. “Any sign of the missing people? I could sure use some help.”

				“We’re looking. We really are. There’s nothing to go on so far. I promise, the minute we’ve got a lead, I’ll call you.”

				My shoulders slumped. I hadn’t really expected any good news, but deep inside, I kept nursing a tiny flame of hope that the missing Aegises would be found. This was especially true of my mother. I hadn’t seen her since I was eight. The Board of Hidden Affairs had taken her for training and relocation. I’d only found out about that a few months ago, and by then it was too late. The Board had lost her. I’d been so close to finding her after all these years, and my mother had disappeared with every other Aegis in the country. Along with every single member of the Board of Hidden Affairs, except for Bernice.

				I nudged my toe at a dirt clod on the carpet. Maurice was going to be pissed at the mess. “Do you have any magic tents or enchanted pop-up cabins you can send? Hotel Aegis is getting cramped.”

				She laughed. “Don’t be ridiculous. There’s no such thing.” She paused. “You know, I could do a lot more to help if you’d stop being so stubborn and come back to the compound. We have more room here, and I can assign some of my golems to help you. I can make as many as you need.”

				I sighed. We’d been having this argument for months. The headquarters for the Board of Hidden Affairs sat in the middle of several hundred acres of empty dirt and farmland in Lebanon, Kansas. Barbed wire and any number of magical wards, alarms and booby traps surrounded it. Back in November, they’d tried to hold me there against my will, though to be fair, I think it was with the intention of keeping me safe.

				More accurately, Bernice had tried to keep me there. Her golem constructs were masquerading as the other board members until we could figure out what was going on. Several board members had turned up dead. The rest, like the Aegises, were missing without a clue to their whereabouts.

				“Bernice, I appreciate the offer, but you know I’m not leaving. I’ve got a business to run, a home of my own and friends who need me.” I didn’t add that I had no guarantee she’d let me out again once she got me back in there, either. Not a chance I was willing to take.

				Scuttling sounds over my head let me know the harpy had made it into the attic. The pull-down stairs rattled around the corner, and Maurice appeared, looking frazzled.

				“She’s in.” He lowered his voice. “You have got to convince her to have a bath. She smells like a warthog who’s wallowed in a vat of expired buttermilk and discarded diapers.”

				I held up a finger to get him to wait a second. “Bernice, I’ve got to go. Let me know if anything comes up.” We said our goodbyes, and I replaced the phone in my pocket.

				Maurice’s eyes grew wide, glowing in the darkened hallways. “What the hell happened to the carpet?”

				“Tiny dust devils. A whole bunch of them. Weren’t you the one who let them in?”

				He shook his head. “We’ve got to set some ground rules around here.”

				I opened my mouth, but the sound of the doorbell made me snap my jaw shut before I could answer him. I groaned. “I’ll get it. It’s probably the fire marshal telling us we’re over capacity.”

				I stepped over a sleeping chimera and skirted a family of gnomes on my way to the door. Apparently, they’d made it out from under the back porch and into the living room. Unless this was another family of gnomes. What were the odds? Pretty good, the way things were going.

				I really needed to get a head count.

				I opened the front door. The dust devils flew from the kitchen and blew outside, shoving past me and around the blinking woman staring at me from my porch.

				She was tall and curvy, with dark eyes, flawless skin and blue-black hair that was teased up on the top of her head and held in place with a piece of fabric. I had to know why she was dressed like Pat Benatar in the “Love is a Battlefield” video. The exact same dress, all poofy green and white rags. The same fingerless gloves, stacks of bangles on her wrists and beads dripping from her neck, as if she’d stepped right out of MTV in the 1980s. If I didn’t let her in, I would die of spontaneous combustion due to curiosity overload.

				She craned her neck and looked into the living room at the menagerie inside.

				“Should I have made reservations? I didn’t know it would be so busy here. They said it was a safe place. This is a safe place?”

				Across the yard, my skunk-ape bodyguard, Iris, stood with his hairy arms folded, deep in conversation with what looked to be a tree branch. I squinted. No. I could make out the tiny figure of a brownie, probably not Molly, but maybe one of her kids or her husband, Walter, perched on the limb. If they’d let this woman past, they didn’t consider her a threat. Though, seriously, I was having boob envy again for the second time in an hour. Apparently, that wasn’t the kind of threat Iris and the fairy-ring alarm system were set up to catch. My brand-new insecurities were my own problem.

				I sighed and stepped out of her way. “Safe as houses.” I waved her inside.

				She stepped across the threshold and whipped her head around, taking everything in.

				“Nice,” she said. She grinned at the gnomes huddled together, then plopped down on the sofa. “This is totally awesome. Do we get HBO? Is there a bed I can sleep in, or should I sleep on the couch?” She bounced on the cushions. “It’s comfy. I can sleep here. No problemo. How many people are staying here?”

				She ran her fingers over the fabric of the couch, then rose to touch each of the decorations on the fireplace mantel, examining photos, squinting at the carved wooden whale, exclaiming over the chunk of gargoyle rock that was a gift from Maurice’s brother-in-law.

				“Hey,” she said. “Is this a real snot rock?”

				I nodded. “It saved my life a few months ago. I had a bad-luck curse on me for a couple of weeks.” I couldn’t take my eyes off of her. I did a quick check of her emotions to be sure she wasn’t faking, but she was so sincere it was humorous. Delight and amazement rolled off her in feathery waves. Her excitement was contagious.

				She dashed around the corner into the hallway. “How many bedrooms are there? Do I get to share a room? Can we make popcorn?”

				I laughed. “Slow down. You’re exhausting.” I waved my hand at her and she followed me into the kitchen. “Sit. Take a deep breath. You’re safe here. But I need to know who you are and what you’re running from.”

				Her eyes darted around the room and she licked her lips. “Can I have a drink?”

				Two glasses of strawberry lemonade slid in front of us. Maurice stood over me and winked.

				My visitor took a long sip through her bright green crazy straw, closed her eyes and sighed. “So good. I needed that.”

				Maurice grabbed the chair next to me and we waited. She opened her eyes again and grinned. “Awesome. Bed monster? Attic?”

				“Closet,” he said.

				She took another drink. “That’s the first thing I’ve had to drink in a long time.”

				I frowned. “How long?” She must’ve been running pretty hard if she couldn’t even stop for a drink of water.

				She shrugged. “Not sure how long. What year is it?”

				“2013,” Maurice said. “What year do you think it is?”

				“I don’t know or I wouldn’t have asked.” She sucked down the rest of her lemonade and made a show of slurping the dregs as loud as she could. Maurice took the cue and refilled her glass.

				I watched her take another long sip until she finally slowed. “Honey, why don’t we start at the beginning? I’m Zoey, this is Maurice. Now, your turn.”

				She took a deep breath, held it for a moment, then exhaled. “Kam. It’s short for something, but it’s better if you don’t know the whole thing.”

				“Kam. Okay. I’m not sure how to put this without sounding insulting, but what flavor of Hidden or human are you?”

				She held up her bangle-covered wrists. “Duh.”

				I blinked. Her jewelry told me nothing, and I looked at Maurice for help. He smiled and patted my shoulder.

				“She’s djinn.” He pointed to the wider gold bracelets nestled under the gloves and thinner jewelry. “See? Nice camouflage, by the way. I didn’t even notice.”

				“Thanks,” she said, fiddling with the bangles to line them up. “I made the outfit myself.”

				“Djinn.” I took a swallow from my own drink to give me a second to collect my thoughts. “So, like a genie? Three wishes, open sesame, phenomenal cosmic powers?”

				She nodded. “Yeah, like that. I prefer ‘djinn.’ That three-wishes thing isn’t exactly accurate, though. And I don’t know if I’d call my powers ‘phenomenal.’ It depends on how much juice I’ve got, I guess. Takes a while to recharge.” She slurped through her straw again, signaling the need for another refill.

				Above us, something in the attic crashed. In the second it took me to glance at the ceiling, Kam lurched from her chair, sending it toppling to the floor, and crouched into a defensive stance, as if she was about to go all Kung Fu on the next person who moved.

				I shivered. Her pupils had expanded, and flames danced within their depths. One minute she’d been a cheerful anachronism, and the next she looked like a deadly, magical assassin.

				“Hey,” I said, my voice soft and reassuring. “It’s just a harpy up there getting comfortable. You’re okay. I told you, it’s safe here. Really.”

				Her shoulders relaxed, and she bent to pick up her chair. She kept her guard up, though. Her gaze moved about the room, scanning for exits and potential threats. The enthusiastic chatterbox was gone, and in her place was a wary runaway. Or maybe a killer. I wasn’t sure.

				Once she settled in her seat, I put a gentle hand over hers. “Kam, who’s after you, sweetie?” I turned my head toward Maurice without losing contact with the frightened djinn. “She’s probably starving. Can you make her a sandwich or something, Maurice?”

				He nodded and went to the fridge.

				Kam clutched herself and rubbed her arms as if chilled. The metal bangles on her wrists jangled against each other. “The Master didn’t check the lock on my box last night after he put me away. I waited until he was gone and escaped. He hates when I get out. He’ll be coming for me soon.” She stood again, this time in a slow, careful movement. “I shouldn’t have come. I’m sorry. He’ll find me here. I have to keep moving. It’s the only way.” She made for the back door. “Thank you for the lemonade.”

				Maurice was closest to the door. He was also infinitely faster than I could ever be. He blocked her way before she got two steps.

				“Kam, you have to stay,” he said. “Do you know what an Aegis is?”

				She nodded. “They take care of the Hidden. But they’re really rare. I’ve never met one.”

				“Zoey is the only Aegis in the country right now. If she can’t keep you safe, nobody can.”

				She looked at me, sizing me up. “There was a gremlin in the Master’s hotel room. He told me to come see ‘the lady.’ He didn’t say why.”

				“Well, that’s why. This master guy can’t get past the skunk-ape or the fairy ring. Stay with us, Kam. There’s no place safer.”

				Her anxiety dropped from her shoulders and disappeared through the floor. Relief took its place and settled over her like a warm shawl, but exhaustion clouded her face. “I’m so tired of running. The same thing, every twenty years or so. I slip away and get a glimpse of what life would be like if I were free. A few days here, a few weeks there. In the twenties, I managed almost three months. But I always get caught again eventually.”

				“You’re going to be okay, Kam,” I said. “Whoever this guy is, we won’t let him have you.”

				I hoped with all my heart that it wasn’t a lie.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Two

				Hellhounds are kind of scary. A hellhound with a nasty case of mange is terrifying. Andrew was a trouper, though, and he didn’t even flinch when we opened the garage door to find a snarling, scratching beast the size of an industrial refrigerator glaring at us with its orange eyes. I wanted to turn tail and run.

				Patchy clumps of its shaggy black mane littered the concrete floor. Andrew squatted and offered his hand to sniff. The dog-thing snarled, then craned its neck forward, a low whine coming from its throat.

				“There you go, buddy,” Andrew said in a soft, reassuring voice. “See? We know you’re miserable. We’ll fix you right up.”

				“She is a female,” Molly said from her perch on my shoulder. “Her name is Lulu.”

				Andrew and I both looked at the brownie, frowning. She smiled and folded her hands over her pregnant belly.

				I crouched next to Andrew and held my hand out. Lulu made a pathetic keening sound, then stepped toward me. I held steady. I’d seen scarier things than a giant dog with glowing eyes, right? At that moment, I couldn’t think of one. She lowered herself to the floor and placed her enormous head on my knee. Her half-bare tail wagged once and stilled.

				Lulu’s trust filled the garage and warmed my skin. It radiated from her eyes and rolled over me in a gentle breeze. I relaxed and scratched the top of her head. “Poor little sweetheart. We’ll get rid of the itchies for you.”

				Molly hopped off my shoulder and climbed the hellhound’s leg. She parted a patch of hair and examined the skin underneath, then nodded. “Yes. It looks like mange.”

				Andrew ran his fingers over a bare spot. “Good. I made some shampoo to treat her. As long as the bugs aren’t supernatural, we can take care of this.”

				Molly made a series of snapping barks, and Lulu leaped from the pavement, bouncing back and forth, tail wagging.

				“She likes baths,” Molly yelled, hanging tight from the dog’s back.

				“I’ll get the hose!” Andrew said. He disappeared around the back of the house.

				It didn’t take long to get everything set up for a monster wash. The anti-mange shampoo Andrew had whipped up smelled like licorice and flowers, which sent me back into the house. I knew someone else in desperate need of a bath, even if she didn’t have mange.

				I expected I’d have to do some convincing to get Vi to come out and help, but she agreed readily. In fact, a surprisingly large crowd gathered for the event, though only three of us did the actual deed. Andrew had the shampoo bottle, I grabbed the hose, and Vi held the bucket and sponge. Having translated our intentions to Lulu, Molly rushed back to her mushroom home in the backyard, since she’d left the kids alone. We were on our own.

				I never had a dog when I was growing up, but I understood the basics of giving one a bath. In a perfect scenario, we’d be working in a bathtub—impossible with an animal this size—or at the least, have her tied to a tree or something so she couldn’t run too far.

				Try tying up a hellhound with a piece of twine. It wasn’t happening.

				Lulu ran loose, back and forth between the three of us, grinning her doggy smile, and trying to bite at the stream of water I sprayed at her from the hose. I doused her pretty thoroughly, then Andrew moved in with the shampoo. Vi stood by with the bucket, unsure of what to do. I have to admit, the bucket was a prop I gave her to divert her from my true intentions.

				“Your turn, Vi,” I said. “Get in there and really scrub her down.”

				Andrew grinned at me. He’d smelled the harpy when she came out of the house and I didn’t fool him one bit. “Watch out for her eyes.” He waited for Vi to get her fingers into Lulu’s fur, massaging the soap into a lather, then darted in to squirt another blob or two on the dog, intentionally missing and getting some into Vi’s stringy hair.

				I laughed and spritzed all three of them with the hose. “Oh, I’m so sorry!”

				Kam and Maurice sat on the hood of my blue VW Bug, cheering us on and cackling.

				“Do it again, Zoey!” Maurice said. “Andrew’s not wet enough.”

				“Don’t even think about it.” Andrew grabbed the sponge from the bucket and hurled it at Maurice’s head with a wet squelch. It ricocheted and landed in Kam’s lap.

				“Hey!” she said. “Chill. I don’t have a change of clothes, and this dress is handmade.” She chucked the sponge at us and hit me between the shoulder blades.

				Vi was soaked and covered in suds, which was a good thing, since the bubbles helped to cover her bare breasts. I’m no prude, but it was hard not to look. Once she was clean, we’d find her a shirt. With the house in such a state of chaos, I needed to start enforcing some rules. No naked boobs was a good start. I’d already had to enforce a required-pants rule for a pooka a while back. The Hidden, for the most part, didn’t have the body issues we humans have.

				Lulu danced around the yard, barking and howling like a puppy. The enormous hellhound saw the sponge bounce off of me and dashed after it. She picked it up in her teeth and shook it like it was a dead rat, then decided shaking, in general, was a great idea.

				When a wet hellhound shakes, everybody gets wet.

				Our combined shrieks filled the air. Vi fluttered her wings and leaped back, Andrew tripped and fell on his ass, and Maurice and Kam both fled the hood of my car to gain distance from the action.

				I tried to cover myself, but my arms weren’t nearly enough to guard against the deluge. My T-shirt and jeans plastered themselves to my skin. I looked down and realized my lime-green bra shone like a road flare from underneath my white shirt. The faces of the Backstreet Boys faded and took on a hellish green hue that made them look queasy. I plucked at the fabric and glanced around.

				Something fluttered in the sky. A smallish dot grew quickly, advancing toward us at a hurtling speed.

				“Look out!” I yelled. I grabbed the body closest to me and pulled Andrew across the yard.

				“What the hell?” Andrew said, stumbling after me.

				Something shrieked—far louder and much more shrill than any of the playful shrieks we’d let out a few seconds earlier. This was something else altogether. A shadow crossed the sun, followed by the deafening crash and crunch of impact.

				My car. My sweet, beautiful little car.

				Crushed.

				We stood scattered around the yard, jaws dropped and silent.

				My Bug was flattened like a cockroach. A mound of brown lay across its remains, and stray feathers floated in the air. One landed near me. It was easily as long as my leg. The thing on my squashed vehicle shifted, then collapsed again.

				“Holy shit,” Maurice said, breaking the silence. “I thought rocs were extinct.”

				Kam was the first to dare the approach. I let her. Phenomenal cosmic powers should be good for something. Aegis or not, I was a human woman in a frail body. As superpowers go, my ability to help people decide whether or not to quit their jobs or divorce their husbands kind of sucked when it came to personal protection.

				Besides, I couldn’t form a coherent sentence yet. Car. Crushed. Baby. My sweet little car.

				Kam sidled up next to the wreck of bent metal and feathers and poked the lifeless brown thing with her finger. It twitched and lay still.

				“Hey,” she said. “You can’t park here.”

				The pile stirred and uncurled, its enormous head craning out from underneath a wing. It squawked a small, miserable sound, and plopped its neck across the ruined hood of my car. The bird’s eyes were the size of beach balls, deep brown and fathomless. The tip of its thin tongue poked out from the side of a dark beak the length of my arm. Holy hell, the thing was huge.

				Kam moved closer to the bird’s head and addressed one eye. “You okay?”

				The roc blinked and swallowed, its beak clicking. The djinn smoothed the feathers on the side of its face. “Sorry,” she said. “I can’t understand you. Are you lost? Are you hurt?”

				It clacked its tongue and blew air in a pattern of whistles. Kam shrugged and looked at me for help.

				Emergencies are my forte. Kam’s confusion and the roc’s obvious need set me in motion.

				“Maurice,” I said. “Get Molly back out here. We need her to translate again. If she’s not in her house, find her or bring one of the kids. Andrew, I’ve got a huge stock of first-aid supplies in the garage. With an impact like that, something’s bound to be broken, so we’ll need to use everything we can find to splint whatever’s injured. Vi, hose off Lulu, we can’t let the shampoo dry or it won’t do its job. Kam, get Vi some human shampoo, and for the love of one-eyed wombats, get her a shirt.”

				Vi stepped toward me on tentative clawed feet. “But...”

				I didn’t have time to soften things to keep feelings from being hurt. “I’m sorry, honey, but you need a bath. Kam will help you get that hair washed. And we wear clothes around here. It’s the law. One I made up just now, but it’s the law.”

				She took another step near me. “Okay. But I can understand him.”

				“The roc?” I looked from the bird-woman to the giant bird. “Of course you can. I didn’t think of that.”

				Her voice was shy and quiet. “Only, he’s not a roc. Rocs are a lot bigger. He’s a thunderbird.”

				The difference between a roc and a thunderbird was largely lost on me at that moment, though it gave me a chill to hear there were even larger things out there somewhere.

				“I’ll get the shirt and shampoo since we don’t need Molly,” Maurice said.

				My friends spread out to take on their assigned tasks. Kam finished with Lulu, and Maurice took over with a towel when he reemerged from the house. Kam stood off to the side with an armful of toiletries waiting to pounce on Vi the minute she was done translating for me.

				The thunderbird and Vi had a long conversation involving a combination of clicks, whistles and trills.

				“What did he say? Can he move?” I asked.

				Vi whistled and clucked her tongue. The thunderbird stretched one wing, then the other. His limbs shook, but everything seemed to work properly. He blew out a lungful of air through his beak and hefted himself to his feet, teetered to one side, then caught his balance and climbed off the wreck of my car.

				I sniffed. My sweet, beautiful little car.

				“Does he have a name?” I asked.

				Vi twittered, and the thunderbird cawed at her in response.

				“Edgar,” she said.

				Edgar let out a large squawk, tilted sideways, regained his balance for a brief moment, then fell over. His head landed with a thunk.

				I knelt in the grass and examined him. “If all his parts are working, what’s wrong with him?”

				Andrew squatted next to me. “Pupils are dilated.” He circled around the giant bird and arrived at the back end. “Well, crap.” He buried his hands in the feathers. I couldn’t see what he was doing until he pulled his hands away and held up something bright.

				“What’s that?” I hurried over to get a closer look. He held what looked like a hypodermic needle with yellow and green feathers sprouting from the end. “Is that a tranquilizer dart? It’s huge. Twice the size of the ones the zoo used on the escaped polar bear a few months ago.”

				Andrew nodded and reached back into the feathers where another bouquet of neon bloomed. A second dart emerged from the thunderbird’s butt fluff. Andrew held it up. Over half the liquid floated inside the thick glass. “He’s been drugged. Looks like the second shot misfired and didn’t unload properly, though.”

				“Who would tranq a thunderbird?” I smoothed my hand across the bird’s back, thinking. “If someone shot at him, he probably took flight to get away. I wonder if it was dumb luck that brought him or if he came here for sanctuary.” I glanced around at the menagerie gathered in my yard, answering my own question.

				Andrew laughed. “My darling, dumb luck has nothing to do with it. You’re the go-to girl for all things that go bump in the night.”

				Edgar fell asleep while we checked him over for more darts. Without a chemistry lab, we couldn’t find out what he’d been juiced with, but we had to assume it was something pretty standard. We agreed it probably wouldn’t do any lasting damage and dragged a big plastic storage bin near him so he’d have water when he woke. Not much else we could do.

				Meanwhile, Vi and Kam had Lulu clean, dry, dressed and settled on a blanket in the garage. They sat near her while Kam combed out the knots in Vi’s hair.

				The harpy was covered, at least. To my great sadness, they’d confiscated my favorite tie-dyed shirt for the cause. They’d ripped the back to fit it around where her human waist widened and turned bird, then tied the ends in a knot in the front. I sighed. I’d BeDazzled the Scooby-Doo graphic myself.

				I’d staged the puppywash along the side of the house, so our privacy would be protected from passing cars. The snoring thunderbird, the mangy hellhound and the sparkling harpy were out of sight from the road.

				The front half of the driveway was another matter.

				The sound of tires crunching on gravel sent me running to intercept an unknown visitor from getting within visual range.

				“Crap crap crap,” I said, jogging around to the front of the house.

				My heart raced. These creatures as a group were called the Hidden for a reason. Regular humans shouldn’t see them. They came to me for help. Only a few non-Hidden people in my life knew what was going on, and one of them was already here. I had to intercept whoever was out there before they saw something I couldn’t explain.

				When I saw the familiar blue sedan pull in behind Andrew’s beat-up station wagon, my heart thudded harder, and my jog turned into a sprint.

				“Riley!” As he climbed out of the car, I slammed into him, knocking him backward.

				He laughed and caught me, wrapping his arms around me. I buried my face in his neck and inhaled the scent of spices and citrus and ocean, a combination that filled my head with naughty thoughts and my heart with calm and safety.

				Riley pulled back and looked down at me with his laughing gray eyes. “You’re all wet. Why are you all wet? Not that I mind.” He grinned and waggled his eyebrows. I glanced down at my soaked white tee, my lime-green bra flashing through it like a traffic light.

				I shrugged. “You’ve been gone for two weeks. I figured a wet T-shirt contest might drum up some attention.”

				“Oh, I see.” He pretended to be put out. “I leave you alone for five minutes and you try to replace me. Did you at least win the contest?”

				I released a melodramatic sigh and shook my head. “No. The harpy won. She didn’t have a shirt on at all. I can’t compete with that.”

				I could see him fighting not to look around for the naked half woman. “So...” His eyes flicked to the side, but his head remained motionless. “Is she still here? Should I not look?”

				I smiled. “She’s here. But she’s dressed now. Sort of.” I rolled my eyes, mourning the loss of my Scooby shirt. “Probably need to buy her a bra, though. Mine sure aren’t going to fit.”

				His eyebrows raised, and I gave him a playful punch in the bicep.

				He laughed and held me closer. “I really missed you,” he whispered.

				I closed my eyes and let all the tension of the day drain away. “I wish I could have gone with you.” I pulled back and looked into his eyes. “What did you find?”

				“Not a lot.” He sighed and dropped his arms. “Your mom’s been missing for two years. The Board had been to the house a long time ago looking for clues. The few Hidden I found didn’t want to talk to a reaper, and the humans didn’t tell me much we didn’t already know.”

				I nodded. “I figured. The trail is pretty cold.”

				“Not ice-cold, though. We’ll keep trying.”

				His expression was sincere. We weren’t giving up. My mom was out there somewhere. We would find her. And the other missing people too.

				I grabbed his hand and tugged him toward the garage. “Come on. You’ve got a lot of people to meet.”

				He yanked me into his arms. “In a minute.” He dipped his head and kissed me, and I melted into him, wrapping my arms around his neck and burying my fingers in his shaggy dark blond hair. My empathic shields crashed down, and I took in his emotions. They melded with mine, swirling around us and enveloping our bodies in an intoxicating mixture of want and overwhelming need.

				When he released me, my legs shook, and my breath came out in ragged gasps. Riley’s eyes looked sleepy and self-satisfied. “Now you can introduce me to whoever you want.”

				He curled his arm around my waist, and we strolled up the driveway together. As we rounded the corner to the garage, he spotted the wreck of my car.

				He let out a low whistle. “What the hell happened here?”

				“Thunderbird crash-landed with a tranquilizer dart in its ass.” I frowned. “At least it wasn’t Andrew’s car. I’d feel worse.”

				“Andrew could use a new car,” he said, glancing at the twenty-year-old rust bucket behind us.

				I nodded. “Probably.”

				“Yours was too small anyway.”

				I ignored him and shrugged in an attempt to make light of the loss of my beloved little car. “I have insurance. I can get another one.”

				Riley gave me a squeeze and kissed my forehead. “We’ll find something awesome.”

				I opened my mouth to answer, then snapped my jaw shut. Across the yard, a commotion in the trees pulled everyone’s attention. Iris let out a weird bark-growl of distress, and he and my neighbor, Aggie, emerged from the woods.

				Aggie the Hag was a little blue-grey-haired woman with a tinkling laugh and bobbing curls. Hag, witch—I’m not sure what she really was, exactly, but Aggie knew things, and she’d been friends with my mother when I was small. She had a million dusty books on the supernatural, including a great many that belonged to my mother—or me, now. She baked cookies, told the future with runes, made stinky bags of herbs to ward off evil, had tea with dryads and always knew what to say when I needed help.

				Today, however, it looked like she was the one in need of assistance.

				She walked with determination at a quick, shuffling pace I didn’t know she was capable of. Her curls bounced in time with her steps, and her multiple rings glittered in the sun. I suspected Iris’s distress centered on a concern that she might fall and break a hip. She was a sprightly old lady, but she was getting close to her hundredth birthday. She shouldn’t be moving that fast.

				Pot holders covered each of her hands, and she held a huge metal soup pot.

				We hurried to her side so she’d stop walking.

				She held out the pot, her arms shaking from the weight. “I need you to take these.”

				Three flaming salamanders skittered in the bottom, climbing over each other and craning their necks to look at me. A thin layer of water sloshed the bottom, nearly steamed away from the heat.

				Maurice appeared and regarded our latest guests. “They don’t look hurt, Aggie. What’s wrong?” He took the pot from her with his bare hands, leaving the oven mitts behind.

				“Something’s coming,” she said, wiping a damp curl from her forehead. “Something big. And all the Hidden need to get to safety.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Three

				We stashed the salamanders in the oven until they calmed down. Once they weren’t so agitated, they’d be able to control their own flames and make camp in the garden without torching my marigolds. Maurice brought the pitcher of lemonade, which never seemed to empty no matter how much we drank, and we gathered around the table, all eyes on Aggie.

				The rings on Aggie’s fingers sparkled in the sunlight streaming through the kitchen window. She fanned herself with one hand and fluffed out her blouse with the other. “Whew,” she said. “I’m getting too old to go sprinting through the woods like that. I’m not an eighty-year-old chicky anymore.”

				Maurice poured her a glass of lemonade and she shook her springy curls.

				“Thank you, dear, but I think water would be best.” She waited for the water and gulped it down, then looked around at the rest of us, as if surprised to see us. “Well, what are you all staring at?”

				I smiled and reached for her hand. “You dropped a doom-and-gloom bomb on us, then sat down like it was a regular visit.”

				Her eyes clouded. “Ah. Well, yes, there’s that.”

				“So, what’s coming, Aggie? Did you see something?” I cradled her arthritic hand in mine.

				She shook her head, earrings tinkling. “Not with my eyes, dear. With the stones.”

				Maurice frowned and crouched next to her. “You did a sigil reading?”

				“Yes. In fact, I threw them three times. Haven’t you noticed how the Hidden are on the move? I wanted to find out why. The sigils practically shouted at me to get those little ones to safety.”

				Maurice put his hand on Aggie’s shoulder, his expression intense. “What did they tell you the danger was? What’s coming, Aggie?”

				She sighed and patted his hand. “I can’t place it, exactly. Something dark and greedy and hungry. Something that takes and never gives. Something neither Hidden nor human, neither big nor small, with enormous power, yet helpless.”

				Riley shifted in his chair and cleared his throat. “I don’t mean to complain, but that doesn’t give us much to go on.”

				“It’s all riddles,” I said. “Don’t you have anything else for us, Aggie?”

				She glanced at the glass door of the oven. “I don’t know what the danger is, Zoey. But these three salamanders were the only Hidden creatures left on my property. The rest have all disappeared.”

				I waved a hand in the direction of my living room. “Take a look around. They’re probably all here.”

				Maurice busied himself rolling out pastry dough and filling it with chunks of brie and pieces of dried fruit. He wiped his hands on a black-and-white-checkered apron and turned to face us. “No. Most of these people came from much farther away. And I know everybody from around Aggie’s. Not everybody’s here. Some may be hanging around out in the woods, though. I can ask Iris.”

				Riley scratched his chin, his face pensive. “Why are they all here, then? I understand that you’re the only Aegis left, so, yeah. Your traffic increased. But this—this is ridiculous.”

				“I don’t know,” I said. “I haven’t been able to talk to all of them yet. At first just a few wandered in each week, then it increased to small groups.” I frowned. “Now it seems like every couple hours someone new shows up. I’ve lost track.”

				The back door opened, and Andrew walked in with Kam. “We settled Lulu into the garage, and the thunderbird is out for a while. He’ll probably feel like crap, but he’ll be fine if you keep him hydrated.” He poured a glass of lemonade for Kam, then helped himself to another and settled into a chair.

				I smiled. “Thanks, Andrew. What about Vi?”

				Kam leaned against the counter, sipping her drink and watching Maurice. “She looks so rad—just like Stevie Nicks. You can really get some good volume out of that much hair. You’re out of hairspray, by the way.”

				“It was a brand-new bottle.” I twisted around in my chair to give her an exasperated glare.

				She shrugged and slurped on her straw. “You got that cheap non-aerosol stuff. I had to use a lot.”

				My eyebrows rose into my hairline. “That cheap bottle was almost thirty dollars. And nobody uses aerosol cans anymore. They destroy the environment. The phreetons or something punch holes in the ozone. Haven’t you ever heard of global warming?”

				She glanced out the window and shook her head. “It’s nice out there. Sounds kind of fishy to me, a conspiracy cooked up by non-aerosol hairspray companies.” She slurped again.

				Andrew coughed on his lemonade. “Zoey, they make eco-friendly aerosol cans now. We’re kind of past that particular fiasco.”

				Kam grinned. “See? It’s a conspiracy.” She foofed the green rags of her skirt. “So, when you get us more hairspray, I’ll need a few other things too. Vi wouldn’t let me cut her hair, but I think I can talk her into it. Get some layers in there and feather it on the sides. It’ll be really pretty.”

				I couldn’t decide whether to laugh or be horrified at the prospect of a harpy made up to look like one of Charlie’s Angels. If this conversation continued, we’d be debating the pros and cons of shoulder pads.

				Maurice shoved a tray of goodies into the oven with the salamanders and set the timer. “Snacks in about fifteen minutes. Didn’t even have to turn the heat on.” He sat in the last chair and propped his elbows on the table.

				Aggie stood and grabbed her pot holders. “You know I love your cooking, sweet boy, but I can’t stay.”

				Maurice deflated.

				I rose and gave her a hug. “How long do you think the salamanders need to cook before I can take them out of the oven?”

				“They should simmer down after, oh, an hour or so. They were pretty wound up.”

				“Shouldn’t you stay here? You said we were all in danger.” I pinned my arms to my sides to keep from grabbing her to make her stay.

				She shook her head. “Oh, no, dear. I’m not Hidden. I’ll be fine.”

				I scowled. “If I’m in danger for being associated with the Hidden, then so are you.”

				Aggie reached out and cupped my cheek with her palm. “Sweetheart, for the last twenty years, my house was just through the woods, yet you never noticed it until Maurice told you how to find me. Don’t you wonder why that was?”

				“I thought it had to do with my memory being wiped.”

				“Sure, the knowledge was removed, but you walk through those woods all the time.” She dropped her hand to her side, smiling gently. “Think about it, Zoey. Wouldn’t you have noticed my little cottage eventually?”

				My eyebrows rose. “I suppose you’re right. Why didn’t I run into you?”

				“Nobody finds my house unless they belong there. Until you were ready to face your destiny, you didn’t belong there—or rather I didn’t belong in your life—yet.” She shuffled toward the back door and looked back at me. “But we belong to each other now. And I promise, I’m not in any danger.”

				“Let me walk you home, at least.”

				“Don’t be silly. Iris will be with me the whole time. Besides, I checked the stones, and I’ve already seen my death. I’ve still got some time yet.” She disappeared out the door and down the back steps.

				We were all quiet a moment, trying not to think about the mysterious, awful, terrible thing that was supposed to be coming. Maurice finally broke the silence. “Is there a pattern to any of this? The people I’ve talked to have all kinds of different stuff that brought them here.”

				“Usually, I only come in contact with the sick or injured ones,” Andrew said.

				I thought about it, sorting through the various stories I’d been told over the past several weeks. “Yeah, we’ve got illness and injuries. Heartbreak. And we have a few—” I nodded at Kam, “—needing refuge for their own reasons.” I tapped my finger on the table. “But there’s another category. The water sprites said their sister went missing. The chupacabra hanging from my curtain rod can’t find his son.”

				Maurice jumped from his chair and paced the floor with nervous energy. “The goblin kids too. Their parents are gone.”

				Riley, up until now, had listened quietly while using a finger to churn the berries and ice cubes in his drink. “Goblin kids?”

				“They showed up this morning. Sad little things. Janey’s a smart girl, though. She managed to get herself and her brother all the way from the Ozarks to here.” Maurice smiled, and I could tell he had already grown fond of the girl. I followed his gaze out into the living room and saw the goblin orphans.

				The two were smaller than humans, maybe midthigh level. Of course, they’d be taller as adults, but probably not much more than to my waist. Their chubby faces weren’t green, exactly, more of a khaki color that mixed browns and greens together. Janey’s expression held intelligence and a seriousness that made my heart sad. She couldn’t be more than twelve, if that. Toby ran around the room babbling at everyone who would listen.

				I called them into the kitchen, interrupting Toby’s interrogation of the chimera as it tried to snooze. The kid grinned and trotted to my side, while his sister trailed behind, pensive and worried, as if she thought they were in trouble.

				“Are you guys thirsty?” I asked.

				Toby’s head bobbed up and down.

				“Yes, please,” Janey said, nudging her brother. Her voice was soft but firm.

				Maurice rose to get them some lemonade.

				I took Janey’s hand and smiled gently at them both. “Honey, can you tell me what happened? How’d you get here?”

				Janey pushed her dark-rimmed glasses up her nose. “When we came home from school, Mama wasn’t home. The table was knocked over, and dishes were all over the floor.” Her breath shook, and I stroked the back of her hand with my thumb. “Papa didn’t come home for dinner. We waited, but they never came home.”

				Toby stilled next to me, his eyes wide. “They didn’t come home for us.” He grabbed hold of Janey’s other hand. “Janey made me a sandwich.”

				She squeezed his hand. “We waited for three days, but nobody came. I have a friend who had to go to a foster family. Her sister couldn’t go with her. I didn’t want to lose Toby. And we thought...” She paused and looked down at her feet.

				I lifted her chin and brushed the hair away from her face. “What, sweetheart? What did you think?”

				Her lip quivered. Those young eyes held so much sorrow and weariness.

				Toby stepped closer to me and placed his chubby hand on my leg. “They said you can find Mama and Papa. They said you help people. We’re people, right?”

				I pulled him in with my free arm and hugged him, then slid my hand more comfortably into Janey’s so we were holding hands like dear friends.

				I had no idea how to go about finding their missing parents, but I would move heaven and earth to try. “Absolutely. And until then, you stay here with me where it’s safe, okay?”

				Janey nodded. A fat tear rolled down her cheek, and she released my hand to rub the dampness away with a quick, impatient swipe.

				“How old are you, Janey?”

				She stuck her chin out. “Nine.”

				So, not nearly as old as I’d thought.

				Toby squirmed out from under my arm and held up his hand, fingers splayed. “I’m five.”

				Holy hell. “You two walked all that way by yourselves?”

				They nodded.

				I frowned. “How did you know to come here?”

				Janey scratched her elbow and shifted feet. “We met people on the way. Tree sprites, a swamp bogey, a family of wood elves. They all said to come here.”

				“And nobody offered to help? They let you walk off on your own?”

				Janey scowled. “I can take care of us.”

				I smiled at her. I could feel her defiance and determination like a hard shield surrounding them both. “You did a wonderful job, Janey.”

				Maurice brought their drinks, and they sucked them down like two little dehydrated prunes. The timer went off and he brought us a tray of delicious pastries. The kids ate as if they hadn’t been fed in months, though Maurice assured me he’d given them breakfast the minute they’d walked in the door this morning. They must’ve spent the rest of the day in the backyard or the woods for me to have missed them until now.

				Andrew climbed out of his chair and came to plant a kiss on my cheek. “I should get going. Looks like you have this under control.”

				“Don’t I always?” We grinned at each other, knowing that no, I didn’t always have things under control.

				“I’ll give Milo your love. He’s probably going stir-crazy at the house.” Andrew had stopped bringing his pet fennec fox with him earlier in the week, for fear he’d jump around too much and upset a guest. It was fine when we only had a few visitors to keep track of, but the number of unknown personalities and species was out of hand. I didn’t want my Milo eaten by a troll. I loved that little furball.

				Riley went out with Andrew, the two men leaning their heads together, obviously cooking up some sort of scheme I’d have to deal with later.

				My goblin wards took the vacant seats in a flash, then finished off the pastries.

				“You know,” Janey said, her mouth stuffed with baked goods, “you don’t have everything under control.” She took another bite. “Not at all.”

				Toby bobbed his head with enthusiasm, swinging his feet under the chair. “Not at all.”

				Well, shit. If I couldn’t fool two kids under ten, I wouldn’t be able to fool anyone. I went to the cupboard for a plastic container of chocolate chip cookies Maurice had baked the day before. I placed the box in front of them, and they dived in. “I don’t, huh?”

				Janey rolled her eyes. “You have no idea what’s going on in your house.”

				I couldn’t really disagree with that. “There’s a lot going on.”

				“You have to keep records. You should make a list.”

				“Make a list,” Toby said around his straw.

				Lists were kind of my thing, actually, yet I’d been so overwhelmed I hadn’t thought of it. We needed to take a census.

				I grinned at them. “Are you volunteering?”

				I rummaged through my junk room filled with wedding samples, cases of paper and ink cartridges for printers I no longer owned. I came up with two clipboards, pens and even a brand-new box of crayons for Toby. I loaded the kids with the supplies and sent them on their way.

				Janey took the job very seriously, frowning and jabbing at her glasses. She interviewed each creature, starting in the living room, and asked them every question she could think of—including what they were, what they ate and why they were there. Toby came behind her asking important questions of his own about their favorite colors, whether or not they liked Lima beans and who their best friends were. Then he drew their portraits in crayon.

				The census kept them both busy, and it would give me an idea of who was there and why.

				Once they were set up, the kids ran on their own steam, and I returned to the kitchen. Maurice and Kam sat at the table, deep in conversation.

				Maurice looked up and grinned at me. “Good news!”

				I rubbed my palm over my face. “Yay. I could use some good news.”

				“Kam’s going to help me. I’m teaching her to cook.”

				Kam smiled at me. “Sit-sit-sit,” she said.

				I groaned. “He did not just teach you that.”

				“He did! It was my first lesson.”

				I gave them both a long look, turned on my heel and went out front to find Riley.

				I was in time to see Andrew’s car pulling away. Riley slipped his arm around me, his face drawn in concern. “Andrew and I have been talking.”

				“That doesn’t sound good.”

				“We have an idea to get all this straightened out.”

				“Excellent. Now I can have that vacation in the Bahamas I was dreaming about.”

				My sarcasm rolled right off him. “The Hidden are everywhere here,” he said. “Do you even know how many are here and what they want?”

				I shrugged. “I haven’t done a head count. It changes every day. But the goblin kids are on it. They’re hard at work taking a census.”

				He nodded. “That’s a start. But why are so many of them inside?” He stood on my front porch with me, looking through the window and eyeing the refugees—both large and small, animal and humanoid—filling floor space, huddled on tables and, in the case of the chupacabra, dangling upside down by its feet from my metal drapery rod.

				“Where else would they go?” I frowned. “I can’t throw them out.”

				He gave me a puzzled look and took off into the house and down the hall. I heard him opening and closing doors, muttering to himself. He returned, scowling. “The bathroom sink is full of water sprites.”

				“I know.” I shifted from one foot to the other. I didn’t need Riley to tell me that I wasn’t handling the situation as well as I should have. I was excellent in a crisis. I was the girl to call if you’d been arrested, were kicked out of your house or rolled your car. But on an everyday basis, my laundry stacked up, I forgot to eat and the back of my skirt was tucked into my polka-dot tights.

				All these creatures were my responsibility now. I’d dealt well with their immediate problems, but once they settled in, I’d lost the plot and moved on to the next emergency. I hadn’t instituted any rules or organization of any kind to keep things under control here. Work was a different matter. I had a meticulous system for paperwork, vendors and files. At home, I was a mess.

				The truth was, the number and scale of Hidden overwhelmed me. It was easier to work around them or wash my hands with the garden hose than to try to sort it all out. Had I known they’d keep showing up on my doorstep, I’d have come up with a system in the beginning. Now there were too many for me to know where to start. Once I had a list, I might be able to make some headway.

				“There are more outside?” Riley folded his arms and gave the snoring basilisk on my throw rug a stern look.

				I nodded. “Swimming pool has a merman in it. I think I saw Iris leading a shorter, snowy version of himself around the woods this morning. Yeti, maybe? I have no idea how one of those would get all the way to America. You saw the hellhound and the thunderbird. Not sure what else.”

				“Get your purse. Aegis or not, you can’t live like this.” Riley didn’t alter his stern pose. Several of the Hidden nudged themselves toward the corners of the room, giving the reaper space.

				Once they got to know Riley, the Hidden liked him. But their initial reactions tended toward fear. Reapers were scary guys, I guess. I didn’t see it, but even Maurice had been afraid when he first met Riley. Reapers were the threat that kept monster children in—or under—their beds at night. I thought it was ridiculous.

				I grabbed my purse and followed him out to his car.

				I thought maybe Riley was taking me to his place. Or maybe to check me into a hotel. The hardware and sporting goods stores never crossed my mind.

				We bought tents, tarps, air mattresses, coolers, a plastic kiddy pool, a birdbath with a fountain, folding chairs and a couple of collapsible tables. Everything we could find that might be useful. We rented a truck to haul it all home. The truck would come in handy anyway for getting me to work the next day and shopping for a new car, since mine now looked like a line drawing rather than a three-dimensional object.

				Late into the night we set up dwellings of all sorts for the various creatures. The kids didn’t have all my guests listed yet, but they’d made a great start. Non-humanoid-type creatures moved outside, since, as Riley pointed out to me in the car, they didn’t normally sleep in a house anyway. They were taking advantage of my good nature, and I hadn’t thought it through enough to stop it. Chimeras, basilisks and chupacabras don’t need to live indoors. Duh. Everyone needing a roof over their heads moved into my new backyard tent city. Several tents remained empty and ready for the next wave of arrivals.

				Vi stayed in the attic, since she wasn’t ready to socialize much yet. The water sprites got their own birdbath, the dust devils were barred from making any more messes in my hallways and everything was quiet at last.

				Well, mostly quiet. Maurice lived with me, of course. It was his home too. Kam took the guest room, and I cleared out some floor space in my office/junk room to put down a pallet for the goblin kids.

				I wanted them inside where I knew I could keep them safe. Not only from whatever scary thing might be coming, but because they were kids without parents. I’d lost both of my parents. As long as the kids were with me, they wouldn’t be alone.

				Because there’s nothing scarier than being alone in the world.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Four

				After a long, sleepless night of creaks from the harpy in the attic, strange groans and howls from my backyard, and the flickering light of a bonfire, I was grateful to escape the house and go in to work.

				I came through the office door, closed it behind me and leaned against the glass in a dramatic pose.

				“My house is in chaos,” I said.

				My business partner and best friend, Sara, cracked a dry smile. “So is your wardrobe.”

				I let go of the door and straightened my black-and-white-checkered jacket. “I look very professional today. I made an effort.” I was pleased with my choices. Black slacks, black buckled shoes, a chartreuse buttoned shirt for color, and a black fedora. The peacock feather in my hat was small, but jaunty. Not at all ostentatious, like the one on my Stetson.

				“Your socks don’t match again.”

				I looked down and lifted my trouser legs. “Damn. So close.” Black-and-white patterns decorated both socks, but one was checked and one was paisley.

				I collapsed into my chair and dropped my hat and purse on my desk. “How’s the agenda look today?”

				“Two appointments later this afternoon—both initial consults—and one appointment for tomorrow we’ll talk about later.”

				I gave her a long look during which she busied herself shuffling papers and wouldn’t meet my eyes. I smelled a potential stink bomb. “How about we talk about it now?”

				She glanced up, shrugged and scrutinized the health of a potted plant on her desk. “I think this is dry.” She moved to the sink and filled a coffee mug with water, talking over her shoulder. “It’s a fashion show. Not our usual fare, but it’s for charity. I think it’ll be fun.”

				Planning a charity fashion show could be a blast. But Sara was not normally an evasive person. She was more of a “these are the facts, suck it up, baby” type. The stink bomb I thought I smelled a minute before now stank like a pile of dead zombies sprayed by a pack of angry skunks. The punch line to this job threatened to send me screaming home to deal with naked harpies and chimera droppings on my lawn.

				I folded my arms across my chest and leaned in my chair, watching her spill water on her desk. “And?”

				She set the cup down and wiped the puddle with a wad of tissues. “And it’s being held by the city of Sausalito, that’s all.” She still refused to look at me.

				“The city.” There it was. The stink bomb. I raised one eyebrow—a classic Sara move. It was about time she was the one to screw up so I could use the expression on her for once. “Tell me, Sara. If the city is throwing this shindig, who might be in charge of it all?”

				She looked at me for the briefest of moments, then shifted in her seat and looked away. “The city council.”

				“No.” I shook my head and tightened my folded arms in rebellion.

				“Yes.” She nodded and finally met my eyes. “It’ll be good for the business. Really.”

				“I am not working with Alma Dickson again. And I remind you, this is exactly what you said when we took on her daughter’s wedding—that it would be good for business.”

				“Did I lie? Business has increased since then. In the last four months, we’ve booked at least eight weddings from Councilwoman Dickson’s entourage. And they’re big weddings. Not like the quiet little affairs we were mostly snagging before.”

				I closed my eyes and pinched the bridge of my nose between my fingers. “You’re trying to kill me, right? Do you know I have nightmares about that woman? I’m usually standing naked in the office while she berates me about my hair color and dumps cockroaches in my desk drawers.”

				“With all the monsters walking around your house, she’s the one in your nightmares? That’s sad.”

				I nodded. “Monsters aren’t nearly as demanding.” I dropped my hand to my lap and took in a deep breath to clear out the tension. “Too late to bow out?”

				She grinned. “Too late.”

				“I figured. So, what’s the scoop? Give me the rundown.”

				Triumphant, Sara grabbed a pile of paperwork and her laptop and dragged her chair to my desk. For the next several hours, we huddled together brainstorming. Despite my extreme reluctance to ever again work with Alma Dickson, the grande dame of Sausalito, immersing myself in work cleared my head of all the problems at home. By lunch, I was more like myself again and less like a monkey who fell asleep in a tree and awoke in Siberia with all her bananas replaced by pickled herring.

				I stashed my notes in a drawer and stretched. “Want to come car shopping with me?”

				“What’s wrong with the Bug?” Sara packed her stuff and moved her chair.

				I made an exaggerated sad face. “My baby has an owie.”

				She gave me a quizzical look. “An owie?

				I nodded. “Never tranquilize a bird the size of an elephant when it’s in flight. Nobody wins.”

				“So, it’s totaled?”

				“Unless we’re living in a cartoon and you’ve got a helium tank to blow her back up, yeah. Totaled. After I called the insurance guy, Iris and his new yeti friend moved the car closer to the road, near the woods, and tossed a couple trees on her. I figured we’d better have a good story to explain the metal pancake I’m claiming.”

				“Yeti? How the hell did a yeti get here?”

				I shrugged. “Beats me.”

				“You need a ride?”

				“I’ve got a rental.”

				“That’s a waste. We’ll take back the rental and go shopping. I’ll take you home tonight if you don’t find anything.”

				She grabbed her purse and walked out the door before I could protest.

				* * *

				The problem with Sara taking me car shopping was that it put her in charge. Despite my need for something larger, I wanted to replace my beloved little car with another just like it. Maybe switch up the color. Sara wouldn’t even drive past the Volkswagen dealership.

				“You’ve got a family to worry about now. You can’t keep transporting monsters squashed in a tiny backseat.” She turned into the Chevy dealership without asking my opinion. “I want you to try something bigger. Something with tinted windows.”

				“I’m not getting a minivan. Don’t even suggest it.”

				She laughed. “I would love to see you with a minivan. We’ll get you some car seats so goblins can sit safely in the back and watch Disney DVDs.”

				“I will cut you.” There was nothing amusing about that scenario.

				I groused. I whined. I test drove. We worked our way through the lineup of dealerships down a long street.

				In the end, I fell in like with a Ford Escape. It kind of had a rounded look to it that made me think of my VW, so it didn’t feel so much like a big, clunky beast. If I wanted to wait, they could get it for me in a pretty pale blue, but there was a black one with tinted windows ready to drive off the lot. I’d only have to wait for an hour or so for detailing.

				Sara positively burst with self-satisfaction. “Told you.” She went back to the office to meet our first appointment, and I stayed behind, waiting for my new monstermobile. Maurice would be thrilled.

				By the time I got to the office, I’d missed the last appointment of the day. Not a big deal. Sara had it all sorted, but I was a little disappointed. I loved the rush of an initial consult with a brand-new bride. Still, I had a car. A big car.

				With a fancy satellite radio, and yes, a DVD player. It wasn’t a minivan, but it wasn’t far off. The difference was that I could go off-road with it if I had to track down something in the woods or up on Mount Tam. No more monsters folded on the cramped floor to avoid being seen. And did I mention the heated seats?

				As expected, Maurice went insane over the new car.

				He bolted out the front door when I pulled in, then circled in what looked like some sort of stomping, hopping rain dance. After three circuits, he stopped and laid his palms flat against the passenger door, gazing through the window with big sappy eyes.

				“You are my sunshine, my only sunshine,” he sang softly, stroking the glossy surface like it was a long-lost lover. “You make me happy, when skies are gray.”

				I rolled my eyes. “Should I give you two a moment? Light some scented candles?”

				He smiled over the hood at me, eyes dancing. “Don’t be crude, Zoey. Mabel doesn’t appreciate it.”

				“Mabel?”

				He used the hem of his yellow polo shirt to wipe off his own fingerprints. “I’m going to take such good care of you,” he said, whispering into the side mirror and giving it a careful polish.

				I walked over and patted him on the arm. “Glad you approve. See how many groceries fit into Mabel?”

				He took the hint and hauled out several bags. I grabbed a few and followed him up the porch steps.

				As my foot hit the top step, the shrill cheeping of the smoke alarm blasted out the front door and pelted our ears. We ran inside and followed the smoke billowing from the kitchen.

				Kam stood in the center of the room, waving a dish towel. “I’m sorry, Maurice!” she said. “I was trying to help!”

				Maurice zipped past her and threw the oven open. Smoke rolled out in a wave, and he reached in to remove a pan of blackened something with his bare hands. That was a trick I doubted I would ever get used to.

				I opened the door and all the windows, then grabbed the broom so I could wave it at the alarm overhead.

				It took ten minutes to get the cheeping to stop, and by that time, the ringing in my ears felt permanent.

				Maurice sat at the table, staring with sad eyes at the blackened dish. “It took hours to put this together,” he said. “It would have been really good, too.”

				I sat next to him and squinted. “What was it before it died?”

				He poked the crust on the top and a puff of ash erupted. “Spent all day on the sauce. Made the pasta from scratch.” He sighed and swiveled his head at Kam. “What happened? I was only gone for a few minutes. I left you simple instructions.”

				If I had been Kam, I probably would have been in tears. Sara, in this situation, would have been angry and defensive. Kam was neither of these things.

				“I don’t know what happened,” she said. Her arms flapped in the air as she tried to explain. “You said to put the garlic bread in on broil. You showed me earlier how to preheat the oven, so I turned the broiler on and waited for it to beep so I could put the bread in. It never beeped until the alarm went off.”

				I got up and put the groceries away to avoid being part of the discussion.

				Maurice ran his hand over his nearly bald head, leaving a few sparse hairs sticking up. “You were supposed to take the lasagna out before you turned on the broiler.”

				Ah. Lasagna. I didn’t recognize it under the layer of carbon. Did I remember to buy milk?

				Behind me, a chair scraped against the floor as Kam took a seat. “This is terrible,” she said. “Can we, maybe, take off the top layer and save it?”

				It takes a lot for Maurice to be angry. I’ve only seen it a few times. I kept one eye on him as I placed boxes of cereal into the cupboard. He seemed to be holding pretty steady, but he could blow any second.

				“Hey, Kam,” I said. “Have you seen Janey and Toby?”

				“I think they’re out by the pool talking to Sherman.” She glanced out the open window. “Yeah. I see them.”

				I followed her gaze and saw them talking to a man half out of the water.

				No. Sherman the Merman is going too far. I’m totally being punked.

				“Would you run out there and keep them from belly flopping into the pool, please? And tell them dinner will be in about a half hour.”

				“I can do that.” She watched Maurice as he scraped the charcoal briquette into the trash. “Sorry about dinner, Maurice.” He ignored her, and she gave me a small smile and shrugged, as if to say “What can I do?” before slipping out the door.

				The minute she was gone, Maurice groaned. “It was my fault. I told her I could teach her to cook. I said she could help.”

				“People make mistakes, Maurice. It happens.”

				“Her head always seems like it’s somewhere else.” He shook his head. “I don’t know what to do for dinner now.”

				If it were up to me, I’d order a couple pizzas and be done with it. But Maurice needed to feel needed, and he was happiest when he was taking care of people. The act of nurturing soothed him.

				“I like pancakes,” I said.

				“That’s breakfast.”

				“I like pancakes for dinner.”

				He eyed me sideways for a minute, and the anger and disappointment visibly faded from his face as plans formulated. “Did you buy bacon?”

				“It was on your list. So, yeah.”

				I watched in silence as he scooped up the rest of the debris from the false-start dinner, then whirred around the kitchen gathering supplies.

				Maurice never made pancakes. He always made pancakes. He pulled out bananas, chocolate chips and macadamia nuts, along with basic ingredients like flour, eggs and milk. I hid my smirk and wandered into my bedroom. The kids would be happy, Maurice was now happy and I was happy. Peace reigned in my house, at least through dinner.

				If I could survive my meeting with Alma Dickson in the morning, I wouldn’t care how many monsters were living in my house.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Five

				Alma was ten minutes early and almost caught us unprepared. Almost.

				It’s not like we hadn’t dealt with her royal highness, the Grand Duchess of Sausalito, before. We had our notes ready, the office spotless and coffee brewing. Sara ran to our favorite bakery to get pastries and made it through the door two minutes before Councilwoman Dickson arrived.

				Alma blew through the door like a self-important gust of powder-scented wind in her sensible blue pantsuit and practical low-heeled shoes. Her thin lips pursed, and she fluffed the ruffles on the front of her white blouse.

				I may have been projecting, but I thought she looked a little irritated that she hadn’t caught us off guard. Then again, her face always tended to be pinched that way. Maybe she suffered from a bowel obstruction or hemorrhoids. One could hope.

				Sara scurried over and greeted the old bag while I poured coffee. We’d done very well with Alma’s daughter’s wedding, but only because I’d finally stepped in and given Alma a lecture. I got away with admonishing her simply because she’d been so startled that anyone would speak to her that way. It wasn’t my normal method of dealing with an obnoxious mother of the bride, but I was at the end of a very frayed rope at that point. And it worked—Alma had backed down from harassing the bride, and it all turned out for the best.

				During the reception, not an hour after our showdown that day, I’d rescued Sara from death by incubus and sent the demon back to wherever he’d come from. It was a horrific day, and Alma hadn’t helped. And here we were, face-to-face again, getting ready to work on a new project together. I pasted on a smile and brought her a steaming mug of coffee while wondering what pantheon of gods I’d pissed off.

				Alma made herself at home, perching on the edge of the love seat across from my desk and dropping her designer bag and leather briefcase on the cushion next to her. Sara rolled her chair across the floor, and I made room for her to lay her laptop and coffee on the end of my desk.

				“So, this is exciting,” Sara said. Her face was bright and sunny, but I’d known her a long time. The set of her spine told me she was anything but bright and sunny inside. She was much better at hiding her feelings than me. I was doing my best to follow her lead, but I suspected my inner scowl would slip into the open if I didn’t stay focused.

				Alma shuffled through papers in her briefcase and pulled out a stack. “Yes, very exciting,” she said, waving her hand dismissively. “I expect there to be extensive media coverage of the event. Several exclusive designers and some promising up-and-comers will be showcasing their work. That ridiculous little man, Jeremy Swanson, is making noises again about running against me in the next election. He has no chance of winning, of course, but an event like this will make him think twice about whether he should even bother.” She muttered to herself for a moment, then remembered we were in the room. “All the proceeds will go to the Wagon House women’s shelter so they can buy important things like toothbrushes and bobby pins,” she added as an afterthought.

				I dropped my hands into my lap and concentrated on not showing how appalled I was. Her indifferent attitude toward the needs of women in a safe house was bad. Worse was how inappropriate it seemed to have a fashion show to benefit women who’d been victims of abuse. I glanced over at Sara and saw her smile tighten.

				Sara opened her laptop and brought up her calendar. “Let’s start with dates, Mrs. Dickson. You said on the phone the event would be soon. How soon were you thinking of having it? If we’re in a hurry, we’ll need to nail down a location immediately, especially for such a large event.”

				Alma blinked. “I didn’t make that plain to you on the phone?” The tone of her voice indicated that she thought Sara misunderstood her, not that she herself hadn’t expressed herself properly. “The show is in two weeks.”

				Sara’s smile slipped a little before she recovered it. “Two weeks is impossible. Something of this magnitude takes months to put together.”

				“Well, of course it does. I know that.” Alma dropped her folder of papers onto my desk. “These are the arrangements already made by the previous planners. You can pick up where they left off.”

				I fought a small skirmish with my eyebrows and lost to one of them. It rose on its own, betraying my surprise and suspicion. “Previous planners?”

				She sniffed. “Incompetent idiots.” She prodded the folder with her finger. “Anyway, there you are. Most of it’s been arranged, but there are a few things left to do. All the details are in there.”

				I picked up the folder and opened it delicately, as if afraid an angry badger with a head cold and a taste for human flesh would pop out and chew my face off. Sara moved closer and looked over my shoulder, making small noises while I thumbed through the lists and invoices. The information was well organized and thorough.

				“Not much here left to do,” I said. “What do you need from us, exactly?”

				“I need you to oversee the event on-site, for one. I can’t be bothered every second with questions and delivery instructions.”

				I nodded. “All right. We can do that.” My skin prickled with the tension coming off of her. Somehow, as Sara relaxed, Alma became nervous. She wasn’t telling us everything yet. I wanted to warn Sara not to be lulled into thinking there wasn’t much to the job. My stink-bomb senses were tingling.

				I leaned forward and folded my hands on my desk while looking the head of the city council square in the eyes. “What else can we do for you, Alma?”

				Both Sara and Alma twitched at my use of the woman’s first name. I didn’t give a flying box of aardvarks. I was not going to placate her.

				Alma held my gaze for a moment before speaking. “I need help arranging a little soirée after the show. It’s private. A much smaller list of guests. The fashion show venue is mine until the end of the night, and I’d like to make use of it. An important figure is coming into town for this exclusive event, and I need it to be perfect.”

				I sat back in my chair and regarded her. Something sneaky was going on. I could feel avoidance coming off her in sheets.

				“What sort of event?” Sara asked.

				“That’s not your concern,” Alma said. “It’s private.”

				Sara and I exchanged a furtive look. I began to understand how the last planning team got fired. Somebody asked too many questions.

				I cleared my throat and closed the folder. “All right,” I said. “We’ll be discreet and make arrangements for your private party after the fashion show. Because we’ll be flying blind on this, our job will be much more difficult. The fees for our services will be considerably higher as a result.”

				Sara opened her mouth to object, then sealed her lips in a tight line.

				Alma narrowed her eyes, and we stared each other down. Finally, she nodded. “Agreed. Everything you need to know—number of guests, seating arrangements, catering needs—is in that folder. I’ll expect the refreshments laid out thirty minutes prior to the party, and following that all wait staff will remove themselves from the premises. Can you handle that?”

				I gave her a saccharin-sweet smile. “Absolutely.”

				She gathered her bags and rose.

				Sara and I stood with her and each shook Alma’s hand. “Thank you so much for coming, Mrs. Dickson,” Sara said.

				“I’ll be in touch.” She stuck her chin out in a haughty pose, looking more like a caricature of herself than an actual woman, and stomped out the door.

				Sara let out a breath and swung around to face me. “When the hell did you become the badass of this team?”

				I shrugged. “When the hell did you ever let someone intimidate you like that?”

				She frowned. “Fair enough.” She rolled her chair to her desk. “The woman scares me. She’s got more power in this town than a wind farm.”

				“I wonder what she’s up to.” I returned to my chair and flipped through the Sacred Folder of Hidden Secrets.

				“I bet it’s something shady.”

				“I bet you’re right.”

				Sara gathered her laptop and coffee, then stopped in midstep. “Zoey, who do you think is paying for this private party of hers?”

				I tilted my head and looked at her. “She’s rich. Who knows where it all comes from?”

				Sara shook her head. “No, that’s not it. What do you want to bet this charity fashion show is a front for whatever backroom supersecret soiree she’s got going afterward? Maybe she’s even siphoning city funds through the charity event to pay for her real party.”

				I closed the folder and set it down. “Now I feel kind of skeevy for demanding more money for our discretion.”

				“Brilliant move, by the way.”

				“Thanks. You would have thought of it yourself if you hadn’t been trying so hard not to piss her off.”

				“I was going for professional. I nearly cracked several times. I can’t believe you called her by her first name.”

				“Queen Alma and I have a history. While you were busy dying at her daughter’s wedding, I had to give her the smackdown.” I made a lame karate move for emphasis.

				“You never told me that.”

				“Well, it wasn’t like I told her to go screw herself or anything. I put my foot down and made her play nice. I’m not going back to placating after that.”

				“Good. Then you can take all her calls when she micromanages the whole thing.”

				I made a face. “Thanks.” I glanced through the folder again. “If we don’t know what she’s up to, how do we know we’re not accessories to something illegal?”

				“She’s shallow, pushy and arrogant.” Sara shrugged. “But I don’t honestly think she’s dirty. At least, no more so than your average politician.”

				The folder lay open on my desk, taunting me with its secrets. “Immoral, then. Maybe she’s having a meeting with a Satanic cult. I don’t see the blood of a virgin anywhere on the supply list, though.”

				Sara sat on the edge of my desk, grinning. “Think it’s an orgy?”

				I scowled. “Why on earth would you say something like that? Now I’ll be stuck with the image of her bare, wrinkly ass and those self-important pursed lips doing unspeakable acts.”

				“You’re welcome!” She hopped off my desk and straightened her pristine white pencil skirt. “I pity the cleanup crew the next morning.”

				“Really, Sara? Ew.”

				* * *

				Around four, we’d done everything we could for the day, and I took a walk over to Andrew’s herb shop, a few blocks away. High tide in Sausalito made the air smell salty and fresh, and the cool bay breeze washed over my skin, cleansing me of any remaining animosity I held toward Alma Dickson and whatever depraved secrets she was hiding.

				Andrew’s small store had a shop-front window covered in large yellow letters that simply said Herb Shop. I’d asked him once why it didn’t have a name. He’d shrugged and told me Herb Shop told people all they needed to know. He was very practical that way.

				I reached for the door handle and nearly yanked my arm out of the socket. Locked. I squinted through the window and saw all the lights off. It took me another few seconds to realize I’d looked past the closed sign to see inside.

				I frowned. Andrew didn’t usually close so early unless something was wrong. I pulled out my phone and hit his speed dial number. It rang through to voicemail.

				Normally, I didn’t panic that easily when a friend wasn’t where he should be, but I’d nearly lost Andrew and Milo to the Leprechaun Mafia not too long ago. Milo had scars and half an ear missing to prove it.

				I set off down the street, willing myself not to run. Maybe Andrew simply needed a day off. Maybe he had a cold or a doctor appointment.

				Maybe aliens took him and were performing experiments on him. Maybe a vampire had sucked out his blood and he was lying in his house, all alone.

				Don’t run, Zoey. Don’t be stupid. He’s fine.

				Maybe the leprechauns were back and had him tied to a train track somewhere.

				I picked up my pace.

				Trotting isn’t running, right?

				I had to go all the way to where I’d parked my shiny new SUV, then drive to the north end of town. Every extra second it took me to find a spot large enough to park the Monster Hearse was a precious second wasted. I finally found parking a block from his place, locked the car over my shoulder and took off.

				I tore down the street looking like one of those speed-walker people, brow furrowed, fists clenched and feet clapping against the pavement. I was out of breath by the time I got to the dock leading to Andrew’s houseboat. The dock stretched out before me, eclectic structures jammed shoulder to shoulder on either side, each bobbing gently with the waves.

				I bent over for a moment with my palms against my thighs to catch my breath. My feet, encased in fuschia-and-yellow-butterfly stiletto heels, screamed at me for mercy.

				My breathing slowed. I made my way halfway down the dock, stepped off onto his porch, inhaled and knocked.

				I didn’t hear anything at first, but I could feel movement through my feet. The porch was part of the weathered building that was more floating house than actual boat. It creaked with its own swaying movement, and I heard scuttling from inside.

				I knocked again. “Andrew?”

				Milo’s yippy barks erupted from within the house, and the scuttling sounds increased.

				“Just a second!”

				Andrew’s voice sounded cheerful, if a little rushed. I relaxed and my shoulders, which had been halfway to my ears without my realizing it, let go and eased to their normal position.

				The door opened a crack, and one of Andrew’s eyes appeared. “Zoey! Hey! What’s up? Is everything okay?”

				I frowned. His cheer seemed forced, and the inside of the house was dark. “I’m fine. Are you okay?” I tried to peer past him, but the opening didn’t give me a clear shot to see. I pushed the door open a bit more, hoping he’d let me in. I was sure someone stood behind him, possibly holding a gun or a lightsaber or maybe a weaponized shillelagh. The increased gap I’d opened in the doorway did little to improve my line of sight. But it did make a space large enough for Milo to dart out.

				My favorite ball of fluff hurtled from the darkness and into the sun, catapulting into my arms and covering my face with foxy kisses. “Slow down, baby,” I said, laughing. I pinned him against my chest and forced him to hold still long enough for me to nuzzle the top of his downy-soft head. One enormous ear brushed my cheek and I rubbed it between my fingers. The leprechauns responsible for the loss of most of Milo’s other ear would do well to stay out of my town forever. I’d never forgive them for hurting my little guy.

				Andrew sighed and let the door drift open the rest of the way. “You may as well come in,” he said. His grin was sheepish, and he was nearly naked. He held a bedsheet bunched around his waist. My eyes focused elsewhere.

				I stepped over the threshold, blinking in the near dark. He flipped on a table lamp, illuminating the small living room and kitchen area. Milo squirmed and jumped to the floor, darting into the bedroom at the back of the house. A minute later, a vaguely familiar man stumbled out. His dark hair was tousled, and his chest and feet were bare. He zipped his jeans and smiled at me.

				My face felt hot. “Oh my God, Andrew. I’m so sorry. The shop was closed, and you didn’t answer your phone. I panicked. I’ll leave.” I moved toward the door.

				Andrew laughed. “Sit down, Zoey. Let me get some clothes on. You remember Daniel, right?” He slid past me, shared a lingering kiss with the half-naked male model, and disappeared.

				I sat in a worn, overstuffed chair and fiddled with my purse. “Well,” I said, finally making eye contact with Hot Guy Named Daniel. “This is awkward.”

				He smiled and scooped Milo from the floor. “It doesn’t have to be. We were sort of done anyway.”

				I didn’t know what to do with that information. “I’m sorry. You look really familiar, but I don’t remember meeting you.”

				He scooted onto the couch across from me and propped his feet on a low table. “Sure you have. I work at the retirement home where Andrew’s grandparents live.”

				I thought back to when I’d first met the Shipleys to plan their vow-renewal/anniversary party. Recognition spread over me, and I laughed. “You’re the guy they were trying to set Andrew up with!”

				He nodded, smiling. “We’d already been seeing each other for weeks.”

				“I knew something was up that day. You guys were both acting weird. Why would you keep it a secret?”

				He rolled Milo over and gave him a belly rub. “We hadn’t been together long. His grandparents are so sweet. If the whole thing went bad, we didn’t want to make it weird for them.”

				Andrew came out of the bedroom wearing a T-shirt and sweats. He dropped onto the couch next to Daniel and snuggled against him.

				They were freaking adorable. I scowled. “Okay. I get that. It was new. The grandparents might make it awkward. But this has been going on for months now, and you never breathed a word of it to me.” I folded my arms across my chest and made a harrumphing noise.

				They both laughed. “Don’t be mad, Zo,” Andrew said. “At first, it never came up. Then it got to be sort of a fun game, sneaking around. Recently, you’ve had so much going on, I didn’t want to bother you.”

				“You big goob,” I said. “If you’re happy, I want to know about it.”

				Andrew placed his hand in Daniel’s and they gave each other a long, mushy look. “I’m happy, Zo.”

				My fake scowl grew difficult to maintain. “That’s all right, then. But in the future, I expect all major life events to go through me.”

				“Yes, ma’am.” Andrew’s blue eyes sparkled. “If I get pregnant, you’ll be the first to know.”

				“I would hope so.” I eyed Daniel, who seemed equally amused. “I suppose you can tell Daniel first.”

				“Thanks, Zoey.” Daniel winked at me. “If it’s a boy, we’ll name him after you.”

				Their happiness was contagious and felt like rainbow-painted soap bubbles bumping against my cheeks. The emotions bounced through the room smelling like lemons and fresh-mown grass.

				I was no expert, but as far as love went, this sure felt like the real thing.

				In my world of missing family members, injured monsters, and a dark, dangerous something looming in the future, true love was a welcome addition.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Six

				When I pulled into my driveway, everything was suspiciously quiet and altogether normal. I saw no fairy tale creatures dancing half-naked across my lawn. Mundane robins and sparrows twittered in the trees. My roof held nothing but shingles and a chimney.

				I crept out of Mabel and closed the door without making any noise. What did it say about my life that a lack of chaos made me far more nervous than a constant barrage of emergencies?

				I didn’t hear anything coming from the house, either, though lights blazed through the windows. A bush rustled from the garage side of the house. Having dealt with enough dangerous situations in high heels in the past, I stepped out of my shoes and tiptoed across the grass.

				The garage door was wide open. No sign of mangy hellhounds.

				The bush behind me rustled, and in one fluid movement I grabbed a broom leaning against the wall and swung around, ready to defend myself. Or sweep something to death. I don’t know.

				A squirrel darted from beneath the bush, eyed me up and down, then zipped off into the tree line.

				Gripping the broom in both hands as if I wasn’t sure whether to jump on and fly away or club someone over the head, I continued around the house and peered into the backyard.

				Nothing. No tents or birdbaths. No gnomes or chupacabras. No thunderbird. The yard was empty and pristine, and the pool glimmered in the setting sun without a ripple on its surface.

				My fingers tightened on the broom handle. I was seriously freaked.

				The second I stepped from the side of the house into the backyard, it all changed. The air warped around me like the edge of a soap bubble, and I bumped into something large and fuzzy.

				The hum of a crowd engulfed me, and the acrid smoke of half a dozen cooking fires assaulted my nostrils. The tents I’d expected to see before littered the yard, clustered in groups or off on their own. Far more tents, in fact, than I’d originally purchased. Assorted creatures moved through the camp carrying food, buckets of water, and small children.

				The Abominable Snowwoman I’d run into smiled down at me and handed off an armload of firewood to a passing ogre. It took me a moment to realize she was the companion I’d seen Iris with in the forest. Her face had a rounder quality to it than Iris’s craggy features.

				I rested the straw end of the broom on the ground. “Hi,” I said, smiling back. “I guess everything’s okay back here, huh?”

				The creature grunted and nodded, then gave me a hug, enveloping me in soft white fur. She stepped back, holding me at arm’s length, and chattered at me in a rapid fire of chuffs, lip smacks and growls, all the while grinning from ear to ear and staring at my face with liquid-brown eyes.

				I laughed. “I’m so sorry, honey, but I can’t understand a word of what you’re saying. I’m glad you’re here, though.”

				Her pat on my shoulder was gentle, despite the enormous size of her hand.

				Iris appeared by her side, grinning so hard I thought his face might split open. He chuffed at us, then slid his arm around his new girlfriend. She leaned into him, and they made soft grunting sounds at each other. Iris was a pretty cheerful guy, but this level of happiness and contentment was far more then I’d ever felt from him before.

				My heart swelled with gladness for my friend, and I patted his arm. “As soon as I can, I’ll come out with a translator so we can talk, okay? I want to hear everything.”

				They nodded, then returned their attention to each other, seeming to forget all about me.

				On my way up the back steps to the door, a childish squeal caught my attention. Toby darted between two tents and disappeared. A few seconds later, Janey stepped into view with Molly’s daughter, Abby, on her shoulder, took a cautious few steps, then ducked into one of the tents.

				The flap on the tent shifted, and Aaron, Molly’s younger son, peeked out from behind the canvas, then covered himself again.

				I folded my arms, watching. They all seemed to be hiding. Molly had one more son. I was betting he was “it” and would round the corner any second.

				I bet right, but I wasn’t expecting him to arrive on the back of a hellhound. Fred, who stood at most eight inches tall, sat astride his trusty mount, Lulu, as if he were a cowboy looking for cattle that had strayed from the ranch. Only, the proportions of the cowboy and his mount made it look like he was riding a wooly mammoth or a hairy brachiosaur.

				A giggle erupted from behind the tent, closely followed by an angry “Shhh!” from inside.

				The tiny lump of Aaron in the tent canvas shifted.

				Fred sat up straighter and patted Lulu. They moved toward the tents in stealth mode and disappeared around the corner.

				Toby’s peal of laughter either indicated that he’d been found or gave him away. He ran out into the opening, Lulu dancing behind him, panting with doggy joy. Toby collapsed on the ground and Fred dismounted, floating to safety before Lulu smothered Toby with great slurping licks.

				Janey and Abby poked their heads outside to make sure it was safe to come out. A minute later, all five kids—two goblins and three brownies—piled up on the hellhound, shouting dares, declaring Toby to be “it” and filling the entire yard with their laughter.

				I grinned and made my way up the steps and into the kitchen.

				Maurice stood at the kitchen sink, peeling carrots. “What’s with the broom?”

				I shrugged. “The yard was getting dusty.” I set it against the wall. “What’s with the invisible land ark?”

				He popped a carrot in his mouth and crunched. “Not invisible. A bubble around the area so people don’t see or hear it.”

				“How is that not invisibility?”

				He rolled his eyes at me. “Invisibility is impossible, Zoey. Don’t be ridiculous.”

				I put my hands on my hips and stared at him without saying anything.

				He ducked his head and chopped the carrots with swift, small movements of his wrist.

				“We put the space in a time-loop bubble. The skin of the bubble projects a memory of the area from a few weeks ago. It’s an illusion. Once you step inside the bubble, you can’t see the projection anymore.”

				I looked out the window over the sink and watched a rabbit track across the grass. “How long is the loop?”

				He dropped the carrots into a pot and took out an onion. “About thirty seconds.”

				Sure enough, the same bunny appeared and hopped away. “That’s just weird. Where did you get it?”

				“Aggie.”

				I nodded. “Figures. I knew she had some tricks up her sleeve I didn’t know about.”

				“She didn’t do it by herself. Kam helped us. It took a whole bunch of us a lot of effort to make it work.” He waved at the stove with his knife. “That’s why dinner’s late.”

				“Kam’s not helping you cook?”

				He snorted. “Kam’s not allowed in my kitchen anymore.”

				“Where is she?”

				“She’s in her room on your laptop. She’s determined to learn everything that’s happened in the world since 1986.”

				“That should keep her busy for a little while.”

				“Let’s hope.”

				* * *

				After dinner, Riley and Sara showed up bearing maps, stickers and highlighters. Maurice knew they were coming, because he pulled a freshly baked coffee cake from the oven.

				Apparently, Janey and Toby had finished taking the monster census earlier in the day. Maurice had looked it over and called Riley and Sara in for a meeting.

				Nobody ever told me anything.

				Riley cleared everything off the mantel and stuck a map of the United States over the fireplace. The rest of us gathered around for a lecture, at which point, Kam declared she wanted to be Riley’s assistant, then disappeared down the hall.

				Toby and Janey wanted to help too, but I wouldn’t let them.

				“It’s nine, guys,” I said. “Time for all goblins under the age of twelve to go to bed.”

				Janey scowled. “But we did all the work.” She pointed at a stack of papers with her neat, deliberate writing all over it.

				I thumbed through the pages and gaped. “We have this many people staying here?”

				She stood on tiptoe and stuck her fingers through the pile. “The top part is my list. After that, Toby asked some more questions and drew pictures.”

				The bottom two-thirds were pages written in crayon in big, scrawly letters and brightly colored stick figures of vaguely familiar shapes.

				I smiled. “Sweetheart, this is amazing. You both did a wonderful job.”

				They beamed at me. It was obvious they’d worked very hard. There had to be a hundred or more entries. Holy hell. That meant I had over a hundred Hidden camping on my property. No wonder it seemed so crowded and chaotic.

				“So, can we stay up?”

				I glanced at Riley. I wasn’t sure what he had planned. He shook his head. Whatever he was there to talk about, it wasn’t for kids.

				“Guys, I’m sorry. It’s late, and we have to do boring grown-up stuff tonight. I need you to brush your teeth and get to bed, okay?”

				Their smiles wilted, but the kids didn’t fight me. Was being a parent like this? I wanted to keep them smiling all the time, especially after everything they’d been through. And I didn’t want them to hate me for being mean and making them go to bed at a reasonable hour. Maybe I wasn’t ready to be a parent.

				I followed them down the hall and got them settled in their room, snuggled into the blankets and pillows on the floor. My old Care Bear night-light still worked, and I had it plugged into the outlet so they wouldn’t be scared. Maybe goblins weren’t afraid of the dark, but they were kids. Kids who’d been through a lot. I wanted them to feel safe. I knelt on the floor and tucked them in tight the way my mom used to do when I was little.

				“Will you tell us a story?” Toby asked, yawning.

				I stopped midrise, flustered. “A story? I don’t—what kind of story?” I couldn’t think of a single story at that moment, as if I’d never heard one in my life.

				“About pirates,” he said, eyes drooping.

				Janey took her glasses off and set them next to her. “And a goblin princess.”

				I swallowed. “Once upon a time, there was a goblin princess who lived by herself in a tall, tall tower.”

				Toby frowned. “You forgot about the pirates.”

				“I’m getting to them. The princess had everything she could ever want in the tower, but she was lonely.”

				“I wouldn’t want to live by myself either,” Janey said.

				I smiled and moved her glasses to a table so they wouldn’t get stepped on. “One day, the goblin princess found a pirate watching television in her living room.”

				Toby snorted. “Pirates don’t watch TV. They live on ships and search for booty.”

				I laughed. “Whose story is this?”

				He waved his hand at me to proceed. “Fine. But you’re telling it wrong.”

				I shook my head. “Nope. This is exactly how it happened. Don’t you want to hear it?”

				He nodded and squirmed deeper into his pillow.

				“The pirate wouldn’t leave, so the princess watched TV with him every day, until finally, the pirate got bored. ‘Come with me and sail on the high seas!’ he said. The princess had dishes to wash and clothes to iron, but decided maybe adventure might be more fun.

				“So, they went aboard the pirate ship and sailed away together. The other pirates were very kind to her. They all had many adventures battling evil magicians and giant squids, and they found lots and lots of treasure.”

				Both kids had their eyes closed. I didn’t think they were quite asleep yet, but they were close. Maybe parenting wouldn’t be so hard after all.

				I stood and moved to the door listening to their quiet breathing.

				“And the goblin princess was never lonely again.” I stepped into the hallway and shut the door behind me.

				Sara and Maurice sat on the couch, drinking coffee and chatting. Riley stood by the fireplace, and Kam waited next to him.

				Wearing one of my old prom dresses.

				She was a vision in pink-and-purple hoop-skirted lace. When she saw me standing in the hallway staring, she grinned and did a graceful turn.

				She had to have dug deep in my closet to have come up with the dress. I waved my hand at the frothy monstrosity. “Why, exactly?”

				She pointed a graceful hand at the map over the fireplace and laid the back of her hand against the paper, smiling like a beauty queen with a ferocious wedgie. The gesture seemed familiar somehow, but I couldn’t quite place it. “I’m the lovely assistant, like Vanna White.”

				Sara’s twinkling eyes met mine, and I bit my lip. Who knows what sort of evil curse might rain down on you if you laughed at a genie? Sorry. Djinn.

				I vowed for the rest of the evening to avoid making eye contact with Sara for fear of losing my self-control completely.

				“All right,” I said, dropping into a chair. “What are we doing?”

				Riley grinned. “We’re playing detective.”

				I poured myself a cup of coffee, added flavored creamer. “Okay. What’ve we got?”

				“We’ve got the notes the goblin kids took.” He held up the stack of pages and fanned through them. “We also have the information I picked up from my trip to talk Bernice and examine your mom’s old house. And we have a map to tie it all together.”

				Kam, taking her cue, made a grand, sweeping gesture with both arms to showcase the United States.

				“What did you learn from the trip?” I asked.

				He handed the swath of paperwork to Kam and picked up a sheet of red stickers. “We know the board members who first went missing were all over the place. Here—” he placed a red sticker in southern Florida, “—and here.” He placed another in Wisconsin. He consulted a notebook he had propped up and wrote something in ballpoint pen on the stickers. “Both of those happened two years ago, in February and April.”

				“Seems kind of random,” Sara said.

				“Exactly.” Riley switched to a sheet of yellow stickers. “Then in June, Zoey’s mom disappeared in New Hampshire.” He slapped a yellow sticker there and wrote the date.

				“Still random,” I said, picking off a piece of warm coffee cake from the pan.

				Riley spoke faster, his movements picking up speed. “It seems that way, only because we didn’t have enough data.” He stuck his hand out without looking and Kam handed him the lists of Hidden living with me. “Right around the same time your mom went missing, reports of missing Hidden started coming in to the Board, plus the interviews the kids did revealed some previously unreported missing.” He switched to green stickers and placed them bunched in the northeast corner of the country.

				“We lost board members over the next year or so, until they were all gone, but those were all over the place.” Red stickers scattered across the map.

				“I’m definitely not seeing a pattern here, Riley,” Sara said.

				Maurice squinted his big yellow eyes at the map. “Give him a minute. I think I see it.”

				Riley winked at him and kept going. “The next Aegis to go missing was in Alabama.” A yellow sticker. “A few days later, some of the folks now sheltering here lost people.” Green stickers clustered around the yellow.

				From there, he was a whir of activity, chattering dates and locations at us. Minnesota. Oklahoma. Idaho. Five missing Aegises. Multiple reports of missing Hidden right after their local Aegis disappeared.

				Riley tapped a red sticker in Texas. “The last board member lost was here, two months before anyone knew you were an Aegis, Zoey.”

				I nodded. “We’d already figured out there was a mole on the Board, but since the board members were all gone before I popped up, whoever’s doing this doesn’t know I exist.”

				“Exactly.”

				I frowned. “So there is a pattern. But it doesn’t look like the board members are part of it.”

				Maurice nodded. “I think we have two separate problems.”

				Kam stepped forward and ran her fingertips across the stickers while she read the dates. “Whoever’s taking the Hidden are taking out the local Aegis first to make the job easier.”

				Riley consulted his notebook for a moment, then marked several of the red board member stickers with a highlighter. “These are the seven board members whose bodies have been found. Don’t know about the rest yet. Maybe they’ll turn up alive, I don’t know.”

				Sara’s eyebrow went up. “The mole is probably still alive somewhere, at least.”

				Riley nodded and looked at me. “The important thing is that no Aegises have been found dead.”

				So, despite being kidnapped, there was a good chance my mom was alive. My heart fluttered at the idea of seeing her again after so many years. I was afraid to nurse that hope into more than a vague possibility.

				We all sat in silence for a few minutes, staring at the map. My stomach sank into my feet when I finally saw it.

				I glanced at Sara and, as I watched, her face paled. She saw it too.

				One by one, everyone else picked up the pattern too. I shivered and rubbed my arms. “Aggie was right,” I whispered. “Something’s coming.”

				Leaving the board member disappearances completely out of the picture, it was clear that whatever was kidnapping Aegises and Hidden had been moving west at a steady rate.

				And it was practically on our doorstep.

				No hostile creature could cross the fairy ring surrounding my yard. That was great for keeping people out of the house, and the tent city in the back was doubly safe between the fairy ring and the Great Big Invisibility Bubble of Silence.

				But Iris and his new girlfriend were out in the woods that bordered my property. So were a lot of others, like the fairies themselves, a few dryads and a troupe of satyrs who had drifted down from nearby Mount Tamalpais. The woods crawled with nearly invisible refugees, and every one of them was exposed and vulnerable.

				We needed to expand security.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Seven

				Maurice took care of the details the next day. He’d arranged for the original fairy ring to be built when he was afraid an incubus would be coming to my door to suck out my soul. We found out the incubus couldn’t leave Sausalito to get to my house in Bolinas, but the fairy ring had already been established, so it stayed. It had to be tweaked a bit, though. Nobody had been able to visit, and the mailman couldn’t bring packages to my door, so I’d made the fairies turn the security level down a notch.

				Now we were hoping to expand the ring into the woods to protect all the nearby Hidden. As with the original fairy ring construction, I had to stay home from work during the ring’s expansion in order for it to recognize me while it charged and configured. I walked the circumference with Maurice, Molly and one of the fairies to show them how far out into the woods we needed to cover. With the addition, the ring would be more of a warped oblong than a circle.

				“You don’t think this is too much?” I asked. “We left my property the minute we walked into the woods, and we’ve gone pretty far.”

				“Some of the Hidden need room to roam,” Molly said from her perch on my shoulder. “Case in point.” She pointed to the skunk-ape and Abominable Snowwoman leaning against a tree, holding hands and watching us.

				“Hey, Iris,” I said, waving. “Molly, now that I have you with me, can you introduce me to his friend?”

				Molly shifted on my shoulder, her weight so slight it felt more like a hank of my hair than a person moving. “Certainly. Zoey, this is Tashi. She’s a yeti from Tibet.”

				So, not an Abominable Snowwoman. I wondered if the term was an insult to yetis. I shook her enormous hand with both of mine. “Welcome, Tashi. Tibet is a long, long way.”

				Tashi smacked her tongue and growled while making expansive gestures with her hands.

				“She says she did not like the snow and the cold. After seeing pictures of California in a magazine, she stowed away on a ship and made her way here.”

				I grinned. “Well, I’m glad you did, Tashi.” Iris snorted and gazed down at her. “I think Iris is pretty glad too.”

				Iris nodded and grunted at me.

				“He wants to show you where they sleep,” Molly said. “That way you can make sure their home is inside the fairy ring.”

				We trudged through the pine needles and followed the two hairy humanoids.

				What would happen if they had a baby? Could skunk-apes and yeti procreate? Would there be a wedding first?

				The nest they’d built together was enormous, about the size of a California-king bed, only round. Entire branches stripped from nearby pine trees circled the area and formed the base of the nest. Pine needles, eucalyptus leaves and feathers filled it in, creating a soft mattress that looked inviting and cozy. A canopy of pine branches draped in multicolored ribbons hung above the nest, keeping out the weather and turning the makeshift living space into a home.

				“Oh, Iris,” I said. “This is beautiful.”

				I’d never thought to ask where or how he was living out in the woods. Now I understood why he didn’t want to come inside and live with me. Everything he wanted was right here. Especially now that Tashi was here too.

				Iris grinned and gave me a double thumbs-up, the way he always did. I smiled and returned the gesture.

				We moved on, counting out the steps where the fairy ring needed to go. The oblong shape didn’t stretch all the way through the woods. That was too far for the fairies. But they agreed to do a separate ring around Aggie’s house on the other side of the woods. We still didn’t know what the threat was, and the last two times something terrible had come calling, it was after humans, not Hidden. I had no reason to believe that with Hidden being threatened this time, humans were finally safe, despite Aggie’s unsettling assurance that her death wasn’t on the immediate calendar.

				Better not to take chances.

				We returned to the house and left the fairies to do their work. Once the mushrooms came up, there would be a few hours where we all had to stay within the circle so we’d be recognized as residents. Then the mushrooms would, I don’t know, evaporate or something, and the ring would be set. The last time they put up a ring, I was too busy pouting about it in my room to really pay attention to the process.

				When I went in, Riley was there, sitting on the couch next to Kam. Kam filled out my green tank top far better than I ever did, and she’d taken my old jeans and chopped them down to tiny shorts. I understood why—my legs were much shorter than hers so the pant legs rode a few inches too high. Still. She didn’t have to cut them so skimpy. I squelched the flood of jealousy that filled the pit of my stomach. They weren’t doing anything. Talking was certainly innocent enough.

				I glanced down at my baggy Wonder Woman T-shirt and yoga pants and grimaced.

				Riley and Kam kept their voices low, as if the two were in serious conversation. She touched his knee from time to time in emphasis.

				“Don’t you like sex?” she asked.

				Riley swallowed hard. “Yes, of course.”

				“Well, then, why not?”

				I stepped into the house and cleared my throat. This shit was not going to fly. I fixed Kam with the stink eye, but she seemed unfazed. Riley, on the other hand, sweated wave after wave of embarrassment.

				“Zoey!” Kam said, bouncing from the couch. “Why haven’t you had sex with Riley yet?”

				I blinked. “What?” Totally not what I’d expected.

				Maurice snickered from behind me. I turned my stink eye on him instead.

				Kam strode over and grabbed my hand. “No wonder you’re so uptight. Come on.”

				I dug my heels in. “What are you doing?”

				“I’m giving you a makeover so you can get ready.”

				“Ready?” My face felt hot. I looked to Riley for help, but he’d buried his face in his hands. Coward.

				“Well, yeah. Look at you. Your hair’s a wreck, and you look like you’re on the way to the gym. You need a self-confidence boost. A confident girl is a well-sexed girl.”

				She tugged at my arm and I tugged back. “Kam, stop. We’re fine. Really.”

				She let go of me and folded her arms across her chest. “Don’t you like sex?”

				“I love sex,” I said, immediately wishing I could take back the words. Who says that? I took a deep breath. “Look, Kam, I know you’re trying to help, but you have to let us do this in our own time. People don’t just talk about it like this.”

				She tilted her head at me, then looked at Riley, dying of embarrassment on the couch. “Why the hell not? Seems to me, after six months of dating, if you two haven’t done the horizontal mambo, somebody needs to step in and see it through for you.”

				“Thank you for your concern, but we don’t need assistance.”

				“I don’t know, Zoey,” Maurice said. “It has been six months. Maybe you two need an intervention.”

				“Oh, my God, Maurice. Go bake cookies or something.”

				He snickered and leaned against the doorjamb. “I could order some how-to books off the internet for you if you’re not sure about what you’re doing.”

				I glared at him in silence. After a minute, he gave up and slunk off to the kitchen. He grabbed Kam and took her with him.

				Riley sat staring at his hands in his lap.

				I sat in the chair across from him and watched the restless movements of his hands. “Well, that was awkward.”

				One side of his mouth came up in a half grin. “Painfully so. She has no filters, does she?”

				I shrugged. “Not that I can see.”

				“We could, I don’t know, do it right here on the rug. Make everybody happy.”

				I regarded the carpet, and part of my brain calculated how much space was between the coffee table and the fireplace. There was room. I shook my head, dismissing the thought.

				“Maybe if they’d all leave us alone...” I didn’t finish the thought. Our early dates had been disasters. Of the six months we’d been dating, we’d been apart for three of them, with one or both of us gone somewhere or other. When we were together, someone always needed me, or Riley got a page about a potential dead body in need of reaping. Then there was the simple fact that my house was full of people and creatures that needed constant attention.

				Sex? Not a chance. Especially the first-time sex you only get once with a new person. It took us two months before we had a real first kiss. No. With the state my life was in, I didn’t even have enough privacy for sex by myself.

				In one fluid movement, Riley strode across the short distance between us, bent and scooped me in his arms. He kissed me hard, and my empathic barriers shattered in a million tiny pieces, reshaping and melding with every part of him. I wound my arms around his neck and kissed him with the same ferocity, losing track of which emotions were mine and which were his. The world moved around us in slow motion, and every touch felt like electric feathers scorching and tickling across the surface of my skin.

				He broke the kiss, leaving me breathless and unfocused.

				“That,” he said, “is why we haven’t had sex yet. You don’t waste something like that on a backseat quicky.”

				Once he’d replaced me in the chair, he returned to his spot on the couch. His gray eyes twinkled from across the room in self-satisfied contentment.

				Kam snorted from the kitchen doorway. “Holy shit. If you two don’t get a room soon, I’m going to spend what little magic I have on making one.” She shook her head in amazement. “I’d have blown up by now.”

				Maurice appeared by her side, drying his hands on a dish towel. “I know, right?! You could light a bonfire off the two of them.”

				“Knock it off, guys,” I said. “Change of subject. What’s for dinner?”

				Maurice opened his mouth to answer, then froze, cocking his head. At the same moment, I doubled over as if punched in the stomach.

				Fear.

				Pain.

				Anger.

				The emotions were so strong I couldn’t catch my breath. Tears pooled in my eyes and fell in huge drops on my lap. I struggled to breathe, devastation racking my body. My heart felt like it would burst, and my head felt swollen. The room spun around me, and I grabbed the arm of the chair for support.

				I felt, rather than saw, Riley beside me, rubbing his palm over my back. His distant voice directed me to breathe. He projected calm through the mess of terror and pain, and my breathing slowed. The room around me cleared, but my stomach remained clenched with the horrible emotions battering at my filters.

				“I’m okay,” I said. “Something’s wrong, Riley. Something really bad.”

				I tried to get up and he held me in place. “Maurice already ran outside. He said he heard something coming from the woods.”

				I bolted out of the chair, despite his protests, and ran for the open door. “The fairy ring isn’t finished.”

				“Zoey, wait!”

				I tore down the front steps, heading for the woods.

				Halfway across the yard, the biggest, darkest man I’d ever seen darted out of nowhere and grabbed me, halting my progress.

				“Stay put, dammit!” he said.

				I struggled to free myself, but he was far too strong. It was like fighting the entire offensive lineup of the San Francisco Giants.

				Riley came from behind me, shouting. “Let go of her!”

				“I’m not hurting her, Reaper. I’m protecting her. Get your ass out there and help the rest of them.”

				Riley’s eye grew wide. “Soul Catcher,” he said.

				My captor nodded. “I’ll keep the Aegis safe. Go!”

				Riley took off for the woods. “Stay with her, Kam,” he shouted over his shoulder.

				I couldn’t believe Riley had left me like that. I kicked the stranger in the shin and bit him. He didn’t loosen his grip or react in any way.

				Out of nowhere, Kam came to my defense. “Get off of her!” She pulled her arm back to punch the stranger, and I got a good look at her eyes.

				They were on fire. Not just angry. On fire. Flames licked at the pupils. Oranges and reds bled into the whites of her eyes. As her arm moved past me to strike my captor, waves of heat blew off her skin against my cheek.

				Superheated or not, her punch was as ineffectual as my kicks and bites had been. I appreciated her effort, though.

				A second blast of raw pain and fear rolled out of the woods and overtook me. My heart banged in my chest, and my stomach retched. My legs buckled, and my captor eased his grip, kneeling to the grass with me.

				I bent into the dirt on all fours, heaving and gasping, tears streaming down my face.

				“You have to let me go,” I said, choking. “I have to help them.”

				His big hand rested on my shoulder, gentle, despite the size and strength. “Breathe deep, Aegis.”

				I sucked in air and tried like hell to slam my protective walls tight. It was so hard to concentrate with so many terrible emotions bombarding me.

				Fear.

				Hate.

				Anger.

				Pain.

				Pain.

				Pain.

				Fear.

				Kam’s face popped into my line of sight, upside down. She’d crawled on the grass and flipped on her back in order to slide her head under me like a car mechanic.

				“Hey, look at me,” she said. She reached out and grabbed my elbows to keep me steady. “Breathe. Look at my eyes. Block everything out, and look at my eyes.”

				She took a deep breath, and I breathed in with her. She exhaled, I exhaled. The fire in her eyes was gone, but her hands were still warmer than they should be. Her pupils were black and bottomless. I breathed. I focused on the depths of her eyes. The emotions receded and gave me space.

				Once I could breathe and think on my own again, I slammed my shields into place, without the usual filters that would allow a trickle of emotions to come through. Total emotional blackout. Until we figured out what was going on in the woods, I needed to shut off my empath skills entirely.

				Kam patted me on the arm and slipped out from under me. She and the big scary guy helped me to my feet, and I brushed off my knees.

				“Are you all right now, Aegis?” he asked.

				I nodded. “Yeah. Thanks.”

				With my head clear, my eyeballs were better able to take in what was going on around me. From where I stood, I could see the projected image of my empty backyard. A few creatures fled from the woods and disappeared through the mirage. The sight startled me, but not nearly as much as the disembodied thunderbird head hovering in the air. Edgar’s body remained hidden behind the bubble that disguised the backyard from view. He eyed the tree line with intensity, as if he might charge in at any moment, even though he couldn’t possibly squeeze through the trees.

				One by one, floating heads and gesturing arms popped through the invisibility curtain, all eyes watching for movement at the edge of the forest. No one stepped fully through the membrane. They watched, silent and tense, braced to flee into the safety of my camouflaged backyard.

				Edgar’s head swung in my direction, and the air reverberated with a distressed squawk.

				I took two strides toward the woods, and the big guy dressed like a bar bouncer grabbed my arm, shaking his head. “It’s not safe.”

				I pulled away from him. “I know it’s not safe. That’s why I have to get there to help.”

				He lumbered past me and blocked my path. “You can’t help if you’re dead.” He bunched his hands into fists, as if trying to restrain himself. “Damn it, woman, what do I have to do to keep you from throwing yourself into danger?”

				He was a huge, brooding mountain of flesh standing in my way. Rather than try to go around him, I attempted to go through him. I planted the palms of my hands against his broad chest and shoved with all my weight. “You don’t get to do anything. I don’t even know who you are. Now move!”

				It was like trying to shove a car into a parking space.

				He wrapped his fingers around my wrists and lowered his head. “Stay put. Is that so hard to do? I sent you a pooka to keep you from getting killed, and you didn’t stay with him. I made sure Bernice kept you in your room to keep you on the grounds at headquarters. And you left!” He shook me, and sweat dripped from his forehead. “Stop fighting me so I can keep you alive!”

				My arms went limp, and I stared at him in disbelief. “You sent Silas to offset the bad-luck curse.”

				He nodded. “Yes.”

				“You’re the reason the Board of Hidden Affairs locked me up at their headquarters.”

				“Yes.”

				“Riley called you a soul catcher.”

				“Yes.”

				Voices carried from the woods, getting closer.

				He let go of me, and my arms dropped to my sides. “You’re Darius.”

				He dipped his head in greeting. “It’s good to finally meet you, Aegis.”

				I closed my eyes for a moment and rubbed my forehead with my fingertips. “Look, Darius. I need you to get the hell out of my way. Explanations later. Move.”

				He started to answer, but didn’t get the chance. The sounds of distress from the woods grew louder, and Maurice stomped into view. He stood several feet taller than his usual height, and his normally scrawny frame had bulked to terrifying, Hulkish proportions.

				If I hadn’t seen Maurice transform like this before, I wouldn’t have recognized him. His sweet, familiar face had mutated into that of a slavering monster, complete with snarling jaw, pointed teeth and blood-filled eyes.

				With each shambling step Maurice took toward us, he shrank. He never paused during the transmonstrification. This was probably because he never really changed in the first place. I hadn’t known it the first time I’d seen him do this trick, but the entire thing was a mirage—a disguise much like the one keeping my backyard hidden from prying eyes.

				All the same, the fact that his glamour had kicked in reinforced the fact that something truly awful had happened in the woods. Maurice hated going all scary like that. It usually took danger of epic proportions to trigger the change.

				Maurice ran toward us, his eyes wide with panic and his hands cupped delicately in front of him. Riley came out of the woods behind him, looking over his shoulder every few steps.

				“Zoey!” Maurice screamed. As he got closer, I saw his face was slick with tears. “Zoey, they got Iris!”

				I took off running and met him halfway across the yard. “Who got Iris? What happened?”

				Kam and Darius jogged behind me, and Riley arrived last, out of breath, his eyes round.

				A horrible roar rattled the trees. Goose bumps rose from my arms, and even with my empath ability locked up tight, I felt the sorrow conveyed by the sound. Tashi mourned her lover, and the forest echoed with her pain.

				Maurice’s shoulders shook, and his voice was husky. “They took some of the fairies too. And they...they killed some.” He opened his hands to show me what he held so carefully. A tiny fairy, alive but barely breathing, lay curled across his palm. One silvery wing fluttered in the breeze. The other was crinkled like a dry leaf.

				Half a dozen fairies flitted out of the trees and surrounded us, humming a quiet, sad song I’d never heard from them before.

				Maurice held the broken fairy out to me. “You have to fix her, Zoey. You have to fix everything.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Eight

				The five of us gathered around the coffee table. Maurice placed his cupped hands on the flat surface with the tiny, crushed fairy resting in his palms.

				Part of my mind screamed at me to get up and go after Iris, but I didn’t know what had happened yet, and the delicate creature before me was a more immediate problem. I was no expert, but she didn’t look like she had much time left if we didn’t do something quick.

				As much as I didn’t want to expose myself to the volatile emotions around me, I had to open up and really look. When Milo had been struck by a car some months ago, I’d looked at his broken body and I could see. I knew where the injuries were, and how I could move him without doing further damage. Despite how bad off he’d seemed, I knew I could save him. It was an ability I didn’t know I had until I used it, but Bernice had later explained that it came with the Aegis job, totally separate from my empath powers.

				Dropping my barriers in a room full of anxious faces would not make my job any easier. Even without access to their emotions, I had a clear reading of how they felt by how their bodies twitched and shifted and paced.

				“Guys,” I said in as calm a voice as I could muster. “I need you all to chill for a minute. If I’m going to open up, I can’t be bombarded with your baggage. Help me out here. Think of puppies or ice cream. Something nice. Okay?”

				They all nodded, and I gave them a minute for body language to show they had themselves under control.

				I grabbed a lime-green throw pillow from the couch behind me and placed it on the table, then closed my eyes, inhaling deeply. Having never done this on purpose before, it took me a minute to get my bearings. Once I dropped my protective walls, emotions flew toward me. As much as my friends had tried to calm down, they couldn’t entirely squelch what they were feeling. I breathed through it and let the emotions flow past. I opened my eyes and looked at the fairy in Maurice’s damp hands.

				I looked, and I saw.

				My eyes readjusted, and she grew in my vision, as if I wore superstrong microscope glasses or the fairy had grown to the size of a house. As I examined her, my vision went internal, and I felt more than saw the tears and wounds beneath the surface of her skin. Her body was largely undamaged, with the exception of the trampled wing. She’d taken a pretty good blow to the head, though, which was why she lay so still. No internal bleeding that I could discern. Not much we could do but try to keep her comfortable until she woke. If she woke.

				“Maurice, you can put her down on the pillow,” I said.

				His browless forehead wrinkled in concern. “I don’t want to hurt her.”

				“Nothing’s broken inside. Just watch the wing.” I helped arrange her so the damaged wing lay flat against the pillow. I took a closer look at the intricate pattern of filaments that held the wing together. By comparing it to the healthy wing, I saw how the frail lines should connect. If we could smooth the wing out in its original shape, we might be able to reconstruct the pattern. If we were very lucky, the wing would heal straight and whole.

				Like setting a broken bone, right? If the bone were a complex geometric shape and the pieces were the width of dental floss. No problem.

				I sat on the edge of the couch and cleared my eyes. “Okay. Riley?”

				He leaned forward to look at me around Darius. “Yeah?”

				“I need you to call Andrew. Tell him what happened. We might be able to fix her wing, but I’ll need his expertise. Also, if she’s in a coma or has a concussion, I don’t have a clue what to do about it. I need my herbalist over here.”

				Riley nodded and moved to the kitchen to make the call.

				“What can I do?” Maurice asked, wringing his hands.

				“You stay put. Kam, I need you to find something soft, like a scarf, to put over her so she doesn’t get cold. Then you’re on nurse duty for now. Somebody needs to watch her at all times in case there are any changes.”

				“Got it,” she said and disappeared down the hall to my room.

				I eyed Darius and frowned. For several months I’d been dying to find out who the mysterious soul catcher was, and why he’d thought that sending a pooka to my house would help me stay alive. Now he was right in front of me, and there were a million things more important than grilling him for information. It would have to wait.

				I returned my attention to Maurice. “Tell me what happened.”

				Kam hurried in with a nautical-themed blue-and-gold scarf and handed it to Maurice. He settled the fabric over the unconscious fairy, his nervous hands fiddling with it to make it straight.

				He rubbed his face and knelt to perch on the edge of the couch. “I heard howling in the woods, the same time you freaked out.”

				I nodded. “By the time I pulled myself together, you were gone.”

				“Yeah. I ran all the way, but I was too late. Iris was already down.”

				“Down? Down how? He’s huge.”

				Riley stepped out of the kitchen. “With this,” he said. He handed me a tranquilizer dart with the same neon feathers as the ones we’d removed from Edgar. “I found it afterward. They must have missed the first shot.”

				My skin went cold. The anger rushing through my bloodstream was purely my own. “Who?”

				Maurice shook his head and his lower lip quivered with impending tears. “Two guys. They had a van pulled up with the back doors open.” His voice cracked. “There were cages filled with fairies. They looked so scared.” He touched the silky fabric of my scarf, tucking it over the sleeping fairy. “I...I was so angry, Zoey. They didn’t see us at first. When I got there, they were dragging Iris into the van. I couldn’t control myself. I was so angry.”

				Maurice covered his face with both hands and sobbed. I moved in next to him and put my arms around him. “We’ll get them back, Maurice. It’ll be okay.” I rocked him while he cried. Despite the full force of his guilt and sadness, I felt nothing but icy anger.

				“It was my fault,” he said, snuffling into my shirt. “If I’d kept a cool head, we could have stopped them. But I lost it, Zoey. You’ve seen it, you know. When I transmonstrify, I don’t just look big, I get loud and snarly. They heard me before I could get close enough to stop them. They slammed the doors and took off. I...I scared them away.”

				“Shh. It all happened too fast, honey. If Iris couldn’t stop them, you couldn’t either. We’ll find them.” If he’d gotten there sooner, they might have taken Maurice too. Better to keep that thought to myself. He felt bad enough without adding survivor’s guilt.

				He sniffled and sat up, wiping his face with his sleeve. Kam handed him a bright pink scarf, and he blew his nose in it. “Iris is like my brother. I may not be big like he is but I’d have sacrificed myself if it would have saved him, you know.”

				I squeezed his knee. “I know, honey.”

				Darius remained squatting on the floor. He didn’t move to a more comfortable position, and he didn’t comment. The only movement he made was the occasional flick of his eyes from one face to another, the whites bright against his dark skin. His head never shifted an inch, and the thick dreads hanging to his shoulders never so much as twitched. At first glance, his eyes were a light brown, but if I stared too closely, their color seemed more red. I shrugged it off and looked away.

				I turned to Riley. “Now you. What did you see?”

				Riley’s face was pale. “Like Maurice said, two men shoving Iris into a dark blue van. I didn’t see the cages. The yeti was there, though. I think she was protecting the fairies that were left. She was curled around that one—” he pointed at the tiny body on the table, “—and it took a minute to convince her to let us take the fairy.”

				I pieced the story together in my head. “It sounds like Iris and Tashi were trying to protect the fairies from these assholes, and they darted Iris and took him with them. The fairies weren’t finished with the ring, were they?”

				Maurice blew his nose again in the silk scarf Sara had bought me on her trip to France. “It was done, but not set. The mushrooms were still out.”

				I frowned. “So the kidnappers were inside the ring when it was recording who belongs? Does that mean they’ll be able to get back in anytime they want now?”

				“No. You have to be inside for the whole process. That’s why we couldn’t go anywhere today.”

				I picked at a thread on the hem of my shirt while I thought things through. “Did you get a license plate number?”

				Maurice shook his head, and his eyes welled up again.

				“There wasn’t one,” Riley said.

				I reached behind the couch and grabbed my purse. The bag was a gift from Molly. It held anything I stuck in there, no matter how big, and when I reached for a pen and pad of paper, that’s exactly what came out.

				I wrote down everything they’d told me so far, which wasn’t much. “Can you remember what these guys looked like? Anything that stands out, like an ugly mole or a gimpy leg?”

				Maurice and Riley exchanged looks, and Maurice shivered.

				“Blond with blue eyes,” Riley said. “Both of them. They were identical, like twins.”

				“That’s not a lot of help.” I jotted it down.

				Riley frowned. “No, white-blond. You know, like platinum.”

				Maurice nodded. “Bowl cuts. And their eyes...” His face clouded.

				I paused in my scribbles. “What?”

				Again with the weird look between the two of them. Darius shifted his weight and finally moved, turning his head to look at Riley.

				Riley shrugged. “I don’t know how to describe it, really. Eerie. Blue, but really pale, like you could see through them.”

				Maurice nodded. “Like blue ice. Arctic.”

				“Two identical adult men with platinum bowl cuts and creepy pale blue eyes,” I said. “That’s messed up. Anything else?”

				Maurice left the couch and paced in front of the fireplace. “Blue track suit with a white stripe down the side.”

				“They were dressed the same too?”

				Riley stood and walked to the front window, peering through the curtains. “Identical. The jackets were unzipped too. No shirts underneath.”

				I made a face and wrote it down. “Delightful.”

				“And everything they did was in sync, as if they shared one mind.” Riley shuddered.

				Darius came out of his squat and towered over us, arms folded. “I’ve heard enough, Aegis. Pack a bag. I’m taking you back to the Board compound.”

				My eyes widened in surprise and I stared at him. “I think you need to sit down, buddy. I’ll get to you later.”

				The look on his face amused me. He was probably used to playing the role of Big Scary Guy, and not Newbie Assistant. Confusion washed over him, then settled into a scowl. “Your safety is my number one priority, and this place is obviously not secure.”

				“What are you, the Hidden National Guard?” I matched his scowl.

				The hint of red I’d noticed in his eyes burned brighter, like glowing coals.

				Riley moved between us. “Look, Soul Catcher. She doesn’t go anywhere she doesn’t want to go. Back off.”

				Darius stood a head taller than my boyfriend, yet Riley didn’t budge when the big man took a step forward. “You of all people should back me up on this, Reaper.”

				I reached for Riley’s hand, tugging gently for him to sit next to me. My voice was low and cool. “I’m not going to ask you again to sit down, Darius. But if you don’t, then you need to leave.”

				With slow, deliberate movements, never taking his smoldering eyes off of Riley, he backed into a chair and sat. I probably should have been terrified of him. But fear was so low on my list at that moment, I couldn’t run through all the other emotions to get to it.

				“As you wish, Aegis,” Darius said.

				Riley’s leg rested against mine, and I felt the muscles bunch as if he was ready to launch himself at any threat. I scanned the room and didn’t see Maurice and Kam. It took me a moment to realize they’d moved behind the couch, inches away from me.

				Nope. No reason for fear. I had a militia at my back. Nobody was taking me anywhere against my will. It didn’t matter if the guy was bigger than a freaking tractor.

				I squeezed Riley’s hand and regarded Darius. “We kind of have a lot going on here. Someone I care very much about was kidnapped. Fairies too, and God knows who else.” I gestured at the tiny figure nestled in silk on my coffee table. “I’ve got injured to tend to. Maybe you haven’t seen my backyard yet, but something big is going down, and now I need to get someone to take another head count to make sure we haven’t lost anyone else without realizing it. However, I’m sending you to the front of the priority line while we wait for Andrew to get here. So, lay it on me. Who the hell are you? What exactly are you? Feel free to explain the pooka too. ’Cause, you know, that was loads of fun.”

				The big man folded his hands in his lap and relaxed in the chair. His legs jutted out and nearly pressed against the coffee table. He regarded me with his red-brown eyes. “I apologize for causing you hardship with the pooka. It was not my intention. He was meant to offset the bad-luck curse from the Board. I had no way of knowing you also had a gargoyle stone, which would negate the effects of the pooka.”

				I frowned. “How did you know about the curse in the first place? Most of the Board was gone by then, and it was my understanding that Bernice was keeping me and my possible Aegis status under wraps.”

				“I hear things.” He shrugged. “As a freelancer, I spend time at headquarters to pick up assignments. I listen. People don’t often notice me unless I desire it.”

				I suppressed a shudder. I could imagine him lurking in shadows, unnoticed except for maybe giving people a slight case of the willies, like they were being watched.

				Behind me, Kam leaned forward over the couch, resting her elbows on the back. “Why would you care?” she asked.

				It was a simple question. I probably would have gotten to it eventually, but so many thoughts swirled through my head, I had trouble putting them in the right order. The guy wasn’t intimidating, exactly. Just unsettling.

				He flicked his eyes at Kam, his expression unchanged. “My reasons are my own. Suffice it to say, I do care.”

				I snorted—a wholly unladylike sound that made Riley turn and look at me.

				“I don’t think so. If you’re here, you share what you know and why you know it. House rules.”

				His face flickered with annoyance before regaining its neutral expression. “I’m here now to keep you alive, since you seem determined to reject my long-distance efforts. It’s become clear to me that the only way to keep you out of danger is to guard you myself.”

				Riley’s leg stiffened again. “She has plenty of help here. We don’t need you.”

				Darius chuckled. “You’ve done a fine job so far, Reaper. If I hadn’t shown up in time to stop her, she’d have gone into the woods and probably been taken, too. Apparently, you just let her do whatever she wants to do.”

				Riley jumped from the couch, his face red and his hands fisted. He sputtered but couldn’t seem to form coherent words.

				Maurice stepped up beside Riley. He, too, had fists ready. His spine straightened and muscles I didn’t know he had flexed. “You do not speak about the Aegis as if she were someone to be managed. I don’t know who the hell you are, but you can leave now. We’re a family, and you’re not part of this. We take care of each other here. We don’t need some lumbering tree to be a guard dog.”

				Kam took Riley’s place next to me on the sofa. She patted my hand and smiled. “We already have a hellhound,” she said in a reasonable tone. “What could you possibly add to that?”

				A wall of angry male stood directly in front of me, blocking Darius from view. I grabbed one handful of reaper shirttail and one of closet monster and tugged. “Guys. Sit, please?” I didn’t rebuke them for showing their tempers. They glanced at each other and nodded. Riley took the empty spot at the end of the couch with Kam between us. He sat forward on the edge, as if waiting for a gunshot to signal the start of a relay race. Maurice moved to the side between Riley’s spot and the fireplace. Their postures made it clear they were seconds from jumping in front of me again if necessary.

				I sighed and scrubbed at my face. “Okay, guys. Let’s start over. Darius, as you can see, I’m not in need of a manager or bodyguard.” My heart contracted. Iris was officially my bodyguard. I was wasting time with this guy when I needed to track down the assholes who’d taken my skunk-ape. “As much as I want to know more about who the hell you are, why you’re here and what your personal stake is in all of this, I don’t have that kind of time.”

				He sank into the overstuffed chair that barely held his bulk. “Agreed. We have a lot to discuss and not much time.”

				“Right now, getting Iris back is my top priority.” I gestured at the map above the fireplace. “We’ve figured out there’s a pattern to the disappearances of Hidden and the other Aegises. We also figured out the forces responsible were coming right for us. Now they’re here and they’ve taken some of my family. If you want to stay and help, tell me who or what we’re up against and where to find them.”

				Darius glanced at the elaborate color-coded map and nodded his head. “I’ve been tracking the westward migration for two years, looking for clues. My job as a freelance soul catcher moves me around the country, tracking and capturing souls that have escaped from their corpses. I’ve picked up rumors and facts along the way.” He swallowed hard. “I believe your theory is correct. The people taking the Hidden have the missing Aegises as well.”

				“What about the Board members?”

				He shook his head. “I don’t think so. The Board members are showing up dead, staged in elaborate macabre poses all over the country, while the Hidden and the Aegises disappear without a trace. And always following the migration pattern.”

				Riley’s voice was gruff. “We figured that out on our own. So far, you’re not helping.”

				“Riley,” I said, reaching across Kam’s lap and squeezing his leg. “Please?”

				He scowled and remained silent.

				Darius tried to look comfortable, but it wasn’t working. I could feel his discomfort from across the coffee table. He had information he didn’t want to share, and four other people in the room weren’t going to let it go.

				“Fine,” he said. “Bernice is doing what she can to look into the board members’ deaths, and I’m focusing on the missing Aegises and Hidden. All I know right now is that the problem has spread, and whoever’s doing the damage is in the area. I’ve been trailing them for two years, but I’m never quite early enough to catch them. When I realized they were moving in your direction, I stopped investigating and came right here. You’re the last Aegis. I couldn’t let them get to you.” He looked down at his hands. “I was almost too late again.”

				I lifted my chin in a sharp movement. “Again?”

				He shook his head. “Another time. As you said, we have higher priorities.”

				He wasn’t giving me anything solid or helpful. I needed to change tack and get my shit together. I stood and smoothed my sweaty palms over my jeans. In an emergency, I was the go-to girl. But with every second that passed, my ER mojo waned. Andrew would arrive soon to take care of the broken fairy, and Iris...well, Iris was gone. I had no immediate action I could take. Finding him wouldn’t be easy, and it wasn’t like I could look up “kidnappers” in the phonebook.

				I paced the living room, trying to plan my next move. Four pairs of eyes followed me. Nobody seemed to have any advice to offer. My fault nobody spoke up, I supposed. I’d insisted on being in charge.

				“Okay, guys.” I stopped in front of the fireplace and stared at the map with all its colored stickers and pins. “If we find the bad guys, we find Iris, right?”

				Maurice nodded. “Sure. So, how do we do that?”

				I closed my eyes and rubbed the bridge of my nose. “I don’t know. I was thinking we’ve got two problems, but they have the same answer. Find one, we find the other.”

				Kam crossed her impossibly long legs. “Did anybody see which way the van went? We could go out there and look for tire tracks, maybe find some other clues. Sitting in here and talking about it isn’t worth a hill of beans if we don’t move our gams.”

				“Gams?” I frowned. “I thought you were all about the eighties—big hair, shoulder pads, neon.”

				“You don’t say ‘gams’ anymore?” She scowled. “It’s a good word. Humans are always tossing out the good words and making up stupid ones like ‘gnarly.’ How’s a dame supposed to keep track?”

				I stared at her for a moment, then turned away. Now was not the time to figure her out any more than it was for cracking open Darius’s head for a peek. “Maurice,” I said. “Can you stay here with the fairy and let Andrew in when he gets here?”

				“I’ll take care of her, Zoey,” he said. He fiddled with the edge the silk scarf, then looked at me with moist eyes. “Just find Iris, okay? He’s our family.”

				I bent over and hugged Maurice’s shoulders from behind. “We’ll find him.”

				I waved at the other three to follow me, and we trudged out the door to the clearing where it had all gone so terribly wrong.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Nine

				The clearing was a mass of churned-up mud, a slight tang of blood in the air and one despondent Yeti curled at the foot of a huge oak. Fairies had already come for their fallen kin and taken them to some secret fairy burial site. I wasn’t sure I wanted to know the details. As it was, my stomach felt like I’d swallowed a massive wad of chewing gum, and my heart stuttered like pieces had snapped off and floated through my bloodstream.

				I took a seat in the mud next to Tashi and placed my hand over hers. We sat like that in silence while Riley and Darius walked the perimeter, looking for clues. Kam took the center, kneeling to inspect anything that caught her eye.

				Tashi’s sadness and my own blended together. There was no clear line between her feelings and mine, because they were so similar. Loss engulfed us, and helplessness warred with the need to do something. Anything.

				I wanted to reassure her, make promises that we’d find him and bring him back to her. Hell, I wanted to make those same promises to myself. But until we figured out who was kidnapping the Hidden, why they were doing it and where they’d gone, I was afraid to say another word. I’d already told Maurice we’d find Iris. Past that, I was too afraid to think about it.

				Riley came over to us and squatted at eye level. He kept his voice low and level, but I could feel the anxiety shimmering around him. “We found tire tracks that lead off toward the road, and drag marks from where Iris...” He scrubbed at his face with both palms. “There’s not much else.”

				Darius strode toward us, his boots splattering mud in his wake. “I’ve got their scent, but I can’t go after them until it gets dark.” He peered at the sky. “Another few minutes should do it. The trail is probably cold already, but I’ll try.”

				Maybe it was my imagination, but the red in his eyes was darker than it had been. Less chocolate, more blood.

				It occurred to me that I had no idea what this towering man really was. As frightening as he looked, he was probably something cuddly or harmless, like a werebunny or a flying spaghetti monster. Things in my world never seemed to turn out as they appeared.

				Kam wandered over to join the party. “I’ve got bupkis,” she said.

				I patted Tashi’s hand and stood. “Kam, I hate to ask this. It seems rude, somehow. But you’re a djinn. Is there anything, you know, magic you can do? Can we wish for a magical tracking device or, like, an enchanted transporter to get us there?”

				Her face clouded. If I could have had a wish at that moment, I would have asked to take back my question.

				Kam worried the fitted gold bangle on her right wrist and sighed. “I can’t,” she said. She lifted her arm and flipped open the bracelet. Beneath it her skin was pale, as if it never saw the sun. “He emptied me.”

				She turned her arm to reveal three dark gems embedded in the flesh of her inner wrist.

				Even as a dull gray, their beauty called to me. I wanted to touch them, but kept my hands to myself. What Kam was showing me was deeply personal, judging by the expression on her face and the way Riley averted his eyes.

				Deep within one of the stones, a spark rippled to the surface and danced away into the deeper recesses. I pulled my attention away to Kam’s face. “Who did this?”

				She snapped the bracelet shut and kept her left hand over it, as if to keep it safe. “The Master. He leaves me in the box to recharge for months at a time. Then he pops me out, uses up all my magic and puts me back. Sometimes he doesn’t seal the box right and I break out.” She swallowed. “He always finds me eventually.”

				I reached out and ran a hand down her arm. “I’m sorry, Kam. I’m sorry I asked, and I’m sorry he did this to you. I won’t let him get you again.”

				There I went again, making promises on the fly. I had to stop doing that when I had so little control over what was going on.

				She took a deep breath and blew it out, as if clearing herself of bad feelings, then pasted a thin smile on her face. “It’s okay. I’m free for now. When he locks me up again, I’ll have a whole slew of new memories to keep me company over the years till the next time I break out. I’m sorry I don’t have enough juice to help you, though.”

				A djinn bereft of magic seemed like a terrible thing, like cutting off a unicorn’s horn or stealing a dragon’s hoard. “We’ll figure something out without magic. In the meantime, is there anything you need to refill yours? Can we get you anything?”

				She shook her head. “Thank you, but no. Time is the only thing I need.” She rattled the bracelets protecting her wrist. “It’ll recharge on its own.”

				“Zoey,” Riley said. His voice had a forced calm to it, as if I were about to step on a three-headed snake poised to strike at my foot, and he didn’t want to startle me.

				I followed his gaze to where Darius stood and took an involuntary step away.

				Impossibly, he had grown at least two feet taller and had sprouted wings—huge, fleshy bat wings. The most frightening part wasn’t his size or grotesque appendages, it was his face. There wasn’t one. Nose, mouth, chin. They’d all disappeared into a blackness so deep it repelled light.

				Except for his eyes.

				They’d grown to the size of softballs and glowed a deep red.

				Of all the creatures I’d seen since my introduction to the Hidden, none had terrified me on such a primal level. Even as a child, smothered in fear of the monster in my closet, I hadn’t been this afraid. It was as if this thing in my woods radiated fear as a weapon.

				I swallowed hard and tried not to throw up.

				“Holy shit, you’re scary,” Kam said. “Dude, dial it down a notch.”

				I would have seconded her suggestion, but my throat had locked up, leaving me mute.

				Riley took a step toward the beast, his hand bunched in a fist. “What the hell are you trying to do? Turn it off!”

				The sense of overwhelming terror pulled back and my muscles relaxed. The black hole that had been Darius’s face receded, leaving a suggestion of features. When he spoke, I was grateful he hadn’t said anything before he had the outline of a mouth. A voice without a mouth would have made the fear that much worse.

				“I apologize, Aegis. When the change comes, it takes me a moment to adjust. I didn’t mean to frighten you.” His words came out husky and filled with echoes.

				Frighten me? I’d nearly peed myself. I didn’t feel the need to share that with him, though.

				I stepped closer and examined him. Up close, his wings were more like those of an ugly gray butterfly than my original assessment of a bat. He was man-shaped, though on a huge scale. I craned my neck to see his face and saw the clear outline of the same features I’d seen before the sun had turned the clearing into dusky shadows. I had trouble looking him directly in those unnaturally round, red eyes, but I forced myself to do it. They weren’t as large as they’d looked from farther away. The size effect came from the glow.

				I returned to where I’d been standing next to Kam and Riley. “All right,” I said. “I give up. What are you?” Normally, I was more polite when asking a Hidden what flavor of creature he was. At this point, I didn’t feel like I owed Darius that kind of concern. He could have given me warning before nearly scaring the piss out of me. Literally.

				His wings shifted and the light from his eyes winked out and back on, as if he’d blinked. “I’m a mothman.”

				“You’re the Mothman? Holy hell.”

				He shook his head. “Not the Mothman. A mothman. There aren’t many of us, but there are more than one.”

				I frowned. “Were you the one in the movie?”

				“No. That happened a long time ago. And that movie was largely fiction.”

				“You’ll have to tell me about it sometime.”

				“If there’s time.” He folded and unfolded his wings. “I should go. I’ll follow the trail as far as I can.” He turned to Riley. “Can I trust you to keep her here? Keep her safe?”

				Riley’s face tensed. “I think I know what I’m doing.”

				Tashi approached and touched the mothman with gentle fingers. Her jaw moved, as if tasting something unfamiliar. “Geht Ahrees.” Her eyes were moist, and dampness flattened the white fur on her cheeks. I didn’t know if she’d ever attempted to speak our language before, but it was clear to me what she meant. I bit my lip, holding back a sob.

				Darius stared at her for a long moment, then nodded once. “I’ll be back when I can.”

				He spread his dusty wings, bent his knees and launched himself into the sky. He flapped twice and disappeared over the tree line.

				I scanned the woods and realized it was getting more difficult to see. “Unless anybody’s got any more ideas, we should head inside.” I thought maybe I should invite Tashi to come with us so she wouldn’t be alone. She probably wouldn’t come. I doubted yetis liked walls and roofs any more than skunk-apes did. It didn’t matter. She’d vacated the clearing, leaving an indent in the mud of a single, giant footprint.

				I smudged the print with my shoe. Probably a stupid precaution, but I didn’t need Bigfoot hunters in my woods taking casts. We had enough to worry about.

				Trees rustled in the distance in the direction of Iris’s nest. A single, sorrowful howl reverberated through the woods and went silent.

				The sadness threatening to shatter my heart turned hot and thick. I didn’t have time for grief. But I had plenty of time to nurse a boiling rage. Whoever broke up my family would regret it.

				I’d put the stakes through their hearts myself.

				* * *

				Andrew was nearly finished when we got home. An array of small bottles, eyedroppers and bundles of herbs took up half the coffee table. His face sobered when I came through the door.

				“What’s the verdict?” I asked, taking a seat.

				He scratched his head. “She’s so damn tiny. It’s really hard to examine her, let alone treat her wounds.” He sighed. “The wing is definitely broken. She’s in and out of consciousness, but we got a little water down her throat with an eyedropper. She swallowed without too much fuss. I think that’s a good sign.”

				He’d done his best with the broken wing, smoothing it out with a pair of cotton swabs. I used my Aegis ability to see his work and directed him to a few spots where he realigned the filaments with a pair of tweezers. It was the best we could do.

				He gathered his things into a messenger bag and gestured for me to walk with him to the kitchen.

				Maurice pulled out a fresh batch of his mascarpone-raspberry muffins from the oven. My stomach turned over at the thought of eating, at the same time growling to remind me I’d missed dinner.

				“Will she be okay?” Maurice asked. His big eyes were still wet, and fresh tears threatened to spill.

				Andrew offered a reassuring smile. “I think she’ll make it. Honestly, there isn’t much more I can do for her that her own people can’t do at this point.”

				“I don’t know where they went.” Maurice said. He handed me a cup of tea. “Some of them came back with us, but they’ve since disappeared. I think they went to bury the ones we lost.”

				I took a sip from my cup before realizing it was my migraine tea. I hadn’t noticed that my head hurt until the pain started to melt away. I took another swallow of tea to force down the lump in my throat before sadness overtook the anger I was nurturing. “Will they be back?”

				“They’re around.” Andrew took a bite of the muffin Maurice slid in front of him. “Maurice is making arrangements for them.”

				I poked a finger into my muffin. “What kind of arrangements?”

				Riley came in and took a seat next to me. He slid his arm around my shoulders and gave me a squeeze before accepting the muffin and hot chocolate Maurice pushed at him.

				Maurice brought his own snack to the table and sat. “They’ve been through a lot,” he said. “I know we’re trying to keep everyone in the backyard, but they need to be close to Lilliandra. I’m putting something together in the living room for them.”

				I nodded. “Okay.” I pushed crumbs around on my plate.

				Kam blew into the room and took in our little group of misery. “Hey,” she said. She put her hands on her hips and gave us all the stink eye. “You people need to get a grip. You’re sitting around like there’s no hope left in the world and you’ve given up.”

				I looked away from her and poked another hole in my muffin. “It’s been a shitty night, Kam.”

				She prodded my shoulder. “You were pissed a minute ago. Now you’ve gone all sad sack.” She waved her hand at the table. “You’ve all gone sad sack.”

				We stared at her a moment, then turned away.

				She moved fast, coming around to the end of the table and planting her knuckles against the wood. “Look.” She leaned forward and looked us each in the eye in turn. “I know this sucks. I know you lost some fairies out there today. But you’ve got one in the other room who’s still alive. Maurice saved her. And I’m really sorry about your friend getting kidnapped, but you have to stop acting like he’s dead. If they wanted him dead, they wouldn’t have tranqed him and dragged him off. He’s out there somewhere. Alive. And he needs your help.”

				She was right. I’d let the tragedy of the situation smother hope. Part of the problem was a lack of action. Until Darius got back with a report, there wasn’t a damn thing I could do for Iris.

				I gave her a weak smile. “When did you get so bossy?”

				She shrugged and plopped into a chair. “About five minutes ago when I realized nobody else was going to do it. Where’s my muffin?”

				Maurice gave her a plate. “Bossy,” he said and smiled. It wasn’t the full-on Maurice grin we normally saw, but it was an improvement.

				She winked. “You can be the bossy one again tomorrow.”

				“Nope. When we’re done in here, you’re assisting me in the living room. I’ll need help turning it into a fairy garden.”

				“I don’t have much of a green thumb.”

				“It’s got to be better than your cooking.”

				She made a face at him. It was hard to believe that, when fully charged, she was a super-powerful entity who could probably kill us all with a thought.

				“Hey,” I said, craning my neck to peer down the hallway. “Where are the kids? I haven’t seen them all day.” My skin went cold. I hadn’t even considered they might have been in the clearing watching the fairies build the ring. Then and there I decided I should never be a parent. The world was too dangerous, and I was too distracted.

				Maurice grinned. “They’re fine. They asked me to set up a tent for them next to Molly’s house so they could have a sleepover.”

				I frowned. “I should check on them, just in case. Molly can’t defend them if something goes wrong.”

				I half rose, and Maurice placed his hand on my arm to push me back. “They’re fine. Lulu’s been glued to them for two days. They sleep with her.”

				The bunched-up muscles in my shoulders let go, and I relaxed a little. “Sure. Yeah. What kid wouldn’t want a mangy hellhound as a pet?” If Lulu couldn’t protect them, there wasn’t a damn thing I could do to keep them safe. Still. I wasn’t going to feel right unless I saw the kids for myself. I stood and dropped my paper napkin over my partially eaten muffin. “I’m going to go check on everybody. You know, do the rounds.”

				A look passed between Andrew and Riley, and they both pushed away from their chairs. Riley grabbed my hand and smiled. “We’ll come with you.”

				It didn’t matter that the safest place in the country was in my backyard. Clearly I wasn’t going out there without an escort. Not that I minded the company, and any excuse to be with Riley made me happy.

				I could’ve done without the overprotective act, though.

				We wandered through Tent City, looking in on a snoring chupacabra, two gargoyles playing a weird sort of poker with sardines, and the merman stretched out in a puddle of moonlight by the pool, apparently working on his moontan.

				For a refugee camp filled with displaced monsters who probably shouldn’t get along with each other, the space was peaceful. The whole place had fallen into an organized rhythm, as if the current circumstances were a natural state of being rather than an emergency measure. Parents with missing offspring naturally took in kids with no families, regardless of species. Larger creatures, like trolls, gathered firewood for the communal woodpile, and smaller creatures, like goblins, helped gather food like berries, nuts and seaweed for the kitchen tent. Everyone did his part.

				Janey and Toby huddled way in the back in a pink-and-yellow play tent. Lulu snoozed out front, her rump holding open the flap of the painted-on front door. Molly slipped past the hellhound and brushed a hank of loose hair from her face. We followed her to her mushroom house a few feet next door.

				“Have you found Iris?” Her face was drawn and pale, a far cry from the deep nut brown of her usual skin tone. She slipped an absent hand over her swollen belly and rested it there.

				I shook my head. “Nothing yet. Someone is searching.”

				She sighed. “This is such a sad night. All of the children are upset, mine as well as the goblin little ones.” She rubbed her stomach and winced.

				“Molly, are you all right?”

				She gave me a weak smile that didn’t reassure me at all. “I am well. This baby makes demands the others did not. She does not give me much rest.”

				“Can I help? Do you want me to bring all the kids inside so you can have a break?”

				“Only if this little one could go with them. The bigger ones help me. Do not worry, Zoey. Baby and I are well.”

				Despite the attack, the fairies had managed to complete the security ring. Plus, Molly’s husband, Walter, lived in a tree a few yards from Molly’s mushroom house, at the ready in case Molly needed anything—the brownie couple was currently separated, but trying to work things out. So my worries were largely brought on by nerves. Danger was all around us, but within the fairy circle, we were sheltered from outside harm.

				I didn’t really want to leave her, but the longer I stood there asking her questions, the longer it would be before she could relax and maybe get some rest.

				“If you need anything at all, send the goblin kids,” Andrew said.

				Molly smiled. “Thank you. If I need you, I will call.”

				I patted Lulu and headed toward the house with my boys by my side.

				“So, Andrew,” I said, strolling past the water sprite sisters in their stone fountain. “I have a question for you.” The sprites flipped their eel tails at me, and I waved.

				Andrew gave me a sideways, guarded look. “Yes?”

				“When are you going to bring Daniel over so he can experience all of this?” I lifted my arm in a flourish to indicate the craziness in my backyard.

				Riley cocked his head at Andrew. “Who’s Daniel?”

				I grinned. “His secret boyfriend.”

				Andrew stuffed his hands in his pockets. “I’d rather keep him to myself a little longer, if you don’t mind. If he sees all this, he’ll either run for the hills or move in with you. Either way, I lose sole custody.”

				Riley nodded. “Fair enough.”

				“That’s so not true,” I said. A small green dragon about the size of a collie chased a young gnome across our path in a game of tag. The dragon paused and snorted sparks at me. “Hey, Bruce,” I said. He tossed his tail in a friendly gesture, then took off again after the gnome. “Okay. I see your point. This would be a lot for Daniel to take in. The rest of us got it a little at a time.”

				Andrew nodded. “I’ll bring him by when things calm down. He’ll have to know eventually.”

				Riley slipped his arm around my waist. “He’ll get used to it. If he loves you, he’ll adjust.”

				We’d all had to get used to some pretty weird stuff. But even Sara had rolled with the Hidden world I helped protect. I’d seen Andrew and Daniel together. I was pretty sure Daniel would roll with it too.

				“After we save the world, we’ll ease him in,” I said.

				“Somebody always needs saving,” Andrew said. “Thanks for understanding. I promise not to keep him to myself forever.”

				That was good enough for me.

				Darius didn’t come back that night. I was very glad I didn’t sit up waiting for him. After everything I’d already been through that day, the next day at work would likely be horrible. Not as bad has having a family member kidnapped and fairies massacred in my woods, but still pretty bad.

				Sara and I had another appointment with Alma. And it was a lunch meeting at the dreadful woman’s house.

				Frankly, I probably would have been more at ease in a barnyard surrounded by Viking goats.

				And I really hated goats.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Ten

				Alma’s house was every bit as pretentious and over-the-top as she was. The mansion nestled high on a hill overlooking the water, its bay windows and sweeping arches looking down on all the little houses and businesses. Much like its owner did.

				Sara and I stood at the front door eyeing each other for stray wrinkles. I wore a dark blue pinstripe jacket and skirt with a boring white blouse and navy shoes with sensible heels. Sara hadn’t allowed me to choose my clothes for myself under the circumstances. She’d inspected me at the office to be sure I hadn’t slipped anything weird into the outfit.

				I understood why she wanted us both to look so professional that it made me want to die of ennui, but I didn’t think it would help us deal with Alma in the least. Still, it made Sara feel more in control. She totally missed the hot-pink zebra stripes hidden on the inside of my plain black leather belt.

				Alma graced us by opening the door herself.

				“Well,” she said, eyeing her watch. “I expected you to be late.” She sniffed and stepped aside to let us in. “Come in. I’ll tell Mia we’ll be lunching on the veranda.”

				My lip twitched while I fought against the urge to giggle. I could feel Sara next to me suppressing her own laughter. I refused to look at my friend. If our eyes met, we’d be done.

				You don’t impress clients by laughing at their snooty affectations.

				Hell, the whole estate was a snooty affectation.

				My sensible heels clacked against the marble floors as we followed Alma through the house. Every wall held enormous paintings that looked like they could be recreations of lesser-known works by renaissance masters if you didn’t look too closely. A six-foot-tall monstrosity of smeary ballerinas hung above a fireplace, pretending to be a priceless Degas. The colors were a little off, though, more primary than pastel, and the faces of the young girls were a little too crisp, a little too geometric. All the artwork gave that impression—almost, but not quite right. I bit my tongue and didn’t ask where they came from.

				Alma led us past room after room smothered in gaudy gold baroque-like furniture, lacy doilies and pristine white carpeting that no one could possibly have walked on.

				She took us on a winding, circuitous route through the house to the veranda. I had a feeling she did it on purpose so we’d see all her fancy things and be impressed. Unfortunately for her, the tour did more to solidify my poor opinion of her.

				To be totally fair, I was impressed. It takes a lot of effort to have taste that bad.

				Alma strode ahead of us, puffed up like a bird of paradise, waving her hands at various displays she didn’t want us to miss.

				“This cabinet is a recreation of a sixteenth-century piece from Italy, and it holds my entire collection of Beloved Ages dolls. Three hundred and sixteen, at last count! Some are quite rare.”

				I peered through the rippled glass at the ugly little things. Precious Moments figures weren’t really my thing, but at least they were cute. These dolls were not. Their little faces looked more like something made in a paint-your-own-ceramics shop. In fact, I wouldn’t be surprised if Alma didn’t have her own kiln in some back room so she could make them herself and declare them to be authentic collectables.

				Someone needed to teach her how to paint inside the lines at the very least.

				“They’re lovely,” Sara said. “I’ve heard of Beloved Ages, but had never seen any for myself. From what I hear, they’re quite difficult to come by.”

				Alma beamed with pride. “Yes. Yes, they are rare! I’ve spent years on them. Searching them out, I mean. People don’t want to part with them.”

				She pivoted on her heel and led us away. Sara turned and winked at me before following.

				Sara was my hero.

				Alma settled us on the veranda and took off to arrange for lunch, leaving us alone.

				“I’ll tell Mia we’ll be lunching on the veranda,” I said in a snobby voice and waved my hand in a grand gesture.

				Sara snickered. “Shh. Behave. Let’s just get through this.”

				“Oh my God, Sara. I don’t think our plans for the charity show are over-the-top enough. We have to go bigger. We’ve been letting good taste hold us back.”

				She tucked her hair behind one ear and plucked a folder from her briefcase. “We’ll show her what we’ve got and go from there. I’d rather err on the side of tasteful, if she’ll let us.”

				The veranda, compared to the rest of the house, was sparsely decorated with a few potted ferns in ornate gold vases covered in curlicues and fleurs-de-lis. The table and chairs were wrought iron, and we sat on red-and-gold cushions of a slippery, satiny material that threatened to squirt the pillows out from under us whenever we moved.

				The view was worth the tacky house tour and uncomfortable seating.

				All of Sausalito spread out beneath us. Cars moved along the roads, and tiny yachts and houseboats bobbed in the bay. Gulls flew high over the city. I wondered if Iris was out there somewhere, locked away out of eyesight. If I had X-ray vision and could see into all the buildings, would I find him here in this beautiful city? Was he in the same county? The same state?

				He’d been taken less than twenty-four hours ago. They could have made it pretty far away in that amount of time.

				And here I was, having lunch with an obnoxious client while a mothman I barely knew and didn’t really trust did the searching for me. I shifted in my seat and nearly lost my cushion.

				“Dammit,” I said. I shoved it more securely under my ass and tried to hold still.

				Sara looked at me over her notes. “Are you doing okay?”

				I nodded. “I’m holding it together.”

				“Thanks for coming with me. I know you’d rather be home. I really didn’t want to come by myself, and I was hoping it would distract you for a little while.”

				“I’m okay, Sara. I wish there was something I could do besides wait. Iris is in trouble and I want to do something.” I rubbed my arms. “And this place isn’t helping. I didn’t realize it when we first walked in, but this is not a happy house.”

				“From everything we know, are you surprised?”

				“No, I guess not. There’s a really bad vibe here. I know I’m already feeling down from my own problems, but there’s this sense of—I don’t know—misery. It’s more than negativity. It’s actively miserable here. How weird is that?”

				Sara quirked an eyebrow at me. “Is there—”

				“What do you think of the view?” Alma bustled in and dropped into the chair facing toward the bay. A puff of powdery perfume rose in the air around her.

				“It’s lovely,” I said, trying not to inhale too deeply. “You can see everything from here.”

				She preened. “I like to keep an eye on things.”

				I bet you do.

				Sara cleared her throat. “How’s Gale settling into married life?”

				Alma sniffed. “I wouldn’t know. After that beautiful wedding you planned and I paid for, she and her new husband went off to Europe for three weeks. She’s barely said a word to me since then. I ask you, is that any way to treat your mother?”

				Inside I cheered for Gale. Marriage must’ve done wonders for her self-esteem if she was able to break free of Alma’s smothering. I patted Alma’s hand. “I’m sure once the newness wears off, you’ll hear from her regularly.” I hoped my reassurances sounded sincere, since I didn’t mean a word of it.

				A feeling of despair washed over me, causing the hair on my scalp to prickle and nausea to swirl in my stomach. Sitting so high above everything no longer felt like a good idea.

				I had my emotional shields up, of course. I never left the house without protecting myself from a full onslaught of the emotions bleeding off of the world around me. But I’d found that being completely cut off left me unable to interact properly with people on a social level. Unlike the rest of the world, I needed an emotional cheat sheet to get through a conversation. I’d always been an empath and so had no idea how to live without the feedback my special skill afforded me. Through trial and error, I’d learned to put up mental barriers, then install filters into the walls so I could control how much emotion came through. It wasn’t a perfect system, but it helped turn down the volume of what was going on around me without leaving me stranded in ignorance.

				Something in that house wasn’t right. And it wasn’t coming from any of the three of us. Sara gave off a mild concern, and pride rolled off of Alma like tiny pebbles.

				I must not have looked well. Sara had a close eye on me, and her concern cranked up a few notches.

				Alma, of course, didn’t notice a thing. Her chubby arms waved and flapped while she prattled on about architecture and interior decorators.

				“Alma,” I said, cutting her off. “Would you mind if I used your restroom?”

				“Oh.” She frowned. “Of course. Don’t be long. Mia will be serving in a few minutes.”

				“Of course.”

				She gave me a complex set of directions, which included the words “coat of arms” and “trompe l’oeil,” but could easily have been “down the hall to the left” if she weren’t so full of her possessions.

				To my surprise, the bathroom was decorated in a simple style. Pink-and-yellow rosebuds bloomed across the wallpaper. A single vase with one pink and one yellow rose stood on the sink.

				I splashed my face with cold water and patted it dry with a hand towel.

				Deep breaths, Zoey. Either search the misery out, or shut it down. You can’t let it take over.

				I inhaled a deep cleansing breath and released it. Part of me wanted to close my filters. That would sort out the problem, locking me up tight inside myself and keeping this horrible sense of tragedy and unhappiness out of range.

				But that would be wrong. I was an empath. Ignoring something this extreme would be immoral, and it went against everything I stood for. I couldn’t ignore someone who might need me. Whether I’d asked for it or not, this was kind of my life’s work these days.

				I might not be able to fix all of the problems in the world, but I had to try.

				I stepped out of the bathroom and looked both ways down the hall. The emotions came from the direction opposite the veranda. Despite the queasy feeling it gave me, I widened the holes in my filters to let in more outside emotion. I followed down the hall like a bloodhound, reaching out and reading emotions instead of sniffing for a scent.

				The hall made a sharp left, and then a right. Each step brought the immense feeling of misery closer. By the time I got to the big metal and glass double doors, the emotional stench gagged me in its intensity.

				I peered through the windows into a wall of green. Weak sunlight filtered in through the leaves on the opposite wall. It looked to be an enormous conservatory made of metal and glass and filled with flowers, ferns and rubber-tree plants.

				Pain.

				Misery.

				Anguish.

				Death.

				I broke into a cold sweat and took a step away from the windows. Something was in there. Something in terrible trouble. In fact, several somethings.

				My hand shook as I reached for the handle and twisted. Locked.

				I pressed my fingers against the glass and reached out with my empathy powers. If I couldn’t get inside the room physically, at least I could try to investigate with my gift.

				The terrible emotions buzzed at me from several points in the room—weak, despite their intensity. They also carried a familiar quality, almost like a taste. I rested my forehead against the door and concentrated, pushing through the dizziness it caused. Whatever was in there wasn’t human. The emotions of the Hidden were the same as they were for humans, but with an added quality, like a pinch of exotic spice had been added.

				Alma Dickson had some kind of Hidden creatures captive in her conservatory.

				My own anger cleared my head a little, and I broke contact with the locked door and the glass. I couldn’t pinpoint what sort of creatures might be in there. Could Alma be responsible for Iris’s kidnapping? Was he here?

				I doubted very much that Alma could have orchestrated the kidnappings all across the country. She wasn’t smart enough for that. But it couldn’t be a coincidence that she had Hidden imprisoned in her home.

				Whatever she knew, she was damn well going to share it with me.

				My anger melted as another wave of emotion surged from the greenhouse, threatening to drown me in sorrow and fear.

				I turned and ran from that terrible room, down the hall and into the bathroom.

				I bent over the toilet, and everything I’d eaten my entire life came hurling out. I knelt on the cheery yellow throw rug, heaving until there was nothing left inside me but bile and hate. I flushed the toilet and washed the sweat and tears from face. I was tempted again to slam my filters shut so I wouldn’t have to endure the misery now that I knew where it was coming from, but I would need it to fuel my anger and to control the situation.

				Alma was a stupid, arrogant woman. As long as I could work off my readings of her emotions, I could manipulate her for the information I needed.

				I was the goddamn Aegis. And this shit would not fly.

				I was going to war.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Eleven

				Sara knew the minute she saw me that everything was not okay. She cocked her head to the side as if asking if I was all right. Fortunately, Alma was so self-absorbed, she didn’t notice. She didn’t even bother to question why I’d been gone so long.

				My smile stretched across clenched teeth, and I tried to project my best professional face.

				“Alma, this food looks delicious. Thank you so much for having us. I apologize for scuttling off, but my own kitchen help is obviously not as talented as yours. Something I had earlier must not have agreed with me. I’m much better now.”

				She shook out her lavender linen napkin and placed it across her lap. “Well, you missed our conversation while you were gone. I was telling Sara about how much time and expense it took to level the trees on this plateau in order to build properly. Tree huggers caused so much trouble. I don’t think they realized who I am or they would have had the good sense to go somewhere else with their New Age nonsense.” She filled her plate with finger sandwiches and macaroni salad while she chattered.

				I sipped from a goblet of iced tea and tried to settle my churning stomach. The anguish from nearby consumed my attention. I wouldn’t be able to concentrate on the job I had to do if it was all I could feel.

				I took a breath and went inside myself for a moment. My barrier was strong, and my filters were letting in enough for me to read what was going on around me. The trouble was, the emotions of the prisoners were so powerful, they drowned out everything else.

				Though it was a technique I made up on the spot, I had no trouble putting up a secondary wall with Alma inside. That closed her in with me and separated her from everything outside of us, causing the emotions of the captives to run through two sets of filters before getting to me.

				Sara and I talked while we ate, offering suggestions for the coming charity auction. The previous planners had booked a large Baptist church for the event. It currently had no services and lay empty, since the congregation had moved locations. It seemed perfectly suited, since it had what amounted to a stage, room for lots of seating, and anterooms for the models to dress. When the event ended, we would make a few changes to the décor, the caterers would switch out the food and we’d leave before the private party began.

				Our primary concern as planners was to talk the woman out of her obsession with decorating everything in great swaths of gold lamé.

				I popped a cheese puff in my mouth and chewed with what I hoped was a thoughtful look on my face. “What about something more shimmery and less, oh, obvious?” I reached down and put my purse in my lap. “Something more ethereal?” I rummaged through my purse, pretending to dig around.

				This was for show. I used to dig around in my purse before the Hidden came into my life. My bag had been a hot mess of crap collected over time. If I dropped anything in there, I could kiss it goodbye, at least until I was looking for something else. Molly heard me complaining about it once and created a new one for me. The purse was small, tidy, and had a black hole or a TARDIS in it. Or something. I could fit an entire city in there and the bag would take it, weighing no more than it had before Los Angeles went inside. No matter what I wanted, even if I didn’t know what I wanted, exactly what I needed slipped into my hand.

				So I rummaged. I stuck my tongue out of the side of my mouth. I made a fuss. I made damn sure Alma was watching me. “Shoot. I can’t find it. I’m sure it’s in here.”

				I pulled out a pen and a sheet of paper.

				“I’ll find the sample in a minute. But while I’m thinking about it, I wanted to talk to you about this.” I drew a rough outline of the church vestibule. “I know the previous planners chose this corner for the bar, but I was thinking traffic would be better handled if we set it up over here.” I tapped the paper with the tip of my pen.

				Alma nodded and opened her mouth to speak.

				I dipped my hand into my purse a second time without bothering to rummage and pulled out a notebook, approximately the same dimensions as the purse. In a normal purse, the notebook would have been difficult to jiggle out of the cramped space. I slid it out with ease and flipped it open.

				“Now, here,” I said, pointing to the center of a page, “is a list of spirits I suggest we add to the list you gave us for the bar. I think the additions will add a level of sophistication to the event.”

				From the corner of my eye I saw Sara tilt her head in curiosity.

				Alma’s lips moved as she read the list of alcohol I suggested. When she looked up to speak, I dunked my hand back into my purse.

				“Oh, here it is!” Out came an enormous book of fabric samples. The book’s dimensions were wildly out of proportion to my little handbag.

				I set the bag on the floor and ignored Alma’s dropped jaw while I flipped to a section of gossamer fabrics with metallic threads worked through them. I felt more than saw Sara’s uplifted eyebrow and refused to look at her. She must have thought I was insane pulling a stunt like that, but she kept quiet. We’d known each other long enough to always provide backup, even when one didn’t know what the hell the other was up to.

				“Something more like this is what I had in mind,” I said, offering the book to Alma. “See how the fabric shimmers in the light? It’s not as bold a statement as gold cloth, but I think in the colored spotlights it’ll look very nice.”

				Alma wasn’t looking at the book. I could have shown her a swatch of flannel with clowns all over it and she wouldn’t have noticed. “What did you... How did... Where did you get that purse?” The woman looked like a fish with her mouth frozen in a little O of disbelief and her cheeks blowing in and out. Her eyes didn’t leave my little purse, and they glittered with greed that puffed against my skin like clouds of noxious fumes.

				I gave her a confused look. “My purse? Do you like it? It was on sale at the mall.” I left it under my chair without offering to show it to her. She didn’t look away. “Now, this fabric on the next page is shot through with both gold and silver, which would give it a different look in the lighting.”

				She pointed. “You did not get that at the mall. I saw what you did with it.”

				That’s right, bitch. I’m Mary Freakin’ Poppins.

				I shifted in my seat and looked across the table at Sara. She smiled and shrugged. She knew I was up to something and sat back with her arms folded to see how it would play out.

				“It’s just a purse, Alma.” I kicked it farther under my chair and tried to look guilty. “I’m not sure what you’re saying.”

				“You pulled that huge book... You know exactly what I’m saying. You have magic.”

				I chuckled. “Magic?”

				She narrowed her little piggy eyes at me. “Don’t play stupid. I know about magic. You don’t have to hide it from me.”

				I cocked my head. “Really? What do you mean?”

				She sighed. “I know. It’s hard to be in the know about these things and not reveal your secrets to the uninitiated.” She patted my hand, as if we were old friends. I fought the urge to cringe at her touch. “But I do know. And now we all know that we know.”

				She gave me a coy little smile that didn’t work well on her pinched face. Greedy little darts skittered through my filters and speckled my arms with her covetous thoughts. She wanted the purse, that was certain, but it was more than that. She wanted me. My knowledge. My friendship. My trust.

				Fair enough. I wanted her trust too. Guess which one of us was going to win.

				I slumped. “Alma, I’m so embarrassed. I can’t believe I made such a stupid faux pas and slipped like that.”

				She grinned. Lipstick flecked her front teeth. “It happens, dear. We all make mistakes.”

				Her greed was cloying, but she was also giddy with the news that we knew about things she couldn’t share with other people. I kind of understood that. When Sara finally found out about my life with the Hidden, it was a huge load off my mind.

				“How lucky that I did something so stupid in front of you instead of someone not in the know.”

				She bobbed her head with enthusiasm. “If you’ll tell me where you bought your purse, I’ll show you my secret garden!”

				Sara sputtered on her iced tea, and I gave her the stink eye. If I hadn’t seen for myself what Alma meant, I would have laughed at her “secret garden” too. It didn’t seem so funny now.

				I reached under my chair and put my purse on the table. “Made in a brownie sweatshop in South Carolina,” I said. “I bought it from a leprechaun a few months ago. Did you know there’s a Leprechaun Mafia, Alma?”

				She rolled her eyes. “I understand they were here wreaking havoc a few months ago. They never bothered me, of course, but I heard quite a few people were hurt before they decided to leave town. I wish I’d known they were selling magical items. I’d have sought them out.”

				Of course they hadn’t bothered her. She didn’t have a magical bone in her body. And of course they left town. I kicked their conniving asses out myself. For the head of the town council, this woman didn’t have a clue what went on in her own city.

				She pushed out of her chair and dropped her napkin on her plate. “Would you like to see my secret garden, ladies?”

				I glared at Sara before she could laugh, but she’d pulled herself together and looked dignified as usual.

				“We would love to,” she said. “If it’s anything like the rest of your home, I’m sure it’s spectacular.”

				Alma strode off down the hall, and we trailed behind. Sara and I couldn’t speak without Alma hearing us, but Sara had put together most of what was going on. She didn’t ask me, even with her eyes. She put her arm around my shoulders and gave me a quick squeeze before letting go and walking next to me.

				The second time near the conservatory was both easier and worse. The fear and misery was double filtered, so it wasn’t as strong. On the other hand, when Alma flipped on the overhead fluorescent lights, she lit up the room in all its detailed horror.

				Plants and vines grew up the sides of the glass walls, muting the sunlight. My eyes adjusted to the harsh overheads, and I made out small metal birdcages hanging from trees and placed in the dirt along a small path. The cages drew me closer.

				I peered into the nearest iron cage, which swung at eye level from a branch. I didn’t see anything in it but a small gray lump about the size of a donut hole. It shifted, and a tiny head lifted in my direction.

				It wasn’t until it unfurled delicate wings that I realized what I was looking at.

				Fairies. Sickly fairies imprisoned in iron cages, within an iron-and-glass room. They were powerless against the iron, and it was making them sick. They were all dying.

				The tiny creature reached a weak hand out to me, a silent entreaty for help.

				I was the Aegis. It was my job to keep something like this from happening. I had no way of knowing if this fairy came from my property or elsewhere, but she seemed to recognize me. I didn’t know if it was me personally, or if I was putting out some sort of general Aegis vibe. Either way, she expected me to get her to safety.

				I reached for the latch on her cage and stopped. Alma had fairies. Where the hell did Alma get fairies? I couldn’t picture her traipsing through the woods in galoshes and carrying a butterfly net. No. Somebody sold them to her. And whoever sold them to her was probably in my woods yesterday refilling their stock.

				I had two choices. I could free all the captives in this warped horror of a fairy garden, or I could find out what Alma knew and use the information to try to save everyone. I could get Iris back if I only knew who had him.

				I dropped my hand.

				“I am so sorry,” I whispered. “I can’t get you out right now.” My eyes filled with tears. “I promise, I will do everything in my power to save you and all of your tribe. Please hold on for me. I will get you home.”

				I glanced at Sara. Shock brushed over her face before she filed the reaction away behind a mask of feigned delight. “How lovely,” she said. “Are those fairies?”

				Alma spread her arms wide. “Welcome to my fairy garden,” she said. “I have thirty-eight of them right now.”

				I swallowed hard, pushing away the emotions bombarding me. “Thirty-eight. That’s impressive.”

				Alma frowned. “It would be more, but I have some trouble keeping them alive. I’m not really sure what’s wrong with them.” She shrugged. “It’s all right, though. I can get more soon.”

				Bitch.

				I tapped one of the cages. “Alma, is this iron?”

				“Of course. That’s what keeps them here. Otherwise, they’d just fly off. I used to keep birds, but these are harder. They can escape unless there’s plenty of iron.”

				I gritted my teeth and tried to smile. “You know, the iron is also what’s making them sick.”

				“Oh? Well, then. I suppose there’s not much for it. I’ll have to keep replenishing them.”

				Sara knocked on the metal encasing the windows. “Is this iron too?”

				“Yes.”

				I shook my head. “Alma, they can’t get out of the conservatory. If you let the fairies free inside, they’d last a lot longer. The cages touch their skin. Watch. May I?” I reached for a cage and waited.

				Alma nodded at me to go ahead.

				I muted the screaming inside my head and unlatched the cage. The tiny body inside uncurled and fluttered its wings. I scooped the fairy in the palm of my hand and cradled her to my chest. Away from the iron, she stretched and sat up, rubbing her head. After a few seconds, she fluttered from my hand and flew to a branch away from the cage. Her color already looked brighter.

				“See?” I said. “The metal on the windows keeps them inside the conservatory. You don’t need the cages.”

				Almas face lit up. “Why did they tell me to put them in cages, then? Ridiculous! I’m going to give those men a piece of my mind.”

				Sara and I shared a look, and I pretended not to have heard while I went to work letting the fairies out of their confinements.

				“Men?” Sara asked.

				Alma twitched her hand in a dismissive gesture. “Oh, you know how salesmen are.”

				I lifted a delicate fairy and placed her on a broad leaf. She sat up and breathed a tiny lungful of air. Her skin changed from a dull gray to lavender. “I suspect these men gave you bad advice so you’d have to buy more fairies from them. They don’t sound very honest.”

				I tried to make my tone matter-of-fact, and I didn’t turn to face Alma while I spoke. I continued with my work, emptying the cages.

				Sara moved through the conservatory collecting empty prisons and piling them by the door. She strained to carry two at a time. The weight of the iron slowed her down. “Too bad you can’t call the magical Better Business Bureau,” she said.

				Alma plucked a dry leaf and let it fall to the floor. She made no move to help, but she also didn’t try to stop us. “It’s not as though I can buy fairies anywhere. There aren’t a lot of choices.” She shuddered. “I wouldn’t report them anyway, even if I could. I don’t think that would go over very well with...” She looked away and wandered toward a window without finishing her sentence.

				Sara caught the odd shudder too, and her eyes widened in my direction.

				The situation required delicacy. Alma obviously had information we needed. I was sure she knew who had Iris, even if she didn’t know where they were keeping him. I sent out emotional feelers toward her in an attempt to gauge her mood. We had a good lead. If I pushed too hard, we might lose her trust.

				I felt greed and pride from her, but they were tinged with an underlying fear. Trust wove through the other emotions too, but a wall of hesitancy held it at bay. She wanted to trust us, but she was too afraid of something. Or someone.

				Above all, the one emotion that lay heavy across her shoulders was loneliness. Alma Dickson, Bitch Queen of the Sausalito City Council, longed for a friend.

				With the last of the fairies freed from their confines, I wandered over to stand next to Alma by the window. As much as I wanted to hold her down and threaten to beat her smarmy face, I had to keep it light. Earn her trust. Plus, much to my horror, I felt a little sorry for her.

				“What have you been feeding them, Alma?”

				She gestured at a sealed bucket the size of an industrial paint can. “That stuff. It’s sort of like hummingbird food. Mia has the recipe and refills it when it gets low.”

				I lifted the lid and peeked inside. The red liquid was thick and syrupy. It smelled like fish mixed with maple syrup. I made a face and tamped the lid shut. “Alma, where did you get the recipe for this garbage? Fairies need fresh water and sunlight, not this...this...slop.”

				“They said it would make them more docile.”

				I wanted to slap her. “Sure. Dead is docile, right? I think you’ve been taken for a ride. I don’t know who your providers are, but they’re taking advantage of you.” I kicked the side of the bucket. “This is poison, as surely as keeping them in direct contact with iron.”

				She stared at me, eyes wide. Her embarrassment washed over me in a solid wave of heat. “I didn’t know.”

				I held my breath a moment, trying to maintain calm and not snap at her. “They eat sunlight. They drink fresh water from flower petals and sleep rolled up in leaves. Everything your people told you was designed to cause a slow death for these creatures so you’d have to buy more.”

				Alma never would have put up with being cheated from anyone else. She ruled the town with a tyrannical fist. When we’d handled her daughter’s wedding, we’d been terrified she’d put us out of business if we failed to meet her demands. Whoever these dealers were, they had to be something bigger and badder than she thought she was.

				And she thought a lot of herself.

				Sara strode up the path toward us, a cheery smile pasted across her face. “How about we help you move these cages outside where they can’t do any more harm, then we trim a little of the greenery to let in some sunlight? This is such a pretty place already. Just think how it will look with sunshine and fairies flying around!”

				Alma gave her a grateful nod and got to work without answering. Sara had a way of getting people to do what she wanted, and she was fabulous at assessing a situation. She understood that we needed to help Alma in order for Alma to help us.

				And since I couldn’t smuggle three dozen fairies out of there without blowing my cover, making their confinement more comfortable for now would have to do.

				Once we had the torturous cages piled outside, we went to work cutting away some of the vines and branches keeping the room in perpetual twilight. Alma had been silent up to that point, nursing the kind of embarrassment that comes from thinking you know everything and finding out you’re an idiot.

				She snipped off a branch from a rubber tree and let it drop to the floor. “Zoey,” she said, shears hovering over the next branch. “How do you know so much about fairies?”

				Legitimate question. The truth sure as hell wasn’t in my best interest at that moment. I scrambled for a lie that wasn’t too far off to cover. “My mother kept them when I was a little girl. I grew up with lots of odd things around.”

				“Oh.” She hacked at a bush until I worried it wouldn’t grow back. “You don’t have fairies now?”

				I shook my head and pinched off a dead flower. “I’m too busy to enjoy them.”

				Alma put down her shears. “What about you, Sara? Do you have any...interesting pets?”

				Sara glanced over at me, and I could almost see her weighing each word before it came out of her mouth. “I have a closet monster who cooks and cleans for me,” she said.

				Alma stopped, her jaw looking as if it might come unhinged. “Aren’t you terrified of her? How do you keep her from attacking you or running away?”

				Sara smiled. “Shock collar. And it’s a ‘he’ monster. Domesticating him took a lot of patience and training, but so worth it. He’s a marvelous cook.”

				I had to turn away and pretend to be engrossed in my pruning. The idea of Maurice in a shock collar was both horrifying and hilarious. I couldn’t wait to get home and tell him about it.

				Alma’s emotional output sent jealousy spiking like the quills of an angry porcupine. Her face turned thoughtful and her voice soft and dreamy. “I wonder if I could get a closet monster.”

				I swung around to look at Sara, then turned my back again, clipping at air. The branch I’d been working on didn’t really need any more attention.

				“I caught him myself,” Sara said, warming up to the story. “He put up a huge fight.” She paused, calculating. “I wish I’d had a contact like yours to get me one. What I really want is something more exotic, like a gargoyle to guard my house, or maybe a tiny unicorn to keep my grass cut.”

				I held my breath, and Sara stayed silent. We waited. Sara had dropped the biggest hint she could without coming right out and asking. Inside, I screamed my frustration, while outwardly trying to look nonchalant.

				Tell us who your damn contact is, you bloated mongoose.

				Alma cleared her throat. “I wish I could meet this closet monster of yours. Maybe we could have dinner sometime? We could talk about... Well, we could talk about our unique interests.”

				Son of a bitch. The stupid cow was on to us. And she wanted proof before she’d tell us a damn thing.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twelve

				Maurice wasn’t anywhere near as amused as I thought he’d be.

				“A dinner party?” he said, dismayed. “And I have to wear a shock collar and act like some sort of serving boy?”

				When he put it that way, it wasn’t so funny. I smirked. No. It was still kind of funny. “The collar only looks like a shock collar. It actually vibrates. If we have to demonstrate it, you get to freak out and act like you’re being tortured. It’ll be fun! And you get to dress up in a tux.”

				He scowled at me. “Great. A penguin suit and a shock collar while I bow a lot and say ‘Yes, mistress.’ And on top of all that, I only have a day to prepare.”

				I felt bad for putting so much on him. But if this didn’t work, I’d have to strong-arm Alma into giving us the information we needed. She hinted that she’d be talking to her mysterious vendors soon. Time was ticking by, and we weren’t much closer to knowing where Iris was. Darius hadn’t come back yet, which didn’t make me feel confident that he’d found anything. Or that he’d come back at all. After all, I didn’t really know much about him. It was safer to assume that we were on our own solving this, and I was betting we didn’t have a lot of time before Iris was sold to some rich socialite with a hankering for a hairy trophy that smelled like a flower garden.

				I put my hand on Maurice’s skinny shoulder. “I’m sorry we’re putting this on you. We’ve got to find out what she knows. She might be our only chance to find Iris.”

				He closed his eyes and sighed. “I know. I’ll do it, Zoey. You know I’ll always have your back.”

				I smiled and squeezed his shoulder in thanks. “Can we help?”

				“I’ll need some time to create a menu and make a grocery list. I’ll let you know what else I need once I figure this out.”

				Sara shifted her weight to one foot, then the other. “I’ll take care of the uniform and get some flowers and stuff. If there’s anything you need while I’m out, let me know.”

				He spread his hands out and looked at her as if she were stupid. “Closet monster. Duh. I’ll get my own tux, thank you.”

				“You’re going to steal it from somebody’s closet?”

				“Borrow. Don’t worry about it. And I need your address.” He grabbed a piece of paper and a pencil from the table next to him. “After I get done with the menu, I’ll clean your house while you’re asleep.”

				Sara held her hand up, as if to push away the suggestion. “Absolutely not. The house is fine. You’re already doing enough.”

				Maurice scowled at her. “You told the lady I cook and clean for you. I’m not taking responsibility for the state of your house unless I handle it myself. End of discussion.” He turned on his heel and walked out of the room.

				Sara dropped her hand to her side. “Is he always like that?”

				I laughed. “Yes. If I’m not getting bossed around by you at work, I come home and get it from him. Go run errands. I’ll call Riley and Andrew and let them know they have plans tomorrow night.”

				I walked her out to her car and peered at the sky.

				Sara gave my hand a squeeze. “He’ll be back.”

				“Soon, I hope. Maybe we can cancel this fake dinner party.”

				“No way. I’m not losing a chance at Maurice cooking me dinner. You’ve kept him to yourself long enough.”

				“If I didn’t know better, I’d think you planned the whole thing that way.”

				She grinned. “I would have if I’d thought of it. Seriously, it’s not like we could invite her over here.” She gestured at my roof. I hadn’t realized the harpy had returned to her perch. At least it was dark out. I’d have to talk to Vi again about staying out of eyesight of people passing by.

				“Fine. One night. But you can’t keep him.” I gave her arm a weak punch.

				“Selfish.”

				“Monster thief.”

				“See you in the morning?”

				“I’ll probably be late.”

				“You always are.”

				As I watched her taillights disappear down my driveway, warm fuzzies filled me from head to toe. Each day, my life seemed to get more complicated and difficult. And each day, I was reminded that I wasn’t alone. Sara, Maurice, Riley, Andrew. They were there for me.

				We were all there for each other. Whatever big bad thing we were up against, it was no match for us. We’d find it together and tear it apart.

				Far off in the woods, an anguished howl shook the trees, held on a single note, then died out.

				Maurice spent the rest of the evening running between closets and cookbooks. He grumped a lot about the short notice, but I could tell he was secretly pleased. Kam ran off with Vi and the goblin kids to roast marshmallows and tell ghost stories out in the yard.

				That left me by myself. Well, me and the dozen fairies flitting around my living room.

				Maurice had done a beautiful job of giving them their own space. He’d filled the fireplace and about two feet in front of it with potted plants and flowers. In the center he’d placed a foot-and-a-half-tall water feature of smooth river rocks and multicolored lights. Water dribbled out the top and gurgled down over graduating platforms to collect in the bottom and be recycled. A spider plant hung from the chimney vent, trailing leaves almost to the floor of the fireplace.

				The fairies seemed content, resting against stems and stretched out on petals. A few inches from the fountain, toward the back, my silk scarf lay rumpled and lined with blossoms. The shadows concealed the tiny figure of the broken fairy, but several others fluttered around, tending her.

				My throat clogged with tears. Despite the vast improvement of conditions for the fairies in Alma’s disturbing garden, I’d had to leave them there. I was supposed to keep the Hidden safe. Improving the circumstances of their imprisonment wasn’t supposed to be a part of the deal.

				I hadn’t even been able to get their names, since their tiny voices were too high and fast for me to understand. I couldn’t even tell their tribe that they were safe.

				I should have forced Alma to tell me everything she knew, then brought the fairies home to safety. And maybe crammed the bitch into a tiny cage. See how she liked it.

				But that wasn’t how I did things. Any information Alma gave me under duress would be suspect. I’d get more out of her if she thought I was like her.

				I shuddered. I so didn’t want to be like her.

				I swallowed hard and blinked away my tears before they could fall.

				Lose your shit when it’s over, Zoey. If your shoulders slump now, the world will slide off.

				Maurice plopped down next to me. “Here,” he said, handing me a list. “I’m heading over to Sara’s now to get started on the house and arrangements. Can you get the groceries to me fairly early in the morning? I want the meat to marinate for a few hours.”

				I nodded. “Sure. I’ll get it straight over to you.”

				He squinted and peered down at me. “Are you okay? What’s wrong?”

				“Nothing. I’m fine.” I pulled the corners of my mouth in what I hoped was a believable smile. He wasn’t convinced.

				He put his arm around my shoulders and planted a kiss on my hair. “You did what you could, Zoey. It was a shitty choice to have to make, but I really think it was the right one.”

				I looked down at my hands. “How many more are there, Maurice? How many Hidden are imprisoned—sick, dying—in the back room or garage of a spoiled, entitled human who sees them as possessions? It was hard when I thought all I had to do was keep the Hidden who came to me safe. But there are so many more. What about the ones who can’t get to me?”

				He squeezed me again and rubbed my arm. “Focus on one problem at a time.” He shook the list I clutched in my hands. “Groceries. Dinner party. Information gathering. Then we save the world together.” He grinned. “Got it?”

				I nodded. “Got it, bossy pants.”

				He let go of me and stood. “You going to be okay if I leave?”

				“I’ll be fine. Go make Sara crazy for a while.” I almost wished I could watch the two of them in the same house together, each trying to take control of everything.

				After he left, I realized he was right. I couldn’t afford to waste energy on guilt over what I couldn’t do and who I couldn’t save. Tomorrow I would get the information I needed out of Alma, one way or another. If we couldn’t coax it out of her, I’d get it out of her by force. In the meantime, Darius had disappeared. If I had to focus on something I had no control over, that was a more immediate problem.

				I folded the grocery list and tucked it into my purse. The only thing I could think to do for Darius was go outside and look at the sky again. Lame and useless, but there wasn’t much else I could think of doing. It wasn’t like he gave me a cell phone number to contact him. Or did he?

				I pulled out my own phone and hit Bernice’s number. It rang twice, and she picked up.

				“Bernice, does Darius have a cell phone?”

				There was a long pause. “Darius is with you?”

				“Yes. No. He took off looking for Iris. How do you contact him when you’ve got a job for him?”

				“Wait, back up. Where did Iris go?”

				“If we knew that, Darius wouldn’t be looking for him.”

				Exasperation leaked through the speaker. “What did you say to him to make him leave? I thought he was happy there.”

				“What?” I frowned. “I told you, he went looking for Iris. And I don’t think Darius has had a happy day in his life.”

				Bernice gave an exhausted sigh. “I think this conversation needs to start over. Tell me what happened to Iris, from the beginning.”

				I took a deep breath and filled her in on everything she’d missed, including the fairy garden at Alma’s and upcoming dinner party from hell. “So, I thought maybe if you had a phone number, I could call Darius for an update.”

				“I’m afraid not,” Bernice said. “He’s not real big on technology. I’ve tried repeatedly to get him at least a burner phone when he’s out on assignment.”

				“Son of a bitch.”

				“He certainly is. But he’s excellent at his job, so I try not to complain.”

				I ran my fingers through my hair. “Well, worth a try. Time for me to come up with another plan.”

				“Don’t do anything stupid.”

				“Oh, come on, Bernice. You know me better than that. All my plans are stupid.”

				“I don’t suppose now would be a good time to ask you again to come back to the compound where it’s safe.”

				“Nope. Not a good time at all. But I do need a favor.”

				“Name it.”

				“Can you get word to Iris’s clan in the Everglades? Let them know he’s gone missing?”

				“I think I can do that. I don’t have a lot of authority or muscle outside the compound these days, but I do have messengers. I’ll take care of it.”

				“Hey, do you know if hellhounds have a good sense of smell? You know, like a hunting dog.”

				“I haven’t the faintest idea.”

				“Something for me to think about, anyway.”

				“Zoey.” Bernice’s voice was gentle. “Please be careful. I have no one I can send to help you, and you’re all we’ve got left.”

				“I’m being careful, Bernice. I promise.”

				Ah. More promises.

				I stepped out the front door and down the porch steps, craning my neck to look up at the sky for a passing mothman.

				Which is why I didn’t notice Riley until I smacked right into his solid chest.

				“Hi,” he said, laughing.

				I threw my arms around him and buried my face in his neck. For one minute, I allowed myself to feel safe and protected. For one minute, I hid within the circle of his embrace and let the world take care of itself. For one minute, I let myself not be the only Aegis within three thousand miles, with every monster, mythical creature and urban legend in the country counting on me to keep them safe.

				And then I locked all that up inside myself for another day, smiled at him and took a step back.

				Concern clouded his face, but before he could ask me if anything was wrong, I kissed him. Hard.

				It wasn’t a magical kiss or one filled with overwhelming passion. I was glad to see him and I was crazy about him, but the kiss was more of a subject changer. He kissed me and didn’t object when I broke it off to lead him away from the front of the house to the middle of the lawn.

				He squinted at the sky, mimicking my stance. “What are we looking for?” he asked.

				“Darius.” I shrugged. “I don’t know why I think he’ll show up if I stand here waiting for him, but I don’t know what else to do.”

				“It’s been over twenty-four hours, Zoey. I don’t know what you thought he’d do, but he’s a piece-of-shit soul catcher. Every soul catcher I’ve ever met cared about himself and nobody else.”

				“If he didn’t care, Riley, why would he come here in the first place?”

				“I’m sure he’s got reasons, but I’m also sure they aren’t good ones.”

				“I think you’re biased.” I knitted our fingers together. “I have a good feeling about him. I’m not usually wrong.” Okay, maybe good was a little strong. I didn’t necessarily like Darius or even fully trust him, but I also didn’t think he was setting us up for his own gain.

				Riley shook his head and frowned. “You don’t see how he looks at you, do you? It’s like he thinks he owns you or something. There’s something not right with him. I can feel it.”

				I tried not to feel Riley’s emotions when he was around. Unless they were in distress, I regarded my friends as off-limits in the empath game. It wasn’t fair to them. With a boyfriend, using my abilities seemed twice as wrong. Still, the jealousy coming off him was too strong to ignore. I let go of his hand and slid my arm around his waist.

				“Don’t worry so much. He doesn’t think of me that way. I’m sure of it.”

				“Maybe he took off because he could see he wasn’t getting anywhere with you.” Riley grumbled and groused, but he relaxed and put his arm around me. “Soul catchers are scum, Zoey. Just don’t trust him too much, okay?”

				I started to respond, but a crash in the trees caught our attention. We heard scuffling, then a sharp curse before Darius pitched forward through the undergrowth onto the lawn a short distance from where we stood.

				Riley tried to hold me back, but I broke away from him and ran toward the prone winged body of our missing mothman. Darius lay on his stomach, his dusty wings spread to each side.

				I tucked one wing into place and shoved the man over on his back so I could see his face. There wasn’t much to see. His eyes were closed, so the red glow was only a faint seeping of light around his lids. The rest of his face was a dark, blank canvas. I had to lay my hand flat against his chest to be sure he still breathed.

				Riley knelt beside me and checked the man’s pulse. “He’s okay,” he said, not sounding happy about it. “Give him some room.”

				We stepped back, and Darius stirred. His eyelids flickered red lights at us like a blinking stoplight. After a few minutes, the lights remained a steady, eerie glow.

				“Hey,” he said. “Did I make it?”

				“Depends where you were trying to go,” Riley said, folding his arms across his chest. “I hear Miami’s nice. Do you need a map?”

				I elbowed him in the ribs. “Darius, are you okay? Can you sit up?”

				“I can. Give me a moment. I’m not hurt.” His movements were slow, but he pulled himself up, shook out his moth wings and sat again, looking dazed.

				Riley and I glanced at each other. If he wasn’t hurt, then what the hell was wrong with him?

				Darius shifted and pulled something from the inside pocket of his coat. He stuck his hand out to me in offering, and I took the object.

				“Shit,” I said, turning it over in my fingers. “This is the same dart they used on the thunderbird and Iris. What the hell is going on?”

				Darius’s head drooped. “I picked up the trail at the road and followed. Apparently, I wasn’t as subtle as I thought, and they spotted me. I was shot down over Muir Woods and only managed to get to a safe hiding spot minutes before losing consciousness. I woke up an hour ago, but I’m afraid I’m not a hundred percent yet. How long was I gone?”

				“Since yesterday,” I said. “They must have dosed you good to knock you out that long.”

				He rose to his feet and stumbled sideways. I tried to grab him, but the man was a tree. He nearly took me down with him. Riley stepped in and hauled us both up, then tossed Darius’s arm over his shoulders to walk him into the house. My boyfriend did not look happy.

				Sprawled across my couch, Darius looked even bigger. But in the brightness of indoor lighting, he didn’t look as scary. In the light, he had a nose and even a mouth. His eyes no longer looked like blinking lights on a space shuttle. Not human, obviously, but not the stuff of nightmares, either.

				Remembering what Andrew had said about the thunderbird in similar circumstances, I ran to the kitchen and poured a huge glass of water. Darius drank it down, and I went to get him a refill. When I came back, the two men were deep in conversation.

				Riley leaned close to hear, since Darius’s voice was scratchy and quiet from dehydration.

				“Are you sure they were going to Sausalito?” Riley asked.

				“I can’t be sure of anything. From above, it looked like they might be going there. They might have gone past, though. I don’t know. I dropped before I could see.”

				Riley scooted back in his chair. “So we don’t have any solid information.”

				Darius shook his head and took the glass from me. “Nothing we can be sure of. I’m sorry I failed you, Aegis.”

				I shrugged. “I’m sorry you were shot down. In the meantime, we have leads of our own.” I waved my hand at his wings. “Do you have a choice in this, or is the scary-guy getup involuntary when the sun goes down?”

				He sipped his water. “I can pass as human if I concentrate, but any distraction at all causes the change to go on by itself.”

				“So a dinner party with humans probably wouldn’t be a good idea.”

				“You must be joking. This is no time for a party.”

				I smiled. “It’s the perfect time for a party. By dessert, we’ll know who’s kidnapping the Hidden. And then we can go after them and save the world.”

				His eyes narrowed. “As soon as the drugs wear off, I’m going out again. You’ll stay here until I come back with news.”

				Riley was right. This guy. This guy.

				“Look,” I said, smiling around clenched teeth. “I understand you mean well—”

				Riley snorted but stayed otherwise silent.

				Darius ignored him and leaned toward me. “You are the only Aegis we have. Your place is here, guarding the Hidden in your care. I am here to keep you safe, though I would prefer it if you were at the Board’s compound, where you would be untouchable. I’m not happy with the arrangement as it is.”

				I felt Riley’s anger crackling in the air around me and flung my arm out to stop him before he managed to clear the space between himself and Darius.

				The veins in Riley’s neck stood out. “You’re a freelance bounty hunter, asshole. You don’t even belong here. You need to go back to whatever primeval cave you crawled out of and let me take care of this.”

				Take care of this? What was that supposed to mean?

				Darius tried to rise from the sofa, but in his drug-addled state, it only took a nudge from my fingers to send him sprawling backward. His eyes grew larger, the red glow bleeding into discs of brightness. “You’re a human,” he said, pointing at Riley. “For all your fancy reaper tricks, you’re nothing but a weak, powerless lawman. You won’t do whatever it takes to get the job done. If you had any sort of control over her, she’d be safe and sound on the compound where I’d planned for her to be. You’re worthless.”

				Out of hand didn’t even begin to describe the situation. I could have stopped it right there. I should have stopped it right there. Curiosity kept my mouth shut. I tilted my head and looked at Riley. Had he been paying attention to me, he might have noticed the ice he was skating on wouldn’t hold him for the triple salchow with a camel spin he was attempting.

				Riley took a step forward, and I didn’t stop him. “I’ve broken more rules than you can imagine to keep her safe. And she’s far more likely to listen to what I tell her than some paranoid reject from a Japanese monster movie.”

				Listen to what he tells me? I could hear the thin layer of frozen pond crack under Riley’s feet.

				After another failed attempt to stand, Darius sat up straighter, his vague features scowling at Riley. “You haven’t even made her quit her job yet. She’s off running around town, doing her own shopping, when there are plenty of others to do it for her.” He waved his arm in the air. “And those regular humans who know about all this! It’s unheard of. The Aegis puts herself and those around her in danger every time she sets foot in the outside world.”

				My reaper boyfriend’s handsome face turned red, and his fists clenched at his sides. “You have no right to barge in here thinking you know what’s going on. The Board chose me for this job, and I’m handling her.”

				And that’s when the frozen lake of good judgment cracked into a million shards of ice and plummeted Riley into the chilly waters of a woman’s fury.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Thirteen

				Riley knew he’d made a mistake the minute the words were out of his mouth. Despite how angry and—let’s be honest here—humiliated I was, I didn’t raise my voice.

				In fact, my voice was calm and quiet. Anybody with half a brain would have known to shut up.

				“Well,” I said. “That was all kinds of awesome.”

				Apparently, Riley had left more than half his brain in the car. “Zoey, I’m sorry. I didn’t—”

				I put my palm against his chest to stop him, then turned to Darius. “Can you walk yet?”

				He nodded. “I believe so.”

				“Good. You may have noticed we have accommodations outside for the Hidden in my care. Find yourself a tent and sleep off the drugs.”

				“I don’t believe we’ve finished discussing—”

				“We’re quite finished. You can use the back door, through the kitchen. There’s a plate of leftovers for you in the fridge. Take them with you.”

				He wobbled to his feet and made his way out. I followed him with my eyes, but didn’t move, my hand planted against Riley’s chest as a warning not to speak.

				When the door slammed shut, I turned toward Riley and let my hand drop. I kept my face stony. “Sit,” I said, indicating the chair across the room.

				Calm was good. After everything the two men had said, the last thing I wanted to do was turn into a blubbering girl and prove them right—that I couldn’t take care of myself, didn’t know what I was doing and needed big strong men to keep me safe.

				My heart felt like a balloon filled with concrete. So, what I’d long suspected was true: my wonderful, gorgeous, caring boyfriend was actually a hired bodyguard. Every sweet memory we shared, every joke we’d laughed at together and every passionate kiss was a complete fabrication.

				And I was a total sucker.

				I sat down across from him and stared at him. “I asked you point blank if Bernice had changed your job. You said you were still a reaper.”

				He swallowed. “I am still a reaper. But I’m also supposed to keep the Aegis safe.”

				“So I’m part of your job.”

				“It seemed logical, since I was already here.”

				“Why the whole boyfriend thing? You could have just said you were sent by the Board. I’d have let you in. I let a pooka in.”

				“I didn’t tell you because I didn’t want this to happen.” He spread his hand out and waved it around the room. “I didn’t want you to think I was with you because of my job.”

				“I guess you should have been honest from the beginning, then, since this is happening anyway. Did you really think it would never come up?”

				He scrubbed his hand over his face and sighed. “I didn’t think it really mattered, Zoey. We were already together. Why wouldn’t I want to be the one to guard you and keep you safe?”

				It was bad enough when we found out the Board had planted him in Sausalito as a sort of sleeper agent in case I went all Aegis on them without anybody knowing. If I started manifesting Aegis mojo or got into supernatural trouble, I’d fly right into his radar. They’d chosen him because he was attractive and near my age, I suppose with the idea that I’d be more receptive to his help than if he were, say, a fat bald guy old enough to be my dad. I’m not really sure how they knew that would work, but it did. Not only did we notice each other on the street the same day I got tangled up with an incubus, we fell “in like” immediately. It wasn’t until later, when I’d learned the dubious circumstances of our setup, that I’d had suspicions about whether our feelings were real.

				But I’d gotten past those doubts. No matter how artificial the setup, our actual relationship was real.

				And now everything seemed like a big fat manipulation again.

				I couldn’t understand why he hadn’t trusted me enough to come out and tell me his new assignment was to keep me safe. Did he think our relationship was so delicate it couldn’t take a change like that? Did he think I’d believe he was only with me so he could advance his career?

				Were we really such strangers to each other that he knew so little about me?

				Maybe I was overreacting to the entire situation. It wasn’t like I hadn’t suspected he’d been promoted without telling me. Logically, I knew he wasn’t with me because it was his job. I was an empath, after all. You can’t fake emotions with an empath. But dammit, truth was important. And trust. And boyfriend or not, he would not be handling me. Nobody would.

				I frowned and left him in the living room by himself. I grabbed a bottle of whiskey from the cabinet and poured a couple of glasses. I came back and handed him one before returning to my seat.

				I took a sip and let it burn down my throat, washing away some of the tension. “I’m still pissed at you,” I said, not looking at him.

				“I know.”

				“Nobody’s telling me what to do.”

				“I know.”

				I took another sip. “Not even my boyfriend.”

				From the corner of my eye I could see him smile into his glass. “I know.”

				We sat in silence, a coffee table between us, but not the gaping chasm that threatened to swallow us a few minutes before. I drained my glass. Riley snagged the bottle and poured two fingers in each glass before sitting in his chair again.

				After a few minutes, I broke the silence again. “Is this why we haven’t slept together?”

				He nodded, eyes locked on mine. “That’s part of it. I didn’t want you to think I was with you for the wrong reasons. You deserve better than that, Zoey.” He swallowed. “Well, that and the fact that we’re never alone.”

				“There’s that.” We were alone now except for about a dozen fairies who’d settled into the fireplace for the night and were intentionally ignoring us. For the first time in over six months, my house was empty. But I was still mad at him for lying to me.

				I’d never quite understood the idea of makeup sex. Maybe it was because I was an empath and emotions tended to store up inside me, rather than coming and going like they did for regular people. Or maybe regular people were better at letting things go.

				I uncurled from my chair and stood, setting my drink on the coffee table.

				“Kiss me,” I said.

				Riley’s eyebrows rose in surprise. “What?”

				“Come over here and kiss me. I need to know for sure that you still feel the same about me.” The request—or demand, really—wasn’t as crazy as it probably sounded. Riley’s kiss was like no other I’d ever experienced in my life. If it hadn’t changed, then nothing else between us had changed either.

				I pushed aside the nervous jitters in my stomach. What if things really had changed between us? What if the kiss fell flat or was simply nice? As an empath, I would have caught any changes as they happened. Or would I? Maybe I was too close to the situation. I’d heard somewhere that psychics couldn’t do reliable readings for themselves. What if I couldn’t tell that my boyfriend was a big lying liar?

				I took a deep breath and waited with my face held in a calm expression that covered my inner doubts.

				He hesitated, probably thinking he was walking into a trap, set his drink down and skirted the coffee table to stand in front of me.

				I looked up into his beautiful gray eyes and felt breathless. “This doesn’t mean we’re going to have sex.”

				He smiled and put his hands on my hips, pulling me closer. “Of course not.”

				“It’s just an experiment. A test.”

				He slipped his arms around my waist. “I understand.”

				“I’m still angry, though, okay?” I slid my hands over his chest, feeling the muscles bunch under his shirt.

				“Should I kiss you or do you want to keep talking?”

				I tilted my chin toward him. “I—”

				His mouth pressed against mine before I could finish the sentence—or the thought. Nothing had changed. Kissing him was the same as it had been the first time he’d kissed me. My emotional barriers melted away as if I’d constructed them from spun sugar instead of solid blocks. All the emotions inside me blended into his, and his blended into mine, swirling around in an erotic dance.

				We pressed our bodies together, arms and legs tangling and clutching in an effort to get closer, to emulate our emotions and combine into one body of need and want and love.

				Somewhere in a deep recess of my brain, that gave me a start. Love? I’d tried not to use that word yet for fear of moving too fast, assuming too much, getting too hurt. But there it was. I couldn’t tell if it was his emotion or mine, but it didn’t matter. It was ours, and it had always been there, probably from the first moment I’d seen him across the street winking at me over coffee in a paper cup.

				The kiss deepened and we moved toward my bedroom without pausing until my back smacked against the bedroom door. We let go of each other long enough for me to fumble with the doorknob and get us inside, and then we were all hands and lips and tongues.

				In the future, there would be time for soft kisses and slow seduction, the teasing of an unhurried removal of clothing. Not this time. I yanked at his shirt while he pulled at my jeans, and in a snarl of fabric, we stripped each other before we even stepped away from the door.

				And holy hell, skin to skin was so much more satisfying than clothes against clothes.

				His lips traveled over my face and down my neck, and my fingers twisted in his hair. He backed me toward the bed, nestling me into the soft comforter.

				The more skin contact we had with each other, the stronger the sensation that we were one stream of emotion, one mind, one heart.

				Only our bodies separated us from becoming one creature. Every surface of skin he touched ignited like fire, and we twined together in a single, moaning mass of unrecognizable parts. When he slipped inside me, I could no longer tell what was his and what was mine. We moved together in rushed synchronicity, toward a single goal.

				In comparison, every sexual encounter I’d had before was like two bodies using each other to masturbate. This. This was so much different. So much more.

				There was no Riley. There was no Zoey. There was only us.

				When the orgasm came, it took me by surprise. It swept over me in wave after wave, and our bodies stiffened. Our lips lost contact with each other. I cried out, then couldn’t catch my breath until the pulsing in my body slowed and finally stopped.

				Riley lay quiet for a moment, then kissed me again, a soft kiss this time, gentle and undemanding. He rolled away, and I was me again. Just Zoey, lying next to just Riley.

				Our fingers interlaced and we lay quiet on top of the covers, content to hold hands and relearn how to breathe, how to be ourselves.

				After a few minutes, I turned my head to look at his beautiful face. “Holy shit,” I said, my voice soft with wonder.

				He nodded. “I know, right?”

				“What the hell was that?”

				He sat up and helped pull the blankets down so we could slide between the sheets. “I don’t know. An Aegis thing? Empath thing?”

				“Maybe it was a reaper thing?”

				He pulled me into his arms and settled the blankets around us. “Maybe it was love.”

				I smiled, my cheek rubbing against his chest. “Maybe it was.”

				He yawned. “Zoey?”

				“Yeah?”

				“If it’s like that every single time with you, I think it might kill me.”

				“Man up, Riley. We’re going again in a few minutes.” I yawned too, and I don’t think either of us believed me.

				He grazed his fingertips over the sensitive skin on my back, raising goose bumps. “Let me know when you’re ready.”

				My eyelids grew too heavy to keep them open, and Riley’s breath was slowing.

				“I love you, Riley,” I whispered.

				His voice was far away as I drifted off. “I love you, Zoey.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Fourteen

				A scream from within the house woke me in the night. Considering Riley and I were supposed to be the only ones inside, it kicked my adrenaline into a high-octane blast. My feet hit the floor and my bathrobe was already around me before Riley had a chance to sit up.

				Part of my fear-rattled mind had time to register how truly beautiful he was, bare-chested and sleep rumpled in the sliver of moonlight shining through the window slats. Still, my feet kept moving even while that small, hungry part of my brain lingered behind.

				Shrieks and moans drew me out the bedroom door and into the hallway. I followed them into the junk room where Janey and Toby had been sleeping on previous nights. They’d planned on camping out. But the sounds I heard came from a little girl.

				I flipped the light on and knelt on the floor next to the thrashing goblin.

				“Janey, wake up, honey. Wake up.” I held her in my arms and tried to soothe her while the nightmare held her in its grip.

				She sobbed and screamed again, then her eyes flew open, and she saw me.

				“It’s okay, honey. I’m here. I’m here.”

				She flung her arms around me and cried, clinging to my robe. I rocked her and made soothing nonsense noises while I smoothed her hair like my mother used to do. I didn’t ask her any questions until she’d calmed down enough to pull away a little.

				Riley stood in the doorway wearing only his jeans, with an odd, quiet smile on his face. “I’ll get her a glass of water,” he said and disappeared.

				Janey sniffled, and I handed her a tissue from a box on the nearby table.

				“That was a pretty bad dream,” I said.

				She nodded and blew her nose.

				“You want to talk about it?”

				She shook her head. “Not really. It was dumb.”

				“Ah.” I straightened the blankets around her. “Most dreams are just our brains taking out the garbage at night anyway.”

				“You’re making that up. Brains don’t have garbage.”

				“We see and hear a lot of stuff during the day. Our brains don’t get a chance to process all of it. Sometimes your brain waits till you’re asleep to finish up. And when it all gets muddled up, sometimes the garbage on the way out is scary.”

				“This wasn’t garbage.”

				Riley came in with a water glass, and I took it from him. “Well, other times, if we’re angry, or sad, or scared and we ignore those feelings, our brains work through them for us while we’re asleep. You’ve been through a lot of bad stuff, sweetie. Your dreams aren’t dumb. They’re your brain taking care of it for you.”

				She nodded and took the glass from me. “I dreamed a big snake was chasing Toby and me. It was orange with green spots and a mustache.”

				“The snake had a mustache?”

				She nodded. “He looked like Mr. Shimbletrot, our principal. And he kept waving a flag at us and saying we were grounded.”

				“So it had arms.”

				“No. It was a snake.”

				“But how did it—never mind.”

				“Then he ate my mom and dad, turned into a shark and swam into the trees.” She took a long drink and stayed quiet for a few minutes. “My parents are dead, aren’t they?” Her eyes puddled again, and I wiped the tears away as they fell.

				“I honestly believe your parents are alive somewhere.”

				She sniffed. “You think so?”

				“I do. And it’s my job to find them. It’s also my job to keep you and Toby safe until I can get your family back together.”

				She was quiet and thoughtful while I tucked her foot under the covers. “What if you don’t find them?”

				“Then you’ll stay here safe with me until you’re grown up enough to choose where you want to live.” I kissed her forehead. “We have a lot of things here, but no giant snakes.”

				She smiled. “I told you it was dumb.”

				“Are you done with your water?”

				“Yes.”

				“Any reason you decided to come inside instead of camping?”

				“Lulu farts in her sleep.”

				“Ah. Will you be okay in here on your own? I’ll leave the door open and the hall light on.”

				“I’m okay.”

				I flipped on the hallway light and put out the overhead light in her room.

				“Zoey?”

				I stuck my head around her doorway. “Hmm?”

				“You’re a really good Aegis.”

				“Thank you, sweetie.”

				Maybe I wouldn’t make such a terrible mom after all. Someday. Not quite yet. Until my life became more reasonable, I’d stay on my birth control pills, thank you very much. No use spitting in Fate’s eye and calling a double-dog dare. I had enough to deal with.

				Riley took my hand and led me back to my room. He closed the door behind us and pressed his lips close to my ear. “Now let’s talk about whether or not there are any big snakes around here,” he whispered.

				* * *

				The next day was filled with bustling activity. Unfortunately, I wasn’t really part of it. Riley got an early text from who knows where to tell him he’d have a soul to pick up in less than half an hour. Apparently, some jackass decided to drag race on the winding coastal roads and flew off the side of a cliff not far from my house. The death was traumatic, so the soul was likely to get stuck in the body, requiring the services of a reaper to get it out. After that, Riley had a shift in Sausalito at his paramedic job.

				I kissed him goodbye without any thought of tests or experiments. We’d settled all that nicely the night before. More than once. You know. To be sure.

				Kam got wind of it, of course, and wouldn’t stop grinning at me.

				“Don’t you feel better?” she said. “I told you it was overdue.”

				I ignored her. “What can I do to help?”

				She shrugged. “Nothing. I snagged the list out of your purse and got the groceries. Maurice will be here to grab them and take them to Sara’s. He won’t let me help cook it, so I’ll ride over with you tonight to serve.”

				I shifted my feet and frowned. “Are you sure you’re okay with that? We can do this without you if you’d rather not.” I wasn’t entirely clear on Kam’s life, thus far, but I knew she’d been treated as a slave for years. “You’re in no way obligated, you know. If it makes you feel uncomfortable—”

				She waved her hand to stop me. “I volunteered for this. You can use an extra set of eyes and ears, and Maurice can use more hands. Besides, I give you street cred.” She grinned. “That’s right, isn’t it? ‘Street cred’? I’ve been working to update my modern-day vernacular.”

				“Yeah. That’s right.” I smiled.

				Maurice had found an absolutely ridiculous server uniform for Kam to wear for the evening. We’d decided she would play the part of my captured djinn so Alma would see that Sara and I both had servant creatures. Andrew had agreed to be Sara’s fake boyfriend, Riley was my date, and with Alma and her husband, we’d have an intimate dinner for six. If a closet monster chef and a djinn serving wench didn’t convince Alma she could trust us, well, I could always feed her to the mothman who’d insisted on perching on Sara’s roof to stand watch.

				Maurice came through the closet three times to collect groceries—though why Kam didn’t drop them at Sara’s is beyond me—and once to steal my green linen napkins. He didn’t like Sara’s beige ones.

				Toby and Janey ran in and out of the house throughout the day, looking for a drink, lunch, a cookie. Twice they came rampaging through the back door and out the front chasing Lulu.

				It felt like I stood in the center of Main Street with cars speeding past in both directions while I remained motionless on the grassy median feeling the wind whoosh past.

				It wasn’t a bad feeling. For one short moment, nobody needed a thing from me.

				I savored the feeling for nearly five minutes before I felt twitchy and restless.

				I did a circuit of the backyard, but they had the place running so smoothly, I was in the way. Back in the house, I turned a corner and smacked into Maurice, causing him to drop an armload of mixing bowls and utensils headed for Sara’s through the guest room closet.

				He scrambled around on the floor, picking things up and muttering.

				“I’m so sorry, Maurice,” I said, kneeling next to him and grabbing a spatula. “Let me help you.”

				He snatched it out of my hand. “I’ve got it, Zoey. It’s fine.”

				“But—”

				“It’s fine. Go back to whatever you were doing.”

				He wasn’t trying to be unkind. He probably thought I really did have something to do.

				And now that I thought of it, I had plenty to do, but none of it involved this silly dinner party. In the next two months I had three more weddings and an engagement party coming.

				I had to be honest with myself. I hadn’t been pulling my share of the load with the business. I loved being a wedding planner, but being an Aegis had taken over more of my life than I’d realized. Oh, hell, who was I trying to fool? Being an Aegis had taken over as my main passion. That wasn’t fair to Sara. It wasn’t fair at all.

				I rose to my feet. “I’m going to work. If anybody needs me, call.” I grabbed my purse and darted out the door.

				* * *

				I felt pretty fabulous. It was a damn shame my fabulosity was wasted on someone like Alma Dickson.

				Maurice and Sara had both tried to bully me into wearing something simple and subdued, but I’d had enough of trying to dress down to Alma’s level. I wore a green satin halter dress, deep in cleavage and well above the knee. I allowed my dark red curls to fully express themselves, rather than try to tamp them down like I usually did. My critics were especially against my shoes. I didn’t give a hobgoblin’s snout that I’d tower over Alma in my patent-leather retro-pinup-girl shoes. Plus they had little green bows on the back. Screw dignified. If I couldn’t intimidate Alma with arcane torture devices, I’d do it by playing off her insecurities.

				I might have felt a little sorry for the woman, but I still didn’t like her. No amount of loneliness excused what I’d seen in her greenhouse.

				We arrived an hour early to go over our game plan and make sure everything was ready. Andrew showed up a half hour later looking dapper and crisp in a pale blue dress shirt and dark blue silk tie that matched his eyes.

				“Nice,” I said, hugging him at the door. “Thanks for doing this.”

				“If it helps us find Iris, I’ll sleep with Sara.”

				Sara poked her head out of the dining room. “I heard that. You’d be lucky to have me.”

				He grinned and spread his arms wide. “Sara, my love, you know you’re the only woman for me.”

				“Ack,” I said. “Could you turn down the gay? Alma’s never going to believe you’re together.”

				Andrew gave me a playful punch in the arm and lowered his voice an octave. “Don’t you worry, baby. I got this.”

				We gathered in the dining room while Sara finished adjusting the floral centerpiece.

				“Maurice,” I said, going around the table. “No singing, no fussing. You need to look humble and broken down, okay? You’re a captive, not a family member. Don’t speak at all unless somebody asks you a question, okay?”

				He made a face. “Fine. I do all the work and get none of the credit.”

				“You get all of the credit. I know you spent last night and all day today putting everything together. It’s just a part you’re playing. You’re an actor. Better yet—a spy. We’re doing this for Iris.”

				He nodded. “For Iris.”

				I turned to Kam. “Same goes for you. You’ve been a captive for a long time, and you just follow orders. Act like you’re all dried up inside or something.”

				She stared at me, solemn. “Zoey, you’ve described the last three hundred years of my life. I’ve got it.”

				I winced. Holy hell. Three hundred years? No wonder the idea of getting caught again terrified her. “I wasn’t thinking, Kam. I’m sorry.” She shrugged, and I turned to the other side of the table. “Sara and Andrew, just be awesome together.”

				Andrew sidled up to Sara and put his arm around her waist. “Got it.”

				Riley leaned in close and breathed on my neck. “What about me?”

				I twisted around and kissed him on the cheek. “Be you. That would be perfect.”

				“I’ll try to manage that.”

				The doorbell rang and everybody moved into position. Maurice trotted off to the kitchen, and Kam went to make everyone drinks.

				My palms started to sweat. One wrong move and we could set Alma off to her old, miserable self. We wouldn’t get anything out of her.

				Alma flounced in the moment Sara opened the door. She eyed the living room with a critical eye and proclaimed it quaint.

				To her credit, Sara didn’t flinch. “Thank you so much, Alma. It’s not gorgeous and sprawling like your home, but it’s mostly only me here, so I don’t need much room.”

				Mr. Dickson trailed behind his wife, pale and timid, his watery eyes darting around the room as if terrified we’d set a trap for him. Living with Alma, he probably walked into traps of some kind every day. I couldn’t blame him for being nervous.

				Alma wandered around the room snooping in decorative boxes and running a finger over surfaces as if looking for dust. She had a general air about her of being unimpressed with her surroundings.

				Kam came out of the kitchen carrying a tray of drinks. Her body was stiff, and she kept her eyes cast down.

				Alma looked disappointed. “I thought you said you had a closet monster.”

				“I do,” Sara said. “Kam belongs to Zoey.”

				Alma glanced at Kam, then made a derisive snort while grabbing a glass. She sipped her drink and turned away.

				“She’s djinn,” I said, my voice quiet.

				“She’s what?” Alma wasn’t very bright.

				“Djinn. You know. A genie.”

				Her eyes flew open in surprise. “You can’t possibly have a genie.” She stepped closer to Kam and looked her over. “No. You’re playing a trick on me. There’s nothing special about this girl.”

				Kam’s eyes met mine, and she gave me a nearly imperceptible nod of permission.

				“Well, not right now, there isn’t. She’s practically human. Take a closer look at her eyes.” I snapped my fingers. Kam set down her tray and moved in front of me. “Show her.”

				Kam’s face went still. I don’t know what terrible memory she conjured, but from two feet away, I felt her skin warm and give off waves of heat. She lowered her head for a moment, then lifted it, meeting our guest’s gaze.

				Alma gasped. “Her eyes are full of fire!”

				“Yes. I keep her main magic for myself, but she’s an elemental, and the fire is always inside of her.” Strictly speaking, I had no idea if that was true. It didn’t really matter, though.

				“Isn’t that dangerous?” She wrinkled her nose.

				“There isn’t much she can do right now besides keep dinner warm. As long as I have an entrapment container and keep her magic drained, she can’t run away.” Technically, another lie, considering Kam had managed to escape from her current master while her magic gauge showed empty.

				“Will there be anything else, Mistress?” Her voice was soft and her eyes—now returned to brown—were downcast. She was too good at this. I didn’t like it at all. If I could have locked that Master guy in an eyedropper for all eternity, I wouldn’t hesitate.

				“You can go back to the kitchen and help Maurice.”

				She nodded and left the room.

				Alma was impressed, which was, of course, exactly what I wanted. “Where did you get her?”

				I chose a drink from the tray. “She’s been in the family for generations. I inherited her.”

				“And when do I get to meet the closet monster? Is he terrifying?”

				Sara sipped her drink. “At dinner, I’ll have him come out, if you like. He’s perfectly safe. There’s no danger.”

				* * *

				I’d told Maurice to be submissive and quiet. He’d been listening to the exchange with Alma, and decided on his own to alter the plan.

				After Kam cleared the soup bowls (a wonderful, rich cheese and onion soup), Sara told her to have Maurice step in for a moment.

				If I didn’t know and love him the way I did, I might have been terrified. He’d used his transmonstrification on purpose this time to create the illusion of a much scarier Maurice.

				He hadn’t made a huge change to himself. The alteration was subtle, but to someone who lived with him every day, it was huge. He seemed taller, though he hunched over like a bony version of Renfield. The crags in his face were deeper and his nose more bulbous. His eyes were larger, the soft yellow I’d grown accustomed to a deeper, sickly orange. He mumbled to himself, as if he was slightly mad, and his rambling gave us glimpses of rows upon rows of tiny, sharp teeth.

				Kam wasn’t the only one playing a part they were uncomfortable with tonight.

				“Maurice,” Sara said, her voice sharp. “You may bring us the next course yourself.”

				He scowled at her, and his words were a low snarl. “The dessert needs my attention.”

				“Are you defying me?” Sara’s voice rose in displeasure. Her hand moved to a small box next to her plate, and her finger hovered over a button.

				Maurice’s eyes widened. “No, Mistress. The salad course will be right out.” He touched his collar, as if fearful of a shock, then shuffled into the kitchen.

				The exchange was so well done, I felt the urge to applaud my friends. At the same time, it hurt me to see even a make-believe version of the scene. How many times had this been acted out for real in houses across the country?

				The look on Alma’s face was almost worth it. She was afraid. I could feel fear radiating across the table from both Alma and Stanley Dickson. Far more interesting were the greed and jealousy Alma leaked like a punctured air mattress.

				Maurice returned with a tray of fancy salads, and Alma watched him with hungry but fearful eyes.

				I cleared my throat. “Alma, what sort of creature is your Mia?”

				She blinked at me. “What?”

				“Yes.” Sara leaned forward and smiled. “Of course. You sly thing. You’ve been holding out on us. Mia must be something very special to be taking care of your marvelous house. What is she?”

				Alma’s eyes darted around the table, and Stanley slumped farther into his chair. “Well...I—she’s from Puerto Rico.”

				“Yes, but what is she?” I asked. I placed my fork across my plate and folded my hands in my lap to wait for her answer.

				It didn’t bother me a bit that we were, essentially, bullying her. Mia had waited on us for lunch, and she felt just as human to me as Alma and Sara. The only Hidden emotions I’d detected at Alma’s house came from her fairy garden monstrosity.

				Alma spluttered for a moment, reaching for words, then her political abilities kicked in and she pulled herself together. “Well, she’s human, of course. I wouldn’t feel comfortable with something so dangerous in my own home. Though I am considering a new purchase, soon. I think Mia could use some help around the house.”

				I picked up my fork and tried to appear disinterested. “Soon?” I took a bite and let the question hang in the air.

				Andrew pinched my leg under the table, a warning not to push any harder.

				“Oh, yes,” Alma said. She lowered her voice, as if worried there were listening devices around the house. “The Collector is on her way.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Fifteen

				The Collector. So, we had a name, sort of, but that wasn’t enough.

				Every question I wanted to ask weighed too heavy and eager on my tongue. I pictured myself leaping over the table and pressing a steak knife to Alma’s wrinkled throat. Not subtle.

				Sara remained cool, swallowed a bite of bread and managed a casual attitude that bordered on disinterest. “Oh?” she said. “I’ve not heard of that company. I tend to stick with vendors I know and trust.”

				Alma bubbled with enthusiasm. After being knocked down a peg by Sara’s ownership of a scary closet monster, the councilwoman’s confidence had returned. I could almost see her head reinflate. “Of course you haven’t heard of her, dear. The Collector is very exclusive.”

				“Oh, of course,” Sara said, then turned to Riley, ignoring Alma as if she hadn’t spoken at all. “Riley, you never told me how your trip to New Hampshire went. Did you find anything interesting?”

				Riley wiped his mouth on his napkin, then replaced it in his lap. “No, not really. It was relaxing, though. I saw a moose. Nearly hit the beast with my car.”

				I looked at him, wide-eyed. “You didn’t tell me that part. Were you off-road?”

				He shrugged and stabbed at a chunk of lettuce. “No. It was soaking wet and in the middle of the street. Just a baby moose. I think he’d been swimming in the lake by the road.”

				I shook my head. “Weird. The most we get here are raccoons.”

				None of us looked directly at Alma, but it was hard to miss her fussing in her seat. Clearly she didn’t like our attention being anywhere but her.

				“The Collector, of course, has far more interesting animals to sell than moose.”

				I smiled. “Why would anyone want to buy a moose anyway?”

				“I would buy a moose,” Andrew said. “I’m sure Milo would love the company.”

				I rolled my eyes. “You live on a houseboat. Where would you put a moose?”

				Alma’s face turned red in exasperation. “Why is everyone talking about moose? The Collector is coming next week, and we’re not even ready for her.”

				The table went silent, without even the sound of clinking glasses or scraping forks.

				Sara and I eyed each other across the table, trying to decide whose turn it was in this tag-team conversation.

				I said a silent prayer to the Monster God of Tact. “Alma, I don’t mean to pry, but this Collector of yours isn’t the private party you’re holding after the charity benefit, is it?” I reached for my water glass and took a slow sip.

				“Well,” she said, drawing the word out as if she hadn’t yet decided whether we were worthy of her top-secret information. “I suppose, considering your situation, it couldn’t hurt for you to know.” She puffed up like a mating carrier pigeon. “The Collector chose me to arrange her auction for our area. She’s been traveling all over, and finally she’s coming here. It’s very exciting, and a huge honor.”

				An auction. We were helping Alma plan an auction of Hidden creatures, and in a little over a week, Iris, the fairies from my woods, maybe even Janey and Toby’s parents would be up on a block. Considering all the refugees in my backyard, the auction had to be massive. Bile rose in my throat, and I looked away from Alma, so she couldn’t read my disgust.

				“That sounds important,” Sara said. “I’m relieved that you told us, since we’re making the arrangements. We can do so much better for you now that we know how special this event is.”

				“Of course, it’s invitation only,” Alma said. “You’ll still need to leave before she arrives.”

				“Of course,” I said.

				We needed an invitation to get in. This was ridiculous.

				Kam entered the room, as if on cue, and removed the salad plates. Her movements were slow and deliberate, and when she knocked over Riley’s water glass, I knew she’d done it for a reason.

				Water sloshed over the table and into his lap.

				We both jumped from our chairs, and I dabbed at his black pants and shirt. “You did that on purpose, you clumsy idiot,” I said to Kam. “Get me some towels!” I did my best to work up a frantic energy, as if water on dark dress pants would leave a catastrophic stain. “Hurry up!”

				Kam ran to the kitchen and brought a towel, then fluttered around behind me looking worried.

				Riley stopped my feverish blotting and took the towel from me. “It’s okay,” he said. “I’ll go to the kitchen and clean up.”

				He and Kam left the room, and I slumped into my chair.

				Andrew patted my hand. “I’m sorry, honey.”

				“What’s the matter?” Alma asked.

				I shook my head. “It’s nothing. It’s just that...it’s nothing.” My mouth drooped, and I looked away.

				I was in danger of seriously hamming it up. Another few seconds and I’d burst into fake tears and go looking for a fainting couch. Get the smelling salts, stat.

				Sara leaned close to Alma. “Zoey thinks Riley’s having an affair with the genie.” She spoke behind her hand in a stage whisper.

				“Oh dear,” Stanley said. His wistful gaze wandered toward the doorway into the kitchen. It was the first thing the man had said since sitting down to dinner.

				I sniffled and drained my water glass.

				“My goodness,” Alma said. She gave me a look that dripped with pity. “Can’t you do something? Put her in her lamp or something?”

				“I have to let her out every so often so I can use up her magic. I can’t let her have all that power.” I sighed.

				“She seems to have a different sort of power,” Alma said, her lip curling. “Could you get rid of her?”

				I shook my head. “I’ve tried. Djinn are too high-end. Nobody wants to shell out that kind of money.”

				Alma pursed her lips in thought. “I’ll see what I can do. The guest list the Collector sent me was very specific, but maybe I can get you in. Or at the very least, get your genie on the inventory list.”

				I jerked my head. “Really?”

				“I’m not promising anything, dear. But I’ll try. The Collector’s not in town yet, but she sent her brothers ahead. Next time they contact me, I’ll try to get a message to her.”

				I gave her a small, hesitant smile. “Oh, Alma, thank you. Even if you can’t get me in, I appreciate that you’ll try.”

				“Well, don’t thank me yet. Like the Collector herself, the brothers are secretive. I can’t call them directly, and I don’t know where they are. Last we spoke, I put in a special request for more fairies, and they said they had a hunt lined up. They’re somewhere in town, I think, but I don’t know for sure. Let’s hope they make contact soon.”

				That was probably all the information we would get out of her, since she didn’t seem to know anything more. Was it was enough? We could be wasting our time on a dead end. Well, not totally dead. Whatever this Collector was up to, she had Hidden creatures to auction off. I was willing to bet at least some of the missing Hidden would be there. But was Iris? The two platinum-headed men who took him had to be brothers, with such a unique look. But were they the brothers in charge of the auction? They were hunting fairies when they captured Iris.

				They had to be the same guys. If they weren’t, we were back to knowing nothing about where Iris was. And that was unacceptable.

				After a few minutes, Riley came out of the kitchen and sat down, shoulders slumped. He refused to look me—or anyone else, for that matter—in the eye. The rest of dinner was strained, and the dessert dishes weren’t even cleared yet before Alma announced that she and Stanley needed to go.

				“Things to do, you know.”

				“Of course,” Sara said, walking them to the door.

				Stanley nearly walked into a wall, since he was so busy watching Kam instead of where Alma led him. She did not look amused.

				As they made their way down the walkway toward their car, Alma barked and sniped at the poor man and dragged him by the sleeve.

				We held our position until they drove away, then everyone collapsed in the living room.

				“Genius!” I said to Kam. “I don’t know where you came up with the idea to run off with Riley, but mad props for that.”

				She smiled. “I’m glad you picked up on what I was doing. I knew you needed a good reason to be at that auction.”

				“Hey,” Andrew said. “Don’t forget my girlfriend here. She was cool as a Popsicle on the frozen tundra.”

				We patted each other on the backs and congratulated ourselves for a good half hour, rehashing everything until we all had fat heads. Maurice preened over praise for a magnificent dinner, and Riley told us the moose story was true.

				Everyone was a little wrung out, but Maurice insisted on cleaning up alone. “I’ll be home later,” he said as he wiped off the table. “I’ll see you at breakfast.”

				I kissed his cheek. “Thank you for pulling this off. I know it was a lot of work.”

				He smiled and shrugged. “It’s my thing, Zoey. You know that.”

				Sara walked us to our cars, and we passed each other another round of compliments.

				We were avoiding the obvious—that we still didn’t know where Iris was. I think we’d all hoped the big revelation for the night would be something easier, like an address at a storage unit or a hotel room.

				Something we could use to take immediate action.

				Our good cheer was more about covering our disappointment than actually feeling like we could win this war. Whoever this Collector woman was, she wasn’t big on broadcasting her whereabouts. I hoped Alma could snag us some invitations to the auction, but if not, we had a big enough team of badasses at our backs that we’d get in another way.

				Kam was quiet as we pulled away from Sara’s house, and I worried that our community theater performance had dredged up too many memories.

				“You okay back there?” I asked.

				“Hmm?” She’d been staring out the window at the street lamps as they flew past. “Yeah. I’m fine. I wish I could help more.”

				Riley glanced at her through the rearview mirror. “You were great!”

				“Hey,” I said, poking him in the arm. “Not so enthusiastic. You were in that kitchen a long time.”

				He made a face at me.

				Kam took the pins out of her hair and released the tight bun she’d been wearing. “No, I mean my magic. If I had time to charge up, I’d be a lot more help to you.”

				“Kam, we make do with what we’ve got. It’s not like you squandered your magic on earrings and new boots.”

				“No, the Master did that. You know what he wanted last time? A new paint job on his Jaguar.”

				“You’re kidding me.”

				“Nope. With all the money he’s wished for over the years, he could easily pay for something like that, but no. He had a date and decided he wanted a last-minute change to his car. I only had one gem full, and it took every last drop to redo the car and make it dry enough for him to drive in an hour.” She folded her arms and pressed herself against the backseat. “Asshole. I could have found Iris for you by now if he hadn’t used me up.”

				“It took you an hour?”

				She looked smug. “I’m pretty fast.”

				I had trouble wrapping my head around that. “I thought if somebody made a wish you just, I don’t know, snapped your fingers or zapped your ponytail at it, and it happened in a blink.”

				Kam laughed, but it came out more like a hiccup. “I wish.” She realized what she’d said and giggled. “Seriously, it takes a lot of concentration to focus on what needs to happen. Painting a car is hard work. If you’re not careful, you could paint the doors shut or get it all over the windows.”

				“Oh.” I tried not to sound disappointed. “So, even if you had a full load of magic, you couldn’t pop us over to wherever they’re keeping Iris.”

				“No, but I could focus on his energy and track him down. I’ve met him, so it wouldn’t be hard to narrow in on him. Still...” She shook her wrist and made a face. “Nothing I can do about it for at least another few weeks. By then it’ll be too late.”

				I looked past her out the back window and muttered under my breath.

				Riley looked at me. “What?”

				“Focus on his energy, she said.”

				“Yeah, but she doesn’t have the juice to pull it off.”

				“I know she doesn’t.” I turned around and faced forward. “Pull the car over.”

				“Why?”

				“Please? Pull over. I have to get out.”

				We’d already left Sausalito and were halfway through Marin city, but the bay wasn’t far off. I could smell the salt in the air when I stood on the curb.

				I inhaled deeply, dropped all my barriers and sent out emotional feelers. If Iris was being held captive anywhere nearby, he’d be in a world of emotional turmoil. I might be able to home in on it.

				I reached out in the darkness.

				Behind us toward Sausalito, a throb of misery and loneliness pulsed.

				I pointed in the direction it was coming from. “There,” I said.

				Riley brushed my hair from my face. “You found him?”

				“I’m not sure. But I found somebody who’s in trouble, and I’m sure that somebody is Hidden.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Sixteen

				We piled in the car, and Riley turned us around the way we’d come. Within a few minutes we were in Sausalito again, and I had him slow down so I could guide us.

				The closer we got, the harder it became for me to concentrate. The unhappiness grew with each mile, and my stomach knotted so tight I had trouble breathing. I pointed without saying anything, and Riley took a left turn into the industrial section. The headlights flashed against the blank, dull faces of half a dozen nondescript warehouses.

				A block later, a sharp pain shot through my belly and I bent forward. My skin prickled, and sweat beaded across my forehead.

				Pain.

				Fear.

				Misery.

				I’d thought the fairy garden in Alma’s house was horrifying. This was so much worse. The scale was unimaginable. My head throbbed with a painful cacophony of all the worst emotions I’d ever known, cranked to a volume so loud I could no longer hear anything but my own heartbeat.

				I curled around my seat belt, holding my head in my hands, trying to shut it out.

				A slap across my face shook me loose from the dark place in which I’d been floundering. My eyes focused, and I found Kam’s face close to mine. I was sitting on the sidewalk, cradled in Riley’s lap.

				“Deep breaths,” Kam said, rubbing my arms. “Put your walls up while you’re able to think.”

				I breathed. I gathered my barriers around me like a blanket of steel. The pain and the fog thinned out and let me go. I scowled at Kam. “Did you slap me?”

				She smiled. “You were screaming like someone was trying to kill you.”

				“I told you this was a bad idea.” Darius squatted on the top of the car, watching us with his eerie eyes. “I tried to warn you.”

				Riley tensed around me. “Back off, Mothman. Can’t you see we have a problem?”

				I reached behind my head and wrapped my fingers around the back of Riley’s neck. “I’m okay now. And we may need him.”

				“It’s bad, isn’t it?” Kam said.

				I nodded. “And close.” I felt around my walls and opened a tiny filter to recapture the trail without being walloped with the full brunt of the misery. I pointed up the street. “I think it’s a few buildings that way. We should walk from here.”

				Darius lifted off the car and thunked to the ground in front of us. “No. This is where I draw the line.”

				I stood, testing my legs. They wobbled a bit, but held. “Fine,” I said in a weary voice. “You’re welcome to stay here and draw lines on the sidewalk. Feel free to play hopscotch with them while you wait. I’m going after my friends.” I brushed past him and made my way across the street.

				I heard the whoosh of giant moth wings above me and smiled. I’d known Darius would follow. Kam and Riley walked a step behind me.

				The terrible call of fear and despair led me toward a building on the corner. The structure was huge, and no lights lit the area. We picked our way around to the back, trying to find a door in the darkness.

				A loud bang from the loading dock echoed through the air. A truck engine roared to life and headlights popped on. Darius flew ahead.

				A man stood in the cargo area of an enormous moving van, its inside packed with shadowy cages. The man saw Darius swooping toward him, and his eyes grew wide as he slapped the inside of the truck to signal the driver.

				“Go!” he shouted. “Go!”

				I ran. Kam ran. Riley sped past us both, but the truck moved too quickly. We couldn’t catch up. The man inside clutched at the overhead door, desperate to pull it down and lock himself into the moving vehicle.

				As the truck turned out of the dark lot and onto the street, a street lamp lit the interior. For one brief moment, I saw Iris. He pressed his face against the bars holding him and strained to free himself. I heard his voice howling to me for help as the truck pulled out of sight,.

				My heart shattered, and angry tears spattered my cheeks. Riley came back for me, and I sank into his arms. “We were so close. Why would they move him?”

				Riley kissed my hair and smoothed his hands over my back. “Iris is alive. We saw him. Just focus on that.”

				“No.” Darius flew above us and dropped a large package on the ground at my feet. “Focus on this.”

				Darius had finally done something right. He’d brought me the man from the back of the truck.

				The man moaned and turned over. Even with so little light I could see he had short platinum hair and pale blue eyes.

				“I couldn’t chase down the truck while I carried this. I had to make a choice. The truck’s gone,” Darius said, hovering a few feet over our heads. “I won’t leave you alone with this piece of garbage, either, so don’t ask me to try to catch the truck now.”

				I nudged the body in front of me with the toe of my high-heeled pump. “Get up.”

				He moaned again.

				“Seriously,” Kam said. “I’d get up if I were you. Mothguy might eat you.”

				The kidnapping shithead got up, despite some obvious pain. Nothing seemed broken. Not that I gave a damn if it was.

				“Where’d your friend go?” I asked.

				He glared at me and said nothing. I reached out to taste his emotions. As far as I could tell, he was human. I didn’t read fear, exactly, more of a nervous flinch that may or may not have been a permanent part of his emotional makeup. Everything else coming from him confused me, as if his emotions had been chopped up and put into a kaleidoscope.

				“What do you want to do with him?” Riley asked.

				“We’ll take him with us. I think he’ll talk after a while. Give him time.”

				To his credit, Darius didn’t object. He landed next to us with a thud and pinned the man’s arms behind him in a rough hold. “I’ll get him back to the house.”

				I nodded. “Thank you. Maybe we can pick up the trail again and start over. They can’t have gone far.” I turned to walk to the car and hesitated. While part of me had ripped loose and followed Iris down the road, another part remained rooted in place, listening. “Wait. Something’s not right.”

				The group followed in my wake as I strode toward the warehouse. A weak pulse of sadness pulled at me, quickening my steps. The door to the left of the loading dock didn’t budge when I turned the knob. Locked. The big door, however, gave under my fingers and rolled up. Riley and Kam reached in and helped me open it the rest of the way.

				The darkness stank of unwashed bodies, bodily fluids and misery. I used my cell phone to cast a small light into the room. Empty cages and discarded boxes grew shadows around me. Nothing moved.

				I strained to see anything important, to pick out the salient shapes. Someone found a switch and turned on the overhead lights, dispelling the shadows. I blinked until my vision cleared. The room appeared empty. Metal racks and a few rusty cages, both large and small, stood in corners, their doors hanging open. Straw lay scattered everywhere, and dark smudges stained the cage floors. Some of it looked like blood.

				I wandered through the desolation, reaching out to feel what remained. The anguish that led us here had left a residue behind, oily and thick, across every surface like grease spatters.

				But that wasn’t all. I pushed aside the memories of emotions and searched for what I’d felt outside. A sadness so deep, a despair so harsh, it had curled into itself, leaving little for me to grab hold and use. Someone was here, waiting to die.

				“Spread out,” I said. “They left someone behind. We have to hurry.”

				No one questioned me. Riley and Kam each took an end of the warehouse and worked toward me, checking cages and dark corners. Darius found a length of discarded rope and tied the prisoner’s arms behind his back, then wound it around his neck as a collar. Or a noose. I nodded my approval and kept searching.

				I followed the faint thread of emotion, and it led me in a winding trip past debris and worse things. Somewhere in the middle of the wall on the far right, I stopped. The floor was bare except for one medium-sized cardboard box, tipped over, with the opening against the wall. I pulled the box out, careful not to move too fast and startle whatever might be in there.

				Beneath the protection of cardboard lay the body of a small dark-skinned woman. Had she been standing, instead of sprawled on the floor, staring at me with wide eyes, she would have been a little past my waist in height. Her pointed ears poked out of lank dark hair that was caked with blood from a gash down the side of her face. The cut looked infected, and the goblin woman looked feverish.

				Her hands fluttered in a weak attempt to protect herself from me.

				“Oh, no,” I said. “Shh. It’s okay. We’re here to help you.” I touched the unharmed side of her face and stroked her cheek. “You’re okay now. Everything’s going to be fine.”

				She covered her face and cried. “I thought I was going to die.”

				I stood up and waved my arms at the others. “Over here,” I said in a stage whisper.

				Kam came first, from two rows over. “She looks like hell.” Kam knelt next to the woman. “This is Zoey. You can trust her. She takes care of all of us.”

				I smiled. “We’re going to take you where it’s safe, and we’ll get you well.”

				The woman let out a soft sigh and nodded.

				Riley appeared behind Kam. “I didn’t find anybody. It looks like they took everyone else with them.”

				“I didn’t find anything either.” Darius stood several feet away, his prisoner looking like a miserable dog on a choke collar.

				Riley nudged past Kam and squatted down. “I’m a paramedic. I want to look you over real quick, if that’s all right, and then I’m going to carry you to the car.”

				Her mouth curled in a soft smile, which pulled at the cut on her face and caused a fresh trickle of blood. “There’s no need to lie, Reaper. I know why you’re really here.”

				“Today I’m here as a paramedic, not as a reaper. No lies.” Gentle hands felt her pulse and checked for broken bones and internal injuries. “I’m Riley. What’s your name?” He prodded her abdomen and watched her face for signs of pain.

				She was too thin. The sooner we got her home, the sooner Maurice could get some meat on her.

				“Rene.” She cringed when he prodded her leg and found a nasty bruise. “Where are we?”

				“You’re in a warehouse,” Kam said. “Don’t you remember?”

				Rene sucked in a breath as Riley checked the cut on her face. “I know that. But where’s the warehouse?”

				“Sausalito, California.”

				She sighed. “Oh.”

				“I think you’re okay to travel,” Riley said. “I’ll try not to jar you too much. If you have the strength, you can put your arms around my neck, but if you don’t, I promise not to drop you.”

				He scooped up her tiny body and held her with care. We filed out of the warehouse, not bothering to turn off the light or roll the door down. It wasn’t like we could claim stealth mode. We’d already taken their guy prisoner.

				Holy hell. I had a prisoner. I didn’t have a clue what to do with him, past poke him for information. Finding a near-death goblin was much more my speed than interrogating a prisoner of war.

				I had a mothman for that. Once Darius saw us safely settled in the car, he bundled his squirming captive and flew off toward the house to get started. I thought about telling him to go easy, but the thought was fleeting. I didn’t want the man dead. But I did want him to talk. War is no time to be squeamish, and the picture of Iris’s desperate face fading into the distance haunted me. No. This guy better talk.

				We probably needed to get Rene back to the house before going out after Iris again. She required care. At least I could find out which direction they went.

				I opened my filters wide, reached with my gift and felt for Iris. The wind rustled against my hair, and I closed my eyes. Nothing registered from the direction they’d driven away. I rotated my body like a human satellite dish, searching, praying for a signal. Nothing. Had I been blocked? Was Iris unconscious?

				When I’d felt the emotions before, they’d belonged to more than Iris. If the bad guys knocked him out, I should still feel the emotions from the rest of imprisoned Hidden. But the only grief and misery I could sense now was standard human-condition stuff coming from a few houses across town.

				Somehow, I’d been locked out.

				I climbed into the backseat and cradled Rene’s head in my lap. I stroked her hair while she flitted in and out of consciousness.

				“Zoey,” she whispered. “That’s your name, right?”

				“That’s right.”

				“I have to go home.”

				“We’re going to my home. You can’t travel, honey. You’re too weak.”

				“My kids are alone. I have to get to them.”

				I frowned. There were probably a lot of goblins in the world. What were the chances? “Where’s home? Maybe I can get someone to them. Make sure they’re okay?”

				She nodded her head, and her eyelids drooped. “That would be nice. They’re probably so scared.”

				She dozed for a few minutes more. When she opened her eyes, she took a moment to get her bearings. She stiffened in my arms, then relaxed as she remembered where she was.

				“Did you find them yet?”

				“Who? Your kids?”

				“You said you’d send someone.”

				“I will, honey. Where are they?”

				“Arkansas. In the Ozarks.” She yawned, and her eyelids fluttered. “1117 Wildwood Road. In Peddler’s Village.”

				The Ozarks. The odds were so slim, but my heart filled with hope. “I’ll find them, Rene.”

				Her face relaxed, and she smiled as she drifted off. “Janey’s a good girl. I know she’s taking care of Toby, but he’s such a handful.” Her breathing slowed and became even.

				Janey and Toby. My eyes misted and, for the first time in days, my pulse raced with happiness instead of fear or anger. Rene’s voice had been too quiet for Riley and Kam to hear, and I didn’t want to wake her up. It took every ounce of self-restraint I had to keep from yelling to them or squirming in my seat.

				I watched the trees whip by on the winding road home and tried not to fidget. Rene slept the rest of the way, oblivious to the knowledge that her kids were waiting for her in my house. My heart swelled with every mile we traveled.

				Rene didn’t wake when we reached the house. The crunch of gravel, the opening and closing of car doors and my careful scooting out from under her didn’t disturb her gentle snoring.

				I hauled Riley and Kam a short distance from the car, bursting with excitement.

				“What?” Riley asked, watching me bounce on my toes.

				“I think she has to pee,” Kam said.

				I grinned at them and pointed at the car. “That’s Janey and Toby’s mom!” I did my best to keep my voice hushed, but it sounded too loud in the darkness.

				Riley’s brows rose in surprise. “No way.”

				“Yes way!” I clapped my hands over my mouth when the words shot out and echoed through the silent yard.

				Kam looked toward the house. “Do you want me to go get them?”

				I frowned in thought. “She’s awfully weak. Maybe we should wait till morning.”

				Riley shook his head. “If it were me, I’d want to know right away.”

				We discussed it and decided we’d get Rene settled, then bring the kids inside to stay with her. Kam gave up her bedroom and volunteered to sleep on the couch for the night.

				After we verified the kids were out camping again, Riley carried Rene inside and got her into bed, while Kam went to fetch the kids.

				Rene woke as Riley placed her under the covers. I helped her drink some water, while tea steeped in the kitchen.

				“Honey, I need you to stay awake for a bit, okay? We need to clean that cut and get some tea in you. The tea will help with the pain.”

				She nodded. “Thank you. I actually feel a lot better already.”

				“Well, you’re going to feel better than you can imagine in a few minutes.”

				She smiled. “The sooner I recover, the better. I need to get home.”

				I heard scuffling in the hallway. “I don’t think you need to be in a hurry. I have something to show you.”

				I opened the door a crack and looked out at the kids. Their faces were blank. Kam had been instructed not to tell them what was going on, and they must have thought they were in trouble. I pushed the door open and stepped aside.

				For several beats, their faces didn’t change. They looked at the woman sitting in Kam’s bed, but it didn’t seem to register what they were seeing. I worried for a moment that I’d made a mistake. Maybe Janey and Toby were traditional goblin names for children. Maybe I’d assumed too much. What if there were a lot of missing goblin women with kids sharing the same names? I didn’t know everything about the Hidden, after all.

				And then the clouds left their little faces and they lit up like stars.

				“Mama!” Toby ran to her and threw himself on the bed.

				Rene’s voice choked, and she held her son close. Janey was slower, her bright eyes trancelike as she moved across the room. When she made it to the bed, she sobbed and buried her face in her mother’s chest.

				“Oh, my babies.” Rene kissed their cheeks and hair, pausing to examine them between kisses. “What are you doing in California? Are you all right? Let me see you.” She held them both at arm’s length, smoothing their hair with her palms. “You look wonderful. A little skinny, though.”

				“Maurice is fattening us up!” Toby grinned at her.

				“Maurice?”

				“He’s a closet monster.”

				“I see.”

				“Where’s Papa?”

				Rene’s smile faded and she looked up at me for help.

				I swallowed. “We don’t know yet, honey. We’re not giving up, though.”

				Janey and I exchanged a long look. She gave me a small nod that she understood what I was and wasn’t saying, then turned away to touch her mother’s face with tentative fingers.

				“You’re hurt, Mama.”

				“I’ll be fine. Better than fine now that I know you’re both safe.”

				Toby settled onto the blanket and crossed his legs. “We’ve been helping. We made a cycle pedia.”

				“Oh, I see.”

				“And we’ve been camping every night with brownies and a hellhound named Lulu!”

				“Lulu. That’s a fine name for a hellhound. Did you name her yourself?”

				I stepped into the hallway and closed the door.

				I let the love and affection from the little family warm my sore heart and comfort me. A short break before finding out what Darius had pulled from the prisoner.

				I’d put a family—at least partially—back together. But it wasn’t enough. I wanted my family to be whole again, too.

				And I didn’t care what it took to make that happen.

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Seventeen

				I left Kam in the house in case the goblins needed anything, and Riley and I headed for the garage. I’d seen the light on and the door up when we got out of the car.

				Darius had moved some of my boxes off to the sides to clear a space in the center of the room. He sat backward in a chair, facing our guest. The odd-looking man balanced on the balls of his feet, his arms strung over his head by a rope that was tied to a beam. He wasn’t going anywhere.

				“Did you get anything yet?” I shivered. The man felt wrong somehow. Like his emotions were warped out of their original shape. Serial killers and politicians probably felt like that.

				Darius grunted. “His name’s Jasper. Every time I get close to an answer about anything else, he starts blubbering like a four-year-old.”

				Under the harsh overhead bulb, I was able to see Jasper better than I could before. His platinum-white hair fell in a perfect circle—as if someone had taken a popcorn bowl and used it to trace a shape around his head. The blue of his eyes was translucent and watery. It made my skin itch to stare at them too long. They had an unnatural quality.

				I poked him in the chest. “Why did you move everyone from the warehouse? Where did the truck go?”

				He closed his eyelids in slow motion and turned his head away. So much for the direct approach.

				Riley grabbed Jasper’s chin and twisted his head to face forward again. “The lady asked you a question.”

				Jasper looked past him and smiled a slow, wet grin that had little to do with what was happening in the garage. I glanced over my shoulder, expecting to see something sneaking up on us.

				Nothing.

				Jasper giggled. “Made you look.”

				Riley’s voice deepened, reverberating in an echoing boom that only happened on the rare occasions when he needed the extra authority of his reaper powers. “Who are you?”

				Jasper shuddered. “I told you. I’m Jasper.”

				“Who do you work for?”

				“You think I’m going to tell you? She’ll kill me. You’re the good guys. I know how this works. You won’t hurt me. You can’t hurt me.”

				Riley hesitated. I loved him for the hesitation. I’d been full of anger and thoughts of torture devices before, but honestly, I was squeamish. There are lines you don’t cross. Not if you can help it.

				“Good goddess of cockroaches.” Darius strode forward in all his terrifying mothmanness and punched Jasper in the stomach. The air spewed out of the man in a whoosh, and he struggled to catch his breath.

				I gasped, and Riley stepped back. Neither of us was willing to do the dirty work, yet we both had a hard time stopping it.

				Darius turned his crimson eyes on us. “You two need to shield yourselves and stand back.”

				“Wait, what?” I moved away, not sure what to do. I wanted answers, but how far was I willing to let this go? I didn’t know what Darius would do, and the moral line was hazy here. This tasted wrong.

				Fear.

				Horror.

				Terror.

				The air around Darius shimmered like hot asphalt baking under the sun, and emotions bled from his skin. I choked and threw the full force of my barriers up until I could breathe again. It was still difficult to look at him, but knowing the fear was a construct he was pouring out like sweat made it easier.

				I took a step toward Riley. Shielding someone wasn’t much different than including them in a bubble with me the way I had with Alma at her house. I extended my barrier outward, reaching to encompass him. My wall smacked hard into another invisible surface and would go no farther.

				Riley stood rubbing his index finger over his reaper ring repeatedly. His face held none of the fear I’d felt before I put my barrier up. Riley had his own protection. I relaxed and drew my walls tighter around myself, then returned my attention to Darius.

				I thought I’d seen the fullness of his mothman persona, but I was wrong. The mouth I couldn’t quite make out before darkened into a perfect circle and grew into a large black hole. From within its depths, a tongue emerged, squirming to the surface and worming its way toward our prisoner.

				A scream built in my gut and bubbled up throat. I bit my tongue to stay silent, and I tasted blood. I couldn’t stand here and let this happen. It wasn’t right.

				Jasper shrieked and tried to pull away from Darius’s probing tongue. It reached toward his open mouth and hovered. The end opened, and I saw it was more of a tube than solid muscle. Tears streamed from the man’s icy eyes, and he blubbered for mercy. “Please. Please don’t make me talk. She’ll kill me.”

				I swallowed hard and made myself touch Darius’s sleeve. “Enough,” I said. My voice was quiet, controlled. He hadn’t hurt the man, and maybe we could do this without crossing too far over the moral line.

				The mothman retracted his proboscis, curling it into a spiral and swallowing it into himself.

				“Jasper,” I said. “I can’t hold him back forever. Tell us who you’re working for and where we can find her. Maybe we can help you.”

				He lowered his head. His breaths were quick and shallow. “If I tell you, she’ll know.”

				“Is it the Collector?”

				Jasper’s head whipped around, and he moaned. “Oh, God. Sister will think I told you. She’s already going to punish me for getting captured.”

				“The Collector is your sister? She’s not going to touch you, Jasper. If you tell me where she is, I can keep you safe.”

				His body shook with mad, silent laughter. “No one is safe. The Board fell asleep, so we took all the Aegises.” His eyes glazed and he seemed to look past me or through me. “Business is booming now!” He barked as if he were a stray dog, threw his head back and howled.

				The man was not stable. I cast a questioning look at Riley, and he shrugged. His skin shone with drying sweat, and his fingers continued to stroke the stone in his reaper ring, keeping the mothman fear at bay.

				Darius tensed and moved forward, as if to strike Jasper again. I held my hand up. “Wait.” I moved my face close to Jasper’s. He cackled and snapped at me, teeth clacking together. I kept out of range but stood my ground. “I don’t believe you,” I whispered. “You don’t have the Aegises. Nobody has that sort of power.”

				He bared his teeth at me in a hideous grin. “My brother and I can catch anything together. I think, Horace does. He thinks, I do. Think-do, do-think.” He cackled. “I said ‘Doodoo.’” He threw his head in the air and howled again.

				I prodded his chest with my fingers and set him off balance. “So what? You couldn’t keep an Aegis, even if you caught one.”

				He regained his precarious perch on the balls of his feet and glared at me. “Once caught, escape is naught. Sister doesn’t like it when they fight to get away.” He giggled, his eyes flashing.

				“Why would anybody buy an Aegis? They’re humans.”

				His face screwed up in disgust. “You don’t sell an Aegis, stupid. Who would keep the merchandise alive until auction?”

				So, my mother—and probably all the rest of the missing Aegises—were locked up by this Collector bitch as slaves in a traveling auction. I tamped down the anger in my belly and let hope spread through me. So close. I could get my mother back.

				Riley grabbed the front of Jasper’s shirt. “Why did you move everyone out of the warehouse?”

				Jasper rolled his eyes. “People objected to the smell. People were getting nosy. We hate people.”

				“Where did your brother take them?”

				Jasper leaned into Riley, spittle flecking his lips. “Nowhere. And everywhere. Auction day is coming. No reason to unpack again. Keep moving, keep moving. Drive, drive, drive. Sister says the monsters will keep fresh in their containers.”

				“He can’t drive for a whole week. He’ll have to stop.” I moved away. The man stank.

				He tried to shrug, an odd gesture when someone is dangling from his arms. “Then Sister will find him a place to park.” His eyes clouded. “She will be so angry with me. She will be so angry with him.”

				I gestured for Riley and Darius to follow me, and we gathered at the entrance of the garage, out of Jasper’s hearing range.

				“What do we do?” I asked.

				Riley shook his head. “I don’t think there’s anything more he can tell us.”

				“If you’d let me have him for a few minutes,” Darius said, “I can make sure he’s not holding anything back.”

				I rubbed my forehead with my fingers. “No. We’re not doing that. And seriously, you are terrifying. What were you going to do with that tongue thing?”

				“Eat his fear.” He folded his arms. “I’m not going to apologize for what I am.”

				“You have to stick a straw down his throat to do it?” I glared at him.

				He looked away, not wanting to meet my eyes. “No, I don’t have to. But it helps.”

				“Helps what, exactly?”

				“It helps induce further fear for me to ingest.”

				My eyes narrowed. “I’ve seen you eat a sandwich. Don’t tell me you have to have fear and sandwiches to live.”

				He shrugged. “Do you need burgers and milkshakes?”

				I stared at him a moment and decided to drop it. “What do we do with this guy in the meantime?”

				Riley grunted. “I say we stick him in a dog kennel and feed him from the garbage can. Let him wallow in his own filth.”

				“Leave him where he is,” Darius said. “His arms will start to cramp soon. I hear it’s excruciating.”

				Both their ideas had merit. Neither were great choices if we still wanted to call ourselves the good guys. I rotated one ankle and then the other. My feet hurt like hell. I should have changed out of dinner-party clothes and into an interrogator outfit. Something black and with steel-toed boots.

				I scratched my head and lowered my voice to a whisper. “What if we let him escape? Nothing too obvious. Tie him to a chair or something and leave him to work out the knots. You know he’ll go straight to his brother. Or even the Collector.”

				Darius nodded. “He won’t see me following. It’s not a bad plan.”

				“As long as he doesn’t figure it out,” Riley said.

				From inside the garage, Jasper cackled and mumbled to himself, then barked twice.

				I shook my head. “I don’t think he’s got enough going on upstairs to stay ahead of us on this one.”

				Jasper screamed. The sound chilled me and had my feet moving before I realized I was going anywhere.

				A wicked gash ran around Jasper’s right side. The fabric of his shirt had separated, and a welt dribbled blood. He arched his back and screamed again, and another lash appeared on his left. I walked around him and saw the wound started between his shoulder blades and crossed the first one.

				A third appeared as I watched, horrified.

				“Oh my God, get him down, Darius.” Riley and I held Jasper steady as the whip marks and the screaming continued. Darius lifted off the floor and worked at the knots he’d tied around a wooden beam.

				The rope let go and Jasper collapsed. Riley and I took his full weight together and laid him across the floor. He curled into the fetal position, sobbing. He jerked, and a reddened handprint took shape across his face. His nose trickled blood.

				He gasped. “I’m sorry, Sister. I’m so sorry I got caught. Please don’t take it out on my brother.” He squirmed on the floor, crying and begging for mercy for himself and his brother, who was apparently being punished in person. Three more whiplashes sliced across Jasper’s legs.

				Wet towels. Ointment. Ice. Something. I stood frozen with indecision, trying to figure out what I could do to help him. He shrieked, and a burn mark in the shape of a C smoked from his chest.

				Jasper gasped, and his face changed from pale ivory to a light blue. Somewhere, it seemed, the Collector was choking the life out of Horace. Riley transformed into paramedic-action-guy. He checked Jasper’s throat for obstructions, then covered his mouth with his own to force air into his lungs. It didn’t work. The breath Riley shared plumped out Jasper’s cheeks but went no farther down his air pipe. The obstruction was magical in nature and couldn’t be forced out of the way.

				“I’m losing him,” Riley said. “Zoey, I can’t get any air in him.”

				My Aegis power gave me the ability to look at someone and see his injuries at a deeper level. But the day that ability had manifested, there had been more. Once I saw into Milo’s body, Riley had offered to take Milo’s soul to ease his suffering. Without thinking, without knowing what I was doing, I blasted Riley and Art, the other reaper with him. I’d turned into some sort of Super Aegis, and no one could come near my charge but me. Milo wasn’t part of the Hidden community, but apparently, in times of need, my power applied to animals too.

				Jasper was neither Hidden nor animal. It made no difference. He would die in a moment if he didn’t have help, and that flipped the Aegis switch to “on.” I looked. And I saw.

				I saw the ethereal hands around his throat, and I saw the shimmering thread connecting him to his brother, who, no doubt, lay in a similar position with the Collector’s physical hands crushing his larynx.

				I hadn’t been comfortable with the idea of torture, even the psychological sort. Murder was not going to happen while I was watching. I threw myself over Jasper’s body, and a flash of energy exploded from me like a sonic wave. I squeezed my eyes shut, and pushed with my mind. What I’d done with Milo was unintentional and had enough force to knock two reapers a few feet back. This was focused.

				I shoved the ghost of the Collector away from Jasper, and the shock wave ran through the connection to Horace. I saw the shadow of her fly backward from Horace and hit a wall. He and Jasper both took a deep gulp of air, and my connection through their connection broke.

				I sat on the concrete in my garage, in the dead of night, wondering what I was, and what I should do with the injured, coughing man next to me.

				In the end, we made him as comfortable as possible, tended his wounds and left him in the garage. I’d saved his life, but that didn’t mean we could trust him. Nor could we put him in with the general population. He didn’t know about the tent city in my backyard, thanks to the concealment bubble. And some of the creatures back there were likely to recognize him as the cause of their troubles. Tashi, for example, might rip his arms off and beat him with them.

				If he hadn’t already suffered at the hands of his own sister, I might have let Tashi have him.

				I didn’t argue when Darius insisted on standing guard in the shadows. If Jasper made a move toward the backyard sanctuary, Darius would stop him. If he took off toward the front yard and on to safety, Darius would follow him from a discreet distance. If he stayed put, we’d continue to dress his wounds and even toss food and water in there. There would be no more interrogations. I had no way of knowing whether the Collector had punished Horace because his brother was captured, or if she’d been trying to kill them both so Jasper wouldn’t talk.

				Either way, the Collector now knew there was one more Aegis out there she’d missed. She hadn’t known I existed before.

				I no longer had the safety of anonymity.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Eighteen

				Maurice was horrified the next morning.

				“I missed it,” he said, setting down a steaming platter of crème brûlée French toast.

				I snagged a piece of bacon and chewed off a bite. “While you were futzing around making goo-goo eyes at Sara, we were out saving the world.”

				His pale gray cheeks turned pink. “I wanted to make sure her house was cleaned up.”

				I fixed him with a knowing stare. “Uh-huh. Two nights in a row.”

				“She was asleep most of the time I was there.”

				“Did you fix her breakfast before you left this morning?”

				“Well, yeah.” He turned his back on me and fussed with pouring warm maple syrup into a gravy boat. “She doesn’t have anybody to take care of her like you do.”

				I scoffed. “Sara’s never been the kind of person to let anyone take care of her.”

				He mumbled something under his breath, but I didn’t catch it.

				“What?”

				He sat down at the table and piled thick slices of French toast on my plate. “I said, maybe she should.”

				I waved my half-eaten bacon at him. “Good luck with that.”

				He sat back and folded his hands on the table. “Zoey, I don’t think Sara’s as okay as you think she is.”

				I frowned. “Why? What’s wrong?”

				“She cries in her sleep. She grinds her teeth and sometimes moans. I woke her three times the first night I was there. Last night, I hung around her room to make sure she was all right.”

				“I wonder what she’s dreaming about.”

				“I asked her, but she said she couldn’t remember. And there’s something else.” He paused, staring at his hands. “The mirrors in her bedroom are all covered with sheets and towels. At first, I thought she was a slob, like you. But it wasn’t a laundry thing.”

				I shook my head. “No, Sara’s pretty meticulous. What’s she afraid of?”

				“I asked her. She didn’t have a real explanation. She said it makes her feel better at night.”

				If it were only bad dreams bothering her, I’d think they were from the trauma of a car recently crashing through the wall in her bedroom and pinning her beneath her armoire. Anybody would be scarred by that. But covering her mirrors wouldn’t keep her safe from careless drivers.

				“She’s remembering,” I said. “Even if she’s not sure what she’s remembering.”

				“That’s what I think too. I knew it was too good to be true that she woke with no memory of being raped by that skanky incubus. What do we do?”

				“I don’t know. I’ll try to talk to her. I don’t want to make it worse, but if the amnesia is going away, she’ll need a lot of support to deal with the memories.”

				I had no idea where to find a counselor who could deal with the trauma of rape by an incubus, but I couldn’t let my best friend face this without professional help. When she found out about it long after the fact, she’d blown it off, glad she didn’t remember. She didn’t want to talk about it, because she didn’t want to know.

				I let it go, because I figured it was like alien abduction—if I were being abducted, I wouldn’t go to the trouble of hypnosis so I could remember my time on the flying saucer. Better to live in blissful ignorance.

				“I’ll talk to her,” I said again. I put my hand over his. “Thank you for taking care of her.”

				He shrugged. “Eat your breakfast. I’ll go wake up the kids.”

				For a few more minutes, I had the kitchen to myself. Riley had stayed the night—superficially for my safety, but, well, now that we’d finally broken the seal on the sex thing, neither of us was eager to let the other go. But for those few minutes, Riley was in the shower, Kam was out with Darius watching Jasper, and the goblin family hadn’t come out of their room yet.

				I slathered my French toast in butter and dusted powdered sugar over the top. The butter melted into the crevices, leaving small puddles for me to drag my fork through and make designs in the sugar.

				Sara needed me, and I hadn’t realized it. She hadn’t shown any signs that something was bothering her, or even that she’d been losing sleep to frequent nightmares. She was safe. I didn’t think Sebastian could return, not after I blasted him back to wherever demons spent their days. If all of her memories did come back, she might have a complete breakdown. I knew I would. And I honestly didn’t know the extent of what he’d done. He’d been feeding off her for weeks before I stopped him.

				With the women he’d killed, he hadn’t physically raped them, but it was still rape—he’d forced them to orgasm while he fed off that energy until they died. With Sara, he’d drained her slowly, a little at a time, until the day I found him, physically raping her nearly unconscious body while he drained the last of her life force from her soul.

				I shivered. If I could save her from those memories, I would. No one should have to remember that.

				A door banged open in the hallway, and Toby chattered his way into the kitchen. “Mama and Janey are coming for breakfast in a minute. Then we’re gonna show her our tent, and she can meet Lulu. Then we’re going for a walk in the woods and show her the book we wrote and play Frisbee and hide and seek and then we’re gonna have a picnic!” He climbed into a chair and grabbed a fistful of bacon with one hand and a glass of milk with the other.

				I laughed. “That’s an awful lot. Don’t you think your mom needs to rest a little?”

				He swung his chubby legs under the table and jammed bacon into his mouth. “If she gets tired, she can take a nap in our tent.”

				Rene and Janey emerged from the bedroom. Rene’s steps were slow and careful, and I wondered if maybe we should have brought breakfast to her.

				“How are you feeling?” I asked, sliding a seat out for her and handing her a plate.

				“A good night’s rest in a comfortable bed did a lot of good.” She smiled and glanced at her children. “And knowing my babies are all right helped even more. I can’t tell you how grateful I am that you kept them safe.”

				Janey sat next to her mother and helped herself to a few slices of French toast. She pushed her glasses up her nose and spread her napkin on her lap. She was still serious, but her shoulders no longer held the stiffness of holding up the world—grown up for her age, but no longer required to be the grown-up.

				“Well, it was Janey who got them here,” I said. “She’s a wonderful big sister. They’re both amazing, Rene. Incredibly brave.”

				Rene nodded, her eyes a little misty. “I’m so proud of them both.”

				I stabbed at my food. “I can’t believe nobody in the Hidden community did more to help than give them directions.” I frowned. “Somebody should have taken care of them.”

				Rene patted my arm. “Everyone’s been scared lately. No one is acting rationally.”

				“I suppose.”

				Maurice breezed into the room and poured Rene a cup of coffee. “I tidied the room and changed the sheets. Also, I found some clean clothes for you and set out towels so you can take a bath.”

				Rene’s eyebrows rose in surprise. “You didn’t have to do all that. I don’t want to make more work for you.”

				Maurice raised his hand in dismissal. “Would you like some juice?” He didn’t wait for a response before pouring her a glass of pineapple-mango juice. “I squeezed it fresh this morning.”

				The goblin woman took a bite of her breakfast and sighed. “This is delicious. Did you cook this, Maurice?”

				Maurice snorted. “Well, Zoey didn’t cook it.”

				“Hey,” I said. “I can cook.”

				“Please. For you, cooking means opening a package and sticking it in the microwave.”

				I pouted. “Doesn’t mean I can’t cook. Just that I don’t.”

				He ignored me. “I’m glad you’re enjoying it, Rene. Can I get you anything else?”

				“This is plenty. Thank you.”

				Riley padded into the room with bare feet and wet hair. He dropped a kiss on my cheek and eased into the last chair. He smelled like my shampoo and body wash.

				Maurice stopped midbite and stared at him. “Riley. Hi.” He scooted out of his chair, flustered, and poured my boyfriend some juice and coffee. He refused to meet my eyes.

				“Oh, good grief, Maurice,” I said. “Okay, fine. Yeah. While you were gone, that happened too.”

				“About damn time,” he mumbled. “I’ll make more French toast. I imagine Kam and Darius will be in soon too.

				“Sit down and eat, Maurice. I’ll do it.” Riley hurried to the stove and pushed Maurice aside. “You already got it set up. I can handle it. Let me help.”

				Maurice raised a nonexistent eyebrow, watched Riley for a moment and sat down to eat. He kept one eye on Riley while he chewed, but nodded from time to time, satisfied that Riley wasn’t botching the job.

				“I didn’t know reapers could cook,” he said. He snagged a piece of bacon. “We’ll be out of bacon soon too. Can you toss some more on?”

				“Yup.” Riley slit open a fresh package and laid out the slices on the griddle in a neat row. “Anything else?”

				Maurice shook his head and grinned. “When are you moving in? Kam was a wash, but you show promise as a trusty assistant.”

				Riley flipped a few pieces of bread over and shrugged. “I called in to work this morning. Told them I needed the rest of the week off. Zoey’s vulnerable right now. The Collector could be looking for her. I’m not leaving Zoey’s side.”

				I had mixed feelings about this. Riley and I hadn’t had a chance to spend much time together lately, and I loved the extra attention. Still, it didn’t thrill me to have my boyfriend acting as my bodyguard. Putting him at risk didn’t make me happy either. Sure, he was a reaper and had some cool tricks up his sleeve, what with the magic-freaky reaper voice and the ability to snatch someone’s soul right out of their body, but other than that, he was a regular guy—nicely muscled, but not a superhero.

				I glanced out the window, and my thoughts drifted. Nicely muscled. Yeah.

				“Zoey?”

				I snapped back to my surroundings. “What?”

				Maurice stared at me. “Are you going in to the office today?”

				I scowled. The morning had been so nice, waking up curled in Riley’s arms, then having an amazing breakfast with the goblin family. I’d totally spaced my plans to go in on a Saturday. I sighed. “Yeah. I’ve got work to do. The charity show is less than a week away, and I have to make sure I spend some time kissing Alma’s ass so I get into the auction afterward.”

				Rene and the kids finished eating and stacked their plates together.

				“I’ve got that,” Maurice said. “Sit-sit-sit.”

				She waved him away. “You’ve already done so much. We want to help.”

				He scowled. “Well, leave them in the sink.”

				Toby hefted the stack and carried them over, dodging Riley as he went. He came back beaming with pride and collected the empty cups, while Janey put away the milk carton.

				Riley brought over a fresh batch of steaming, delicious French toast. The back door creaked open, and Kam stood yawning in the doorway.

				“Is there any coffee left?”

				You’d think with all the crazy creatures camped out in my backyard, there wouldn’t be so much traffic inside the house.

				As much as I would have loved to hang out all day with all the wonderful people sharing my home, I had stuff to do. I glanced over my shoulder before I went off to shower, and a grin spread across my face.

				Warm smells and even warmer conversation filled the kitchen. And my heart filled with quiet joy. Everything would work out in the end.

				It had to. We were the good guys.

				At the office, Sara didn’t seem at all bothered by lack of sleep, returning memories of supernatural sexual assault or the effects of a heavy gourmet breakfast served by an overenthusiastic closet monster. Hair, makeup, beige suit and skirt, designer shoes—all were perfect.

				She sat at her desk in front of her laptop, typing invoices and sipping black coffee.

				“Any news?” she asked.

				I dropped my purse on my desk and wandered over to sit on the love seat across from her. “Yeah. Quite a bit, actually.” I filled her in on everything that had happened since our dinner party the night before.

				Her eyes grew wide. “Son of a bitch. Are you serious?”

				I nodded. “So, yeah. Riley’s getting me some coffee, then he’ll be spending the day with us. I don’t get to go anywhere by myself anymore in case the Collector is looking for the last Aegis.”

				She made a face. “Poor you. Hot boyfriend has to spend all his time with you.”

				“Finally, I get a perk to this Aegis job.”

				“Helluva lot better than leprechaun thugs or that Art guy with the creepy pen-clicking thing.”

				“Art’s not so bad now that he has his dream job. I convinced Bernice to put him on the Board as the head of Human/Hidden Relations.”

				“Peachy. Now he’s actually got some power.”

				Art had come to town to check on Riley and to test me to see if I really was an Aegis. His test nearly got me killed. His asshattery nearly got him killed—by my hand. We both survived.

				I bit my lip. “Sara?”

				“Mmm?” She typed something and looked up, distracted.

				“Are you okay?”

				She frowned. “Yeah. Why?”

				I shrugged. “I don’t know. Are you sleeping all right?”

				She rolled her eyes. “Maurice told you about that bad dream.” She clicked her mouse and the printer came to life across the room. “Everybody gets bad dreams sometimes, Zo. It’s no big deal.”

				“Do you get them a lot?”

				“I don’t remember my dreams. I told you. It’s no big deal.” She vacated her chair to retrieve her document.

				“Okay. So, let’s talk about why you’ve got all the mirrors in your house covered.”

				She settled in her seat and focused on her computer screen instead of me. “It’s not the whole house. Only in my bedroom.”

				“And you don’t think that’s weird?”

				She sighed. “Yes. I think it’s weird that once I’m in bed, it’s like somebody’s watching me. I know there’s nobody there. But I sleep better if I can’t see the mirrors.

				“So, let me ask you again. Are you okay?”

				Sara nodded. “I’m okay, Zoey.”

				I had to take her at her word, for now. But I’d also have to keep a close eye on her. If there was even a chance that Sebastian had somehow returned and was feeding off Sara, I had to know about it in time to stop him. I wouldn’t take the chance of missing the clues again, no matter what else was going on. “You’ll tell me if something’s wrong? Crazy voices in your head telling you to rob a donut shop, fits of late night canasta, going for long moonlit unicorn rides wearing a SCUBA suit and a sombrero?”

				She crossed her heart. “I lizard swear.”

				“Flashes of incubus memories?”

				Sara swallowed. “I promise that’s not it. I hope with all my heart it doesn’t happen, though. Those experiences are something I’d rather stay forgotten. But I’ll tell you if they don’t.”

				Riley banged through the door bearing a tray of what Sara often called “expensive liquid sugar.” “Morning, Sara. Do we have any meetings scheduled for today, or should we discuss floral arrangements and garters?”

				I snickered.

				“You could clean out the storage room,” Sara said, her eyes twinkling. “You don’t walk in on your first day on the job and get to pick out flowers or talk to clients. You have to work your way up.”

				He gasped. “Clean the storage room? I already helped Maurice with breakfast and washed some dishes.” He dropped into my desk chair and moaned. “I don’t feel appreciated, and I’ll never get anywhere in this business.”

				I laughed and strode over to pick up my coffee. “You’re in the boss’s seat. This is going in your review.”

				He hauled himself up and held my seat out for me. I scooted in and took a sip of my coffee. “Gah.” I held it up to him. “This is awful. You’re totally fired.”

				He handed me another cup, his face serious. “This is yours. That is Sara’s.”

				“Sara hates fancy coffee.”

				“That’s why it tastes so nasty to you.” He took the drink over and set it on her desk.

				She took a tentative taste and smiled. “Oh, that’s really good. You’re unfired.”

				“It’s a dark roast. Black, no sugar.”

				“Gross,” I said. I gulped down my own whipped-cream-laden-hazelnut-double-shot concoction and sighed with satisfaction.

				Sara took another sip. “Don’t get excited and think I’ve converted to overpriced coffee.” She pushed her ceramic cup of day-old reheated office slop to the edge of her desk.

				“’Course not.” Riley smiled and winked at me. “I’ll be in the storage room.”

				“Dude,” Sara said. “I was kidding.”

				She shook her head as Riley rolled up his sleeves and headed into our office craft/junk/storage room to organize it.

				“Is he for real?” she asked.

				I shrugged. “If he’s not, I’m going to be heartbroken.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Nineteen

				Sometime after lunch, we got a surprise inspection from Colonel Alma S. Dickson. The S stood for “Stick-Up-Her-Ass.”

				Riley, busy in the back room sorting multicolored beads into their correct containers, poked his head out the door, saw who it was and withdrew before she saw him. Good instincts. I was supposed to be a tragic figure of a woman done wrong. Hard to explain why my cheating boyfriend was at my office doing menial tasks.

				Sara strode across the room to greet Alma before I managed to even sit up straighter. Everyone’s reaction time seemed to be better than mine. I was off my game.

				“Alma, what a surprise.” Sara beamed at her. “Can I get you something to drink?”

				The woman brushed her off and stomped to the seat across from me, plunking down her designer purse and designer rump. “I’m glad to see you hard at work. This event is far too important to be set aside on the weekends. I came by to discuss the music for the charity show.” She rummaged in her bag and came up with some wrinkled papers. “This is the list I’d like to have them play during the event.”

				I took the papers and smoothed them on my desk. “Alma, we gave them your list three days ago.”

				She pursed her lips. “This is the new list.”

				I kept my face neutral. It wasn’t like we hadn’t worked with this idiot woman before. At least she hadn’t fired anyone since we’d taken over from, well, the planners she’d fired. This close to her daughter’s wedding, we’d had to find all new musicians to replace the ones she’d harassed and dismissed. Crazy bitch. “I’ll take care of it, Alma.”

				“Also, we need to revise the appetizers for the private party.”

				On my laptop, I brought up the catering menu she’d chosen. “It might be too late to change anything with the caterers, but I’ll do my best. What do you need?”

				Alma scanned the room, as if we might have spies hidden in the corners, then leaned toward me. “She has requested bacon-wrapped scallops. And she hates fungus, so take the stuffed mushrooms off the menu.”

				I now knew the gastrointestinal preferences of the mysterious Collector, and any second, Alma would probably lay the woman’s shoe size and date of her last mammogram on me. But I didn’t know where she was or how powerful she might be. Sometimes being the good guy kind of sucked.

				Sara made a face behind Alma’s head and returned to her desk.

				I noted the changes on my screen. “If the caterers can’t make the change this late, I’m sure I can find another source for the scallops. And I’ll stash the mushrooms if they won’t cancel them. We wouldn’t want to upset the guest of honor.”

				“Absolutely not!” Alma held her bag in a tight grip, as if to protect herself. “Everything must be perfect.”

				“Of course.” I nodded with my best serious expression.

				“We’re so fortunate she chose our great city to hold her auction. If she’s pleased, maybe she’ll bring the auction back here again in her travels.”

				I tapped away on the keyboard, feigning disinterest. “Has she been here before?”

				“I wouldn’t know about that. The auction certainly hasn’t been held here before, though. The last one I went to was in Salt Lake City, about three years ago. I can’t make it to all of them, of course. They used to be yearly events only held in bigger cities.”

				I shuffled a pile of papers and didn’t look up. “They’re not yearly anymore?”

				She shook her head. “Well, no. The Collector has expanded the business in the last year or two. Now she holds an auction every few months. Where she’s getting so much merchandise, I have no idea.”

				The word merchandise made me cringe inside. I folded my hands on my desk and looked at her. “I’m sure it’s a great honor to have her here. You and your friends must be so excited.”

				Alma blinked. “Friends? Whatever do you mean?”

				“The people you’ve invited to the auction.”

				She shook her head. “Oh dear, no. None of my friends are invited. I don’t know any of the people coming. The Collector makes the guest list. I thought I’d made that plain.”

				I frowned. “How does the Collector know who to invite?”

				Alma smoothed her skirt and shrugged. “She knows her customers. And she knows I’m an influential person in my city, which is why I’m sure she chose me to arrange this auction for her.”

				“And you don’t know any of the guests?” I’d pictured a local Hidden hobbyist club where they all got together sipping brandy in smoking jackets while they talked about the price of mermaids.

				“Well, no. I’ll probably see some familiar faces from other auctions, but this is my first time hosting, so I have no names to go with those faces.”

				Interesting. So the whole thing was operated in the dark. And the Collector held all the flashlights.

				Oh, Alma. Enjoy your epic night of privilege while you can.

				This was the last auction the hell-spawn Collector was ever going to hold. Either that or I’d be dead, and Alma would have to find another planner for her little shindigs. Sara sure as hell wouldn’t accept another job from this woman, especially if she had to do it without me.

				“I spoke to her about you when she called this morning.” Alma grinned as if bestowing a gift upon me.

				My heart hammered and the hair on my arms rose in alarm. Now that the Collector knew there was another Aegis out there, she had to be looking for me. I forced my breathing to slow.

				Don’t be stupid, Zoey. This is an invitation thing, not an Aegis thing.

				I kept my voice light. “Oh?”

				“She was very interested in your djinn. She said she actually has a buyer specifically looking for one.”

				“That’s wonderful news, Alma. Thank you so much for helping me.”

				She turned in her seat to face Sara. “She also invited you, Sara. If you’d be interested in selling your closet monster, she said she might buy him herself.”

				“Oh, how generous,” Sara said. “I’ll certainly consider it. He burned the toast this morning.”

				I squelched a snort. Maurice had never burned toast in his life. Hell, he didn’t usually even make toast. He made scones or biscuits or croissants. If he made toast, you could bet your ass he baked the bread himself first.

				“I hope you shocked him for it,” Alma said.

				I took a moment, considering what a person would have to do to shock Maurice. He was pretty laid-back. It would take a lot.

				“Absolutely,” Sara said. “He won’t be burning anything again soon. Not with the burn marks I left around his neck.”

				The collar. I’d forgotten about that.

				Alma gave a satisfied “harumph” and gathered herself to leave. “I have things to do, ladies. I can’t spend my whole day chin wagging, like you do. I have a city to run, you know.”

				She scurried out the door.

				“Don’t let your ass get stuck in the door on the way out,” Sara said under her breath after the door swung shut. “And may I add...bitch.”

				Riley popped his head out of the back room. “Can I come out now, or are your chins still wagging? I can wait.”

				“Sara,” I said, looking over my computer at her. “If you ever accept another job from Alma Dickson, I will publicly humiliate you with the story about the Easter Bunny and the edible panties.”

				Riley perked up. “What? I want to know this story. I want it very much.” He leaned against the doorframe with his arms folded, waiting.

				Sara threw her empty paper cup at him.

				“You’ll get nothing, and you’ll like it.”

				* * *

				With the exception of Alma’s visit, the day was slow and filled with bits and pieces of loose ends. Sara and I worked in comfortable silence most of the afternoon, until it was time to call it quits and hit the road.

				After such an easy day, I should have known there’d be a shitload of trouble once I got home. It’s just how life works. I allowed myself a few seconds of happiness, seeing Riley’s car already parked in my driveway. You have to take your moments when you can.

				Kam met me at the car, her face lined with worry. “I am so sorry,” she said. “We turned our backs for two minutes. I don’t know how he slipped past us.”

				“Jasper’s gone?” I hiked my purse over my shoulder and looked toward the garage.

				She nodded. “I don’t know what happened. We didn’t think he was well enough to move that quickly.”

				I took a deep breath and tried not to panic. If Jasper made it back to the Collector, we were all in trouble. “Where’s Darius?”

				“When we realized Jasper was gone, Darius took off after him. But we don’t know which way Jasper went.”

				Riley burst from the front door and ran toward us, his eyes wide. “Zoey, we’ve got a problem.”

				“I know we do.” Deep breaths weren’t helping, and beads of nervous sweat gathered above my lip. “If need be, I could get out of here and find someplace safe, but that wouldn’t help everyone else. We can’t possibly find another place to hide all these people if Jasper leads the Collector here.”

				Molly rode on Riley’s shoulder, her eyes red. “Oh, Zoey.” She covered her face with her hands and sobbed. I glanced at Riley, a silent question. This wasn’t the same problem.

				“Walter’s gone,” he said.

				“What do you mean, gone?” I didn’t want to ask the obvious question, whether Walter had started drinking again and took off. He’d been doing so well. Molly hadn’t let him move back in with her yet, but he’d been spending most of his days helping with the kids, bringing food, doing chores. Walter had been making a real effort to pay for his past mistakes and earn back the trust of his wife and family. And me.

				Riley shifted from one foot to the other. “Molly’s kids were playing in the tree at the end of the driveway. Jasper showed up and made a grab for them.”

				My throat went dry, and I could only manage a whisper. “Tell me he didn’t take the kids.”

				Molly wiped her tears with the palm of a tiny hand. “They said Walter came out of nowhere. He climbed that terrible man’s leg and beat at him until he let go of Aaron. Then the man grabbed Walter and stuffed him into the pocket of his shirt before he ran down the road. The children came right in and told us.” She covered her face again and wept.

				“Oh, Molly, I’m sorry,” I said. “We’ll find him. I’ll get Walter back, Molly. I promise.”

				There I went again, making crazy-ass promises. Either I was going to go into this auction, transform into Super Mega Aegis of Death and smite them with my righteous anger, or I was going to let down an awful lot of my friends and family.

				And I would not allow that to happen.

				Thanks to a quick stop I’d made the day before on my way into the office, I’d acquired a pay-as-you-go phone and forced it on Darius. I made him promise to keep it with him at all times. Poor planning on my part. I failed to make him promise to actually answer the damn thing.

				After he didn’t pick up the first few times I called, I took to sending him a text message every hour or so. Obnoxious? Sure. But I knew he’d get the texts eventually. If nothing else, my barrage of messages would get the point across that I was going to kick his ass for not answering once he got back.

				He missed dinner trailing after Jasper, and it crossed my mind that he’d been tranqed again. It probably wasn’t likely, though. Jasper may have gotten himself loose and slithered away from us, but he was in no condition to fashion a blow dart made of porcupine quills and poisoned mushrooms in the wilds of Northern California while being chased by a daylight mothman.

				Considering Darius had only been minutes behind Jasper, it was taking a long time for them to come back. Something else had to be going on, and I had to believe it was for a good reason. What I hoped was that Darius was following Jasper far enough to find out where the Collector was.

				The worst-case scenario would be Darius getting captured and Jasper bringing reinforcements to the house to try to round us all up, but I wasn’t willing to entertain that thought.

				I also wasn’t willing to sit around waiting to find out what was going on. I’d already played that game once before with Darius. If he were my employee, I’d have fired him. As it was, I wondered if he wasn’t more of a hindrance than a help.

				When the truck carrying Iris had sped away, I’d tried to keep hold of the skunk-ape’s emotions and follow. For whatever reason—someone had blocked me, the vehicle moved too fast, I’d burned myself out—I had failed to keep hold of the trail. Could I grab hold of it now? Was the distance too great?

				I stepped outside and took a deep, cleansing breath, searching inside myself for strength, then sent that strength outward in a slow circle. Riley stood beside me, and I felt his emotions first, clean and fresh, like mown grass and a sea breeze. I continued on, eyes squeezed shut. Behind me, the Hidden in my yard combined to make a stew of emotions, ranging from small frustrations and sadness, to humor and contentment. Farther out, Aggie’s quiet concern was a gentle hum.

				Farther still, the small town of Bolinas rustled with the everyday emotions of everyday people. Joy and sorrow, pride and loneliness. I pushed out, expanding my reach like a fisherman’s net. To the south and east, I thought I felt something—a familiar pain and fear from a large group contained in a small area.

				“I think I found them,” I whispered, opening one eye.

				Riley moved his hand to touch me, then dropped it when I shook my head. “Where?”

				“I’m not sure. Oakland? Richmond? In that direction.”

				I narrowed my focus toward those distant, nearly undetectable emotions, hoping to amplify them. The emotions grew louder, filling my head with their misery.

				Fear.

				Pain.

				Anger.

				Sorrow.

				My skin burned hot, and my stomach turned to ice. But I had them. If I could keep hold of them, we could follow again, and this time we might be able to rescue Iris and the rest of the captives.

				I held my arm out straight, pointing. If was right, and they were across the bay in Oakland, we had a good hour, hour and a half drive ahead before we could even begin to narrow down the search to a part of the city, a neighborhood, an exact building. There was no time to wait for Darius.

				“Come on,” I said. “You’ll have to drive.”

				“I’ll get Kam.”

				I took a step toward the car, and the flavor of the emotions I tracked made an abrupt change.

				Rage.

				Fury.

				Hate.

				Hate.

				Hate.

				The inside of my head felt as if it would blow apart. The aggressive emotions attacked, slamming into me with brutish force, increasing in volume and reverberating in my skull like feedback. I screamed and snapped the connection closed, cradling my head in my hands.

				Riley held me while I panted and regained my bearings.

				“Holy shit,” I said.

				“What happened?” His hand stroked my hair while he scanned me for damage.

				“I think the Collector was ready for me.”

				“Did you see where the captive Hidden are?”

				I shook my head, then stopped, afraid it might fall off my neck. “I can’t narrow it down like that. All I can tell you is Horace didn’t get them too far away. But I don’t think I can track them now.”

				Riley frowned. “We need to get you inside.”

				“I’m okay. Give me a minute. Maybe I can at least try to find Darius.”

				“No. You’re done.”

				“Just one more minute.”

				“No, Zoey. Now. You’ve got a bloody nose.”

				After verifying he was right—we really needed to go back to the old days when everybody carried a hankie with them—we went inside to clean me up and get some of Andrew’s migraine tea into my system to clear my head. I didn’t think there was any permanent damage, but I’d probably be better off not doing any extensive empath stuff outside of the usual intake I lived with on a regular basis. At least for a while.

				Maybe Darius would return soon with better news. In the meantime, the goblin family reminded me that not everything I’d done so far was a failure.

				The kids snuggled on the couch, with Rene in between them. She held their “cycle pedia” and paged through it while they pointed out specific entries.

				Toby pointed to a page with a blue crayon blob scrawled across it. “That’s Vi,” he said. “She’s a smelly harpy, but Kam makes her take a bath. She doesn’t have a mama to take care of her because she ran away from home.”

				Well, that was news to me. When this was all over, I’d have to deal with a supernatural teenage runaway. Somehow, that seemed much simpler than the other problems on my plate.

				Janey pushed her glasses up the bridge of her nose and pointed to the page opposite of the drawing. “She comes from Nebraska and likes to live high up in dark places.”

				“Her favorite food is spaghetti!” Toby said.

				Rene looked solemn. “You two worked very hard on this book.” She thumbed through it. “My goodness. You interviewed a chupacabra?”

				The kids chattered at her, and I turned my attention to the fairies flitting around my mantel. The fairy with the broken wing had awakened sometime in the past few days. I was happy to see her up, though it hurt to see how bent the wing looked. Still. She’d survived. We’d done our best to straighten the wing, but it would probably always look a little off. Looks weren’t everything. If she could fly with it again someday, that was what mattered.

				The rest of the fairies had moved the garden outward in increments too gradual for me to notice right away. Vines grew up the carved wood of my mantel, and tiny honeysuckle buds peeked through the leaves. The fireplace overflowed with foliage that spilled out onto the carpet, reaching toward the furniture. A small branch propped open the window a few inches, and a steady stream of industrious bees flew in and out. They bothered no one and seemed focused on their work.

				A little after nine, Rene and the kids went to bed, and Riley and I curled on the couch together. Kam insisted on waiting with us, though she hadn’t slept the night before. She drifted in and out, sitting straight up across from us.

				Not long after we got comfortable, the front door banged open. Darius stood in the doorway, hulked out and panting. “I found him,” he said. “He didn’t make it.”

				Kam yawned and blinked. “He didn’t make it to the hideout?”

				Darius’s gravelly voice gave me chills. “No. I mean he didn’t live. His injuries were too severe.”

				Kam and I exchanged a nervous look. Riley slid away from me and strode to the door. “What did you do to him?”

				Darius’s red eyes flashed. “I didn’t touch him until after he was dead. I disposed of the body.”

				I rubbed at the goose bumps on my arms. “Disposed how, exactly?”

				“It’s not a concern. I took care of it.” His wings spread wide. “I’ll be keeping vigil tonight. Get some rest, Aegis.”

				He flew off before we could ask any more questions.

				“He’s a terrible storyteller,” Kam said, breaking our stunned silence.

				Riley closed the door and folded his arms. “I hate that guy.”

				“Did anybody else feel like he left a lot out?” I asked.

				* * *

				A few minutes later, we realized what we’d forgotten to ask. It was far more important than finding out how Jasper died, where he was when he dropped or what Darius did with the body.

				What happened to Walter? According to Molly’s kids, Jasper had stuffed him in his shirt pocket and buttoned him in.

				“You don’t think...” I couldn’t finish the sentence. There was no telling what Darius had done with the body. If he’d hidden it somewhere, Walter might be stuck in serious trouble. If he’d burned the body or dropped it in the bay, Walter would have suffered the same fate.

				I ran through the door and raced down the porch steps. Darius had to be somewhere nearby if he was keeping an eye on things. There might still be time.

				I strained my neck, tilting back to scan the sky overhead. I saw no mysterious shadows blotting out the stars, mothman, alien or otherwise. Nothing squatted on the roof of my house or the nearby garage. I moved carefully across the lawn, looking around trees and checking behind my SUV. I sent off a furious text, knowing it was fruitless. He hadn’t answered any of my previous messages.

				Kam appeared from around the corner. She’d gone out the back door to search the other side of the house. “Nothing,” she said. “Nobody’s seen him, and I didn’t spot him.”

				My chest felt tight. “He may not show until daylight. We can’t wait that long. What if Walter’s in trouble?”

				“Zoey?” Kam stood on the gravel toward the end of the driveway, flapping her hand at me.

				“Did you find Darius?”

				“No. Come here.”

				Riley and I picked our way to her side, our feet crunching on gravel. A large raccoon squatted across the street, hesitating, as if he couldn’t decide whether to cross the road and join us. It chattered and made up its mind, darting out and coming toward us.

				The animal was difficult to see clearly in the near darkness. As it drew closer, I thought I could make out something clinging to its back. The animal stood a foot away from me and stopped.

				The something on the raccoon’s back chittered and sat up straight. The perfect silhouette of a tiny man sat astride his hairy steed.

				“Walter?” I asked, squatting closer to his level.

				“Aegis,” he said. “I hate to ask, but could you help me off, please?”

				“Are you hurt?” I wrapped careful fingers around him and lifted him closer to my face to see him better.

				“A little sore, but mostly worn out. I made it pretty far on my own before I found a ride.” He leaned over my hand and made a series of squeaks and barks. The raccoon answered him, then trotted off down the road.

				“Let’s get you inside,” I said, standing.

				“Wait. Where’s the mothman?”

				“I don’t know. He went off to patrol and we can’t find him. We were worried about you.”

				He patted my finger with his small hand. “Let’s get in the house. I’d like to see my Molly and the children.”

				Kam nodded. “I’ll go get them.” She ran off to the backyard.

				“We’ll get you something hot to drink,” I said.

				“Thank you, Aegis.” He hesitated a moment. “And then I’ll tell you why you should get rid of that mothman as fast as possible.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty

				Maurice had been over at Sara’s most of the evening, but the minute I called and told them what was going on, he came through the guest room closet and headed to the kitchen. I hadn’t even hung up the phone with Sara yet.

				One thing I could always count on—Maurice would have food ready in a crisis. He had hot cocoa in a pan and chocolate lava tarts in the oven within five minutes. Mind you, I seemed to have a constant stream of crises, so maybe it was time to start resisting the gym a little less.

				Molly was all over Walter the minute she was inside. We’d made him comfortable on my kitchen table, with a set of Barbie chairs and a table of his own so we could all talk and eat together. Molly flew off Kam’s shoulder to the table and knocked Walter out of his chair in her exuberance. For a woman who was eight months pregnant, she was spry as hell.

				“I thought you were dead,” she said, smothering his face with kisses.

				He put his arms around her and returned her kisses. “I thought I was too. I thought I’d never see you again.”

				All three of their kids swarmed up the furniture and piled on top of their parents. Relief and love flooded through my filters and warmed the entire room.

				Riley smiled at me and took my hand. I squeezed his fingers and grinned. A lot of shitty things had happened lately. Sometimes it was better to focus on the good things for a little while, if nothing else, to take a break from all the other things that might crush my soul.

				Kam dropped into a seat and watched the little family with an odd, intense look.

				“You okay?” I asked.

				She pulled her gaze away and looked at me. “I’m fine. I was wondering if my family misses me that much. It’s been three hundred years. They probably don’t even remember me.”

				“Three hundred years? How many masters have you had in all that time?”

				She grimaced. “Just the one. He has me to keep him alive indefinitely.”

				I reached across the table and patted her arm. “We’ll get you away from him for good, then we’ll find your family for you.”

				She shook her head. “I know where they are. I can’t get there until my magic is fully charged.” She ran her fingers over her bracelet in an absent gesture. “I’ll be okay. What’s another year after three hundred?”

				Holy hell. “It takes a year to fully charge?”

				She shrugged and tapped her bracelet. “Three gems. Four months to charge each one. If I don’t use any magic, a year.”

				“Where is your family?”

				“The djinn dimension, Kaf, on the other side of the Emerald Mountains. It takes three full gems to get the portal open.” She smiled. “Don’t look so worried. It’ll be fine.”

				The brownie family helped each other up and took seats around their own table. Maurice brought over human-sized cups for the human-sized people, and a small dish of cocoa for the brownies to dip their own cups in. We’d learned from experience that trying to pour liquid into Barbie cups for them without spilling was an impossible feat. Better to let them do it themselves.

				I blew on my cocoa and watched the kids settle into their chairs. Little Abby kept one hand fisted on her dad’s sleeve, and the thumb of her other hand in her mouth. He smiled down at her and ran his palm over her hair.

				Hard to believe this was the same guy who’d given Molly a black eye in a drunken rage half a year before. He hadn’t had a drink since, as far as I knew. Despite my previous concerns, it looked like maybe their family was going to be all right.

				Especially since Walter wasn’t lying in a ditch somewhere.

				“Aegis,” he said. “How well do you know this mothman?”

				“Not very well, I have to admit. He dropped in out of nowhere and sort of tried to take over.” I paused. “And, Walter, you can call me Zoey, you know.”

				He nodded. “I’ll try.” Walter swallowed a sip of cocoa. “He’s a reaper, isn’t he?”

				Riley coughed. “Definitely not. He’s a freelance soul catcher.”

				“Ah. Well, he has a pendant, similar to your ring. It does the same thing, yes?”

				“Yes.” Riley frowned. “Except his is for catching souls escaped from the body, and mine frees souls trapped inside the body of someone who has died. Tell me he didn’t use his stone to...” He drifted off, unwilling to complete the thought. It was a sensitive subject. Reapers were sort of the boogeymen of the Hidden. Their ability to snatch souls from living bodies was nightmare fodder for closet monsters and the rest of the Hidden world. Reapers didn’t normally steal living souls, of course, though I understood in the past a reaper or two had gone rogue. Riley had told me about it once, and I could see on his face what an abomination the practice was to him.

				He viewed what he did as rescue work. But stealing a soul from the living—that was murder.

				“I couldn’t see much,” Walter said. “I was buttoned into a thick corduroy pocket, unable to unhook it to escape. The white-haired man stuffed me in there when I bit him. Sound was muffled, and I couldn’t move much.”

				Maurice pulled the tarts out of the oven to let them cool. “Could you tell which direction he went?”

				Walter shook his head. “No. He stumbled a lot as he walked. It made it difficult to tell direction from where I was. But he moved pretty fast, because by the time that mothman caught up with us, we’d gone several miles from here.

				I leaned forward. “So, Jasper was alive when Darius found him.”

				“Breathing heavy and slowing down, but yes. Alive.”

				“Son of a bitch.” I rubbed my forehead with my fingertips. “Darius said Jasper was dead when he found him.”

				“From where I was sitting, the man was upright on his feet.”

				Riley put his cup on the table. “How do you know it was Darius?”

				“I’d been spending my time picking at the threads holding the pocket on the shirt. I knew if I had enough time, I could separate it and jump out.”

				Molly beamed with pride. “Of course you did.”

				Maurice placed a tray of tarts on the table and passed out plates. “So you saw the mothman arrive?”

				“No. The man who’d grabbed me fell over into a bush. I hadn’t made a big enough hole to see out of yet, but he yelled before he went down.”

				I dropped a hot tart on my plate and blew on my burned fingers. “Did you hear any talking? Anything at all from Darius?”

				“I heard that Jasper guy yell, then he screamed and started writhing all over the ground. It took every ounce of strength I had not to toss my cookies. Then he went still. I’d made enough headway on the seam I was working on and managed to widen it enough to peer out.”

				Riley shifted in his seat, his face focused and intense. “What did you see?”

				“It was dark, but I saw the guy with the red eyes pretty clear. He was leaning over Jasper—and me—holding a pendant.”

				Riley slammed his fist on the table, startling everyone. “That son of a bitch.” He stood up and paced the kitchen floor.

				I frowned. “I thought he only collected loose souls. He can take them out of bodies too?”

				Riley stopped. “It’s the same magical tech. We can take souls whether they’re in or out of a body, and whether the body is dead or alive. That’s why I hate soul catchers so much. They have as much power as a reaper, but without the red tape or the moral compass.”

				So, Darius took Jasper’s soul, even though there was no contract with the Board, and the soul wasn’t on the run. “Walter, was Jasper dead when Darius took his soul?”

				He shrugged. “I have no idea. I hope so. Though, if he was dead, it has to be Darius who made him that way. No one else was there.”

				Riley returned to his seat and held his head in his hands, mumbling through his fingers. “He’s out of control. I’ll have to take him to headquarters and turn him in.”

				I reached out and took one of his hands. “We’ll figure it out together. Maybe it’s not what it looks like.”

				The way my gut twisted, it felt a lot worse than I wanted everyone to believe. I’d accepted Darius as part of our team. Jasper may have been our enemy, but that didn’t mean it was okay to kill him and steal his soul. Or steal his soul and kill him. I shuddered. The order of events probably shouldn’t matter, but it did. If one of our guys had gone rogue and was killing people, no matter how awful those people were, then the fault lay on my shoulders. I was the Aegis. I was in charge.

				Sort of.

				Kam played with the ends of her hair, her voice distant. “I don’t know why it matters so much. It’s better the bastard doesn’t make it back to his people to give away our location. If he’s dead, it’s easier. And who cares where his soul went? It’s not like Darius is going to keep it.”

				Riley stared at her. “It matters. We don’t run around killing people, Kam, no matter how much we’d like to. It wasn’t even self-defense. Darius cut him down in cold blood. That’s murder. And taking a soul that doesn’t need to be taken is worse than murder. Most souls, after the death of the body, go straight to wherever they need to go. Harvesting a soul that doesn’t need it is the equivalent of amputation. It’s horrifying, and it leaves a scar on the soul forever.”

				Kam shifted in her seat under Riley’s stare, but didn’t speak.

				“Walter,” I said, trying to steer the story back. “Darius said he disposed of the body. What happened, exactly?”

				“The mothman threw the body across his shoulders. I was lucky I didn’t get crushed. I didn’t know what he’d do next, so I hurried to rip the hole big enough to escape. I jumped for it without being seen and made my way here.”

				For several minutes, no one spoke. Cups and forks clinked, chairs both big and small scraped and once or twice, Maurice burped.

				Kam finally spoke up. “Look,” she said. “I know it’s not okay to kill people. I’m just saying, sometimes you don’t have a choice, you know? Circumstances come up. Sometimes your choices aren’t your own.”

				Sadness and regret drifted across the table and through my filters. I set my cup down and moved around to sit next to Kam, taking one of her hands between mine. “Anything the Master made you do isn’t your fault, you know.”

				She shrugged and pulled her hand free. “I will kill him if I get half a chance. So don’t go thinking I’m any better than Darius. I’m not.”

				I hugged her with one arm and stood. “You’re better than you think, Kam. And after being locked up as a slave for so long, you’re free now. That means you get to choose who you are.”

				I returned to my seat and finished my third chocolate lava tart.

				* * *

				When the sun came up the next morning, Molly and Walter took the kids home to bed, but Riley, Kam and Maurice stayed at the table with me. Chocolate tarts and hot cocoa gave way to scrambled eggs and coffee, but none of us felt moved to vacate the area until Darius returned. Hopefully with some answers.

				But he didn’t come back while we ate. Maybe he wouldn’t come back. Maybe he’d done something so horrible, he knew he wouldn’t be welcome in my home.

				Kam helped Maurice clear the table. She turned on the water to fill the sink, and he slapped her hand away from the faucet.

				“What?” she asked, rubbing her hand. “I want to help.”

				He handed her a damp sponge. “You can wipe off the table.”

				She grumbled but did it anyway. “I only broke two glasses last time,” she said to no one in particular. “I’m getting better.”

				Maurice ignored her and stacked the dishes in the sink.

				I rose and stretched. “I suppose I should take a shower.”

				Riley grinned, though it was more tired than lecherous. “As your bodyguard, I think I’d better keep watch.”

				“Perv.”

				He waggled his eyebrows and made to follow me.

				“Get a room,” Kam said, her eyes sparkling with suppressed laughter.

				“Seriously,” Maurice said into the dishwater.

				The door slammed open, and all our good cheer was sucked out into the yard. Darius stood on the threshold, big, dark and human—or at least as human as he looked during the day.

				“Did I miss breakfast?” he asked. He moved into the kitchen and took a seat.

				Maurice went into action. “Yes, but I’ll whip something up.” He eyed me over his shoulder and grabbed a carton of eggs from the fridge.

				So much for the shower.

				Riley and I sat with Darius, and Kam leaned against the counter with her arms folded across her chest.

				“Scrambled?” Maurice asked. “Fried? Over easy?” He paused. “Raw?”

				“Whatever’s easiest.” Darius took a deep breath and exhaled, as if he’d been carrying the weight of the world. “I need to explain my actions last night.”

				Riley’s muscles tensed. I grabbed his leg under the table and squeezed, warning him not to say anything yet.

				“We’d appreciate that,” I said.

				Darius nodded. “Actually, I owe you a lot of explanation, Aegis.”

				Toast from homemade bread popped, and all eyes watched Maurice perform the fascinating procedure of buttering it.

				“Okay,” I said, sipping the cold dregs of my coffee. “Tell us, Darius. Tell us all your secrets.”

				He nodded. “Last night was difficult for me. I followed Jasper on foot until the sun set, then I flew as fast as I could. He’d taken a lot of side roads and traveled in and out of the woods to throw me off. It took too long to catch his trail. When I found him, he was limping on the side of the road, heading for the trees.”

				Riley’s lips pulled tight across his gritted teeth. “You told us he was dead when you found him.”

				“No. I said he was dead when I got to him. Before I could land, he yelled and fell to the ground, then started screaming and thrashing. His skin smoked, as if on fire, but there were no flames or burns.”

				I frowned. “Weird.”

				“When I reached him, he was dead. Not a mark on him, not even the wounds we’d witnessed earlier.”

				Maurice brought over a cup of coffee, toast and eggs. Darius gulped the hot black liquid and held the cup between his hands.

				“I saw his soul try to leave his body in the normal manner. No reaper assistance required. And it was heading straight for the sky, as souls do.”

				This surprised me. “They all fly up? Don’t any of them go down?” If anybody was heading for the basement, I would have expected Jasper was on that list.

				Riley shook his head. “That’s a religious thing. Religion has nothing to do with it. All the souls go to the same place. They either get there on their own, or we drop them off at the nearest portal station.”

				“Interesting. Then where do they go?”

				Riley and Darius exchanged a look. “Don’t know,” Riley said. “That’s above our pay grade.”

				“So,” I said, “Jasper’s soul didn’t need your help.”

				“Not at first, no.” Darius took another gulp of coffee, as if steeling his courage. “But something reached out of nowhere and tried to grab it. Jasper’s soul was half-out of his body, heading into the sky, and some sort of weird, I don’t know, something, stretched across the water from the direction of the city and tried to snatch it away.”

				“The Collector,” Kam said in a quiet voice. She’d been so silent, I’d forgotten she was there. “Jasper was still connected to his brother. She probably did something through the brother to get to Jasper.”

				I reached across the table and touched Darius’s sleeve. “So you saved him.”

				“I saved his soul, yes. No matter how distasteful a person is, his soul is his own. Nobody has the right to own someone else’s soul.”

				Kam hurried to Darius and threw her arms around him from behind. She hugged him, kissed his cheek, then ran out the door without saying a word.

				This Master guy had a lot to answer for.

				“What did you do with the body?” I asked. It was the one mysterious thing he hadn’t covered yet.

				“I buried him in the woods. A proper burial, with words said over the grave and a blood offering to the soil.” He held up his hand. The skin on his palm was red and puckered from a nasty cut. “It’s a solemn ritual, and requires a night of solitude and deep thought. It is my way.”

				I wiped off a few toast crumbs Darius had scattered on Kam’s cleaning job. “I wish you’d given us a little more before you took off. The story seems much different from inside a pocket.”

				His eyebrows rose in surprise. “Someone else was there?”

				“Yes.” I watched him for any sign of guilt. I believed his story. It meshed with what Walter described, but I wasn’t sure enough to trust Darius not to harm Walter. That was probably a bad sign. I was willing to give him the benefit of the doubt, but not if it put someone I cared about at risk.

				Darius seemed to understand that. He nodded. “I can see how things might seem if all you had were sounds to go on.”

				“That and your reluctance to share anything with us before you disappeared.” I was so tired. I hadn’t been to bed. I was done putting up with Darius’s pushy behavior. “Look. I know you’re an independent contractor guy, and you’re used to working alone. But we work as a team around here. You’ve been a lot of help, but you’ve also been a big disruption. I don’t mean to be a bitch, but I haven’t slept, and that’s mostly your fault. I need you to either be part of the team or back off from now on, okay? You don’t get to run in and out barking orders and doing things your own way. My house. My rules.”

				His eyes widened for a moment, then he did the last thing I expected. His face split into a grin, and he laughed. He laughed until his eyes filled with liquid, and he had to brush away the tears that spilled over.

				We waited for him to pull himself together, flashing worried glances at each other around the room.

				“I think the big guy’s lost it,” Maurice said. He slid a fresh cup of coffee in front of Darius and took his empty plate away.

				Darius sniffed, a grin still plastered on his face. “I’m sorry. I think I’d better tell you why I’m really here.”

				“That would be novel,” Riley said.

				Darius took a deep breath and met my gaze. “I’m here because I’m in love with your mother, and I wanted to keep her little girl safe.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty-One

				It might have been less shocking if Darius had punched me in the stomach or hit me in the face with a balloon filled with ice water.

				My jaw hung slack, and I stared at him. “What?”

				His smile faded. “I botched this from the beginning, and I apologize. I handled it poorly.”

				“No,” I said. “Go back to the other thing. About my mother.”

				“You never asked me where I’m from.”

				I glanced at Riley, and he shrugged. “New Hampshire,” I said. “That’s right, isn’t it?”

				Darius nodded. “Yes. I was shot by a hunter early one morning in the middle of my change. Mortally so.”

				“But my mother saved you.”

				“She heard the shot and found me dead in the woods. She brought my body back to life before my soul left it. She kept my body going long enough for a healer to remove the bullet and treat my wounds. And she cared for me until I was well.”

				My hands shook, and I clasped them together to keep them still. “How long ago was this?”

				“About ten years. Once I was able to move around, I helped her with her work. At first, it was out of gratitude, but then...well, it became more.”

				Ten years ago, my father lay dying in a hospital, lost and confused over his missing wife. “Did she feel the same?”

				“Understand, she was alone a long time before I came to her. Isolated. What you have here...” He waved his hand at my friends. “She didn’t have that. The Hidden came for help, and then they left. I was the only one who stayed. And then we became lovers.”

				I hated what he was telling me. I’d wanted so much to know about my mother—what her life was like after she was taken away by the Board. I’d imagined it was much like mine was now, surrounded by friends and a makeshift family. I didn’t picture her being alone. I’d never considered her falling in love with someone other than my dad either.

				“She was lonely,” I said, staring at my hands. “I don’t understand.”

				Riley squeezed my hand. “Honey, she’s not like you. Her gift deals in death. That usually drives people away. Trust me.”

				Darius nodded. “Your gift is about life and emotions. That draws people to you.”

				I frowned. “But we’re both Aegises. We’re the same.”

				“No,” Darius said, his face sad. “You’re not the same. You both help people, but you do it in very different ways. You both have the Aegis powers to see what a person needs, but only you have the power to share their feelings. She’s a necrofoil to your empath.”

				My eyes prickled with unshed tears. “So you stayed. Death doesn’t scare you.”

				He nodded. “I left on soul catcher trips from time to time. Short separations, but they always hurt. I didn’t like to be away from her, especially once we were lovers.”

				I frowned at the word. “Is that where you were when she was kidnapped?”

				“Yes. I’d been in North Dakota, chasing the soul of a man who thought he had unfinished business. When I returned, the cottage was in a shambles, and she was gone.”

				“So, two years ago.”

				“Yes. I’ve spent the time since then searching for my stolen lover.”

				My head jerked. “Okay, you really need to stop using that word over and over. She’s my mom. What’s wrong with ‘girlfriend’?”

				He smiled. “As you wish, Aegis.”

				Maurice shifted in his chair. “You’ve been searching for her for two years. Why are you here now? Why wait so long to come to see Zoey?”

				Darius turned to look at him, then at me. “It was very important to Clara that her daughter be left out of all of this. She’d insisted on the Board putting someone in place in case you manifested Aegis qualities.” He nodded at Riley. “But she wanted you to live a normal life. I’ve been tracking down dead-end leads until now. When I got wind of your Aegis trial, I sent the pooka so you wouldn’t get hurt.”

				“And that worked out well,” I said.

				“I didn’t know you already had good luck of your own so the pooka made the bad-luck curse worse. I’m sorry.”

				I shrugged. “No problem. I lived through it.”

				“I knew you would. That’s why I convinced Bernice to lock you up once she got you to headquarters.”

				“That was kind of a dick move, Darius.”

				“I realize that now. Which brings me to why I’ve messed up this whole thing with you.”

				Riley glared at him. “Because you’re an ass?”

				Darius smiled. “Yes. And because I made the mistake of assuming Zoey would be like her mother.”

				I frowned. “Everyone I’ve met who knew her says I am like her.”

				“No.” He shook his head, and his grin returned. “Both of you are kindhearted and good with people. But your mother is content to take direction. She allowed me to protect her and look out for her best interests. She was happiest when she didn’t have to make decisions. I kept her safe, and that worked for both of us.”

				Maurice and Riley made eye contact with each other and burst out laughing.

				“What?” I knew they were laughing at me, but I didn’t get the joke. And they wouldn’t stop laughing long enough to explain it to me.

				I tossed a desperate look at Kam, who stood listening by the kitchen door. She came to stand by my chair, smiling, and placed a comforting hand on my shoulder. “I think they’re laughing because they’ve all tried to tell you what to do at some point, and you refuse to let them take care of you.”

				“We take care of each other,” I said, frowning. “What am I supposed to do? Take orders?”

				“Apparently, your mom did.” She squeezed my shoulder. “Strong women make the he-men crazy.”

				Riley put his arm around me and kissed my cheek. “We love you for it, Zoey. But keeping you safe is a full-time job and takes an entire team.”

				“Men,” I muttered. “I don’t want to be in charge, you know. It keeps getting thrust on me.”

				Maurice patted me on the arm. “Not that I’m trying to boss you around or anything, boss, but you look like crap. Don’t you think you should go to bed?”

				* * *

				With only five days left before the fashion show/auction, Monday came early. Unfortunately, my sleep schedule had been compromised over the past few days, so I woke up late. By the time Riley and I made it into the office, the general had already dropped in unannounced and taken her place at my desk. She didn’t catch me by surprise, because a) I’d kind of been expecting her since we were so close to D-day, and b) Sara had texted me three times while we were on our way.

				This gave me a chance to kiss Riley goodbye and send him off to visit with Andrew for a while. Hard to maintain the illusion that your boyfriend is an asshole when he’s hanging around the office bringing you coffee and helping out.

				“Alma, what a nice surprise,” I said, trying my best to look breezy. “I wish I’d known you were coming, I’d have canceled my appointment this morning so I could be here.”

				Sara waved a frantic gesture of warning from the back of the room.

				Alma blinked at me. “What sort of appointment? I was under the impression you’d be using all of your resources for my event until it was over.”

				Really? She thought we’d ignore other clients and be at her command? Bitch.

				I smiled at her. “A doctor appointment, Alma. It could have waited if I’d known.”

				“Oh. Well, then. I suppose that’s all right, then.” She hugged her enormous designer bag to her chest and settled against a cushion.

				“What can I help you with today, Alma? I hope you don’t need any more changes.” I set my purse and coffee on my desk and sat across from her. “It’s the eleventh hour.”

				“Oh, no, of course not. This is about the auction.”

				My muscles tensed, and I pasted my smile a little wider. “We were able to make the changes you asked for with the caterer.”

				Alma dug in her bag and produced two envelopes. “I’m pleased to hear that. But I trust you’ll have everything in order.” She handed me one of the envelopes. “That’s for you, and this one is for Sara. You’ll need these invitations to attend the auction.”

				Sara joined us and plucked her envelope from the desk. “Thank you, Alma. I appreciate that you went out of your way to get us invited.”

				“Yes, well, make sure you don’t embarrass me. The Collector has a long memory, and I’d like to have her here again.”

				I crossed my heart with my index finger. “We’ll be on our best behavior.”

				“If that djinn of yours weren’t so much trouble with men, I’d make you an offer myself before she went to auction. But I can’t have her around Stanley.”

				I sobered. “I don’t advise it, no.”

				She closed her bag and rose from her seat. “Well, then, ladies. I won’t keep you. Much to do for all of us before Friday night. I’ll see you then.”

				She took off in a cloud of powdery perfume.

				Once she was well and truly gone—she did occasionally make a second appearance after leaving, having remembered some fresh hell to inflict upon us—I texted Riley to let him know the coast was clear.

				A few minutes later, the door opened and my favorite fluffball catapulted in with Andrew and Riley close behind. Milo shot across the office and into my lap before I could put my arms out to catch him.

				I cuddled the little fox against my chest to calm him, and the mad licky tongue of doom covered my face in wet kisses.

				“Sorry,” Andrew said, laughing. “He missed you so much. If I don’t bring him over every so often, he goes all emo on me. It’s depressing.”

				I kissed Milo on the top of his head and rubbed his good ear. “I don’t mind at all.”

				Sara inspected Milo’s torn-up ear. It was half its original height, its edges jagged. “Does this bother him? I kind of worried he’d walk crooked or something. I know he can hear out of it, but does it hurt?”

				“He doesn’t seem to care at all. Gives him a jaunty look, don’t you think?”

				She nodded. “Rakish.”

				Milo settled into my lap, gave my hand a few licks and fell asleep.

				“Guess I’m not going anywhere today.”

				“Wrong,” Sara said, handing me a folder. “We’ve got to do a walk-through at the church for the charity thingy. Appointment’s at two.”

				I made a face. “Ah, Mom. Do I have to?” I tipped my head back and closed my burning eyes. Despite sleeping half the previous day and all last night, I felt out of sorts and a little off.

				“Sorry, Princess. If it were a wedding, I’d handle it. But this is so out of our area of expertise. We need to walk it together to check for possible pitfalls. I know the auction afterward is important for saving the world, but the charity show is important for business. I’m concerned about the Hidden, too. Don’t get me wrong. But the show is high profile. We need it to go smoothly.”

				“It’ll be perfect, Sara,” I said. “Don’t sweat it.”

				She tucked her hair behind one ear and gave me a serious look. “You say that, but I spent all morning putting out fires with the tech team and the valet service. That was before Alma showed up unannounced and refused to deal with me until you got here. You owe me.”

				I rubbed my eyes with the tips of my fingers. “Fair enough. You’ve been carrying the brunt of this. I’ll go with you. But I need you to sit down a minute and do something for me first.”

				Sara and Andrew hadn’t been together in the same room with me since Maurice had clued me in on Sara’s nightmares and mirror weirdness. It seemed like a good idea to take advantage of Andrew’s presence.

				She arched an eyebrow at me, but sat without objection.

				“Andrew,” I said. “Would you take a look at her for me?”

				He frowned and glanced at Sara.

				“Something wrong?”

				I leaned forward, shaking my head. “Probably not. I’d feel better if you made sure, though.”

				“You okay with this, Sara?”

				She shrugged. “It can’t hurt. I’m fine, but if it’ll make Zoey stop with that worried face every time she looks at me, let’s do it.”

				She rolled her desk chair over and settled with her hands folded in her lap. Andrew sat for a minute in silence, his face blank and his eyes distant. Once he locked into her aura, his gaze traveled over her, head to toe.

				This was a seeing on a different level than what my Aegis skill could do. What I saw, was more of a physical thing. Andrew saw on a spiritual level.

				He shook his head. “You look good,” he told her. “Your aura is bright and healthy, and I don’t see any attachments or darkness to it.”

				My shoulders relaxed, and I let out a breath I’d been holding. “So, nothing supernatural or weird is hijacking her feed?”

				He quirked an eyebrow at me. “No. She has no paranormal parasites, if that’s what you mean. All clean.”

				Sara moved her chair to her desk. “If you’re done procrastinating, we’ve got work to do. The fridge in the basement kitchen at the church had to be replaced. We need to call ahead to make sure the new one is installed and working so the caterers don’t freak out when they get there.”

				Riley grabbed my hand and hauled me up. Milo was not happy about being dislodged.

				“I had no idea your job was so fascinating.” Riley grinned. “I’m thinking of quitting mine so I can spend every day tagging along with you.”

				Sara laughed. “There’s a test you’ll have to pass first, you know. Show us you can tell the difference between ecru, cream and off-white. Demonstrate knowledge of a trumpet and a mermaid cut, and which body types they best complement.”

				I nodded. “What season is best for gardenias? Best practices for how to peel a father of the bride off the ceiling when you give him an estimate for the whole event.”

				Riley scowled. “How am I supposed to learn all that when all you ever let me do is sort beads and check refrigerators?”

				“You have to start somewhere,” Sara said. “Maybe next event, we’ll let you hold the barf bucket for a nervous groom.”

				Riley made a face. “Maybe I’ll stick to being a paramedic. I get enough bodily fluids splattered on me as it is.”

				I shrugged. “Suit yourself. But you’ll be missing out on all the danger and excitement.”

				“As long as I’m with you,” he said, planting a kiss on my nose, “I’ll always have plenty of that.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty-Two

				The days before the auction were a blur of putting out fires, traffic direction and worry for the Hidden I knew were being mistreated in an unmarked trailer parked somewhere in the city.

				I had nightmares featuring all of the people I knew were missing, as well as some I didn’t know for sure. Tiny, sickly fairies from my own woods lay dying in iron cages. Janey and Toby’s father sat curled inside a dark wooden box with meager air holes. The water sprites’ missing sister fought for every gulp of air from a water dish that was almost dry.

				And Iris. I would have done whatever I could for any of the strangers held captive by that Collector bitch, but sunny, grinning Iris haunted my dreams with sad brown eyes, his spirit broken. I wanted my bodyguard back. I missed his cheery thumbs-up when I went outside to check the mail. I missed the disapproving look he occasionally gave me when my skirt was too short for his liking.

				He protected my property from trespassers, helped me whenever I asked and once had even carried my limp body from the beach into the house when I’d nearly drowned and been eaten by sharks.

				Iris was my friend. He was part of my family. Knowing he was in a cage somewhere, being fed who knew what and unsure if anyone would come to rescue him pummeled me with guilt and sadness. Tashi howled each night from the woods, waiting for him, mourning the loss of her beloved—a reminder of my continued failure to bring him home.

				If I could have skipped over the charity event and gone straight to the auction, I would have. Unfortunately, I had to consider our business, and Alma was throwing a sizable chunk of change at us to make sure the fashion show went smoothly. I had a sneaking suspicion Alma felt the same way. The auction was her goal, but her continued place of power in local government demanded the charity event be as spectacular as she’d promised the media it would be.

				Sara’s focus was on getting us through the whole thing without losing our credibility or our business license.

				When the sun rose on the Friday morning of the two events, my eyes were already fixed out the window, waiting for first light to give me permission to get started. My stomach was tight with anticipation and worry. Riley’s soft snores kept me from feeling totally alone.

				I’d spent most of the night going over my preparations for each party, rehearsing the setup, takedown and new setup that would have to take place to switch from one major event to a smaller but even more important one. I knew where every valet, server and technical engineer would stand. I could see every detail in my mind, down to how the bottles of liquor should line up behind the bar.

				I imagined these things in order to orchestrate everything to perfection when showtime came—but mostly I did it to distract myself from what I’d really be doing there, and to avoid dwelling on the small hope that, after all this time, I’d find my mother. If I didn’t think about it too much, I couldn’t be disappointed if I didn’t find her. At least that was the idea. My strategy wasn’t working, of course. It’s nearly impossible to trick yourself into not thinking about something, especially if your brain is trying to get a message through to your idiot self.

				We’d secured invitations to the auction, and Kam would come with us, since, ostensibly, I was trying to sell her off. Likewise, Maurice insisted on going too, as Sara’s goods to sell. As the invitations were exclusive and did not include a “plus one,” Riley couldn’t come in with me. And since this was an evening event, Darius couldn’t pass as human and come in with us even if we could bring guests. The guys would have to stay outside, and neither of them was happy about it. But Darius would be on the roof listening and watching, and we’d figured out a way for Riley to hide inside until we needed him.

				We’d worked hard to get this plan together so we could infiltrate the auction. It bothered me that we had no real plan for how to take the Collector down and rescue everyone once we got inside. We would spend the night flying blind and hoping for the best.

				Most moronic plan I’d ever conceived.

				To be fair, without knowing exactly who or what the Collector was, it was hard to have more of a plan than “Get Her.” We had to assume she’d have some sort of security team, since Alma’s hired guys would leave with all the other staff between parties. We had to hope the Collector’s team would be small enough for us to either take out or get past by stealth.

				Not much of a plan. Nope. Totally winging this.

				I had a host of creatures at the house, anxious to help, but I’d had to refuse. Those who could fly would be too easily spotted. Those who couldn’t would need transportation. Orchestrating travel plans for a large group of people who must not be seen by humans would be more work. We were already trying to pull off the event of the decade, plus infiltrate a secret society and save the world. For this to work, we had to keep it as simple as possible. The fewer moving parts in the machine, the less likely the machine would break down.

				Also, I hated the idea of putting anyone else in danger.

				I padded into the kitchen, tired of staring at the ceiling, and found Kam drinking a cup of coffee.

				“Morning,” I said.

				She pushed a full cup across the table toward me. “Heard you tossing and turning. I figured you’d be out soon.”

				We drank without talking for a few minutes, watching the sky turn pink through the window.

				“I trust you,” Kam said, breaking the silence.

				That was a weird thing to say, but okay. I could go with that. “I’m glad.”

				“I need to give you something.” She took a swallow of coffee, as if trying to get up the courage for whatever she had to say. “I’m really worried about tonight.”

				“I’ll be honest, Kam. I’m terrified. We know the layout, we’ve gotten ourselves in, but we have no idea what we’re up against.”

				She clutched her mug and rolled the smooth ceramic between her palms. “It’s not just that. Alma told you there was a buyer coming for me. Anybody seriously interested in buying a djinn at auction would probably know what they’re doing. If they have the Master’s vessel and my name, they might be able to take me.” She stilled her hands and looked at me, her eyes filled with panic. “Or it could be the Master himself. He might have heard there was a djinn for sale and come to see if it’s me.”

				I set my own cup down and grabbed her hands between mine. “Oh, Kam. If there’s any possibility of that, we can’t go through with this. You have to stay here. I’m not putting you at risk to save the others. I’ll find another way.”

				She shook her head. “No. I want to help. But you have to know how it works, you know, just in case. I’ll bet this buyer is some idiot who thinks it would be fun to have a magic lamp with a genie who grants him three wishes. I’m scared, but not enough to back out.”

				I let go of her hands and ran my fingers through my hair, frustrated. My voice was soft. “But honey, what if it’s not some idiot?”

				Why didn’t I think of that earlier? She nearly bolted out of the house the first day she showed up, terrified this Master guy would come after her. I hadn’t asked enough questions. I’d been traipsing around town with her as if she were already safe.

				She bit her lip, thinking. “Every time I’ve escaped before, I was on my own. There was only me to worry about, and if I had to leave a new friend behind, that was okay.” She waved her hand at my kitchen. “It’s different here. Everybody takes care of each other. They keep each other safe. And if one person gets hurt, everyone is hurt.”

				“We’re a family here,” I said.

				“Yeah. A family. And you welcomed me into it, no questions asked. You didn’t pry into my secrets or force me to fit in. You accepted me.” She took another swallow of coffee. “I’m going with you tonight, no matter who’s there. But I have to tell you my name. You might need it.”

				“Your name? You mean, like, your full name?”

				“Words mean things,” she said. “They carry power. Your name, mine, the current-day vernacular—which I still can’t seem to get right. Words have magic in them, especially names. And the name of a djinn holds all her power. If you say a djinn’s name three times while holding a purified vessel, she’s compelled to reside in it until you call her name again.”

				“Like a lamp or a bottle, right?”

				“Anything, really. The Master kept me inside a velvet-lined music box. It plays ‘Greensleeves.’ I hate that song so much.”

				I couldn’t imagine how horrifying it would be to have no contact with anyone for long periods of a time, hear the same song each time you’re let out and made to do unspeakable things, then be sent back into isolation. Despite her occasional weird quirks, I figured Kam was amazingly well adjusted, considering what she’d been through.

				“So if I know your name and have a vessel, I should be able to keep you safe. Does size matter? Hopefully you’d only have to be in there for a few minutes, if at all, but is bigger better? More comfortable?”

				She shook her head. “Time and space are different in a vessel. Back in the sixties, I escaped for a few days during a trip the Master had made to London. I watched this groovy show. They called it Doctor Who. He had this blue box.”

				“The TARDIS.”

				“Yeah. You know it?”

				I smiled. “It’s still on. Or on again. Anyway, what you’re saying is, a vessel is bigger on the inside, correct?”

				“Exactly. And time is all warped out of shape too. The only way I know how much time has passed is by watching my magic refill. It’s better than any clock.”

				“So we don’t need anything special to hold you comfortably.”

				“Nope. Any old purified vessel will do.”

				“How do you purify a vessel, then?” I still wasn’t clear on the logistics of this thing. It couldn’t be as simple as holding out a perfume bottle and saying her name three times.

				“The purifying ritual, technically, is for show. That’s all rituals are, you know. Show.

				They help the user focus her energy so she can tap into the magic. If doing the chicken dance for five minutes is what you wanted to do first, it would work, as long as you concentrated while you did it. You’d look pretty stupid, though.”

				“I make the chicken dance look elegant, I’ll have you know.”

				She patted my hand. “Next time you’re in a church ceremony, feel free to substitute, then. I’m sure everyone will be impressed by your razzle dazzle.”

				I pictured myself flapping my arms during the baptism of a friend’s baby. “You know, sometimes it’s probably best to conform.”

				“Where’s the fun in that?” Her lips quirked in a half smile. “Anyway, clean and empty is all that matters.”

				“So we should find something to take with us tonight.”

				“Yes. If you were really selling me, you’d bring your vessel with you as part of the sale. You’d either hand over your vessel and my name to the buyer or, if the buyer brings a vessel of his own, you’d need yours so you could release me from my current prison for transfer.”

				“Couldn’t we just do the ritual now? Get it over with so you’re already attached to me? That way nobody could take you, right?”

				She looked down at her hands in her lap. “I still belong to the Master. If he’s the one at the auction, you can do the ritual when he gets close with his box, and ownership will transfer.”

				I thought about potential vessels a moment, then went to the spare room. I returned with an orange blown-glass bottle, about a foot and a half tall, with a glass stopper in the top. It had belonged to my parents and, ugly as it was, it had a 1960s charm to it that made me keep it, albeit hidden in the back room. “How’s this?”

				“Hideous. And perfect. If you have to trap me in there for my own safety, promise you won’t leave me stuck in something so tacky for very long.”

				I crossed my heart with my fingertips. “And I’ll wash it out.”

				“Good. The act of washing it should be enough of a ritual to focus, as long as you stay present in the moment and concentrate. All that’s left is to give you my name.” She shifted in her seat, looking around the kitchen for prying ears.

				“Could you write it down?”

				Her eyes widened in horror. “That’s the worst thing I could do. There can’t be any record of my name in writing. Even if you destroyed the paper right away, it would still be out there in that single moment, waiting for somebody with a time-travel spell to come after it.” She glanced around again and leaned forward, her lips brushing my hair while she whispered into my ear. “Kamaraminya Umutxipil Divna.”

				I pulled away and gave her a blank stare. “I’m not going to remember that. I barely heard it.”

				“It’s easy. We’ll take it one syllable at a time until you have it memorized.”

				We spent the next half hour whispering nonsense sounds back and forth until she was satisfied I had it down.

				I could have used more time, but the household came to life. Maurice showed up first, and the rest filed in when they smelled sizzling bacon. Quiet time was over. It was time to start hell day.

				* * *

				The thing about doing a major event for the city of Sausalito was that it was both more complicated and much simpler than doing a wedding.

				The giant church had been gutted of its pews and leftover religious relics and filled instead with a legion of vendors and crew scurrying through the property like field mice in spring. For a wedding, Sara and I would have hired temps to assist us in getting everything where it needed to be and everyone in their proper places at the correct time.

				So much more had to happen for this charity show, yet Sara and I had less to do. We hired no additional help. Our primary purpose was to assist Alma, who reveled in lording it over every delivery guy, valet and technician.

				I stood by the door with a clipboard, checking things off and answering questions. Simple questions like “Where do you want this?” were for me. Anything complex like “What order do you want the colored filters to go in when I set up the lights?” was Alma’s to answer.

				Sara stationed herself by the back entrance with a similar clipboard fielding questions the same way. We were not in charge, and frankly, we were happy with that. We were wedding planners. And even if we did want to start doing big events like this, we’d want to start from the beginning, not jump in at the last minute with someone else’s work already in place.

				The people Alma had hired knew what they were doing. In a matter of hours, the empty church transformed. If it weren’t for the enormous stained-glass window of Jesus showered in golden light, nobody would recognize the building as ever having been a church—at least not from the inside.

				From the raised stage, the construction guys built a runway down the center of the room. It took no time at all, and once they covered it in flooring and tacked fabric around the edges to disguise the bare wood, the crew left, making way for the next wave of workers.

				An army of folks from party rental showed up fifteen minutes later. They set up tables along the walls for the sound and lighting people, the officials and the cashier. Once the tables were up, the crew filed in again with chairs for either side of the runway.

				Decorators hung and draped the filmy metallic fabric I’d helped Alma choose. Technical crews came in with lights and sound equipment, stringing cords everywhere, then artfully tucking them away or taping them down so they were neither a safety hazard nor an eyesore.

				I marveled at the efficiency of the schedule and knew it was Sara’s doing. The vendors and workers had been chosen and had their consultations long before we came along. But while I was off chasing after creepy-eyed guys in bad haircuts and trying to save the lives of people nobody knew existed, Sara had been orchestrating the timing on this symphony of transformation.

				I had mixed feelings. While I admired the hell out of her for what she’d accomplished, it worried me that she’d want to start taking the business in this new direction. Meanwhile, I had the Aegis gig to deal with, and it didn’t look like that was something that would go away. Ever. I was working two jobs now. Even if we stuck with weddings, where we knew exactly what we were doing, we needed to start thinking about hiring some permanent help. Sara couldn’t keep doing everything like this. It wasn’t fair.

				The day was long, and since nothing major went wrong, I spent much of the time stressing over the upcoming auction. The party would be smaller, a little more intimate, but so full of dread and foreboding. Every time I thought about what might happen, what could happen, what must happen, my stomach clenched and cramped. Every lull in the activity around me caused my mind to wander and fill with every worst-case scenario possible. They all ended with the death or capture of everyone I loved.

				So, there was that.

				At six, we took an hour break and headed to Sara’s house to eat, change clothes and have one last war meeting.

				Nobody was in a good mood. Maurice didn’t even sing while he finished making us dinner. His face was paler than usual and had a saggy quality I didn’t like.

				“You don’t have to do this,” I said.

				He shook a colander of cooked spaghetti over the sink. “I’m going with you. This is one of the few times you’re headed into a dangerous situation where I can be there with you, Zoey. I’m not staying behind this time.”

				I rubbed the goose bumps on my arms and pushed away a feeling of impending loss. “This Collector is seriously scary. I don’t want to lose you.”

				He set down the pot of sauce he was pouring into a bowl and fixed me with his enormous yellow eyes. “I can be scary too, Zo. You’ve seen it. I can’t always stay home and hold down the fort while you nearly get killed. I know you want to protect me, but I want to protect you too.”

				I swallowed the lump in my throat. He could be scary, sure. But transmonstrification was an illusion. The snarly face and bulky monster body weren’t real. Underneath, he’d still be a skinny guy with more heart than muscle. But the look on his face told me there was no talking him out of it.

				I kissed his cheek. “I love you, Maurice. Thank you for rescuing me.”

				His smile was a gentle, confused tug on his lips. “We haven’t done anything yet.”

				I shrugged. “No, I mean before. Thank you for rescuing me from being alone. I didn’t know how much I’d isolated myself until you came into my life.”

				I left the kitchen before he could answer. We had too much to do before the night was over to let myself dwell on what-ifs.

				Dinner was quiet, punctuated by scraping silverware and clinking ice cubes. Occasionally, Darius would mutter under his breath, but we ignored him. I knew it was killing him that he would be outside for most of the auction. But bringing in yet another Hidden to sell at the last minute would be suspicious. Bringing in a mothman in full-on scaryface might be perceived as a threat.

				By the time we’d all finished picking at breadsticks and spaghetti, his petulant attitude had worn thin with me.

				“Look,” I said, waving my fork at him. “We need someone outside. You’re the only one we can station on the roof to keep an eye on the exits and the tent. I need you out there.”

				He snarled at me and slammed his drink on the table, making everybody flinch. The sun hadn’t set yet, so he still passed for human, but even as a human he was intimidating. “I can’t keep you safe from outside. We have no idea what you’re walking into. The whole thing could be a trap. For all you know, she’ll take one look at you and you’ll step into one of her cages on your own.”

				Riley reached out and took my hand across the table. His voice was soft. “That’s not going to happen.” He smiled, though worry clouded his eyes. “I’ll be nearby. If we need help, I’ll get word to you, Darius. No, we don’t know what we’re up against, but we can handle this. And she’s right. We need your eyes outside.”

				Sara glanced at her wrist. “Guys, we need to move it. Zoey and I still have to get changed.”

				I nodded and grabbed my plate to put it in the sink.

				“Go,” Darius said. “At least I can help clear the table.” He grumbled softly and scraped his plate into the trash compacter. “We’re supposed to be a team.”

				“I’ll go with you,” Kam said. “I’ll help get you ready.”

				So the womenfolk went to the bedroom while the menfolk cleaned the kitchen. We shut the door behind us and Sara burst into laughter.

				Kam and I exchanged puzzled looks.

				“What?” I said.

				Sara leaned against the door, wheezing and wiping tears from her cheeks. It took her a minute to pull herself together. “This is the most ridiculous night of my life,” she said. “There’s a closet monster, a mothman and a reaper in my kitchen doing my dishes. Meanwhile, we’re getting paid an insane amount of money for an event we didn’t plan and don’t really need to attend, so we can later save the world from a crazy woman who peddles fairies and leprechauns.”

				She was right. The whole thing was ludicrous. I’d become far too accepting of my new life to recognize when things were too weird to be believed. And yet it felt perfectly natural to me.

				I grinned. “If it’s any consolation, I highly doubt there will be any leprechauns. I think they belong to a union.”

				Sara stared at me for a moment, then doubled over with a fresh bout of laughter. “Oh my God, Zoey. Your life is totally screwed.”

				I nodded. “That’s the truth.”

				Kam held out two black dresses on hangers. “Who gets which?”

				I grabbed the poofy one with the short skirt. “Mine.”

				“Oh, no,” Sara said. “That’s not the one we agreed on. What happened to the one with the straight cut and the modest cleavage?” She clucked her tongue and took her simple floor-length gown from Kam. “How are we going to pull off nouveau riche if you’re dressed like a clown?”

				I gave her my best offended look. “Since when do clowns wear black?”

				Kam tried to be helpful. “They might if it were a clown funeral.”

				I ignored them both and slipped out of my pants and blouse. The offending dress was pretty. No, it wasn’t as plain or sophisticated as Sara’s, but I liked it. The cleavage wasn’t as deep as Sara seemed to think, and the waist dropped to a tulle ruffle around my hips that gathered around the back and cascaded a few feet into a short train that hit the backs of my calves. I stepped into sensible black ballet flats. For the first time, I planned to go into battle without teetering in skyscraper heels. No need to up the difficulty level any worse than it already was.

				Kam zipped us up and pulled out a can of hairspray and a teasing comb. “Who’s first?”

				Sara scowled at her, and Kam turned to me with a hopeful expression.

				I shook my head. “No time, Kam. I’m sorry. But I do have something to add.” I reached into my duffel bag and retrieved a black lacquer box with silver and mother of pearl worked into the lid. “Ta-da!” I said, and opened it with as much panache as I could muster.

				Sara gasped. “Where the hell did those come from?”

				Kam whistled. “I haven’t seen rocks like that since I hid out in Tiffany’s back in sixty-four.”

				I lifted a five-strand choker of pearls and diamonds and attached them around Kam’s neck. “An elegant collar for the kept lady.”

				She ran appreciative fingers over the perfectly matched creamy pearls. “These beat the hell out of the spiked leather he sometimes made me wear.”

				I folded my arms and examined Kam’s total look. She’d refused any of the dresses Sara and I had offered to loan her, and instead went out searching on her own. The black satin catsuit was an odd choice, but I kind of understood it. Fashion eras were all muddled in her head. She’d dug up her prize at a thrift store, and the flared pant legs and the shiny material made her look like a disco queen.

				A single stray hair had worked loose from her severe ponytail. I smoothed it back and smiled, then reached into the lacquered box.

				“And for you,” I said, handing an elaborate sapphire necklace and matching earrings to Sara.

				She cocked an eyebrow. “Did you rob a jewelry store?”

				I shook my head and changed out my diamond studs for the dangling emeralds from the box. “Bruce brought them from wherever he hoards this stuff. We have to give them back afterward, though.”

				“I guess it pays to have a friend in the dragon world,” Sara said.

				I snapped the clasp on the emerald necklace that now upstaged my cleavage. “There. Now we look like people who can afford to buy and sell at a top-secret auction of supernatural creatures.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty-Three

				I was right about one thing—Alma didn’t need us for the charity show. Sara and I stayed in the back, keeping an eagle eye on things. I checked downstairs from time to time to be sure the caterers had everything under control. But the whole thing ran itself.

				The caterers passed hors d’oeuvres before the show, and a bartender kept people lubricated so they’d drop wads of cash on fashions their overfed bodies probably couldn’t fit into. The women’s shelter would get a hefty donation when it was all over, between the ticket price and the percentage of sales taken in. Despite Alma’s dubious motives, at least we were helping her contribute some good to the community.

				Once the models stepped out on the runway, waitstaff disappeared, and the kitchen jumped into action downstairs. It was necessary to pack up and get rid of everything so they could make way for the next round of food meant for the private party afterward.

				Hundreds of people sat on either side of the stage, watching the models parade up and down in everything from smart business suits to sparkling gowns with trailing feathers. Alma had chosen several different designers to participate, and there seemed to be no rhyme or reason to the collections.

				Sara leaned close to me so I could hear her over the booming bass played by the sound technicians. “Some of these outfits are so over-the-top, even you wouldn’t wear them.” She nodded at a model wearing a flowing green satin tunic and hatboxes attached at her wrists. Her hair swept up in green-and-gold streaks, levitating in midair as if blown by the wind and freeze-dried in place.

				I wrinkled my nose. “I can’t imagine having to hold my hands out like that all day long to keep the boxes from knocking me in the leg.”

				“How does she go to the bathroom like that?”

				“Maybe the hair has hooks in it so she can hang the boxes to free her hands.”

				Sara glanced at her watch, and her face sobered. “It’s time.”

				The spaghetti in my stomach compressed into a cannonball and banged against my innards. Showtime.

				We slipped away from the flashing strobes of cameras and the swirling of pastel spotlights and made our way out the front door. Music spilled into the street, and Alma’s fashion monologue over the speakers became a low drone without discernible words.

				A cluster of valets stood off to the side, smoking cigarettes and laughing. One perked up and threw us a questioning look. Sara waved her hand at him and shook her head to let him know we didn’t need anything.

				Dark figures of bulky men dressed in black lurked in intervals around the building and parking lot. This was why we had to be so careful. As I’d suspected she might, the Collector had an entourage of muscle. I knew Alma had hired security, but even they would be dismissed before the auction. The Collector couldn’t possibly manage her operation with only herself and two brothers. Especially since one brother was dead now. Somebody had to move the cages and check the invitations.

				I found it odd that we hadn’t seen her goons at the warehouse, but maybe they’d already left by then. Or maybe their contracts only covered events.

				Or maybe they weren’t real—maybe they were like the golems Bernice used. Who knew? They were there, and they gave us a good, strong reason to play our parts without dropping character. If we couldn’t get in to the auction, the whole thing was blown.

				We needn’t have worried, at least not yet. Riley’s car pulled into the lot, not far from where one silent guard had stationed himself. When Sara and I approached, the guard didn’t move or even glance at us. His posture was relaxed, feet apart, one hand holding the other in front of him. His eyelids drooped, as if he were half-asleep. I shivered. He definitely reminded me of one of Bernice’s golems, one that hadn’t been activated yet.

				I craned my neck over my shoulder to check the roof of the church. I couldn’t be sure, but I thought I saw a shadow move a little to the right. Darius was watching.

				Now that all these creepy apes were in standby mode around the building, I hoped Darius was more at peace with my need to have him up there with a bird’s-eye view. See? I might not have had much of a plan, but what I did have was solid.

				I hoped.

				Riley saw us through the darkened windshield and stepped out of my glistening SUV/monster hearse. He kissed me on the cheek and handed me the ghastly orange bottle I’d cleaned for Kam.

				“How’s it looking in there?” he asked.

				“Shiny. I saw a yellow-and-purple-striped tube top with wings. Want to buy it for me? It’s for charity.”

				He opened his mouth, but Sara cut him off. “Do no such thing, Riley. Don’t encourage her.”

				He shrugged at me in apology.

				The back door swung open and Maurice slid out, blinking. “Is it safe?”

				“Come here,” Sara said. Her voice was sharp, and she pointed at the ground in front of her.

				Maurice looked at me, and I flicked my eyes to the right so he’d notice the silent watcher in the shadows. He nodded once and slipped into character. “Yes, Mistress,” he said, hanging his head and shuffling to the spot Sara had indicated.

				“You’re rumpled.” She straightened his bow tie and smoothed out the shoulders of his suit, picking at invisible lint. “Riley, hand me the control, please.” She held out her hand and Riley deposited the controller for the shock collar.

				Kam poked her head around the open door. “Shall I come out now?”

				I gripped the glass bottle with both hands. “Yes. We need to drop you both off with the auction organizers.”

				She shut the door and stood on the pavement, her eyes to the pavement. “As you wish.”

				I hated this. I hated it with every fiber of my being. Nausea swirled the spaghetti cannonball in my stomach into a loose mass of slimy eels. I knew I shouldn’t have eaten anything.

				I pursed my lips and waved Kam in front of me. Sara led the way around the back of the building to a second parking lot. This was where the real activity was being staged.

				This was where nightmares were made.

				A huge tent sprawled across the lot, with a covered tunnel leading to the side door where the Collector and her wares would enter. The tent had been added after dark, once the charity show had started. The models, wardrobe and hair and makeup people had come in through that entrance, but had been instructed to leave through the front when their work was finished. Sara and I had been told not to drop off our Hidden servants until an hour after the show started.

				It might have been an enchanting piece of magic, the same way Christmas lights appeared out of nowhere on city streets. If I didn’t know what was inside, it might have seemed that way.

				A trailer suitable for a rock star or A-list actress sat behind the tent, presumably housing the mysterious Collector. Four of her bouncer guys stood outside.

				Before the day had started, I’d locked myself into a double-thick wall to keep out emotions. No filters this time. After what had happened at the warehouse, I couldn’t afford to be incapacitated by an influx of misery and fear. So we were going into that tent blind. I didn’t dare open even the smallest of filters to get a taste. If there was anything more in there than what I expected, we’d have no warning. I’d have to make do with regular people skills and hope for the best.

				As a group, we hesitated a moment, then Sara lifted a tent flap and led us inside.

				The space was well lit, with work lights strung up all around. It wasn’t sprawling like the warehouse had been, but still large. Cages stood everywhere with smaller ones stacked on top of each other to save room. Canvas covered each cage on three sides, with only the fronts exposed. From where we stood, I couldn’t see into any of them. I’d have to walk down the aisles to get a peek.

				“May I help you?” A thin man with dark hair and faded blue eyes sat at a makeshift desk. He’d been so quiet I hadn’t noticed him. The cages had been my main concern.

				Sara gestured toward Maurice and Kam. “We were told to drop these off here for the auction.”

				He pushed his glasses up on his nose and examined a sheet of paper. His movements were slow, as if his interest lay elsewhere or he had no interest in anything at all. “Name?”

				“Sara Reece and Zoey Donovan.”

				The man ran a finger down the page, his progress so sluggish I wanted to rip the paper away from him and do it myself. He stopped and looked up with weary, vague eyes. “Closet monster and djinn?”

				Sara smiled. “That’s right.”

				He leaned over in slow motion and, an eternity later, produced a thin file. When he sat up, something clinked under the desk. I squinted at the shadows around his ankles and spotted a set of manacles chaining him to his chair. I nudged Sara and she followed my eyes to the chains. She drew a quiet, sharp breath, then looked away.

				The man looked up from his thorough inspection of our paperwork and handed us each a thin ticket. “This is your voucher,” he said. His dull voice held no inflection. He’d have been perfect for the DMV. “Go to the end, then left two rows, and give it to the woman working down there.” What little light had been in his eyes snuffed out, and he bowed his head. He didn’t move again except for an occasional slow blink.

				Riley’s lips pressed together, and his eyes went round, as if in shock. I gave him a questioning look, but he shook his head. This wasn’t the place. He gripped my hand and pulled me forward.

				The trek down that long corridor of cages was the most difficult journey of my life. We passed two other manacled humans, a man and a woman, schlepping boxes from one pile to another.

				How many humans had this Collector kidnapped? Was my mother one of them? Was she somewhere in this tent? My skin itched with a combo overload of fear at what terrible thing might happen any second and excitement at the prospect of finally seeing my mother again. I tamped down on both emotions and kept walking.

				None of the humans we passed looked familiar, but Jasper had told us the Collector had Aegises working for her. I didn’t know what I’d expected, but the empty faces of these people wasn’t it. I wanted to shake them until their heads cleared. Or at least assure them it was almost over. One more crazy promise for me to throw out there: none of these people would spend another night in the Collector’s service. That was a promise I made to myself.

				I didn’t stop myself at mental promises to the humans. As we walked through the tent, we saw how many of the cages along the way held listless, miserable members of the Hidden community. There had to be hundreds of them of various shapes and sizes. Some cages stood empty, waiting for fresh prisoners. From the pieces of information I’d pulled out of Alma, I gathered that the numbers and contents of those cages were in constant flux as the Collector traveled across the country buying, selling and kidnapping.

				A harpy paced in her small space, her lips smacking in a soft rhythm. A gnome sat with his tall red cap bent in his hands. A sprite hung half out of a small dish of water with her hair spread across the bottom of the cage.

				And Iris.

				He lay on his back, staring at the tent roof, his chest moving in small, slow increments. He didn’t seem to see us, so I coughed. His head turned and his eyes widened. Iris sat up and moved toward the front of the cage. I gave a quick single shake of my head and he nodded, scooting closer to watch as we went by. My heart shattered as I walked away from him.

				The walls I’d built to shield myself held strong—from the outside. My own emotions of horror and sadness beat against those walls with tiny fists, and I felt cracks spreading across the inside of my barriers. I threw a third wall up in an effort to reinforce my protection. Unfortunately, I had little defense from myself. No one could lock away their own anger and revulsion under these circumstances.

				We turned the corner and saw the woman the desk guy had described. She had her back to us as she worked to adjust canvas covers and hang numbers on the doors two rows up from where we stood.

				As we drew closer, she cocked her head to the side, as if listening, and shuffled her shackled feet to face us. Maurice stopped dead, and I ran into him.

				“What the hell?”

				He didn’t answer, but he didn’t move either.

				The woman held out her hand to Sara. “Claim voucher, please.”

				Riley drew in a breath and squeezed my hand so tight it lost circulation.

				Sara handed the ticket to the woman, who held it to the light to examine it. Her hair was a dark auburn, streaked with gray and pulled into a fierce bun. A stray curl dangled loose. Dull brown eyes squinted without emotion, emphasizing deep lines in her forehead and around her lips.

				She tore the ticket in two and handed half to Sara. “Second cage on the left,” she said and held her hand out to me. “Claim voucher, please.”

				I let go of Riley. My hand shook as I raised the ticket and took a step forward.

				It had been over twenty years. And the last two of those years had probably done more to age her than the previous eighteen. But I knew those eyes, despite the lack of light shining through them. I knew her voice, despite the missing emotion and the laughter that used to lurk beneath the surface of every word.

				I’d worried I wouldn’t recognize her, that it had been too long. I worried that I wouldn’t know her if I ever saw her again.

				I knew my mother. But she didn’t know me.

				In fact, she never looked at me. She tore my claim voucher and directed me to the empty cage on the left, her dull eyes fixed on some far-off place.

				Fine cracks in my innermost barrier formed from my own emotions hammering to get out. Joy, grief, anxiety, rage. The cracks became fissures, and my inner wall exploded. I built another on the outside, hoping I could contain the outpouring. If my own feelings broke through all the barriers, I’d be vulnerable to everything coming in. I’d never had to do battle with my own emotions before, not like this. I took a deep breath and tried to stay calm.

				Sara led Maurice to the cage she’d been assigned, and I held the door to our assigned cage open for Kam. My mother appeared beside me and dropped her piece of the voucher into a display slot, then slipped a key from her pocket.

				I glanced down the row at a hulking guard who stood in the same stance as the others, at ease and apparently not conscious of his surroundings. I didn’t buy it. The feeling of being watched weighed on me. I had to take a calculated risk anyway.

				My mother placed the key in the lock, and I put my hand over hers. She paused, then looked at me with her dim, unseeing eyes.

				“Clara,” I whispered.

				She frowned, distressed, then shook away her confusion and returned her attention to the lock.

				Riley stepped beside me and put his hand on my shoulder. “It’s okay, Zoey,” he said.

				My mother’s hand jerked, and the key slipped, scraping across the metal. She lifted her head and looked at Riley, then at me.

				“Zoey,” she said. The cloud across her eyes scuttled away, and for the first time, she saw me. Really saw me. Her hand drifted toward my hair, and she stopped.

				It was if a light had turned on inside her head, and the light shone in recognition and understanding. And then in horror.

				She leaned away, glancing down the row at the guard. She took in all the people with me, pausing long enough to make eye contact with Maurice. One corner of her mouth twitched, then her head drooped and her shoulders slumped. I thought I’d lost her again. When she returned her attention to the lock on Kam’s cage, she made a show of turning it, but the mechanism didn’t catch. She flicked her eyes at me and gave her head a tiny jerk to make sure I understood. She shuffled to Maurice’s cage and repeated the show of locking the cage without engaging the mechanism.

				“Thank you for your patronage,” she said in a monotone. “Please proceed to the exit. You may deposit your accessories at the front desk.” She turned away and returned to fussing with cages. As we filed past her, she threw me one quick look over her shoulder, a glance that held longing, hope and love. Riley clutched my hand and kept me from turning back.

				When we passed Iris’s cage, I took another risk. He hadn’t moved from his spot at the front of the cage. His thick fingers curled around the bars, and he gazed at us with renewed strength. I didn’t dare stop or talk to him. The silent guard might come to life. I’d already taken a chance whispering my mother’s name.

				As we strode past Iris, I hung my hand loose at my side in a careless dangle. Without looking at him, I let my fingers graze across his. I heard a small chuff from his chest, acknowledging my touch. I hoped it was enough to tell him everything I wanted to say.

				Be brave.

				We love you.

				We’re coming for you.

				We’ll take you home soon.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty-Four

				By the time we finished dropping off Kam’s bottle and Maurice’s shock collar remote with the shackled desk guy, the valets stood lined up, ready to run sprints to collect cars for the masses of people not staying for the auction.

				I made a last check on Darius before stepping inside. A black smudge moved against the dark rooftop, and a brief flicker of two glowing coals of light let me know he stood guard. Muscle guys remained in pockets of shadow around the building.

				The charity event had wound down, and inside the church, pens scribbled and checks flew to the waiting hands of cashiers. It would take time to clear out the three hundred guests, but we still had to act fast. We had no idea how thorough Alma’s people would be in searching for strays before the invitation-only auction, and Riley needed to be in a secure hiding place. There was also a strong possibility that the Collector’s goons would sweep the property before she’d show her face. It would be a hell of a lot easier for Riley to burst into the auction from the inside of the building than it would be for him to fight his way through the front door.

				At least, that’s what I hoped. We didn’t know for sure how we were going to defeat those beefy silent guys or the Collector herself without getting ourselves killed. All I could hope for was that we could overwhelm them with numbers. Kam and Maurice would do their best on that front. The goon squad wasn’t altogether unexpected, but there were a lot of them, and their abilities were an unknown.

				I should have taken those martial arts classes I’d been thinking about. Too late now.

				Sara returned to the main room to keep an eye on things and oversee the party changeover with the caterers. I led Riley down the hall to what, judging by the brightly colored wallpaper, used to be the church nursery. A small bathroom led off from the room and held a low sink and tiny toilet built for toddlers. We flipped on the light and closed the door behind us.

				Riley grabbed me around the waist and kissed me hard. My shields were up in triplicate, so there was no emotional combo deal to send me into uncontrolled rapture. Still, he set my head spinning and my toes curled inside my ballet flats. We clung to each other a moment, allowing ourselves the brief comfort of skin contact to keep our fears from overwhelming us.

				Too soon, he let go. “That guy in the tent...” He paused and swallowed. “I’ve met him. His name’s Dennis. Zoey, he’s an Aegis.”

				My breath caught. “Of course he is.” I brushed my hair out of my eyes. “So, with my mom, that’s at least two the Collector has in there. Do you know what Dennis’s power is? Anything we can use?”

				“He’s an aquaphile. He draws water. I don’t know that he’d be very useful to us, but I thought you should know. Be careful, Zoey. I won’t be far away, and I can get Darius in here pretty fast. Do not do anything stupid.”

				I smiled. “I never do anything stupid.”

				“Uh-huh.” He touched my face. “Give me a boost.” His kissed the top of my head and climbed on the woefully low toilet to shove at the door into the attic crawlspace. Once the way was clear, I helped him climb into the hole. He blew me a kiss and closed the door, leaving me alone.

				I fluffed my hair, fixed my lipstick and sealed the cracks in my questionable emotional walls. I wished with all my heart that what we were about to do could be accomplished through stealth, negotiation or magical alfalfa sprouts that would transport the bad guys to a satellite orbiting Pluto.

				“Pluto’s still a planet. I don’t care what they say,” I said under my breath on my way out of the bathroom.

				In the hallway, I turned a corner and walked straight into one of the Collector’s goons. He wasn’t standing at ease anymore, and he didn’t look at all sleepy or relaxed.

				“Ticket,” he said. His breath stank, as if he’d gargled with sewage and raw oysters. I kept my disgust from showing and handed him the invitation from my bag. He inspected it with his nose close to the woven paper to sniff the ink. His tongue protruded from between his lips and grazed across the surface. He grunted and handed the cooties-infected invitation back to me. “Enter.”

				As much as I wanted to run out the front door or duck my head and slink past him, I did neither. I threw my shoulders back, held my head high and refused to look at him again, as if he were beneath my notice. My insides quaked, but my outsides sauntered.

				Sara stood inside the sanctuary, ushering out the last of the catering and security staff. She grinned at me through clenched teeth. “Everything all right on your end?”

				I nodded. “Had to powder my nose. All set.”

				“The auction guests are downstairs in the old kitchen eating, drinking and discussing what they plan to buy. I saw one of the big guys take a plate of food out to the trailer. Guess the Collector was serious about those bacon-wrapped scallops. We’ll get the trays to the caterers tomorrow.”

				“If we live,” I said.

				She shrugged. “If not, then who cares where the trays go? Not our problem.”

				“True.”

				“You know I love you, Zoey.”

				“Love you too, Sara. Thanks for being here.”

				“It’s dangerous to go alone. Take one of me.” She grinned, and I smiled back.

				“Always.”

				“Still not your sidekick,” she said.

				“You will never be anybody’s sidekick.”

				“Damn straight.” She smoothed invisible creases down the sides of her dress. “Let’s do this.”

				Two goons walked past, escorting an older couple out the door. Alma bustled over, her hair sticking out on one side and her hands fluttering in agitation. “It’s almost time. I think those were the last of the non-auction guests.” Her head swiveled to scan the room. “She’ll be wanting to start in a few minutes. Do I look all right? Should I bring everyone upstairs? Why are you standing there? Shouldn’t you be doing something?”

				Sara smiled and patted the wayward strands of Alma’s hair, setting her straight. “You look fine. I think all our people are cleared out, so go ahead and lead everybody upstairs.”

				I peered out the door into the foyer. One dark guard stood at the front entrance, and another was stationed at the inner door. Two more strode through the hallway checking for stragglers. I couldn’t imagine they’d be so thorough as to check the crawl space above a toddler toilet, but my fingers crossed anyway.

				“I think they’re almost done doing a last check,” I said. “We should seat everyone.”

				Alma scurried off down the stairs to herd the masses. Sara and I were mostly alone while we waited, but Guido the Silent Hit Man lurked within hearing distance. We kept our mouths shut and tried to look casual yet eager. Terrified yet queasy would have been more natural, but sometimes you have to give people your lying face in order to get by.

				Guests wandered up the stairs from the basement pre-party in ones and twos toward the front of the stage, standing to mingle until they were told to sit. Most of the chairs had been removed, since we’d gone from an audience of three hundred to about thirty-five, and the runway portion of the stage had been detached and moved along the wall. Before packing up, the techie guys had dismantled all the flashy lights and booming sound equipment and left a single spotlight, a small speaker and a microphone. The place still looked impressive, but on a much smaller scale.

				Sara and I put our bags on the seats at the far left side of the room, nearest to the rear entrance that hid behind the curtains. The Collector would be entering from there, and since the tent was connected to that exit, we expected the cages to roll up the ramp and come through from there too.

				The crowd was a strange mixture of flashy, over-the-top eveningwear and conservative business suits. They stood in clusters talking in low murmurs. I took a few steps closer to hear better, but could only pick out every few words. Investment. Collection. Estate sale. Summer house.

				They fascinated me. Had I not known what they were there for, I wouldn’t have thought they were necessarily bad people. Mostly, they looked like your average rich folks. A little bored. A little pretentious. But not bad. Only, I knew why they were there. I had to hold my face in an intentional nondescript expression so my lip, of its own volition, wouldn’t curl up in disgust. They might think collecting Hidden was a hobby. I thought it was kidnapping and slavery.

				Two men separated a short distance from the rest, one in a tuxedo, the other in an old-fashioned double-breasted pinstripe and wingtip shoes. Tuxedo guy made wild hand gestures while Wingtips kept cool and murmured something that sounded like the word anachronism. Tuxedo nodded vigorously and offered Wingtips a stick of gum.

				I was sure at least some of the conversations going on around me would be fascinating if I could hear them properly. Snatching bits and pieces frustrated me. I nudged forward without realizing it until Sara grabbed my elbow and held me in place.

				“Don’t draw attention,” she said, barely moving her lips. “We’re here to blend.”

				I nodded and switched my focus to Alma. Oblivious to the rebellious hair that had decided to pop out again from the side of her head, she strode up the steps to the stage with the microphone clutched in her hands.

				She cleared her throat into the mic, which snapped everyone’s head her way. “Please take your seats, ladies and gentlemen. We’ll begin in a moment.” She beamed at them in her best politician smile. Any moment she might do a little parade-queen wave or leap off the stage to kiss a stray baby.

				Someone offstage must have signaled her, because she stepped behind the curtain on the left side of the stage and disappeared. From where we sat, I heard a man speaking to her in a low voice.

				Alma reappeared, looking flushed and excited. “Wonderful. Let’s begin!” Her eyes had a generous dose of crazy swirling around in them, and I worried she might pee herself in front of everyone. I kind of felt bad. She was such a pain in the ass, but she had no idea what she’d gotten herself into. And odds were excellent that I was about to ruin it all for her.

				I liked it better when I hated her. Feeling pity made my teeth hurt.

				Alma inhaled deeply and grinned like a jack-o’-lantern on a caffeine IV drip. “It is my greatest honor to welcome the Collector to our city. Many of you have attended one of her auctions before in other cities, but tonight we’ve been greatly blessed to be the first stop on her brand-new, expanded tour. Recent developments have made it possible for her to bring us an astounding list of merchandise.” She paused and looked offstage, then nodded. “I am humbled to present Madame Saskia van der Roos. The Collector!”

				I expected the crowd to go wild with the buildup, but all they gave was a polite golf clap. Apparently, not everyone was as enamored with the mysterious Collector as Alma was. Or maybe they all had more poise than she did. That was a strong possibility.

				The man whose voice I’d heard a moment before stepped from behind the curtain and took the microphone from Alma. I slumped in my seat, hoping he wouldn’t notice me. Jasper’s brother probably wouldn’t recognize my face. Then again, he’d had a supernatural connection to Jasper, one I’d even hijacked for a few moments.

				I don’t know why I hadn’t expected to see Horace tonight, but his presence took me by surprise. His platinum bowl cut was the same as his brother’s, as were the disturbingly pale, nearly translucent eyes. His white linen shirt hung loose and unbuttoned—which showcased the burn mark on his chest. The same burned C we’d seen appear on Jasper while we had him in my garage. Horace said nothing. He took the mic backstage, and a moment later, she glided out with it.

				From the gasps from the audience—including Sara—you’d think the Collector was the most beautiful creature on the planet. She had the same smooth platinum hair as her brothers, but hers fell straight down her back without a ripple or uncooperative hair out of place. The blue of her eyes was another shared family trait, yet hers were deeper, as if the faded color was not absent, but too far beneath the surface for us to see it without leaning close and diving into their depths. The fabric of her silver dress clung to her curves and fluttered around her ankles like floating sea grass. In one hand, she held the microphone. In the other, a long silver staff embedded with jewels and crowned by a glass ball that glowed with ethereal blue light.

				Frankly, I thought the whole getup was cheesy and over-the-top. Alma had told me that the Collector had a reputation for showmanship. She definitely had that going for her. The Collector couldn’t have been flashier if she’d roller-skated on stage with a flaming Hula-Hoop around her waist and a Bengal tiger on a leash.

				She was beautiful, elegant and larger than life. What surprised me was that she wasn’t the least bit scary. And that somehow scared me worse.

				When she spoke, her voice was deep and husky. She belonged in a 1930s nightclub draped across a shiny black piano while a saxophone crooned behind her.

				“Thank you for the lovely introduction, Alma. I’m so glad to be here,” she said.

				Alma glowed and shifted in her seat.

				“I hope everyone is ready for a magic-filled evening.” The Collector smiled at the audience and nodded at her brother offstage. “Let’s get started, shall we?”

				Horace carried out a small glass container, and one of the muscled guys came behind him with a waist-high pedestal. Horace placed the container on it, and both men departed.

				Since we all had front row seats, we had no trouble seeing what was inside the tank. The water sprite I’d noticed earlier languishing in a shallow dish of water was now fully immersed and looking as healthy as any captive could. Her color was better, and her hair shone green in the stage lighting. Her tiny hands pressed at the glass as she scanned the audience with frightened eyes.

				A hairline crack formed on the inside of my barriers. I had to get a grip before any more cages came out, or I’d never make it through this night. The Collector didn’t give a name to the water sprite, but I could: Layla. I’d bet my favorite zombie high heels this was the missing sister of the sprites from my bathroom sink.

				The Collector tapped the tank with her ostentatious sparkle stick. “First up, we have a lovely freshwater sprite from the Pacific Northwest. In excellent health, but perfectly tamed. She’ll make a lovely edition to any freshwater aquarium. Shall we start the bidding at five thousand dollars?”

				There was a moment of silence when I thought no one would bid, then a thin woman draped in pearls lifted her arm. “Five thousand.”

				A balding man in an ill-fitting toupee shot his hand in the air. “Six.”

				Pearls shrugged, and the rest of the room remained silent. Apparently, high-end aquariums were not their thing. Toupee got off cheap for six thousand dollars.

				Horace swept in with an iron cage full of fairies and left with the sprite tank. Alma, eager to replace her supply of garden decorations, took the starting bid at fourteen thousand for a cage of half a dozen. Toupee offered fifteen. Alma glared at him and bid sixteen. No one else dared cross her, and Alma took the lot.

				The auction moved faster than I expected, with Horace and a goon or two shuffling cages of misery on and off the stage.

				Not everything sold. It might seem like a thrill to own your very own unicorn, but nobody seemed interested in spending half a million on an exotic animal that would turn a rusty brown and lose its horn if touched by nonvirgin-human hands. A pair of swamp bogeys, squatting in a tank of mud, caused people to actually look away. And a talking squirrel might be interesting at first, but the novelty wore off before the Collector had even finished her opening spiel.

				A shadow high up the wall caught my attention. It came from an alcove used in the past for baptisms. Long bony fingers slid over the window ledge, then receded in the darkness. Two yellow eyes blinked. I looked away so as not to draw attention to Maurice’s hiding place. He must have escaped from his cage and found his way up the stairs to the baptismal.

				I made eye contact with Sara, and she gave me a slow nod. She’d seen him too.

				The Collector moved farther to the right of the stage. “Next we have something truly unique.”

				A rumbling sound came from behind the curtain as an enormous cage rolled across the floor. Iris paced inside, rattling the bars and taking surreptitious peeks toward the baptismal. A flash of pale skin signaled from above the Collectors head as Maurice gave the “okay” sign with his fingers. The hand disappeared, and Iris howled.

				I prayed that meant they’d managed to get Iris’s cage unlocked. There was a lot of muscle inside protecting the Collector and her investments. The only muscle we had was outside on the roof. Not that I was knocking Riley or Maurice, but neither was a match for the creepy security thugs.

				The Collector brandished her big silver stick and waved it at Iris. “This, my friends, is a skunk-ape. Yes, I know what you’re thinking—it looks like a Sasquatch. I assure you, it’s not, though I understand they’re related. Skunk-apes live in the swamps of Florida and South Carolina, and they’re known for their dreadful smell.”

				Pearls clutched herself and wrinkled her nose in disgust.

				The Collector smiled. “But this one is the rarest of rarities, a skunk-ape that smells like flowers.” She snapped her fingers, and Horace scuttled across the floor to her. He handed her a silk handkerchief and held her staff to free up one of her hands. She stuck the cloth between the metal bars and rubbed it across Iris’s arm, then bent forward to hand the handkerchief to Tuxedo. “Go ahead. Smell it.”

				Tuxedo took a whiff and, eyebrows raised, passed the cloth to Wingtips. Wingtips passed it along to Pearls without smelling it. I supposed he wasn’t interested in acquiring a perfumed skunk-ape.

				The Collector stood watching the audience’s reaction, her back to the cage, far closer to the bars than I thought was wise.

				Maurice’s hand made a signal from his alcove, and Iris threw the door open, hitting the Collector and sending her sprawling into the audience.

				Iris roared a guttural roar I’d never heard before. It reverberated through the church and crashed around us. If I didn’t know him, I would have been terrified.

				But I did know him. And the sound filled me with joy. Iris was free. And somehow, we were going to kick this bitch’s ass.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty-Five

				The screaming from the audience was immediate. I couldn’t blame them, really. All these rich people were lined up in a row, and a rampaging, hairy Bigfoot-looking thing was free and charging across the stage.

				Everything happened at once. Patrons panicked and fled for the exits, trampling each other. Three muscle guys swarmed Iris, who pummeled them and sent one flying off the stage. Alma, hair spiking off to the side and hands fluttering, backed up into a corner and stayed there with wide, terrified eyes.

				Maurice galumphed onto the stage, at least three feet taller and four times more muscular than usual. Bumps and ridges covered his face, and his teeth protruded from his lower jaw. I feared for him as he tore at one of the Collector’s men. He looked terrifying, but I knew it was an illusion.

				Behind us, five more security guys spilled into the room, followed by Riley and Darius. The guards had no elegance to their moves. They relied on the power of size and brutish strength. One struck Darius in the jaw, sending him reeling. Another picked up Riley and hurled him through the air and into the wall. I swallowed a scream before Riley shook it off and headed back into the fray.

				The Collector’s face was no longer beautiful. Anger and hate had etched lines around her mouth, and her eyes glowed with a blue light. She climbed the steps and grabbed her silver stick from her brother. Horace stood helpless, terrified of her. And with good reason.

				“How the hell did he get out?” She screamed at him, her face inches from his. Spittle flecked his cheeks. She swung the staff and hit him in the side of the head. Horace went down, bleeding. I didn’t see him get up.

				The curtain rustled near us, and Kam slid down from the stage clutching the ugly orange vase. “We got as many cages open as we could without getting caught,” she said.

				A huge lumpy thing on two legs lumbered onto the stage and took out the man Maurice had been fighting—and losing to.

				“What the hell is that?” I asked.

				Kam handed me the vase. “Bridge troll.”

				“Stop!” the Collector yelled, and slammed her staff into the floor. The gaudy blue ball at the top brightened and filled the room with buzzing light.

				Beyond all reason, everyone in the room halted in their tracks and dropped their arms to their sides. Every last one of them, Hidden and human alike relaxed into an eerie, dreamy smile.

				I glanced at Kam and Sara. Their dazed expressions were the same as everyone else’s. I craned my neck and saw Riley and Darius in the same condition.

				The Collector pointed her blue light at Iris. “You,” she said. “In the cage.”

				He moved to comply, his lips turned up and his eyes glazed.

				“And the two of you as well.” She pointed the light at Maurice and the bridge troll. They shuffled toward the cage.

				My stomach tightened.

				Apparently, I was the only one in the room not affected by this bitch’s poisonous magic. The only one. A human woman whose single power lay in her ability to read emotions, and even that had to be blocked off for my own protection. Hell, my triple-strong barrier was probably what was keeping me safe. What was I supposed to do? Climb up on the stage and scratch the Collector’s eyes out?

				I scowled. If that was what it took, yeah.

				I took a step toward the stairs, my eyes fixed on her. And then I remembered. I wasn’t just a frail human woman.

				I was the fucking Aegis. The only functioning Aegis in the country, since the rest were likely manacled in the tent. And these people were in my care. Every last one of them. Even the humans, as far as I was concerned.

				I set Kam’s bottle on my chair, narrowed my eyes and strode up the stairs. The bitch didn’t notice me at first. Her attention was focused on rounding up the stray Hidden heading for the cramped quarters of a cage.

				I reached for my Aegis strength and looked. I saw.

				The light from her bauble spread through the room in delicate threads, touching each person in the center of the forehead. With my Aegis-induced vision, the room looked like an enormous spider web, connecting everyone together and tying them to the source of the light. The threads themselves had a hypnotic quality. I shook it off.

				She caught my movement from the corner of her eye and swung to face me, waving her tacky light bulb. “Stop!” she said again and pounded the floor.

				“No.” My voice was cool and detached. I reached inside and gathered the strength that every Aegis through time must have possessed.

				“Let them all go, Collector. They don’t belong to you. No one belongs to you.”

				I took the power I’d mustered within and flung it toward her with everything I had. As the pulse of power slammed through each of my barriers, it shattered them, the shards flying out into the next barrier like ripples on the surface of a pond.

				With my barriers gone, I became part of the web she had woven. No. Not part of it. I was the web. The burst of power I’d sent out caught the Collector off balance and she lowered her staff for a moment. When she did, the focal point of the web shifted from the staff to me, and I radiated love and compassion, spreading it through the room to everyone present. I felt each bond reroute from her to me, and one by one, I cast off the lines, allowing the people to go free.

				Until the only connection remaining was between me and the glowing ball at the top of a tacky overdecorated staff. For a few seconds, I felt the Collector in my head, as I had when she’d overwhelmed me in my search for Iris. The volume of her emotions amplified, becoming a keening, mind-paralyzing cry. With the back of my hand, I wiped away the thin trickle of blood from my nose.

				Sensing the emotions of others is not all an empath can do. On a few occasions, I’d caused others to feel what I was feeling instead. This time, I chose a new tactic.

				I imagined a single wall in front of me with a reflective surface facing out. All the amplified emotional noise that caused me excruciating pain and a nosebleed bounced off the wall and returned to the Collector. I mirrored her emotions back to her.

				The glass ball at the end of the Collector’s staff exploded, and she flung her arm over her face for protection.

				The blast of energy threw her backward into the side of the cage, and her eyes widened with disbelief. Iris reached for her, his usually grinning mouth in a grimace.

				Movement resumed around me, but now my barriers were down. I stood in the middle of the fight, naked of any protection.

				Fear.

				Anger.

				Hate.

				Greed.

				I stumbled my way to the edge of the stage, but the emotions overwhelmed me. I couldn’t find the stairs. One of the security guys grabbed for me, and I stepped back, nearly tripping down the steps. He reached again, and his back arched. He fell over, twitching with his teeth clenched.

				Sara stood over him, grinning. “I’ve been wanting to use this Taser for so long.”

				Kam took my elbow and led me down the stairs to get us out of immediate danger. “Put your walls up, Aegis,” Kam said. “You have to protect yourself. And I need you.”

				She was right. I should have put a barrier up immediately after the ball shattered, but the emotional influx had been too much for me to think. I took a moment to calm my thoughts and rebuild my barriers. My head cleared.

				The Collector’s security had rallied. Our guys kept knocking them down, but they kept getting up.

				Riley and Darius hadn’t made it far into the room.

				“I called for help,” Kam said.

				I frowned and ducked as a shoe flew past my head. So far, we’d gone unnoticed as long as we were off the stage. I didn’t know how long that would last. “Who did you call? Nobody helpful has a phone.”

				Her face creased in worry. “I...I don’t know. I didn’t have enough juice to direct the cry. I just sent out an SOS. into the world. Hopefully, somebody big will hear and come help.”

				“Juice? You had juice and you used it up?” She’d been saving her magic. Without a full charge, she couldn’t get home. Then again, if we all died here, she wouldn’t get home anyway.

				“There wasn’t much. Now I need your help,” she said. Her words rushed together at a frantic speed. She shoved the bottle in my hands. Her attention flicked across the room at the man I’d seen earlier with the wingtip shoes. He leaned against the wall with his arms folded, watching Darius snap a guard’s neck. The guard fell to the ground, lay still for maybe three seconds, then climbed to his feet, cracking his neck into place.

				Wingtips stood impassive, taking it in. The other guests had fled. Only he and Alma remained, and she hadn’t moved from her corner. So many clusters of activity sprinkled the space, his attention had not yet landed on three women alone on the other side of the room. My fingers felt cold. Wingtips had to be Kam’s master, judging by the fear I saw in her eyes.

				I clutched the vase against my chest. “Kamaraminya Umutxipil Divna,” I said.

				She smiled and nodded in encouragement.

				“Kamaraminya Umutxipil Divna. Kamaramin—”

				Maurice flew backward off the stage and slammed into me. The vase went flying. We watching it flip over our heads in slow motion, yet it was far too fast for us to catch. Sara almost got it, but it slipped from her reach and hit the corner of the stage.

				It shattered into a million fragments.

				Maurice, faster than my eye could follow even when he was cooking, had returned to the stage and slammed his fist into a guard’s kidney before the vase landed.

				Kam stared at the broken glass in horror. “I’m sorry, Zoey. I have to get out of here. I’ll call you from wherever I end up to make sure you’re okay. I have to go.” She turned toward the door.

				“Thief!” Wingtips must’ve seen or heard the vase break. Something drew his attention. He strode toward us, digging in his pocket.

				Kam stepped away from us on shaky legs.

				I had the words. I’d practiced. We could beat him at this, if we only had a clean vessel. I spun around, looking for something. Anything.

				Sara shoved her phone in my hand. “Here,” she said.

				I tried to hand it back to her. “It’s too late. No one can get here with another vase in time. He’s coming.”

				“I deleted all the text messages,” she said. “It’s clean. Put her in.”

				Wingtips pulled out a small music box from inside his jacket.

				I was almost out of time. I held out Sara’s phone, not at all sure it would work. “Kamaraminya Umutxipil Divna. Kamaraminya Umutxipil Divna. Kamaraminya Umutxipil Divna.”

				I heard the same words coming from Wingtips, but he finished at least a second or two after I did. Kam disappeared, and by the look on Wingtips’ face, I could tell that I’d won. Ownership had been transferred to me.

				Kam was safe.

				“How dare you?” he said, scowling. “That djinn is my property, and has been for centuries.”

				I pressed my lips together in a tight line, so angry, I had no words.

				Sara had no words either. She could never get me to go to the gym with her, but that didn’t stop her from going. She took two strides forward and punched him in the stomach. The air whooshed out of his lungs and he bent in half. Her fist connected with his jaw, and he went down. I decided then and there to start going to kickboxing classes with her.

				Wingtips lay at our feet, unconscious. He had owned a djinn who kept him alive for hundreds of years. The transfer of ownership left him bereft of that magic, and his body shriveled and aged at an alarming rate before turning to dust. He was lucky he hadn’t been awake for it. It was a shame Kam couldn’t see it.

				“Kamaraminya Umutxipil Divna,” I whispered.

				Kam appeared before us, tears streaming down her face. She hugged me and sniffled in my ear. When she saw the pile of dust on the floor in the shape of a man, she scowled. Her tears evaporated, and flames erupted in her pupils. “Bastard.” She ground her heel in the dust, then turned her back on it and hugged Sara.

				The noises around us increased, and we looked up from our private battle to see what was happening around us.

				The number of guards had doubled. There had to be at least thirty of them now. The Collector stood away from the action, watching. Creatures of all shapes and sizes fought for their freedom. Goblins and gargoyles, trolls and fairies, all poured onto the stage and fought the increasing numbers of guards. Many had joined with Riley and Darius by the door. At the moment, Kam, Sara and I were on the outskirts of the fracas, but with each wave of guards, the battles spread closer.

				The situation was hopeless. No matter how many guards we took out, more appeared, and the ones we beat down got up again.

				The stage was so full, I could barely make out individuals anymore. Maurice’s head bobbed up, and blood covered the side of his face. The crowd swallowed him in a mass of fists and elbows.

				Iris appeared at the edge of the throng, and it looked like one of his arms wasn’t bent right. He held it close to his body and disappeared into the mix.

				On the other side of the room, Riley’s pace was slower. He was human. He shouldn’t have been fighting these things at all. The apparently immortal guards were twice his size. Darius kept close to him for protection. One of his moth wings hung limp with a jagged tear in it.

				My attention was so intent on Riley and Darius, I didn’t realize the danger I was in.

				“Watch out!” Kam yanked me away as the Collector’s staff came down. The metal stick missed my head by an inch.

				Sara took a swing at the Collector, but the woman was spry, and the punch never connected.

				The Collector howled, regrouped and grabbed my neck with clawed hands.

				“How did you slip past me?” she said. Her eyes rolled in her head as she squeezed. “I snatched all of the Aegises. Where did you come from?” She shook me by the neck, demanding answers I couldn’t give even if I’d wanted to.

				Kam and Sara tried to come to my aid, but two guards appeared out of nowhere and held them from behind.

				I shoved at the Collector, but her grip was tight. She squeezed. Her nails dug into my skin, and her fingers cut off my oxygen. I beat at her with feeble hands, but I needed air. My vision sparkled with tiny lights.

				My knees refused to lock in place. The only thing holding me up was a pair of icy taloned hands around my throat. I wanted to tell Sara I was sorry I’d dragged her into this. The rest of my friends were part of the Hidden world, but Sara could have stayed out of it.

				As my world went gray around the edges, the room exploded. Bits of glass sprayed down from the stained-glass window. A deafening screech echoed and reverberated against the walls. An enormous bird flew through the gaping hole and commanded the room with its presence.

				And then the hands tore away from my throat and I could breathe. I bent over, choking, and sucked in great gasps of air, filling my lungs to capacity. The darkness receded and my vision cleared.

				Colored glass crunched under everyone’s feet. Through the broken window, I spotted Edgar the thunderbird flying off with a limp Collector clutched in his claws. The darkness of night swallowed them, and one last screech sounded in the distance before they were gone.

				All around us, the fighting stopped. It wasn’t because the guards gave up or fell over. They simply ceased to be. Whatever the Collector had done to create them must no longer have worked. The guards disappeared with her.

				Darius climbed the stairs and retrieved the broken staff. He prodded it with his fingers and pulled something loose, then made his way over to us.

				Riley joined us, and Darius handed him the object he’d found. They exchanged a look of surprise and horror.

				“What?” I asked.

				Riley held up a black stone, much like the one in his reaper ring. “This.”

				So, this was how she’d controlled people. And this was what gave her the ability to somehow reach from a distance and grab for Jasper’s soul.

				I looked around the room at the injured people and damaged room. “Her guards.”

				Darius nodded. “She’s been stealing souls and forcing them to take that form and function.”

				Riley looked green, and I worried he was going to be sick.

				“You guys could do that?” I asked.

				“To some degree,” Darius said. “She must have had some power of her own to harness the stone this way.”

				Riley folded his fingers around the stone and didn’t say anything. I touched a bruise on his face, and he put his arm around me.

				It was over. Hidden moved in a daze, brushing glass from their bodies and regaining their bearings. Iris and Maurice helped the creatures around them get up until everyone who was alive had made it down the stairs and away from the carnage. Only the two of them remained onstage, standing across from one another.

				They turned to face me, both grinning, despite their injuries. Maybe we hadn’t saved the world, but an awful lot of families would be reunited tonight.

				They didn’t see the movement behind them. Kam and Sara were busy tending to the injured. Riley and Darius were talking together, heads bowed. Everyone’s attention was elsewhere.

				No one else saw Horace stir and rise on one elbow, his face devoid of emotion.

				No one could see the gun he slipped from his jacket but me.

				His hand shook as he pointed it at Maurice.

				“No!” I screamed and ran forward.

				I heard the gun cock, and Maurice spun to face Horace. My Aegis sight kicked in, and I shoved at Horace with all my power.

				But a gun was not magic. A gun didn’t run on supernatural energy. A gun was a physical object, and I had no effect on it.

				In that fraction of a moment when all time stopped, Iris’s eyes met mine. His lips turned up in their familiar grin, though the smile couldn’t overcome the sadness in his liquid brown eyes.

				The shot fired, and I screamed.

				In that last second, before the bullet could rip through Maurice’s chest, Iris acted as a true bodyguard. A true brother. He leaped sideways and blocked Maurice with his own body. I watched in horror as one friend took a bullet for another, and Iris crashed to the ground, limp.

				Horace turned the gun on himself and fired a second time into his own mouth, splattering blood and bits of flesh on the wall behind him.

				I don’t remember climbing the steps to the stage. I may have crawled over the side. I found glass embedded in my knees later. I only remember kneeling over Iris, sobbing, and trying to stanch the flow of blood with my hands. I could still see with my Aegis powers, and I knew the bullet had gone straight into his heart. I tried to keep him from bleeding out anyway.

				Maurice pulled my hands away. “Zoey,” he said. Tears flowed down his face. “Zoey, he’s gone.”

				“No,” I said. “No, he’s still bleeding. We can save him.”

				“Zoey.” Riley knelt beside me and smoothed his hand over my back. “Let me take him. He’s gone.”

				I nodded my head and wiped my nose with the back of my hand. I had to let go and allow the reaper to do his job. Though he took humans for a living, Hidden and animals were allowed when necessary. I didn’t want Iris to suffer.

				Riley leaned forward and held his reaper ring close to Iris’s mouth.

				I grabbed Riley’s hand and pushed it away. “Wait.” I stood up. “Just wait. It’s not too late. Don’t do anything yet.”

				I took off running out the side exit and down the covered walkway to the tent. My mother was a necrofoil. My heart fluttered with hope. This was what she did. She beat back death so help could arrive.

				My mother could fix Iris. She could make him better. Then we could all go home.

				Dennis was not sitting at the table when I arrived. The cages stood empty, their doors open wide.

				“Mom!” I ran through the rows calling for her. “Mom!”

				I didn’t find anyone, either Hidden or human. All the captured Aegises were gone. I ran and called until I was out of breath. “Clara? Where are you?”

				At the far corner of the tent, between two barrels, I found a set of manacles.

				They were locked around the legs of a nearly life-sized Raggedy Ann doll. A pin held a note to the doll’s pinafore. The letters were scrawled in red crayon.

				She’s my mommy now. Come and find us, Aegis. Let’s play!

				I covered my face with my hands and sobbed. Gentle hands turned me around, and I buried my face in a hard chest. My shoulders shook.

				“I lost her again,” I said, choking out the words. “I didn’t even get to talk to her. And Iris isn’t coming back either.” I cried great heaving tears of self-pity and despair. I cried until my tears ran dry, and my voice was nearly gone. Between the crying and nearly choking to death earlier, the best I could muster was a whisper. “I almost had her.”

				Hands pulled me away from the fabric I’d drenched, and I saw that it was Darius I’d been crying on for ten minutes. “I know, Aegis. But we’ll find her. I’ve been searching for two years. I’m not going to stop now.”

				I nodded and picked up the doll with the note. The legs fell free from the loose manacles. “Let’s go,” I whispered. “I don’t want to be here anymore.”

				We walked together through the empty maze of cages in silence.

				As we reached the far end of the tent, Darius finally spoke, his voice thick with grief. “It’s my fault,” he said. “I should have come in after her.”

				I shook my head. “We needed you out there. We couldn’t have planned for another kidnapping. That’s stupid. She should have been safe back here away from all the fighting.”

				He stopped at the entrance, his red eyes flashing in the darkness of his face. “I didn’t even get to see her.”

				I placed my hand in his, and we walked together through the covered corridor into the church. Riley and Maurice sat on the stage next to Iris’s body, their faces hopeful. Sara and Kam had been helping to splint the harpy’s leg. Sara looked up at me when I came in, and I shook my head. Her brows knitted in concern.

				Maurice rose to his feet, his large yellow eyes brimming with trust and anticipation. “Where’s Clara?”

				My eyes filled with tears again and my voice caught. “Gone.”

				“What?” Riley started to get up.

				I shook my head. “I’ll explain later. Just...just please take care of Iris, okay? I don’t want him stuck.”

				I brushed away my tears and held my head up. There was too much to do, and Iris wouldn’t want me to stand here blubbering.

				Riley held his ring over Iris’s mouth and pulled gently.

				A cloud of brilliant glittering white seeped from between the skunk-ape’s lips. It grew and coalesced from a fluffy cloud to the shape and size of my beloved bodyguard.

				For a moment, Iris’s face looked back at me. His mouth drew up into his familiar grin, and his hands stuck out in a double thumbs-up.

				A sob escaped from me as I smiled through my tears. He waved, and we all waved back before he melted and disappeared into the stone in Riley’s ring.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty-Six

				I had one last thing to do before I could leave the place behind. I picked my way through glass to the far side of the room and stared with empty eyes at the quivering woman huddled against the wall.

				“Get up, Alma,” I said. My voice was hoarse and raspy.

				One side of her hair stuck flat to her head. The other poked out in disarray. It took her a moment to focus on me. “It’s all ruined,” she said in a quiet, shaky voice.

				“Get up.” I had no patience left.

				Alma must’ve heard the steel in my voice. She uncurled from her near-fetal position and struggled to her feet. “She left without a word.” Alma peered around, as if the Collector might be socializing somewhere in the room. “I worked so hard.” Her eyes welled with tears. “She didn’t even thank me.”

				“Snap out of it, Alma. Did you miss the army of dead guys? Did you not see her try to kill me? A freaking thunderbird flew in and tore her off of me. Pull your shit together, Alma. You’ve got a hell of a mess to clean up before the cops get here and demand answers I doubt you’re ready to give.”

				She blinked at me with round, wide eyes. I waited for her head to spin around like an owl’s but it didn’t move. “The police were told not to come tonight.”

				“Of course they were. Money can make anything happen, can’t it?”

				She blinked at my sarcasm. “You can’t talk to me like that. I think you’ve forgotten who I am, Miss Donovan.”

				My eyes narrowed. “Let’s be perfectly clear here, Councilwoman Dickson. You brought that woman to my town. She kidnapped my friends. One of them died tonight. Maybe you don’t think these creatures fall under the law, but guess what, you stupid bitch. There’s a whole world you don’t know about. A world where these creatures have families and jobs and laws of their own. In the big scheme of things, you’re nothing.” I was on a roll. And if she wasn’t going to acknowledge the Hidden as people, at least she had to feel something for her own people. “The Collector had human slaves back there too. Quite a few of them. Care to explain that to the police you paid off?”

				Alma took a step away from me and bumped against the wall. “I...I didn’t know.”

				“There’s a whole lot you don’t know. I’ve had enough of you throwing your weight around. I am the protector of all these creatures.” I tapped her breastbone with my finger. “At the end of the day, I outrank you.”

				She frowned, and a little of her old backbone tried to assert itself. “You do not outrank me. You’re a nobody.”

				“Here’s what’s going to happen, Alma.” I took a step toward her and brought my face close to hers. “You’re going to find a way to clean up this mess. You’re going to hand over the guest list from this horrendous auction so I can start looking for imprisoned creatures to set free. When you get home tonight, there will be someone waiting there to escort all the fairies to where they belong. You will open the doors and let them return to their families. I know how many you’re keeping there, and so will the creature I send to fetch them. It’s not in your best interest to try to trick him. And you will never, ever interfere with my business or my people again.”

				I could see in her eyes that she was afraid. She still had some fight left in her, though. “And what if I don’t? I could report you to the police and have you locked up, if nothing else, for the destruction of private property. That stained-glass window alone will make it a felony.”

				I smiled, but it felt more like a grimace. “Try it, sister. How did you fund this little private soiree? Hmm? If I brought it to the attention of the media, do you think they might find out you siphoned money from the funds intended for the charity event? What else might they find in those records?”

				Her face paled. “You wouldn’t.”

				I shrugged and stepped away from her. “If that doesn’t work, I’ve got a widowed yeti who might want to have some time alone with you to discuss your role in her loss.”

				“Are you threatening me with physical violence?”

				“I’m advising you to clean up your mess and get your head out of your ass. The world is much bigger than your tiny corner of it. And it’s my corner you’ve been trashing.”

				“Who are you? You’re just a wedding planner.”

				I turned to walk away from her, then looked over my shoulder. “I’m the goddamned Aegis, Alma.”

				I strode away with my head held high, knowing she’d do what she was told. I had a feeling nobody would have much trouble with her anymore.

				I’m not sure how we managed to get everyone home that night. Someone—I think it was Sara—called Andrew, and he was there in minutes to help. His boyfriend, Daniel, came with him, which might have surprised me if I hadn’t been so empty and incapable of feeling anything at all by that point. He didn’t seem shocked by what he saw. He didn’t run for the hills as Andrew had worried he might. He rolled with it, and he was a huge help.

				They wrapped Iris in the curtain material I’d picked out for its subtle metallic sheen, and placed him in the back of my SUV. There was enough curtain material and tablecloth left to wrap the rest of our dead in, too. I regretted having called my car a monster hearse. I vowed that from then on, I would always call it Mabel, as Maurice had originally done.

				Some of the larger Hidden, like the unicorn, made the trip on their own.

				Between the humans, we had several cars, but we had to make more than one trip to transport both the living and the dead.

				The living far outnumbered the dead. That had to count for something.

				The rest of the night was a blur of images, both wonderful and too horrible to want to remember. I remembered anyway.

				Tashi’s face when she realized we’d brought home Iris’s body, but not Iris. Rene’s face when she identified her dead husband, Albert. Janey and Toby’s tears when they learned their papa hadn’t made it. I’d made too many promises. I couldn’t keep them all.

				Some memories were ones I wanted to keep. The reunion of the water sprites with their sister. The joy of a unicorn running free through my woods.

				In an unexpected turn, the harpy we rescued was Vi’s aunt Fiona. They cried and embraced, and we learned that Fiona had gone looking for runaway Vi. Jasper and Horace had nabbed Fiona outside of Modesto. Now the two harpies could go home together, and Vi could work out her problems with her folks.

				I slept through the next day. Riley stayed beside me and cradled me in his arms every time I awoke crying.

				Andrew and Daniel stayed for two days. They tended the wounded the best they could, and Andrew poured tea down my throat until I could speak properly again.

				And they stayed for the funeral.

				If it had been left to me, I probably would have buried Iris in the woods, said a few solemn words and placed a headstone so I could come out and put his favorite flowers on it sometimes.

				But it wasn’t left to me, and I was glad.

				In fairy folklore for generations to come, they would tell stories of Iris, the hero who gave his life to save a tribe of fairies. The fairies led us in a solemn procession into the woods, not far from where Tashi now lived alone in the nest Iris had built for her.

				The fairies, who had gathered in the hundreds, carried Iris themselves. His body rested in a cradle of tightly woven leaves, and hundreds of tiny hands shared the burden. They set him down in the dark woods and waited as the rest of us followed and gathered around.

				A small group broke off from the rest and brought a wreath of flowers to Tashi. They placed it on her head with all the reverence of a coronation, then rejoined the gathered tribes.

				A fairy with a crooked wing flitted down on Iris’s still chest. She made broad gestures with her hands, and I heard sounds like tiny bells, but couldn’t understand what she said.

				Aggie stood next to me, sniffling into a wad of tissues. Molly sat on her shoulder and translated for us in a quiet, solemn voice. “She is telling his story. About how he saved her and many others from capture and then was captured himself. And they are celebrating Tashi as a hero as well and honoring the sacrifice of her mate.”

				Riley stood behind me with his hand resting on my waist. He couldn’t stand beside me, because Maurice was there, so grief stricken, I had to hold him upright. He said nothing. He didn’t cry. I think maybe he’d already shed every tear he had. His shoulders slumped, as if sadness, and perhaps guilt, weighed so heavily on him that he needed help to carry it all.

				I understood. I shared his grief and guilt. Iris would just as easily have sacrificed himself for me under other circumstances.

				The bells stopped after a while, and the fairies formed a circle around Iris and Tashi. At a gesture from the storyteller in the center, they began to sing—quiet at first, but louder as the song continued. As they sang, their bodies glowed in a rainbow of colors. The louder the song, the brighter the glow. Each fairy emitted a different color or shade of light, and as the song reached its peak, the lights grew so bright, they blended together and became the most beautiful, pure white I’d ever seen.

				I had to close my eyes, the light was so dazzling. The song ended, and I opened my eyes.

				The fairies had gone. Where Iris had been, a mound of earth had risen, covered in moss and ringed by tiny red-and-white mushrooms. Tashi stood over the mound, the corners of her mouth turned up in a quiet, peaceful smile.

				A soft rustling shook the trees, and five creatures stepped into the clearing. They looked similar to Iris, with their soft fur and brown eyes. Their musky odor was strong, but no more or less offensive than the musk of a skunk.

				Together, they stepped toward Tashi, and the largest held out his large hands. She placed her smaller white-furred hands in his palms. They spoke in grunts and chuffs, each of the skunk-apes taking Tashi’s hands and having a few words. Then the largest returned and presented her with a necklace of what appeared to be woven Spanish moss.

				Tashi chuffed and bowed to him, and the skunk-apes backed into the trees and disappeared.

				I didn’t need Molly to translate for me. In life, Iris had been banished from his tribe. In death, he was mourned, and his mate made part of the tribe.

				Maurice choked, and I glanced at him. His eyes were wide and focused on the grave. I turned to see what held his attention.

				In the center of the fairy mound where Iris had been laid to rest, a plant grew. As I watched, a single flower lifted its head and stood guard over my friend.

				I brushed away a tear. A purple iris for our friend. Iris would always have his favorite flower with him.

				* * *

				With the threat gone and families reunited, my home emptied over the next few weeks. Many stayed until their wounds healed enough to travel, and some left in a hurry to return to worried relatives.

				We held several funerals during that time, including one for Albert, Rene’s husband. I will have to live forever with a picture seared in my memory of Janey and Toby standing over their father’s grave with Lulu by their side. I failed them. I found their mama by sheer accident, and I didn’t save their papa.

				A caravan of Hidden left after about a week. Rene and the kids went with them.

				Toby wiggled with anticipation of the coming adventure. The trip out here had been difficult, but this time they had Rene, a host of other Hidden returning to their homes, and Lulu. She was their dog now, and she would keep them safe.

				Janey nudged her glasses with her finger and regarded me with her serious little face. “We want you to have this,” she said, shoving their Cycle Pedia of the Hidden into my hands.

				I knelt down to their level and took the book from her, blinking back tears. I’d cried enough in the last few weeks. Goodbyes were always hard for me, but this was a happy goodbye. They were going home.

				“Thank you. I’m sure I’ll use it every day, and I’ll think of the two of you every time I do.”

				They both threw their arms around my neck and hugged me. They smelled like sunshine, Maurice’s cookies and a little like wet hellhound. I held them until Toby started to squirm, then let them go. Lulu barked and licked the side of my face. I laughed and stood up.

				“My turn,” Maurice said. He gave each kid a squeeze, then kissed Rene’s cheek. Kam stood next to him, holding a stack of plastic storage containers. Maurice took them from her and handed them to Rene. “Three dozen cookies, a batch of brownies and an apple pie in the big container at the bottom. That should get you home.”

				She smiled and placed the containers in a huge basket at her feet. She turned to me with her arms outstretched. “Thank you for everything, Aegis. You’ve given me my life and kept my children safe. I will always be grateful.”

				I bent and hugged her without saying a word. Yes, I’d put most of her family back together, but they were going home one family member short.

				“I don’t blame you,” she whispered in my ear. “Celebrate your victories, don’t dwell on your losses.”

				A wise woman, indeed.

				The caravan left through the woods toward nightfall. They would stay away from roads and crowded places and travel mostly in the dark. As they traveled east, their numbers would grow smaller until the last creatures made it to the Northeast.

				My heart hurt to see so many go, but it also warmed to see so many happy, hopeful faces returning to their homes.

				Of course, not everyone left. I was the only functioning Aegis in the country. Though the danger of the Collector was gone, everyday injuries and personal problems still existed. We decided to leave the tents and the protective time bubble in the backyard, at least until we tracked down whoever now had custody of my mother and the other Aegises.

				We’d figure it out. Together, we could do anything.

				Stragglers left in dribs and drabs over the next few days. Eventually, Kam had to leave too.

				“I’ll be back,” she said. “Don’t make that face.”

				“What face? I don’t have a face.” I did my best to wipe the dismay away and rearrange my expression into something neutral.

				Darius had agreed to take Kam to headquarters with him to talk with Bernice. Riley hadn’t been thrilled with the idea of Kam becoming a freelance soul catcher, but she did need to start a new life of her own. And there was a stolen soul-collecting stone they needed to return.

				I drove them to the airport in the early morning. During the day, they could both pass as human, and Kansas wasn’t that long a flight.

				“I can’t live off of you for the next year while my magic charges,” Kam said. “I need to get a job so I can buy clothes.” She plucked at the tight Mickey Mouse T-shirt clinging to her chest. “Yours don’t fit so well.”

				More hugs followed, along with more tears, because hell, I was an empath. Emotions were my specialty. If I couldn’t cry when people I loved said goodbye, I’d dissolve into a puddle of ectoplasm.

				Darius hugged me too. “We’ll find Clara,” he said. “You have my word.”

				I didn’t stay to watch their plane leave. I’d come alone, and standing by myself in an airport seemed like the loneliest place to be after all the hustle of a small house filled with people.

				When I came back from the airport, the kitchen was in disarray with breakfast dishes left on the table and pancake batter dripping from a mixing bowl on the counter. Maurice wasn’t anywhere in the house.

				I wandered from room to room calling him. I went outside and through the invisible bubble in the yard.

				Tents stood vacant, and cold fire pits dotted the lawn. Most of the people had gone home, but there should have been folks milling around. I picked my way around the empty campsite, alert for any sign of movement.

				At the back corner, where the goblin kids had camped, a small crowd had gathered. I jogged over and poked my head through the crowd.

				“What’s going on?”

				The twenty or so assorted Hidden creatures parted and let me through. Maurice knelt in the grass outside Molly’s home.

				His grin spread from one ear to the other. “Molly’s baby is here, Zoey!” He gestured at a small upstairs window in the mushroom dollhouse that was Molly’s home. “Look!”

				Peeking into Molly’s house through the window was something I’d always avoided out of a sense of decorum.

				I hesitated. “Should I knock first?”

				A small laugh came through the window. “Do not be silly, Zoey. Please come to the window.”

				I nudged Maurice to move over and peeked inside. Molly waved at me from her bed. In her arms she held a bundle smaller than a peapod. Little Abby sat on the bed next to her, sucking her thumb and admiring the new baby. Walter and the boys stood by, pride and love shimmering off them like waves of heat.

				Molly unwrapped the baby and held her out. So tiny and delicate. “Her name is Susannah Iris Wheatstalk,” Molly said.

				Walter took the squirming armful and brought her closer to the window for me to see.

				“She’s so beautiful,” I said, smiling. Nothing could erase the heartbreaks we’d all suffered over the last few weeks, but a perfect new life went a long way in the healing process.

				A tuft of black hair sprang from the top of her head, and her dark eyes regarded me with interest. Having thus assessed me, she seemed to have found me somehow lacking. Her face turned red, and her lungs showed us how strong they were with a tiny but loud cry.

				“Congratulations, Aegis,” Walter said. “You’re a fairy’s godmother.”

				* * * * *

			

		

	
		
			
				Enter a world where monsters don’t just exist in your nightmares... Be sure not to miss the first two books in the Monster Haven series, available now!

				Monster in My Closet
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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?

				After all, I’ve always been a magnet for the emotionally needy, and not just in my work as a wedding planner. Don’t get me wrong, I like helping people—and non-people. But this ability has turned me into a gourmet feast for an incubus, a demon that feeds off emotional energy. Now, brides are dropping dead all over town, and my home has become a safe house for all things supernatural...

				Pooka in My Pantry
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				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...

				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.
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				Where no great story goes untold.
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With new releases every week, your next great read is just a download away!
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