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I dedicate this book to Ivan, who was not hairless, but did have many extra toes. 

You were a good cat, Ivan.

Magical Factions

 

Urocyon

The Foxes

Masters of Stealth and Manipulation

 

Lupus

The Wolves

Leaders

 

Gryphus

The Griffons

Masters of Magical Intuition & Insight

 

Lepus

The Rabbits

Animal Whisperers

 

Draconem 

The Dragons

Masters of the Elements

 

Cervidae

The Deer

Healers

 

Passeridae

The Sparrows

Jack of all Trades, Master of None

 

Taurus

The Bulls

Gifted with Great Strength

 

Canis

The Hounds

Trackers

 

Cristatus

The Peacocks

Gifted with Beauty and Grace

 

Sciuridae

The Squirrels

Tinkers and Craftsmen

 

Rhopalocera

The Butterflies

Masters of Light and Illusion

 

Chamaeleonidae

The Chameleons

Shifters

 

Strigiformes

The Owls

Alchemists

 

Struthio

The Ostriches

Ungifted

 

 

 

 

 

 

PROLOGUE 

 

Northern California

 

It was a difficult birth, long and tiresome. When the infant finally came into the world, her skin was blue from lack of oxygen, and she did not cry.

Monitors beeped in the room, human devices that made complications easier to detect. The mother lay on the bed, her face pale and slicked with sweat. “Is it a girl?” she managed.

But the midwife didn’t answer. The woman wrapped the baby in a blanket and swept her away, sending magic into the child’s lungs, opening her airways, coaxing her to breathe.

Finally, the baby cried, quiet at first and then louder.

But the midwife did not take her back, did not lay her in her mother’s arms. Instead, she disappeared down a hall in the mansion Capella and slipped into a room hidden in the wall.

A man waited for her. He looked like a businessman in a suit and tie—a banker or lawyer. But he was neither of those things.

He was a reader of magic, a Gryphon, and he’d been waiting for this day for a very long time.

“Well,” the midwife whispered, nervously looking over her shoulder at the closed door. “Is she the one they’ve been waiting for?”

The child was from the right bloodline, and she was female. But the chances were so slim. The midwife hoped with all her heart, as she did with each birth, that this was not the girl.

But the boy had been born five years before. It was only a matter of time.

“She is,” he murmured, fear and regret cloaking his body as he read the infant’s magic that swirled in pewter ribbons about her tiny body.

The woman held a fist to her chest, filled with grief. They knew their job, knew why they’d been secretly placed in the mansion, stayed for so many years.

The child must die.

“I’ll take care of it.” The man rose, ready to leave, ready to disappear into the thick woods just past the mansion grounds. “You know what to tell them.”

She nodded, her eyes stinging. She left then, headed down the hall, arms empty, into the birthing room where the mother waited.

The woman was asleep, her blond hair a mess of gold about her head. She wasn’t old, barely twenty. She woke when the midwife came into the room.

“I’m sorry,” the older woman said, grieving as she set her hand on the young mother’s arm. “The child was stillborn.”

Two weeks later, on a foggy June morning, the midwife and the man in the suit were found dead in a park north of San Francisco.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ONE

 

 

22 Years Later

Avon, Colorado

 

There are precisely three reasons why parents send their daughters to Briarwood School for Young Women.

Reason Number One: It looks good on an apprenticeship application.

Reason Number Two: A coveted apprenticeship will lead to a proper marriage with a man of high character established in a well-esteemed faction.

And finally, Reason Number Three: Nothing makes a girl realize she needs to marry well like spending four years with the matronly spinster teachers at Briarwood.

The problem is the apprenticeship written in loopy calligraphy on the rolled-up parchment in my hand won’t lead to a proper marriage and all the honor that accompanies such a union. It’s not even with the right guild. 

And that’s why, on a sunny Thursday, just before noon, I storm through an office door, not bothering to knock. It careens open and crashes against a rubber stopper at the bottom of the wall, creating a loud thump followed by an obnoxious twang as the spring returns to its original position.

The man in the posh leather and dark wood office looks up from his laptop, catches the first glimpse of me in my pristine white tasseled cap, gown, and four-inch heels, and has the audacity to smile. The indulgent expression crinkles his twenty-six-year-old face, but it does nothing to calm my mood. In fact, it might make it worse.

This man, who sits before me in a pressed gray suit, sharp vest, and tie that probably cost more than most wedding rings, is the current head of the Magical Law and Enforcement department of the Royal Guild. Even though he’s the youngest man to take the position, Lord Finnegan—as most refer to him—is one of the most feared and respected men in America’s magical community, possibly even the world. And rightly so. At any given time, he has the power to sign an official decree and have one of my kind tossed into the Dungeons—a fortified jail deep below the city—and stripped of their magic. Sometimes permanently.

On top of that, he’s the next in line to rule—and likely will very soon considering our current Grand Duke is eighty-seven years old and plagued with random bouts of dementia.

But I don’t fear him. My father took Finn under his wing when he was fresh out of graduate school, and he’s graced our dinner table more times than I can count.

“What is this?” I demand, slapping the paper against the desk.

Finn folds his hands in front of him. “It’s a pleasure to see you, Madeline.”

I point the rolled up, official piece of parchment at him, scowling. “First, let’s go over the fact that you missed my graduation.”

He sweeps a hand over his desk and the piles of papers on it. “As you can see, I’m rather swamped. We had a trio of pixies—”

“Never mind,” I interrupt, giving the desk another swat. “What kind of twisted idea of a joke is this apprenticeship assignment?”

Sighing, Finn sits back in his chair and crosses his arms. “I take it you have a problem with it?” 

“Problem?” I say, trying to control my voice so it doesn’t come out as a screech. “I’m supposed to throw fund-raising banquets for the guild, not track down criminals.”

A position in the Knights’ Guild—that’s the assignment Finn’s given me. As far as I can tell, he wants me to be a glorified secretary to a small team of knight marshals—aka bounty hunters—who arrest Aparians on magical benders and bring them to justice.

It’s a catastrophe.

I’m supposed to be choosing fine china and mulling over the correct paper weight for invitations—I’m supposed to be biding my time, waiting for a marriage offer from a man with an esteemed position in the Guild. What I’m not supposed to be doing is chasing after rule-breaking parole violators.

Suddenly, visions of polyester slacks and orthopedic shoes dance in my head, making me ill.

“I’m afraid your knack for precision has made you just the girl for the job,” Finn says, thoroughly unruffled by my anger. “You applied for an apprenticeship with the Royal Guild, and I put you where you are needed.” He pins me with his eyes. “Which is truly what the apprenticeship is about, isn’t it? We find the members of our society fulfilling careers, where they’ll thrive using their innate talents to serve others.”

Bloody, archaic socialism is what it is, yet tradition is the word people like my father and Finn like to toss around.

I narrow my eyes at the man in front of me, knowing he and only two other people in the world know what my “innate talents” are. Fine. If he wants to play this game, so be it.

“How long?” I bite out.

“How long what?” Exasperation finally twinges his voice, giving me a small thrill of triumph. If I’m angry, he might as well be too.

“How long do I have to stay in the position before I can move up?”

Finn tosses his pen aside and lets out a long-suffering sigh, looking very much like he’s resisting the urge to roll his eyes. “Madeline—you’re going to be working with a team of the top three knight marshals on the continent. You’ll be making five times as much as you would in a hospitality position. There is no moving up—this is as high as it gets. You’re welcome.”

I level him with a cool look of pure indifference. “Then when can I move down?”

He doesn’t resist the eye roll this time, but he waves his hand in the air as if thinking it over. Finally, he says, “Six months.”

 Six months. As in actual months? Twenty-six weeks? One hundred eighty-three days? Half an entire year?

Feeling faint, I unroll the apprenticeship decree and fan myself with the curled paper. “Father is going to be most displeased.”

I didn’t take the time to seek my parents out after the ceremony. Assignment in hand, I hightailed it to the gleaming, mirrored offices of Bannerbrook and Wright. I didn’t even bother to shed the cheap material of my graduation gown before I entered the building that humans believe to be a snooty law office on a massive scale.

“I spoke with your father a week ago,” Finn informs me.

“And he agreed?”

Raising his chin ever so slightly, Finn says, “You applied to my guild. Ultimately, it’s my decision to make.”

Magic curls inside me, twisting and twirling like a ribbon. Yanking off the cheap graduation gown, revealing the black satin pencil skirt underneath, I stalk toward the desk, taking the largest steps  the fitted outfit will allow.

Finn’s eyes darken, and a smile toys at the corner of his mouth. If I weren’t so angry, I’d warm at the raw appreciation on his face. But I am angry. “And why did you make the decision, Finn?”

Just because I can, I take a string of magic, an invisible cord, and wrap it around him and his chair. It’s just a flimsy thing, made from compressed air molecules—a parlor trick really. Though I’ve studied the elements, I’ll never truly master them. My magic simply doesn’t work that way.

Fully dropping the professional facade, Finn lets out a groan. “Has anyone ever told you you’re sexy when you’re angry?”

“You have.”

“I’m a wise man.”

I lean down, meeting him at eye level. “You’ve mentioned that too.”

“Free me,” he commands, though he could easily shake off the magic if he desired.

Like my father, he belongs to the Draconem faction—the Dragons—and his raw elemental magic is far stronger than mine. He comes from a line of pure royalty, rich with power. I, on the other hand, come from a line of thieves and cheats.

Finn shifts in his chair and pins me with his eyes. “Madeline, I have things to do.”

“To whom did you give my apprenticeship?” I ask sweetly, slowly tightening the invisible rope.

Finn studies me, perhaps trying to anticipate my reaction to the answer he’s withholding. Whatever he’s about to say, I’m not going to like it. Finally, he says, “Maisy.”

“Maisy?” I rear back, shocked. Since I left right after I got my assignment, I had no idea Finn gave the position to my closest friend.

“Your scores are too high to put you in hospitality,” he has the nerve to point out. “Everyone would know I gave you the position simply to keep you close, and I can’t have people thinking I’m playing favorites. Besides, I need you on the team.”

I close my eyes, counting to ten. When I find I’m still ready to throttle the man, I continue to twenty.

“Madeline,” he coaxes, his voice softening. “Don’t be angry.”

Slowly, I open my eyes. “Six months…and then I get my job.”

“You know I can’t—”

I lean forward, bringing my face close to his. He smells like expensive cologne and all my girlish dreams. I’ve wanted this man since I was seventeen. Letting my lips barely brush against his, I say, adding the tiniest bit of magical charisma to my voice, “I want that job, Finn.”

“You’re evil,” he murmurs.

“Yes, well. I think we’ve already established that.” I place a feather-light kiss at the corner of his mouth. “It’s working though, isn’t it?”

He angles his head, almost fighting against my bonds. “When doesn’t it?”

Exactly.

We’ve dated in secret, on and off, for years.

“Swear to me, Finn. Six months, and then I move to my position here,” I breathe.

He growls—a delicious sound—and finally snarls, “If you release me.”

“Done,” I agree, already pulling my magic back, setting him loose. Immediately, his hands move to my waist, tugging me closer.

Finn’s kisses are sweetened espresso, French chocolate, that first spoonful of crème brûlée. They’re decadent and forbidden, and I will never tire of them.

But I can’t have him, not the way I might like. Though my father is the head adviser to Finn’s uncle, the Grand Duke himself, I share none of Father’s blood. I was secretly adopted, taken in by my parents as a baby. And though I’ve been fully embraced in this glittering royal world I call my own, I’ll never be considered good enough for Lord Finnegan—not if people learned where I came from. And they would.

Because of that, I need to find a suitable marriage on my own—something I cannot do if Finn has me tagging around a bunch of knights. And he well knows it.

Just as I’m settling onto Finn’s lap, moving in for more, the door swings open, startling us both. I leap away from Finn, horrified. Moments like these are the stuff gossip is made of.

But it’s not a hennish maid or simpering clerk standing in the doorway. It’s a man.

And even though I’m flustered—even though I was just making out with Finn—my eyes wander over the newcomer, taking in his six-foot-three, built-like-a-gladiator frame and trim, coffee-brown hair.

“I see you’re hard at work,” the man drawls, glaring at Finn with a look that could rival the one I wore when I arrived.

Finn smooths his vest, looking slightly less unsettled than I. “Impeccable timing, Gray. We were just talking about you.”

“I very much doubt that.” The man steps inside and swings the office door shut. He doesn’t quite slam it, but the move is just as effective. His eyes slide over me, and he gives me such a look of disdain, I want to slap him. “You may leave now.”

“Excuse me?” I demand, resisting the urge to check to see if my lipstick is smeared. Judging from the pinkish rose smudge on Finn, I’d say it probably is.

“You heard me.” The man gestures behind him. “Out the door, princess.”

Well, I never.

Finn closes his eyes and rubs his temples, looking positively vexed. “Gray, this is Madeline.”

Gray nods like he figured as much and didn’t need Finn’s help to come to the conclusion. With narrowed eyes, he takes me in. I tilt my nose into the air, refusing to squirm under his scrutinizing gaze.

“Madeline, this is my brother, Gray,” Finn says, continuing the awkward introduction. “The Knights’ Guild’s head knight marshal and the leader of your new team.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

 

“No,” I say simply, shaking my head while still reeling from the news that Finn not only has a brother, but it’s this man here. He’s never mentioned him.

Judging from the scowl on the man’s face, I see why.

“No what?” Finn fixes his collar, which has, for unknown reasons, gone askew.

“No, I will not work with this man.” I cross my arms, letting my eyes flicker briefly over Gray before I return my gaze to Finn. “Find me another apprenticeship.”

“Madeline,” Finn bites out. “It doesn’t work like that.”

“Perhaps she thinks she gets special privileges.” Gray smirks, but his eyes are still hard. “I have no idea why she might make that assumption.”

Finn blanches and clears his throat. Then, choosing to ignore his brother, says, “Six months, Madeline. We have a deal.”

I stare at him, but he doesn’t show any signs of backing down.

“Fine,” I say, but I draw out the word to let him know how displeased I am about the situation.

“Not fine.” Gray steps forward. “We don’t need or want her on the team.”

Finn’s brother isn’t exactly a “people person” now is he?

“Oh really?” Finn rests his elbows on the desk and steeples his fingers. “Because I have a whole mess of paperwork that says you’ve been breaking laws left and right during your searches and arrests—using far too much magic in the open—and you could use a little accountability.”

“You have never questioned my methods before—”

“Excuse me.” I hold up my hand, cutting Gray off, and ask Finn, “What exactly is it you want me to do?”

Finn reaches into a side drawer of his desk and produces a leather-bound ledger. It’s beautifully crafted, created by an Aparian artisan, and it bears an embossed royal insignia on the outer cover. “This is a book of statutes and limitations concerning all uses of magic in this world, including the codes of enforcement. By next week, I want you to be intimately familiar with it. After that, you will travel with Gray’s team and note every rule they break, reporting to me regularly with your current location and each of the infractions.”

Gray looks like he wants to shove the ledger down his brother’s throat.

Again, I hold a hand in front of me, this time asking the men for patience while I control the extreme irritation that’s welling up inside me. “Are you telling me that you gave my apprenticeship to Maisy so I can be a glorified babysitter for your brother and his associates?”

“That’s exactly what he’s telling you,” Gray says, his voice dangerously low.

Our eyes lock in challenge, and we study each other for several long seconds.

He’s older than I am, though he must be younger than Finn or he’d be the one sitting at the desk. His chest is broad enough to stretch his dark blue T-shirt, but his waist is tapered and trim. Every inch of him screams off-limits. He’s the kind of man girls swoon over—the kind you kiss in the shadows but don’t bring home to your parents. 

The kind who probably goes through too many girls to ever worry about meeting anyone’s parents.

If he wasn’t looking at me like I’m the most ridiculous nuisance he’s ever come across, I might flutter over him myself. But he is, and I’m not.

I turn back to Finn, deciding to take a different tactic. I soften my features, give him my best innocent, sweet look—the doe-eyed type that brings out those chivalrous instincts in some men, making them want to stand up and protect the damsel in distress.

“I don’t know, Finn. It sounds dangerous.” I flutter my eyes to the ground. “I have to be honest, I’m a little nervous.”

Gray snorts, telling me he’s not the chivalrous type. Shocking.

Finn though—he’s putty in my hands. His face softens, and he stands, setting his hands on my shoulders and looking me in the eyes. “You have nothing to worry about, Madeline. There’s no one more capable than Gray—”

“That’s true,” Gray interrupts.

Finn briefly shoots his brother a look and continues, “And he’ll do everything in his power to keep you safe.”

“That’s debatable,” the knight interrupts again.

I glare at Gray, and his lips quirk up in that ornery smirk once more.

“Still…” I say, choosing to ignore the man by the door.

Finn gives his brother an uncertain look and says, “Will you excuse us for a moment?”

Gray narrows his eyes. “You want me to step outside?”

“Just for a minute.”

The knight hardens his jaw and strides into the hall, swinging the door closed behind him.

“I didn’t want to tell you,” Finn says quietly, and he drops his hands to my waist, pulling me close. “But I’ve been working on something.”

His strange, almost hesitant, tone makes my heart give an extra thump. I step in closer, running my hands up his chest. It’s a very nice chest for a man who sits in an office all day. “Yes?”

Finn glances about the room, almost as if he’s worried he’s being watched. Then he leans close to my ear. “I’ve found a man who can alter the blood sample we have on file for you, make it read differently.”

The blood that declares my magic type and parentage.

Every person of Aparian descent must file their magic type with the Royal Guild when they turn thirteen. A small vial of blood is drawn, tested, and recorded. As far as I know, there is no way to fudge the results. I am, unfortunately, skilled in stealth. It’s an unwanted gift—the kind most associated with thieves. 

Once our magic is tested, we are placed in our faction. There are dozens and dozens of magical factions, all with their own crest. Each is represented by an animal, a mascot for which they are commonly referred to. I am a Urocyon—a Fox. But no one knows that but my parents, Finn, and me, and I would very much like to keep it that way.

There are hundreds of faction houses across the globe. They are sanctuaries, places for us to practice our unique magic, meet in safety. And since the thresholds that allowed us to cross back and forth into our own land were destroyed a little over a thousand years ago, our factions are much needed.

We are Aparians, from a land parallel to Earth but rich with magic. We’ve gone by many names in human history—wizards, witches, sorcerers, fairies, fae. We’re all those things, and yet none of those things exactly. And though we live beside humans, we are not human. We can marry them, dilute our bloodlines, eventually let our heritage fade. But we are our own beings.

My chest squeezes, and my eyes search Finn’s. “What are you trying to say?”

He leans down so his lips brush my ear. “I can give you a different lineage, change the type of magic stamped in your record.”

I pull back, searching his eyes. “Even if that’s possible, it must be illegal.”

Finn presses a finger to my lips. “That’s why we must be discreet.”

“But I don’t understand,” I whisper. “Why would you do that?”

He meets my eyes, and a smile plays at the corners of his lips. “Why do you think?”

When I was young and romantic, when our affair was new, I dreamed Finn might throw expectations to the wind and elope with me despite my magic. I haven’t been that naive for years, so now that he’s giving me that look, hinting that he’s far more serious about me than I imagined, I don’t know what to do.

“Finn.” That’s all I say—just his name, telling him that if he’s toying with me, I’m going to end him slowly.

“I mean it, Madeline.” He steps forward. “You have to know how I care. I want us to have a chance, a real chance.”

I suck in a breath, feeling lightheaded.

“But I need you out of sight. If I place you here, planning your charity dinners for the guild, all beautiful and charming, you’ll have marriage offers within a week.” He presses a kiss to my lips, this one sweet. “And they can’t have you.”

Lord Finnegan, future Grand Duke of our society, wants to be with me? It’s hard to believe, and yet my heart swells, desperately wanting what it can’t have. 

Or can it?

“So, you’ll take the apprenticeship, won’t you?” Finn asks. “I swear you have nothing to fear. Gray can be difficult, but he’s got a good heart. I wouldn’t trust you with anyone else.”

“Does this mean you and I are together?” I ask him, needing to hear him say it. “Exclusive?”

He chuckles. “I thought I made that obvious.”

“All right,” I finally say, “I won’t fuss over the apprenticeship any longer.”

Finn kisses me again, and this time he lingers. His hands move over the silky fabric of my blouse, sliding to my back, pulling me closer.

“Your brother’s just outside the door,” I remind him when his mouth moves to my throat.

He hums a growl against my neck but continues his journey to my collarbone. With great reluctance, I step back, shooting him a look. For several seconds, Finn’s expression says he’s going to tug me back, but then he lets me loose.

“Do you think it’s going to take a full six months then?” I ask.

Finn retrieves the ledger from the desk and hands it to me. “I certainly hope not.”

“And as soon as it’s finished?”

His eyes narrow ever so slightly, and his expression darkens in a way that makes my stomach tighten. “Then you’re mine.”

I almost step into him again, but the door swings open. “Time’s up,” Gray announces as he strides back into the office. “Run along now, princess. The boys need to have a grown-up conversation.”

It takes every ounce of self-control I possess not to slap the smirk off his face. But since I still don’t know what his magic type is, and I suppose I’m going to have to play nice to get through the next several months, I give him a tight smile and step outside.

I walk down the short hall, through an arch that leads to Finn’s secretary’s quarters. She’s a woman about ten years older than I am, constantly pregnant, and as sweet as can be. Today, Agatha has her four-year-old daughter and her youngest son with her. The two children sit on the floor under their mother’s desk, drawing on a lined legal pad.

Agatha looks over, absently rubbing her rounded belly. “Oh, hello Madeline. I didn’t know you were here.”

“You weren’t at your desk when I came in.”

“I must have been on a restroom run,” she says quietly, motioning to the little girl sitting cross-legged on the floor. “Congratulations on your graduation, by the way. Are you happy with your apprenticeship assignment?”

I only nod because I can’t get myself to lie. I start to leave when Agatha clears her throat, gives me a pointed look, and then dabs the side of her mouth.

Frowning, I study her.

“Lipstick,” she whispers, trying not to laugh, and then she hands me a tissue.

Oh, right.

I thank her and turn toward the exit. A man sits in the waiting area, and he watches me with intent eyes. He’s likely in his forties, built like a gorilla, and looks as though he believes himself to be much too important to be waiting.

Self-conscious, I dab my mouth and give him a courteous nod as I hurry away.

“Madeline, wait a minute,” a commanding voice says behind me. Unfortunately, that voice belongs to Finn’s brother.

Putting on my best “why don’t you jump off a cliff?” expression, I turn toward him and say, “I don’t have to be civil to you for another week.” Then I tap the ledger. “I have homework to do first, remember?”

He presses his lips together like he’s biting back a scathing retort, and then he gives me a pained smile. “I think we got off on the wrong foot. Join me for lunch. I’ll introduce you to the members of the team.”

Someone got reprimanded.

“I’m afraid I’m already late for my own graduation luncheon,” I tell him.

“Tomorrow then,” he presses.

My parents leave for Spain in the morning, so I’m afraid I don’t have much of an excuse. While trying to think of something, I glance behind me.

Both Agatha and the waiting man watch us like we’re the best of daytime television. Not wishing to be of further entertainment, I nod. “Fine. Tomorrow.”

We leave the waiting area and step into another hall.

Heading left, Gray says, “I’ll pick you up at twelve.”

“Wouldn’t it be helpful to know where I live?” I ask his retreating back.

Gray glances over his shoulder. “You’re Lord Bennet’s daughter. I know where you live, princess.”

“I eat at eleven,” I call to him, just to be difficult. “I have a strict schedule.”

This time Gray doesn’t look back. “Like I said, I’ll see you at twelve.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

 

Charles Archibald Argyle III is so perfectly pedigreed, he should wear a crown. But the cat doesn’t wear a crown—he wears a knit vest in navy blue. May evenings can still be chilly, after all, and Charles Archibald Argyle III is hairless.

He sits at the end of my bed, curled on his fleece blanket, watching as I prepare to meet my new “associates.” I stand in my closet, a scowl on my face, scanning rows upon rows of outfits.

“What does one wear to a lunch date with a bunch of bounty hunters?” I ask Charles.

The cat flicks his tail and then yawns.

“My sentiments exactly,” I mutter.

It’s twelve-fifteen, and there’s an excellent chance Gray is already here, waiting for me in the foyer—unless he’s not the punctual type, which wouldn’t surprise me at all.

I finally decide on a short, tan skirt and a flowy, sleeveless blouse in white. I’ll skip hose and wear my heeled sandals for a casual, “lunch with ruffians” sort of look.

I’m just stepping out of the closet, outfit in hand, when my door opens. Startled, I step back, nearly tripping over my own feet, and let out a surprised yelp. Charles, spooked by my reaction, leaps from his perch and darts under the bed.

Gray stands in the doorway. He glances about as if perplexed, though I don’t know why the knight looks so surprised considering he’s the one who just barged into my bedroom.

“What are you doing here?” I hiss, covering myself with the clothes even though I’m in my dressing gown and mostly decent.

Gray’s eyes flick down, to the vee in my robe. I scowl and pull the silky fabric together. His gaze returns to my face—where it belongs—and he crosses his arms. The move flexes his biceps, making them strain against his T-shirt. “Your housekeeper let me in.”

“Into the foyer. Certainly not my bedroom.”

An irritated smile graces his lips, and he does a quick scan of his surroundings. “She told me to come up. I assumed it was a waiting room.”

I follow his eyes, worried I might have left something embarrassing out. But everything is perfect, as always, thanks to my parents’ impeccable staff.

“That’s some riveting reading material you have there.” Gray nods to a romance novel that I forgot was on my nightstand.

Lillian, the same housekeeper who told Gray to come up to my room, left it for me, told me I should read it. There’s a shirtless man on the cover, and a woman stands against him, head back, lips partly open, eyes closed as if she’s experiencing great…well. You get the point.

Feeling like I want to crawl under a rock, I hang the clothes on the changing screen in the corner of my room, playing nonchalant. The screen is a silly thing, completely worthless, but Father imported it from Milan on my fourteenth birthday, and I adore it.

“Already started on it, have you?” Gray asks, oblivious to my discomfort. “Think you know enough to keep us in line?”

It takes me a moment, but I realize he’s not talking about the smutty romance novel at all—he’s talking about the dry-as-dirt ledger to the side of it.

Relaxing marginally, I say, “I finished it last night.”

He raises his eyebrows. “You read the entire book of law, from beginning to end, in one night?”

I frown at the ledger. “Well, I skimmed it.”

I stayed up well past midnight trying to read the awful thing. It’s as boring as watching grass grow. Perhaps more so.

“We’re late,” Gray says, abruptly changing the subject. Once again, his eyes stray downward. “Are you going to change?”

My hand tightens on the lapels of my robe. “Not with you standing there.”

Jerking his head toward the screen, he asks, “Isn’t that what that thing is for?”

He stares at me in a silent dare. And though my cheeks heat, I’m not about to wither in front of him. He’s testing me, seeing how easy I’ll be to push around.

With my eyes locked on his, I step behind the partition.

“How long have you been sleeping with my brother?” he casually asks, and from the way his voice moves, I can tell he’s walking around my room, taking it in, probably snickering over the stupid book Lillian gave me.

“I’m not sleeping with him,” I bite out, quickly pulling off my robe.

“No?” he says, disinterested. “That would make you the first girl who hasn’t.”

I stick my head around the screen. “I’m sorry?”

Gray lowers himself onto the end of my bed, sitting on it like he belongs there. The sight of him on my cream-colored comforter, with his long, long denim-clad legs and tall, masculine build, does something funny to my chest. My mouth goes dry, and I purse my lips.

“Surely you know you’re one of many,” Gray says as if it’s common knowledge.

The man’s lying, and I know it. He’s just trying to get under my skin.

“Get off my bed,” I command.

A wicked smile plays over his face as he studies me. “You sound flustered, princess.”

“Don’t call me that.”

He deepens his voice, enjoying himself a little too much. “What do you want me to call you?”

“I don’t want you to call me anything. I want you out of my room.”

Perhaps tired of the game, he stands abruptly and starts for the door. “Five minutes. If you’re not ready after that, I’ll drag you out myself.”

“I’d like to see you try,” I mutter under my breath.

“I have no doubt you would,” he answers before he walks out of the room and closes the door behind him.

He wasn’t supposed to hear that.

Quickly, worried he’s going to return, I pull on my top, followed by my skirt. Charles cautiously sticks his head out from underneath the bed.

“It’s all right,” I tell him. “The ogre is gone.”

The little pink cat steps from his hiding place, sniffing the air, and then gingerly hops onto his section of the bed.

“I’ll be back soon,” I promise as I tuck the blanket around his wrinkled body, making a cozy nest. He stretches, content, and his eyes flutter shut.

If only I could get over Gray’s surprise entrance as quickly as my cat. My nerves are still shot.

Pulling on my heels, checking my hair and makeup in my vanity mirror one last time, I step from my room and make my way to the foyer where Gray had better be waiting.

I expect to find him on one of the couches, but he’s leaning a shoulder against the wall, scowling at his phone. When he sees me, his eyes move over my outfit. “That’s what you’re wearing?”

Surprised, and more than a little irritated, I glance down. “What’s wrong with it?”

“You’re in heels.”

“I’m always in heels.”

Gray shoves his phone into his back pocket and rubs his temples. “This is going to be a long six months.”

“Tell me about it.” Tossing my purse over my shoulder, I sweep past him.

I’m only three steps down the landscape-lined walk when I stop dead in my tracks. “What is that?”

“That’s your carriage, my lady,” Gray says in the snarkiest tone imaginable.

I look at the beat-up Chevy pickup in horror. It’s a mishmash of colors, looking as if someone robbed several trucks of their parts and then bolted them together to make one Frankenstein’s-monster of a vehicle. The paint is fading on the fire-engine red bed, and it’s chipping off the brown hood. I’m not even sure it’s all the same year. In fact, I’m pretty certain it’s not.

“No.” I cross my arms and shake my head, flat out refusing to be seen in that thing.

“Sorry, princess, I left the convertible at home.”

“Funny,” I mutter. Then I stride past him and head for the garage around the side of the house. “We’ll take mine.”

I make it three steps before a strong arm loops around my waist and pulls me back, pressing me against a very solid chest. “And leave my baby out in the open? Unprotected?”

Though he’s teasing, his tone isn’t all that friendly. Yet his breath tickles the back of my neck, making me momentarily forget that he’s as prickly as a cactus.

“I could come back and find her missing all kinds of parts,” he continues, still clutching me far too close.

I crane my head to look at him. “If you don’t unhand me, you’ll be missing all kinds of parts.”

A real laugh—full and warm—passes his lips, and he lets me go. Then, in a no-nonsense voice, he says, “We’re taking my truck.”

I can feel the rush of persuasion, the rich, hot feel of it on my skin. So that’s his magic—persuasion, charisma. He’s of the Lupus faction—a Wolf. A leader type. I should have known. Narcissism practically oozes from his pores. Unfortunately for him, stealth types are entirely immune—we carry similar skills after all. But he doesn’t need to know that his magic won’t affect me. And I’m not about to give it away.

“All right,” I finally concede, feeling ill at the thought of getting in the pickup. “But only because I’ve had a tetanus shot in the last year.”

Smiling like he got away with something, Gray opens the passenger side door for me. The fabric seat has a hole in it, and it’s patched together with several overlapping strips of duct tape. I look back at Gray. “Classy.”

“That’s not my work,” he says. “I bought it that way, and I haven’t had a chance to replace it.”

“You paid money for this?” I ask, aghast, staring into the truck, wondering what the chances are there’s a family of field mice living under the seat.

And how am I supposed to get up there? How tall is this thing?

Tired of waiting for me, Gray sets his hands on either side of my waist, picks me up, and deposits me on the seat. “We’re already late.”

He closes my door while I’m still sputtering. I snap my mouth shut and glare at him as he walks to his side of the truck.

“The body is sound,” Gray says as soon as he opens his door. He pulls his tall frame up and into the truck, acting as if he didn’t just deposit me into my seat like I’m a difficult child. “A little work and paint will have it looking like a whole different truck.”

“Or here’s an idea. You could drive this to the junkyard and then go buy a whole different truck.” I tug at my seat belt, which—surprise, surprise—is stuck.

“Stop yanking it. You have to be gentle.” Gray leans over and pulls the belt from my hands. He reaches across me, his shoulder pressing against my chest, and lets the belt fully retract before he pulls it out slowly. “See? Gentle.”

“I don't really see you as the gentle type.”

His icy blue eyes lock on mine, and he waits for several heartbeats before he says, “I can be surprisingly versatile.”

I purse my lips, wishing I’d kept the comment to myself.

Twenty-five long minutes later, we’re pulling into a restaurant that proudly displays a sign with a pig in a leather biker jacket holding a hamburger. A neon “open” light glows from the window, right next to a poster that proudly proclaims half-priced beer on Thursdays and all-you-can-eat deep-fried pickles during every Broncos game. Trucks similar to Gray’s are parked in front, along with a minivan covered in peeling bumper stickers, a few older sedans, and a brand-new silver Corvette.

I stare at the restaurant, my mouth half open. On one side, there’s an abandoned video rental store, and on the other, a pawn shop. A young couple smokes by the entrance—I’m pretty sure the sleeping baby in the carseat next to them is theirs.

Gray opens my door. “Are you going to sit here all day, or are you going to come inside?”

Slowly, I pull my eyes from the scene in front of me and meet Gray’s gaze. “Sit here.”

“Sorry, princess, wrong answer.”

Before Gray can toss me over his shoulder like the Neanderthal he’s proving himself to be, I slide out of the truck, hoping I won’t stumble when I make the leap in heels.

I wobble for a second, but Gray takes my elbow, steadying me. As soon as I have my balance, I pull away.

Gray leads me into the lovely establishment, and I’m hit with the lingering smell of week-old frying grease, body odor, and what I can only assume is the aroma of cheap beer.

Plates, crumbs, and balled-up napkins linger on several tables, and flies make their rounds. I glance at Gray, wondering how he and Finn can possibly be related.

At the far corner booth, two men sit across from each other. Because neither is balding, wearing a stained white undershirt, or sporting a beer belly, they look out of place. They’re close to Gray’s age, probably in their mid to late twenties. The man on the left is built like a tank, but he’s all muscle. Even sitting, he towers over his companion. He’s like a blond Norse god, complete with a brooding gaze.

The man across from him is too pretty, too perfect. He has fine features, warm skin that screams Latin descent, and dark, expressive eyes. He’s muscular but lanky, and judging from his hairstyle, I’ll bet he spends more time in the bathroom than I do—which is hard to accomplish considering my beauty routine is quite rigorous.

When the two spot Gray making his way through the sticky tables, their eyes immediately fall on me. The Norse god gives me a lopsided, good-natured smile that immediately makes the lunch date seem a little less grim. His friend watches with a masked expression, not giving anything away.

“You must be Madeline,” Big, Blond, and Beautiful says, standing to greet me. He takes my hand in both of his, giving my palm a squeeze instead of shaking it. “I’m Eric.”

I smile up at him. “Pleasure.”

The handsome one gives me a solitary nod but doesn't offer his hand. “I'm Jonathan.”

After the introductions are made, Eric motions for me to take the seat next to him. And though I’m a little intimidated by the sheer size of him, I scoot into the bench and try not to dwell on what kind of stain is on the threadbare fabric.

Jonathan sits opposite me, which means Gray is as far away as possible. And that suits me just fine.

Eric waves at the man behind the bar, requesting service. The man tosses a gray cleaning rag over his shoulder and walks our way. His shirt bears the same pig as the sign, but the image is faded, and the corner of the decal is peeling. There’s also a splotch of barbecue sauce over the hamburger.

“Ready to order?” He pulls a pad of paper from the front pocket of his short yellow apron. A straw wrapper comes out with it and flutters to the floor. “Beer’s half-priced all day.”

“We’re working,” Gray informs him and then orders a soda. Eric and Jonathan do the same.

“Do you have bottled water?” I ask because there’s no way my lips are touching anything “washed” in their kitchen. Hepatitis does not sound appealing, thank you very much.

“The only thing I have in a bottle is beer.” He thinks about it for a second. “And root beer.”

I try to smile because it’s not this man’s fault he works in a dive. Then again, it probably is. “I’m good, thanks.”

“You don’t want nothin’?” Mr. Barbecue Stain frowns like I’ve personally offended him.

“I’m watching my figure.”

His eyes sweep over me. “Well, miss, it’s a mighty fine figure—”

“That will be all,” Gray cuts him off. “Tell your boss Gray is here and wants to talk to him.”

The man goes pale and stammers, “I didn’t mean no…I mean, I’m sorry if I offended the lady.”

Jonathan rolls his eyes, but Gray simply says, “It’s unrelated. We’re here on business.”

“We’re with the health department,” Eric stage whispers as if he’s letting the man in on a secret.

Our waiter goes pale, and without another word, hurries to the back.

“So, Madeline,” Jonathan says, crossing his hands on the table like we’re at a job interview. “Tell us about yourself. What did you study at Briarwood?”

“Hospitality.”

Jonathan’s brow knits. “Hospitality?”

I can understand his confusion. It’s the absolute furthest profession from anything pertaining to the Knights’ Guild. 

I take a napkin and scrub the table in front of me. “I hoped to work with the Royal Guild, plan their society dinners. That sort of thing.”

Jonathan exchanges a look with Gray, but Eric grins. “And you got stuck with us instead.”

I meet his warm smile and begin to relax. “Something like that.”

“Don’t confuse the situation.” Gray narrows his eyes. “She’s not working with us. Finn made it very clear he has her keeping tabs on us.”

“Hell of an order,” Eric says with a grin, and then he winks at me. “Going to whip us into shape, make us walk a straight line?”

Since I couldn’t care less what kind of line they walk, I don’t bother to answer.

“That doesn’t mean she won’t come in useful.” Jonathan stares at me in a disconcerting manner, as if he can see all my secrets. “What faction are you associated with?”

“Her mother is a healer and her father specializes in fire,” Gray says before I can answer.

“So, which one is it?” Jonathan presses. “Cervidae faction or Draconem?”

Deer or Dragon—healer or master of the elements.

“Passeridae,” I answer, easily feeding them the lie as Father instructed all those years ago when I began elementary school. “I can do basic manipulation of most elements, even work a little with light, but I excel no more at one thing than another.”

The Passeridae faction—represented by a sparrow—is for those who are only moderately talented, just above the unfortunate souls placed in the Struthio faction—the Ostriches—the ones who are from a magical lineage but have no skill themselves.

Most people inherit their faction affiliation from their mother or father, or they fall into the Sparrow or Ostrich faction if their magic is weak or nonexistent. There’s no shame in being in the Sparrow faction—even though I’m not—but it’s unusual for someone of that group to be placed in a law enforcement position. They just aren’t strong enough to deal with the magical miscreants out there.

Ironically, my magic is more of the magical miscreant type.

Jonathan frowns, his stare penetrating. He looks at Gray. “She’s lying.”

“Excuse me?” I say, trying to act affronted when in truth, I’m terrified.

Jonathan leans forward, his eyes searching mine. “You’re extremely skilled, and your magic is strong, but I can’t read what it is.”

A tiny voice of warning sounds in my head, making me want to push past Eric and run for the door.

He’s of the Gryphus faction—a Griffon—my own personal nightmare. He can see magic, taste it, hear it. He can call my bluff when I spin my carefully crafted line. It’s the smallest faction, and there are very few of them in the world. How lucky for me that Gray should have one on his team.

I stare Jonathan down, dare him to dive deeper, hoping my confidence will be enough to throw him off the scent. But I can tell the moment he learns the truth. His chocolate eyes widen with shock, but he quickly hides the expression.

“I’m sure it will come to me eventually,” he offhandedly says to Gray, leaning back in his seat.

Uneasy, I watch him, wondering why he didn’t rat me out.

Before Gray has a chance to prod further, a tree-stump of a man lumbers from the back. He’s almost as wide as he is tall, and he has no neck to speak of. There’s a strange, grayish tint to his weathered skin and an ageless quality about him that most would not notice if they weren’t from a magical lineage.

“Gray,” the man wheezes as he reaches us. “What a pleasure.”

It’s obvious it’s not a pleasure at all.

“What did we discuss the last time we were here?” Gray asks, thankfully forgetting about me.

“I didn’t hurt nobody.”

“Three human men, all with concussions, report differently. All of them were found in the forest near here, after dark, looking for the interstate.”

The man holds out his hands in a placating gesture. “Coincidence.”

“All of them claiming ‘the trees came to life and robbed us.’” Gray continues.

“Sounds like a bunch of loons to me.”

“And all of them report visiting your fine establishment on the night they were robbed and talking to a ‘big guy’ who gave them directions.”

“Big?” the man says with a nervous chuckle. “I’m barely five foot.”

“I believe they were speaking of girth,” Eric adds, grinning.

Gray stands, towering over the man. “We have to take you in this time, Richard.”

The man backs up. “I think we need to talk this over. Let me buy your lunch. Maybe a few rounds for you and the lady.”

I watch, stupefied, as the events unfold before me. I’ve never seen someone arrested before. As far as I know, I’ve never even met someone who’s committed a crime.

Gray pulls a pair of silver cuffs from his back pocket. They look like the ordinary type you might see on crime shows, but they gleam with a containment charm. “Come on, Richard. It’s a slap on the wrist. You’ll be in and out in a week if you don’t put up a fuss.”

I wait for the sprite to call for assistance, command the trees outside to bust the windows with their limbs, or create vines to hang from the rafters and block the way. But he doesn’t use his magic.

He pulls a gun.

I think I scream—I’m pretty sure I’m the one shrieking anyway. Then I dart under the table, dropping to all fours on the sticky floor.

Several thoughts flit through my head, such as I’m going to die in a filthy biker bar and I just ruined a three-hundred-dollar skirt.

There are loud voices and a few yells, immediately followed by several gunshots. Then it goes completely still.

I’m still trying to catch my breath when Eric looks under the table, appearing to be thoroughly delighted. “She’s under here.”

Beyond him, Richard the Portly Tree Sprite lies sprawled out on the floor. Blood pools around him like a scarlet cape.

“Did you kill him?” I gasp.

“Nah,” Eric says. “It’s just a flesh wound. He passed out when he saw the blood. You gonna come out now?”

“You might have to bait her out like a cat,” Jonathan says from somewhere nearby. “Instead of offering a can of tuna, you can wave the newest Gucci bag in front of her nose.”

My pulse is pounding too loudly in my ears to even take offense.

Gray shoves Eric out of the way and kneels at the end of the booth. “Come on, princess. All the fun is over.”

I take a shaky breath, fixing him with a glare. “I hate you.”

“Noted.” He offers his hand. “Now crawl out from under the table.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

“And they shot him,” I hiss into my phone, trying to keep my voice at a whisper. I watch as Gray, Eric, and Jonathan argue whether they should wrap Richard in a tarp and put him in the trunk of Jonathan’s Corvette or just toss him in the back of Gray’s truck and hope none of the local authorities notice a bleeding, unconscious man in the bed.

“But they didn’t use magic?” Finn asks.

“No, they wrestled his gun away and shot him.”

What part is he confused about?

“I’m not sure what the problem is.”

I’m this close to going hysterical. “I can’t do this, Finn. Find me something else.”

Finn sighs. “I know it’s hard, love. But I need you to keep them in line, just for a while. They’re the best I have, but they use so much blasted magic, it’s almost gotten to the point I’ll have to send in a team to arrest them.”

“I’m so out of my element.”

“You’re perfect. You’ll see.” He lowers his voice. “And as soon as all this blood type business is complete, I’ll bring you back. It’s just for a little while, and I need you.”

“Come on, princess,” Gray calls. “We’re going now.”

Much to Jonathan’s chagrin, it looks like the team decided to go with the tarp in the Corvette idea.

“It looks like we’re leaving,” I tell Finn.

“Keep me posted. Let me know everywhere they go and everything they do. I’ll have Agatha send you an email with instructions on how to file your report.”

“I thought I didn’t start for another week.”

“Looks like Gray had other plans.”

“I don’t suppose the guild will replace ruined clothing? Because my skirt is now stained with something brown and sticky.”

“I’m afraid not.”

Then there’s nothing else to say.

“Goodbye, Finn.”

I’m about to hit the end button when he says, “And Madeline?”

Sighing, I bring the phone back to my ear. “Yes?”

Gray watches me with such an impatient expression, I’m surprised he’s not tapping his foot and pointing at his watch.

“I miss you,” Finn says.

Warming instantly, I bite back a smile. “I miss you too.”

With a sigh, I slide my phone back into my purse.

“Are you taking me home now?” I ask Gray as soon as I reach him.

“No, we still have to take Richard in.”

I gesture to my wrinkled, soiled clothing. “Can I at least change first?”

A smile spreads across Gray’s face, crinkling his eyes at the corners. It’s not a particularly nice one. “No time. But here’s a little friendly advice: if you don’t want to ruin your expensive designer wear, I suggest you avoid crawling under tables in biker bars. Did you see that place? It’s filthy.”

I glare at him. “The sprite had a gun.”

“And we took care of it.” He loops his arm over my shoulders in a mock-friendly gesture, wrapping me in the scent of deodorant and man. “You were never in any danger.”

Wriggling out from under his arm, I shoot him a scathing look. “You go ahead. I’ll call a ride.”

“Sorry, princess. Just following orders. Like it or not, you’re part of the team now.”

One thing’s for sure—I certainly don’t like it.

***

Lillian opens the door as I stumble up the steps, gaping at me in horror. “Miss Madeline,” she says in her thick German accent as she clutches her hands to her ample, forty-seven-year-old bosom. “What happened to you?”

Bloody wretched Gray Tate happened to me.

I’m forty-five minutes late for dinner, my hair has fallen flat, and my feet have blisters from wearing these miserable heeled sandals all afternoon. I was at the Knights’ Guild’s downtown department for three hours as Gray and his band of merry marshals booked Richard, argued over paperwork, and flirted with the office girls. Finally, Gray told me I could leave, and then he pawned me off on a middle-aged clerk who was late for his anniversary dinner. I could hear the man’s wife hollering at him through the phone the entire way home.

“Tell Father and Mother I’m going to take a bath and then head to bed,” I tell Lillian.

The housekeeper flashes me a concerned look. “They left for Spain this afternoon.”

Oh, that’s right. Honestly, they’re gone so much, it’s hard to keep track of when they’re here and when they aren’t.

“Would you like me to bring you something to eat?” she asks, trailing after me like a worried mother hen.

I turn back, grateful. “Would you?”

“Of course.” She pats my head like I’m five. “You go clean up, and I’ll have it waiting for you by the time you’re finished.”

Whoever says good help is hard to find has never met Lillian.

Charles lifts his head when I walk through the door, and he lets out a yowl. It’s not a “welcome back” sort of greeting, nor a “it looks like you’ve had a hard day, let me cuddle on your lap” sort of meow. No, it’s a “dinner is an hour late” combined with a “you’re an awful girl” sort of chastisement.

He stretches, arching his back, and then sits at the end of the bed and scowls. His sweet, wrinkled face is the picture of displeasure, and his tail flicks back and forth like a well-balanced pendulum.

After kicking off my heels, I pad across the hardwood floor to Charles’s table by the window. One of the maids has a shining silver bowl and a can of Pedigreed Perfection in Salmon and Caviar waiting. I insist that I’m the only one who actually feeds Charles, but tonight I wish someone had ignored my decree and just fed the monster.

After dumping the gelatinous, meaty blob into Charles’s bowl, I pull off my clothes, tossing them on the floor, and draw a hot bath with lavender bath salts. I’m just sinking into the water when there’s a knock at the door.

“You’re a life saver, Lillian. Just leave it by the bed,” I call as the water comes up to my neck and steam wafts around my face.

“You have a visitor, Miss Madeline,” Lillian says.

My shoulders stiffen. “Who is it?”

“Tall, brown hair, built like a male underwear model.” She pauses. “He visited you earlier.”

I clench my eyes shut, silently groaning, and dunk my head under the water.

“Send him away,” I say after I come back up. “Tell him I’ll call him tomorrow.”

“Miss Madeline, if a man has a stomach you can wash clothes on, and he’s interested in you, you don’t show him the door.”

I roll my eyes. “You do if he’s this man.”

She lets out a dramatic sigh that’s loud enough to hear through the closed door. “Yes, miss.”

Thankfully, she doesn’t return.

I lose track of how long I stay in the bath, but by the time I step out, the water is on the cool side of lukewarm, and the pads of my fingers are wrinkled. I towel off, toss on a robe, and run a fat comb through my sopping wet hair as I step into my bedroom. And then I come to an abrupt stop.

“What are you doing here?” I demand when I find Gray in the reading chair by the fireplace. My cat sits on the arm of the chair, glaring at him. Gray is angled back, as far away from Charles as he can get without vacating his seat.

Gray glances at me briefly before returning his gaze to my cat. “What is that?”

I finish with the comb and toss it on my bed. “That is a Sphynx.”

“It looks like a goblin.”

“He’s hypoallergenic.”

“Your hypoallergenic goblin is wearing a sweater.”

Angry, low-pitched noises come from Charles’s throat, worrying me. Before he can launch himself, claws-first, at Gray’s face, I pick the cat up, running a hand down his back to soothe him.

“Of course he’s wearing a sweater,” I say. “He doesn’t have fur. How would you like to walk around naked?”

A wicked look crosses Gray’s face, and it appears he’s about to say something he shouldn’t. Lucky for him, he swallows the words.

“What are you doing here?”  I ask, ready to get to the point. This is the second time the man has barged into my bedroom, and I don’t want to make him think he’s welcome to do it a third.

“Lillian let me in.”

I’m sure she did.

I stare at him, waiting for him to elaborate.

“It just so happens that after you left, we were given another assignment. We’re needed in Trinidad ASAP.”

Trinidad, Colorado is one of those historic towns that fell into a crumbling, graffiti-covered state of disrepair. Its crime rate and poverty levels are above average, and its schools are subpar. Let’s just say it’s not on my top ten places to visit before I die. 

“Have a good trip.” Don’t let the door hit you on the way out.

He chuckles darkly. “You’re coming with us.”

“Hmmm.” I set Charles on the bed and tap my pursed lips. “No.”

“It’s not a request, princess.”

“Stop calling me that,” I hiss through clenched teeth.

Gray raises an eyebrow, obviously pleased to get under my skin. I mentally smooth my ruffled feathers and take a calming breath.

“I’m sorry,” I say in a cordial tone, the kind we practiced at Briarwood. “I cannot accompany you to Trinidad, though I hope you have a delightful time.”

Undaunted, Gray stands and begins poking through my dresser. “We’re leaving tonight, so you need to pack now.” He glances back. “And you should probably throw on some clothes.”

I gape at him, too stunned by his audacity to care that he’s shuffling through my underwear drawer.

“Surely you have a duffel bag somewhere.” He yanks open the closet. Then he closes his eyes and shakes his head, almost like he’s seen a sight that will haunt him forever. “How many shoes does a girl need?”

“You know, for a Wolf, you’re a bit of a boar.”

He freezes and turns on his heel slowly. “How do you know I’m a Wolf?”

Oops.

Okay, so it wasn’t a complete accident. But I do wish I could take it back.

I give him a one-shouldered shrug. “I guessed.”

“You guessed.”

Another shrug.

He walks across the room, eating the space between us with long strides. My instincts tell me to retreat, but my pride has me standing my ground, tilting my chin into the air to show him he can’t intimidate me. Gray steps into my space, a drill sergeant looking down at a new trainee.

“Let’s get something straight,” he says, his eyes dark and his voice hard. “I don’t trust you. I don’t like you. And I don’t think your spoiled rich girl routine is cute. You are a thorn in my side, and I will be counting the days until I can be free of you. But you are in my care for six months, and you will do as I say.”

Tilting my chin even higher, I boldly meet his gaze. “Since we’re being so honest, I’ll speak my peace as well. I can take care of myself, and I am not on your team—I am there to record every mistake you make. Every single time you step out of line, I will document it. And though fifteen minutes ago, I would have been happy to let you go about your business, staying out of it as much as possible, now I have no stronger desire than to make your life utterly miserable. Capiche?”

His eyes flash. “Get dressed. Get packed.” His low words tickle my temple. “And meet me in the foyer in fifteen minutes.”

“Yes, sir,” I say in a condescending tone that would probably get me punched if I were a man.

Gray stalks toward the door and throws it open. Before he goes down the hall, he looks back. “I mean it, princess. Get a move on it. I’m not leaving without you—even if that means I have to dress you myself and toss you over my shoulder.”

Then, like the mature, grown man he is, he slams the door behind him.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

“Hey, Maddie,” Eric says as soon as he spots me. “Ready for a road trip?”

No one, no one, calls me Maddie. But I kind of like Eric—or at least I dislike him a little less than the others—and since he’s the image of a living, breathing Titan, I let him get away with it.

I wrinkle my nose. “I suppose.”

“What’s in the case?” He leans down to take a peek at Charles.

“My cat.”

As if sensing we’re talking about him, Charles lets out an angry yowl. He’s even less pleased about the impromptu trip than I am.

“Absolutely no cats in the Hummer,” Jonathan says from several yards away, sounding about as surly as a person can. “I’ve already got a blood stain to deal with in the ‘Vette. The last thing I need is hair in here.”

Eric flashes me a crooked grin. “I don’t think that will be a problem.”

Jonathan turns my way. “Now you listen. I will not—” he begins and then looks in the crate and proceeds to use several choice words not fit for civilized conversation. “What is that?”

I roll my eyes. “It’s a cat.”

Why do they have so much trouble with the concept?

“My mother has cats—five of them.” He pulls a disgusted face. “That thing is not a cat. And it’s not going with us.”

“Then I suppose I won’t be able to join you either. You see, where I go, Charles goes.” Sighing, I set the carrier at my feet. “It’s a shame too, as I was so looking forward to it. Oh, well. Perhaps next time.” 

“Put the cat in the backseat and shut up,” Gray barks, already tossing my suitcases—all three of them—into the back.

Jonathan flashes him an angry look, and then he turns back to me. “It stays in its crate, you understand?”

“Perfectly.” I smile, letting him know that I won, and I know it.

He points a finger at me, a silent warning, and stalks to the driver’s side of the SUV.

“Look at you, already making friends,” Eric says from my side.

I meet his eyes. “I like you well enough.”

His eyebrows tilt suggestively, and he takes a step closer. “Oh yeah? How much?”

Laughing, I step into the backseat, placing Charles in the middle. The cat continues to make low noises, and I wonder if I should warn the men that he isn’t a fan of travel. He’ll likely make a racket the entire time we’re in the car.

I pat the carrier and smile to myself.

Outside, the three argue about seating arrangements. Eric apparently can’t sit in the back because his legs are too long, and Gray’s not a lot shorter. Jonathan won’t sit in the back because it’s his vehicle, and damn it, he’s driving.

Oh, and no one wants to sit next to the devil cat.

Five minutes later, Jonathan tosses open the back door. “Trade places with your beast. I don’t want to listen to it the entire time.”

“Lost the proverbial coin toss, did you?”

He pauses, and a slow smile builds on his face. He leans across the car, crawling half over the cat crate, and pins me with his eyes. He’s crazy handsome—the kind of man that makes a girl all weak and melty. Even though I have Finn, I’m not entirely immune to his dark eyes, black hair, and warm skin.

As if reading my mind, his eyes narrow into questioning slits. Shaking his head, he says, “I’m onto you.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Your magic moves in gray waves. You’re a Fox.”

Thief, criminal, con-artist.

I study him for a moment, and then, truly curious, I ask, “Why haven’t you told Gray?”

He backs up ever so slightly. “Because your magic feels…different. Less sinister.”

I give him a slow smile. “Less? Not completely void of sinister intent…but less so?”

“And I figure Finn already knows, considering you had to register your blood with the Royal Guild just like everyone else. He must have had some purpose for choosing you.”

Even though Jonathan totally avoids my question, I let it slide. “Yes, Finn knows.”

The knight is still leaning over Charles’s crate, his face near mine. This close, I can see the brown in his eyes. They’re dark chocolate, almost as dark as his black brows and hair.

“You know, when I saw the gray swirl of your magic, at first, I mistook it for silver and worried you were a Wolf. I thought you and Gray would tear each other apart, each of you attempting to claw your way to the top of the team.” He gives me a smirk. “Now I know you’re simply going to be the bane of his existence.” 

The Wolf and Fox factions are extremely similar. Foxes tend to charm people in order to swindle them; Wolves are naturally alluring. Wolves tend to give their all for the greater good. Foxes tend to speak silver-tongued lies and rob you blind. Either way, people tend to like us. You know, until they don’t.

And for obvious reasons, the two factions don’t usually get along.

Not that all those in the Fox faction are criminals. No. Only about eighty percent. The rest head up quasi-legitimate pyramid schemes, create direct sales businesses, and invest in and manage boy bands.

That aside, I’m quite confident that most of the magical miscreants Gray’s team goes after are Foxes. People from other factions can go rogue, of course. But it’s not nearly as common. 

And the other magical species? The pixies, the sprites, the trolls? Almost all of them are evil, and they make the perfect henchmen. That’s why when you find a sprite causing trouble, there’s almost always a Fox behind it.

Throughout the years, the Knights’ Guild has done its best to snuff out the evil that slipped into this realm before the thresholds were destroyed, but it’s a nearly impossible task. Like roaches, they disappear into their holes and reappear later, doubled in numbers. There are far fewer than there were in the middle ages, when reports of dragons, unicorns, and all other manner of magical beings were everyday occurrences in most parts of the world. But they’re still here—the ones who survived have just gotten better at hiding.

However, none of this has really concerned me before. Other than attending magical academies and Briarwood, I’ve lived a rather human life. Father figured it was best for me to learn the magical basics but suppress my natural abilities, and that’s what I’ve done.

Gray abruptly opens my door, making me jump back in my seat. I didn’t realize I was leaning toward Jonathan. Gray narrows his eyes when he sees Jonathan sit back as well. Then, without questioning us, he offers me a silver…thing. Like a remote or an ancient, clunky cell phone.

I look at it, then move my eyes back to his. “Am I supposed to know what this is?”

Gray’s nostrils flare ever so slightly as he breathes in through his nose. “It’s a Taser.”

Startled, I lean away from it. “Okay.”

“Take it,” he says as he jiggles it a couple times.

“No, thanks.” I cross my arms, just in case he decides it would be fun to shove it in my hand.

“Our next target is a troll,” Jonathan informs me. “You really should have something to defend yourself.”

I look over at him, frowning. “I do have basic knowledge of the elements. I can conjure a fireball if I must.”

More like a little flame…but they don’t need all the details. 

“And then what?” Gray shifts closer. “Are you going to write yourself up for the use of magic in an urban area?”

Oh. Right. There is that.

“Take the stun gun,” Gray says again, his tone telling me it’s not a request.

Gingerly, I accept the device, holding it away from myself with just my thumb and pointer finger.

“It’s not going to bite you,” Jonathan says, sounding almost amused.

I peer at the device. “Isn’t that kind of what it does? A human version of a lightning bolt?”

“This is the safety,” Gray says, pointing at the Taser. “When you want to use it, flip it back, press these two buttons, and zap the person or creature coming at you.”

An uneasy feeling settles in the pit of my stomach. “And why would this person or creature be coming at me?”

“It’s just a precaution.” Yet Gray’s abrupt tone is less than reassuring. “Most likely, it will sit in the bottom of your purse, taking up precious cosmetic space, and you’ll never use it.”

Feeling better knowing there’s a series of actions I must perform to make it work, I hold it closer, examining it. “It’s ugly.”

“It’s a safety device.” Gray shakes his head. “It doesn’t matter what it looks like.”

Eric gets into the passenger seat and turns around, joining the conversation. “Ask him real nice, and Jonathan just might bedazzle it for you.”

I don’t hear Jonathan’s answer because I turn back to Gray. “Wait. We’re going after a troll?”

Gray nods. “He’s been causing tourists some turmoil.”

That sounds like a lot of fun.

Finally, I make room in my purse for the stun gun, and Gray closes the door.

Jonathan clears his throat, nodding to the cat, who’s still protesting the car trip with angry, low, drawn-out howls.

Rolling my eyes, I pick up Charles’s crate and set it on my lap as I scoot to the middle. Then I place it beside me, next to the door.

“Happy?” I ask Jonathan, slightly disconcerted to be right next to him.

“If you wanted to sit by her,” Eric says to Jonathan from his spot in the front, “you could have just said so.”

My cheeks heat but Jonathan shakes his head like we’re all ridiculous, not even bothering to give more than a half-hearted protest—which tells me he couldn’t care less—he just didn’t want to sit next to Charles.

As soon as we’re on the road, I’m sure the Griffon’s decided he made a wise decision. Charles’s yowls have gone from low growls to full-out, ear-piercing feline shrieks.

“Can you shut him up?” Gray asks as he pulls onto the Interstate.

“Do I look like a Bunny?” I demand, speaking of the Lepus Faction—the Rabbits. They’re animal whisperers, the soothers and caretakers that are most often affectionately—or not-so-affectionately in some cases—referred to as “Bunny Huggers.” And I do not have any of their skills. I can charm humans—not beasts. And certainly not Charles.

“He wasn’t talking to you.” Eric turns in his seat, grinning. “He was talking to me.”

“You’re a Bunny Hugger?” I ask, almost gasping with surprise. But…he’s huge. He should be a Bull, gifted with strength and destruction, or a Bear, gifted with…largeness. In fact, he should be anything but a Rabbit. 

Eric gives me a wry smile and holds out his massive hands. “Take the cat out of his crate and hand him to me.”

Jonathan tosses his hands in the air, irritated that no one obeys the rules he’s set forth in his own vehicle. “The cat doesn’t leave the crate!”

Eric narrows his eyes at the man next to me. “Do you want to listen to that the entire way?”

Finally relenting, Jonathan jerks his hand in my direction, telling me to get on with it. Cautiously, I open Charles’s crate and peer inside. The cat has himself all the way to the rear of the cubby, and his eyes are wild. If I try to pull him out, I’ll lose a hand.

Shaking my head, I zip the flap closed and pass Eric the whole thing. In just seconds, Charles’s wild cries lessen. I unbuckle my belt and lean forward, resting my head on the side of Eric’s seat to see what he’s doing.

Eric has Charles out of the crate, and he runs his giant hands down the cat’s back, petting him gently. He’s like a picture from one of those calendars they sell at malls during Christmas, the ones with the shirtless men holding tiny animals. Eric’s month would be titled Muscle-bound Hottie Holding Hairless Cat.

But now that I think about it further, some people might find the whole thing disturbing instead of alluring.

“Who’s a good kitty?” Eric murmurs. “Who has a handsome sweater?”

“That is so wrong,” Jonathan mutters under his breath, looking at my cat with something akin to horror in his eyes.

I watch, bemused, as Charles stretches, his terror seeming to melt away. Five minutes later, Charles is curled on Eric’s lap, purring like a kitten.

Eric hands back the carrier. “I’ll keep him up here for a while.”

Taking the crate and setting it in the seat next to me, I lean back, looking out the window. The sun has set, and the sky is shades of lavender and coral. The new near-silence is a relief. For a while, there’s nothing but the sound of the tires on the road and the soft purr of both the engine and Charles.

The long day catches up with me, combined with the fact that I read the ledger last night instead of getting a full eight hours of beauty rest, and I set my head against the seat and close my eyes. A few moments later, I feel myself drifting.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

 

I wake to voices and the sound of car doors shutting. Blinking, groggy as can be, I shift. When I realize my cheek is resting against hard muscle covered by soft, soft cotton, I freeze.

At some point, I must have shifted against Jonathan and used him as a pillow.

Horrified, I pull back, but it’s not Jonathan I find next to me. It’s Gray.

He glances up from his phone, looking bored. “Finally awake?”

It’s dark outside, probably past ten by now. A dim light shines through the window. It looks like we’re parked at a rest stop. Jonathan, Eric, and Charles are gone.

My eyes move to Gray’s shoulder. Thank goodness, it doesn’t look like I drooled on him. I can’t imagine anything more mortifying than that.

“What happened to Jonathan?” I ask, wetting my lips. My mouth is so dry.

“We switched seats at the last gas station.” Gray’s already looking back at his phone. “He said he couldn’t rest with your snoring.”

I suck in a gasp—so much for the whole mortifying thing.

Gray glances back at me, a wry smile on his lips. “That was a joke. He hates my driving. Eventually, he demanded we switch places.”

How did I sleep through that?

“Sorry I…” I trail off and gesture to his shoulder.

“It’s all right, princess,” he says mildly. “I get it. We’re all your humble subjects, here to serve however we can.”

I think he’s making another attempt at humor. Either that or he’s a jerk. It could go either way.

Absently, I check my hair. When I find the side that was smashed against Gray’s shoulder is now flat, I rummage in my purse for an elastic tie and pull it back into a high ponytail. I’m sure it’s messy, but it’s better than the sleep-smooshed style.

Suddenly, I realize it’s very quiet in the car, and we’re very alone. I glance at Gray, who still has his nose in his phone.

Needing to fill the silence, I joke, “Checking your stocks?”

“Candy Crush.” He flashes me a smirk.

“You are not.” I scoot closer and tug on his wrist, making him show me the phone.

And then I see the bright candies shining on the screen. He really is. I bite down on my lip, fighting the urge to smile.

“What level are you on?” I ask.

“One hundred eighty-seven.”

“Seriously?” This time, I snatch the phone from his hand. “How much money have you spent?”

He takes the cell back and makes another match. “Not a dime—I’m just good.”

“And humble.”

“Naturally.”

Silence falls over us once more, though I’m not sure Gray notices. I twirl the ends of my ponytail—a horrible habit. Once I catch myself, I clasp my hands in my lap.

“So…you and Finn are brothers.”

At that, Gray pockets the phone and turns to me, giving me his full attention—not something I was quite ready for.

“He’s my younger brother, yes.”

I cock my head to the side. “Younger? How does that work?”

If Gray’s older, shouldn’t he be the one sitting in the office at the Royal Guild headquarters?

“He’s my half-brother.”

I digest that information.

“My mother had me before she married Finn’s father. My own father was killed right before I was born, leaving her a widow. He was fighting the Entitled.”

“I’m sorry,” I murmur.

Just the name of the group gives me goosebumps. They’re from the Fox bloodline, and they’ve been around since long before the great war that led to the thresholds being destroyed. Long ago, they cultivated dark magic in our land, raised an army, prepared to lay siege against the humans. At some point, they decided Aparians were superior, and we should not be hiding. Never mind that we were visitors to this land, and it belongs to the humans and not us.

“I never knew him,” Gray says. “Finn’s father is my father even though I don't carry his name.”

Well, this a deep conversation I initiated. I could tell him I’m adopted, that I understand what it’s like to have a father who is not your own—who many, many times you’ve wished was yours in blood.

And then we’d have a lovely bonding moment.

But I don’t for two reasons. One, I’m not a sap. Two, no one is supposed to know I’m adopted.

“Your father was a Wolf then?” I ask.

Gray’s eyes narrow. “How exactly do you know I’m a Wolf again?”

“Jonathan mentioned it.”

He gives me a look that says he doesn’t believe me. “Yes, my actual father was a Wolf.” Then, after a moment, he says, “You’re not a Sparrow.”

I meet his eyes, saying nothing.

“Finn wouldn’t have sent you with us if you couldn’t protect yourself.”

Still, I stay silent.

Gray leans a smidgen closer. “Which means he knows something I don’t.”

Unable to help myself, I say, “I’m sure Finn knows a great many things you don’t.”

“Are you a Griffon, like Jonathan? Is that why he had so much trouble reading you?” 

That happens sometimes. Just like Gray can’t use persuasion charms on me because I carry the same magic, Griffons have trouble reading each other.

It would be easy just to tell him I am, but then he’d wonder why we’ve kept it a secret. Griffons are greatly admired and respected. (When it comes to magical matters—not those pertaining to car rules as Jonathan would happily attest to.) That, and Gray would know I was adopted. It’s possible for a woman of the Deer faction and a man of the Dragon faction to have a Sparrow daughter, but it’s not possible for her to be born with a different magic altogether. Just like humans, it’s all about genes.

“No, I’m not a Griffon.”

“Tell me what faction you’re affiliated with,” Gray says, adding magic to the words.

Foolish Wolf.

He thinks he’s trapping me with his persuasion, but it’s just the opposite. He’s giving me the chance to make my lie seem like truth, as most wouldn’t be able to resist him.

“I’m a Sparrow,” I say slowly, drawing out the words like he’s a bit dimwitted. “We’ve been over this.”

Gray’s frown deepens, etching his face, wrinkling his brow.

Take that, Wolf.

“Why did Finn put you on my team?” Again, he adds magic to the words.

“Because he’s a royal pain in the tail.”

Gray lets out an abrupt chuckle. “Besides that.”

“I think he’s worried about you—worried that you’re going to find yourself in trouble with the Royal Guild and then even he won’t be able to protect you. Maybe he believes that if I’m with you, writing down all your missteps, you might behave yourself.”

This time, it’s the truth.

Gray leans a smidgen closer in the darkened car. “And what do you think, princess? Do you think you can make me behave?”

Thankfully, I’m saved from answering. The passenger door swings open, and Eric steps inside, Charles still in his arms. “Hey, Maddie. Have a nice nap?”

“Sure.”

“This guy needed some air, so we went for a walk,” he says, cradling the cat. “Jonathan’s still back there,  fighting with a vending machine, wishing he was a Squirrel.”

The Sciuridae, or Squirrel, faction is comprised of tinkers—the manipulators of matter and creators of random devices. Most often, they just blow stuff up.

Eric gives me a questioning look. “He requested your assistance if you were awake. Which you appear to be.”

I can feel Gray’s eyes boring into me.

“I’m not sure I can help.”

Eric shrugs and settles into his seat.

“All right then,” I say, uncomfortable. Moving Charles’s carrier aside, I slip out the door and make my way to the brick buildings. There are a few travelers making use of the restrooms, and the facility is well lit.

I finally find Jonathan standing in front of a vending machine in an alcove next to the closed visitor center entrance.

“Oh good,” he says when he spots me. “You’re awake.”

Standing next to him, I frown at the bag of pretzels hanging precariously from J-2.

“It got caught on the way down,” Jonathan explains. “Can you get it?”

“Are you trying to announce to the world that I’m a Fox? Or worse, announce it to Gray?” I hiss at a whisper. “I’m not going to unlock the vending machine for you!”

Just another one of my questionable talents—I’m my own, personal locksmith. Handy, right? I’m sure it comes in useful for all the recreational breaking and entering Foxes do.

Jonathan’s eyes light as he smiles, and he leans close. “Actually, I thought you might be able to reach in and grab it since your arms are smaller.”

“Oh.”

Oh.

It is close to the bottom.

“I tried to coax it with a little wind, but the machine is too closed up to get my magic in there,” Jonathan says quietly while I’m eying the concrete below us.

I wonder if I’ll ruin another skirt if I kneel. It looks all right, I suppose.

Dropping to my knees, I ask, “Why didn’t you just shake the machine like everyone else in the world?”

“Haven’t you heard? Vending machines kill people.”

Rolling my eyes, I push my hand through the slot and reach inside the machine. “I’d just like you to know, I’ve never felt more like a criminal in my life. Thank you very much.”

Jonathan leans against the side. “How does it feel to go back to your roots?”

A witty retort is right on my tongue, but Jonathan stops me with a hand on my shoulder. He goes still like he’s listening to something.

“You have got to be kidding,” he murmurs.

“Freeze,” a man says from behind me. “Please remove your arm from the vending machine, miss, and stand slowly.”

What the…?

I do as I’m told, and then I almost groan out loud. The man the voice belongs to is dressed in black pants and a wrinkled white shirt. He wears a jaunty black hat and a badge with “Security” printed on it.

Just my luck—we’ve found ourselves a rent-a-cop.

“Are you aware that stealing from a vending machine is a crime?” he asks, pointing a Taser at my chest.

And I know it’s a Taser because I have something similar in my purse back in Jonathan’s car.

“She wasn’t stealing anything,” Jonathan explains, looking bored. “The bag of pretzels got stuck, and she was trying to reach it. No harm done.”

“That’s what they all say.” The security guard lets his eyes rove over my outfit, lingering in places that should get him smacked. “I’m afraid I have to search you, miss. Make sure you haven’t stolen anything else.”

You think so, do you?

Jonathan’s already protesting, but I step forward, giving the man a smile. “Of course, Officer. I understand you have to do your job, and I don’t have anything to fear.” I infuse the words with a wallop of my own charisma magic, enough to have this man rolling on the ground like a dog.

His eyes glaze over, and he steps forward, in a trance.

I bat my eyelashes at him. “But first, how about you give me a little demonstration of how that stun gun works? I’ve always been curious.”

“You have to be careful with them,” he says, swaggering toward me. “They’re weapons and therefore quite dangerous.”

I look at Jonathan. “How dangerous?”

He shrugs. “They’re not usually deadly.”

Good enough for me.

Turning back to the security guard, I say, “Why don’t you show me? Give yourself a little zap.”

He pauses, thinking about it, knowing deep down it’s a bad idea.

“Just a little zing,” I all but purr.

Slowly, he nods, points the Taser at his ample belly…and flops to the ground like a fish. The weapon falls from his hand when he collapses.

Jonathan stands over the man, his face impassive, and then looks back at me. “So…the pretzels?”

I turn from the smarmy security guard twitching on the ground. “I almost had them. Let’s try one more time.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

“I’m going to have to write you up you know,” Jonathan says on the way back to the car, ripping open the bag.

“Seriously?” I demand, stealing several pretzels. “That was work-related research, and you know it.”

He grins. “Any lingering doubts I had that you’re a Fox are gone now.”

I would respond, but we’re already back to the Hummer.

Gray looks up when Jonathan opens the door for me. “What took so long?”

“Madeline was flirting with a security guard,” Jonathan says easily as he slips into the driver’s seat.

I pelt the back of his head with a pretzel. He laughs even though Eric and Gray look confused. Or maybe he laughs because Gray and Eric looks confused.

“Care to explain?” Gray asks as we pull onto the road once again.

I pop a pretzel into my mouth. “Nope.”

The rest of the trip is uneventful, and we finally pull into our hotel at one in the morning.

“Classy place you booked us,” I say, debating whether I’ll just sleep in the car—and that’s before I even notice the doors on the outside of the structure.

Good heavens—it’s a motel.

There’s a chain restaurant next door advertising all you can eat pancakes, and a newer twenty-four-hour gas station across the street.

The area doesn’t look all that bad really, just a popular stop for traveling families. And there’s a Doubletree just a few blocks down, so it can’t be that bad.

Wait—don't they give away cookies? Why aren’t we staying there?

Eric coaxes a sleepy Charles into his carrier and hands the cat back to me. Jonathan pulls out the suitcase I point to, sets it on its wheels, and extends the handle before he gives it to me. With the carrier in one hand, the suitcase in the other, and my father’s credit card in my purse, I head toward the sidewalk that will eventually lead to the Doubletree. I can only hope they’ll have a suite available.

“Hey, princess,” Gray calls. “You’re going the wrong way.”

I ignore him. “I’ll meet you back at the car at nine in the morning.”

“Where is she going?” I hear Eric ask the group.

In response, Gray mutters that I’m a pain in the…something. Lucky for him, I didn’t quite catch that last word.

“She can take care of herself,” Jonathan says. “And I’m exhausted. Let her go.”

Now I’m far enough away, I can’t hear the rest of their conversation.

Charles lets out a disgruntled yowl—probably irritated that he’s with me and not Eric. Ignoring him, I walk into the foyer. My heels click against the marble as I head for the long check-in counter. The lights are low, and there’s only one employee present. She smiles even though it's the middle of the night.

“I’d like a room. Maybe a suite if you have one available.”

“Make that two regular rooms with a connecting door,” Gray says from behind me.

I turn around and glare. It just shows you how tired I am—I didn’t even hear him following me.

He tosses a credit card on the counter and turns to me before I can object. “The guild pays for our accommodations while we’re traveling. They might not question a night here, but a suite will certainly make them raise their eyebrows.”

Too exhausted to argue, I only nod.

A few moments later, the woman hands us our card keys. “I’m so sorry—we’re temporarily out of cookies.”

They’re…what now?

Reading the despair on my face, she finishes, “But you can come back in the morning and get a fresh one.”

Well, all right then.

“Have a pleasant stay,” she says, politely dismissing us.

I start for the elevator. “Where are Jonathan and Eric?”

Without asking, Gray takes my suitcase, pulling it for me. “They didn’t have a problem with the motel.”

“Oh? And you suddenly do?”

He reaches past me, brushing his arm against my shoulder as he pushes the lift button. I go still as the scent of his deodorant wafts to me. No man should smell that good after midnight.

As soon as he presses the button, he backs up, his blue eyes locked on mine. “It’s never a good idea for members of the team to go off on their own.”

“Is that a rule?”

“More like common sense. Especially when the team member in question is twenty-two, blond, and wearing a mini skirt and heels.”

He edges closer, towering over me. So much muscle, so little T-shirt to contain it.

Blinking the thought away, I take a cautious step back, silently urging the elevator to hurry. “Ever had a girlfriend tell you that you’re a wee bit smothering?” I mean it as a joke, but my voice has the strangest breathy quality. Because I’m tired. Breathy-tired. It’s a thing.

He smirks and leans a hair closer. “I don’t do girlfriends, but I’ve never had any complaints from the women I’ve dated.”

As if on cue, the elevator opens.

I leap inside, spooked like a bunny. And not a Bunny like Eric—like an actual skittish, bouncy bunny. The kind with soft fur and a white cotton tail. The kind big, bad wolves like to eat for breakfast.

Gray follows me into the elevator, instantly making me feel like an idiot. Now we’re trapped in this tiny, little bitty space. How was that supposed to be helpful? My knees soften, and my pulse jumps. The walls are mirrored, and everywhere I look, there’s Gray. All angles—his front, sides, and…backside. A very nice backside.

Suddenly, I go still. Is Gray doing this to me? Has he somehow found a way to break through my defenses, making me vulnerable to his charisma? It’s the only thing that makes sense.

Filled with indignation, both for myself and Finn, I poke a finger at his chest. “Knock it off.”

A slightly irritated, but sort of amused, look crosses his face. “Knock what off?”

“That charisma thing you’re doing.” I step forward, narrowing my eyes. “It’s messed up to use it on me, and you know it.”

Slowly—so, so slowly—Gray raises a single eyebrow. “I’m not using charisma on you.”

I think about it for several seconds, letting my eyes fall to the finger I have pressed against his chest. Huh.

Well, now I’ve made a fool of myself.

“Good,” I finally say, putting on a poker face. I take several steps back. “Good. That’s…good.”

And now I’m stuck on repeat.

Cocking his head ever so slightly to the side, Gray stalks forward. “Apparently I don’t need to.”

Warning bells sound in my head. Run, little bunny.

But there’s nowhere for me to go.

Gray closes the space between us, stopping only once my back is against the wall. He cages me in with his arms on either side of my shoulders, his palms against the mirrored panels.

Before this can escalate, I push my hand to his chest…his rock-hard, unyielding chest. Good heavens—does he live in the gym?

“I’m dating your brother,” I remind him, panicking.

“No, you’re not.”

“Excuse me?” The attraction, though still there, is pushed behind my irritation.

“You think you’re dating my brother, but my brother is a player. He’s using you, just as he’s probably stringing along three or four other girls at the same time. I know for a fact that he was on a date last week with a girl named Chastity.”

There’s some irony.

I give Gray a good shove, adding just a touch of magic to assist. His eyes widen, startled by my power—probably more power than a lowly Sparrow should have. He shifts back, but only slightly.

“The thing is,” he continues as if I didn’t just assault him. “If you’re not actually sleeping with him—which you claim you aren’t—what’s he using you for?”

Gray’s jealous of Finn, that’s all. His younger brother has everything—the name, the status, the power.

It’s understandable really, if not a little sad. And by sad, I mean pathetic.

The elevator comes to a stop, and the doors open. Gray watches me for several more heartbeats, and then he steps back, freeing me.

With a huff, I push past him, stalking into the hall.

“Madeline,” he calls, using my name. Using it in a dark, rough voice that does funny things to my stomach.

Bracing myself, I turn back.

He points to the crate by his feet. “Forget something?”

Poor Charles.

I hurry forward, snatching both my cat and my suitcase.

“I’ll see you in the morning,” Gray promises…or threatens. I’m not sure which. “In the lobby, eight-thirty.”

Refusing to answer, I rush to my room. Gray’s is right next to mine, but he appears to be in no hurry.

I’m so flustered, it takes several swipes of the card key to get the stupid little light to blink green and give me access to the room. Finally, the sound of the lock clicks, and I push inside.

Immediately, I set Charles on the bed, unzip the front flap because he’s already fussing, and move to the adjoining door. I check the lock twice, set up a litter box and bowl of water for my grumpy cat, and then collapse on the bed, not even bothering to pull back the covers or change into pajamas.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

“Maddie, sweetheart, I don’t want you to take this the wrong way,” Eric says, “but you look like crap.”

“Noted,” I mutter.

After my run-in with Gray last night, I was too amped on adrenaline and doubt—wretched, wretched doubt—to sleep.

And when I called Finn this morning, needing a little reassurance after a truly awful night, Agatha said he couldn’t come to the phone. His Royal Importantness was having a private meeting with some Peacock. A Peacock—a member of the only faction that’s single claim to fame is beauty. Most can’t even conjure a simple light spell because their heads are full of fluff and an entire lifetime of compliments.

So, yes, I look like crap. My hair is up in a messy bun—with emphasis on the messy—I have a hint of raccoon eyes lingering, and my shirt is on inside out…which, of course, I didn’t realize until Gray was dragging me down the hall, telling me I slept in.

Joke’s on him. I didn’t sleep at all. Take that, Gray.

And the worst part? He scooted me out of the hotel so quickly, I didn’t have a chance to ask for my cookie.

Blasted Wolf.

Eric relieves me of Charles. The cat is in desperate need of a little Bunny magic because his mood isn’t much better than mine. Jonathan, bless his tall, dark, and handsome self, hands me a steaming cup of caffeinated goodness, opens my door, and takes my bag. Now that’s service.

“You’re a good boy,” I tell him, breathing in the aroma of…wait.

No, no, no.

“What is this?” I point to the cup, hoping not to look ungrateful though I’m about ready to burst into tears.

“Herbal Chai Latte,” Jonathan says, hefting my bag into the back. “Gray’s orders. He said you tossed and turned all night and needed to cut back on caffeine.”

My eyes lock on Gray. He’s pacing thirty yards away, on the phone. It looks like a serious conversation, so I don’t interrupt him. I wait, ready to pounce as soon as he ends the call.

Before he’s finished, he turns my way and finds me watching him. He gives me a questioning look as he wraps up the conversation, pockets the phone, and takes a long, deliberate sip from a cup that looks identical to mine—a cup that I’m certain contains some form of caffeine.

He totally planned this.

I’m sure I look like a hot mess as I stalk toward him. If we weren’t standing in the parking lot of Jonathan and Eric’s cheap motel, someone might call the cops and claim there’s a deranged woman with dark intentions written all over her face  marching across the asphalt. Thankfully, I’m sure they see that sort of thing all the time around here.

As soon as I reach Gray, I snatch the cup from his hand.

I take a sniff and then narrow my eyes. Before he can stop me, I drink a scalding sip of liquid happiness. It’s a simple latte, no sugar, with an extra shot of espresso. Maybe two extra shots. Perfection.

I take a long, deep yoga breath before I meet Gray’s eyes. “Why do you get coffee?”

“Because I slept all night.”

“Oh really?” I take a step closer. “Well, Master of the Wolf Hearing Abilities, if you slept, how did you know I tossed and turned all night?”

He opens his mouth, ready to answer, and then realizes I have him.

That’s right. Point for Madeline.

“Give me back my coffee,” he commands.

I shove the chai latte into his hand.

Through gritted teeth, he says, “My coffee.”

I take another drink of my new beverage. “Hmmm. No.”

Then I turn on my heel and walk back to the Hummer. Gray robbed me of my cookie; I robbed him of his latte. Justice has been served.

Jonathan and Eric stand by the SUV, blatantly watching the show, arms crossed, both looking amused and slightly concerned.

“You two finished?” Jonathan asks. “Can we get to work now?”

“I’m good,” I say, slipping into my seat. Gray shows up a moment later, and I give him an innocent smile. “What about you, Gray? You good?”

He pushes Jonathan away from the driver’s door and steals his seat. “Never better.”

“I take it you’re driving,” Jonathan mutters, getting in next to me.

Gray’s gaze locks with mine in the rearview mirror, and he takes a long drink of the chai, disgust only briefly flickering across his face before he schools the expression.

He’s stubborn. I’ll give him that.

We’re on the road, heading toward our rendezvous with the troll, wherever that might be, when Jonathan leans close. “Eventually, I’d like to drive my own vehicle. Do you think the two of you can learn to get along so we can make that happen?”

“That depends.” I sit primly in my seat, happily sipping my stolen drink. “Next time Gray tells you to order me tea, are you going to listen to him?”

Jonathan gives me a reprimanding look, though his dark eyes are bright. “You realize that you’ve been part of the team for less than twenty-four hours, and you’re already starting a mutiny?”

“What’s your point?”

He shakes his head and bites back a rotten grin. “Unless you ask for it, I won’t order you tea.”

Satisfied, I nod. “Very well. I will try to get along with the Wolf.”

***

I look out my window, growing increasingly concerned. We left the hotel and gas station-lined street, drove through a residential area with trim lawns and flowers growing in well-manicured beds, and at some point, we turned into the neighborhood slum.

Gray follows the coordinates on the GPS, taking turns as he’s instructed. Absently, I think it might be nice to have a Canis in the group—a Hound—someone gifted with navigation.

We stop at a red light next to a liquor store. A woman leans against the side of the building, watching us. A year’s worth of brunette roots show in her frizzy bleached hair. She has on a black tube top with lime green bra straps showing, frayed jean shorts, and a red flannel shirt tied around her waist. She has the look of a woman who’s lived a hard, illegal-substance-filled life.

“Are you sure this is the right way?” I ask Gray, growing increasingly nervous. Not to stereotype, but people who hang out in these sorts of areas don’t generally like girls like me. “I thought you said the troll was harassing tourists. This doesn’t look like much of a tourist trap to me.”

“No, but he lives near here.”

Of course he does.

Eric pivots in his seat as the light turns green and Gray leaves the liquor store behind. “You still have your Taser, don’t you?”

I give him a tight nod.

“Don’t be afraid to use it, you understand? If someone or something threatens you, you take them out.”

“Shouldn’t be a problem,” Jonathan mutters wryly, and Gray flashes him a questioning look in the rearview mirror. One Jonathan ignores.

“What exactly has the troll been doing?” I ask, figuring I should know what I’m getting myself into.

“Hiding under bridges, jumping out at tourists, snatching purses—that sort of thing,” Jonathan answers, sounding bored, like we’re talking about jaywalkers.

“There’s just no creativity with trolls,” Eric adds, disgusted. “You’d think they’d mix it up a bit, but no. It’s always hiding under the bridge, ‘You may not pass,’ ‘I’m going to boil you and eat your bones,’ blah, blah, blah, etcetera, etcetera.”

I grow a tiny bit queasy. You see, I’ve never, not ever, seen a troll. They don’t exactly hang out in the Royal Guild circles. But I do know that just like sprites, pixies, and most of the other miscreants that came into this world before the thresholds were closed, they love money, and they get great joy in taking it from humans. If they can cause a little chaos and carnage in the process, all the better.

“You know,” I say. “I might just stay in the car with Charles.”

Jonathan’s face hardens. “You don’t want to do that.”

I glance at Eric when Jonathan fails to elaborate.

Eric grins. “This is Jonathan’s sixth Hummer in the last five years. It never fails that we knock on a door, have a nice civil arrest, and come back to find our vehicle trashed. That’s the thing about trolls—you’ll be talking to one of them, and their friend will sneak out the back and strip your car clean.”

Peachy.

According to the GPS, we’re going to reach our destination in four minutes. I clasp my hands in my lap, trying very hard not to pick at my manicure.

We end up in a neighborhood made up of duplexes. There’s a scraggly tree growing on the corner. Other than it and the weeds growing in the patchy gravel, there’s no greenery.

To make up for that, one resident has a flower pot filled with sun-faded fake flowers amidst an interesting, and slightly terrifying, collection of yard gnomes.

In the side yards, there are bicycles, droopy, plastic playhouses, and dilapidated metal swing sets. One man has what can be nothing but a shrine to his beloved football team. His import is spray-painted orange, and there’s a big, drippy number on the side that most likely represents his favorite player. He has bumper stickers galore, and a football flag proudly flies from a pole that makes the Tower of Pisa look straight.

Go Broncos.

Gray rolls to a stop in front of C-5. Five empty beer bottles sit on the ledge under the front window, and shards of amber glass glisten on the ground. A lovely collection of clothing, including several pairs of boxer shorts, hangs on the chain link fence, drying in the sun.

At least we know he’s home.

“Look at the bright side,” I say to Jonathan. “There’s no landscaping to block the view of your Hummer from the front door.”

The knight snorts, but he doesn’t sound amused.

Suddenly, something hits me. I look at Gray in the driver’s seat…then I look at Eric in the passenger seat. Jonathan’s next to me, I’m in the back middle, and that only leaves the empty seat to my right that currently contains Charles.

“Um.” I raise my hand like I’m in school. “Question?”

“What now?” Gray puts the vehicle in park.

“Say the troll is home, and say you arrest him, where are you going to put him?”

Gray turns, meets my eyes, and then pointedly looks at the seat next to me.

Right.

Not happening.

I lean forward. “You expect me to ride next to a troll? Why can’t we throw him in the back like you did the sprite?”

“The Fair Treatment of Trolls Act of 1994,” Jonathan says.

I find myself gaping at him. “Trolls have rights?”

“Since 1994.”

A headache niggles behind my right eye. “But…they’re trolls.”

“Trolls have feelings too.”

Unable to let the subject drop, I argue, “But you wrapped the sprite in a tarp and tossed him in the trunk of your car. Don’t sprites have rights?”

Eric shrugs and joins the conversation. “Sprites aren’t protected under the Troll Act.” He turns and meets my eyes. “Just trolls…as the name suggests.”

“Careful, Bunny.” I pin him with a look. “I actually like you.”

“Hey, what about me—” Jonathan starts to protest, but Gray cuts off our conversation with a barked, “Shut up,” and gets out of the car, sliding a pistol into a holster on his hip.

I blink at the weapon. “You can’t toss them in the back of a moving vehicle, but you can shoot them?”

Gray smirks. “There are a few very convenient loopholes in the act.”

“Better grab your cat, Maddie,” Eric says, sliding on his own gun. “You don’t want to leave him in the car. You know—just in case.”

As brave as I would like to pretend to be, my fingers tremble as I scoot out the door, Charles’s case in my hand. Then, because no one offered me a gun, I pull the Taser from my purse.

Gray takes the lead and knocks on the door. A young boy with a faux-hawk comes out from the duplex across the street. His eyes lock on the guns, and his face lights with an emotion that can be nothing but glee. He makes shooting motions with his fingers and giggles to himself—not like a child pretending to be a cowboy. No, more like a kid who has a bright future in a state mental facility.

“Go back inside,” I say to him, adding a little magic to the words.

Instantly, he turns and disappears through the door. When I look back, I find Gray watching me with narrowed eyes. “What was that?”

“What was what?” I ask, my tone innocent.

“You just—”

Fortunately, the door in front of us opens, cutting Gray off. The man who stands on the other side is six-foot-four—at least—and built like a bodybuilder before they outlawed steroids. His ears are three sizes too small, his head is pointy, and his eyes are too close together.

Thank goodness he’s using his magic to mask his appearance, or he’d be sort of ugly.

The man who can be nothing but a troll narrows his eyes. “What do you want, Knight Guild filth?”

My mouth drops open, and not because of what he said. No, it’s how he said it…like he swallowed helium. That kind of voice should belong to a ten-year-old girl, not a monster straight out of a fairytale.

And because my nerves are already shot, I giggle.

Which, judging from the look on the troll’s face, is the absolute last thing I should do.

Apparently sensitive about his squeak, he lunges forward, waving his ham-hands in a classic troll-style, out to hit someone but not really caring who. He yells out a loud roar, but it sounds like a kitten pretending to be a lion.

And, so help me, I laugh a little more. But the men have pulled their guns, so I should probably control myself before I make the situation worse than I already have.

“Stand down,” Gray orders, pistol pointed at the troll’s chest.

The troll’s face is still twisted with fury, but upon seeing the weapons, he controls himself. That is, until Charles yowls from the crate. 

The beast’s eyes darken with hunger, and suddenly there’s a troll—an honest to goodness, “burn the village down,” troll—standing in front of us.

In truth, except for the green skin and yellow dripping fangs, he doesn’t look a lot different.

“Madeline, get back!” Gray yells.

But I don’t get back, because that green beast is staring at Charles’s crate, licking his chops, getting ready to help himself to a tasty kitty morsel.

So I zap him with my Taser.

Just like Rent-a-cop, his eyes go wide, and he falls to the ground, twitching. There’s just a lot more of him to twitch.

When he stops, I zap him again. You know, just to be on the safe side.

Satisfied he’s down, I look up and meet three stunned sets of eyes. Well, Jonathan doesn’t seem all that stunned, but his expression is caught between amusement and that look someone wears when they’re wondering if the person in front of them is unstable.

“What?” I ask. “You said to use it if I felt threatened.”

Eric mutters a low curse of surprise, and then his face stretches into a grin. “Let’s load him up.”

We argue over seating arrangements, and it’s finally decided that Jonathan will drive, Eric will take shotgun as usual, Gray will be in the middle back, and I’ll be next to him on the right with Charles on my lap. That way Gray gets to sit next to the kitty-eating, currently unconscious, troll.

“Do you think anyone saw?” I ask as Jonathan pulls away from the duplex.

“Doesn’t matter,” Gray says.

I frown. “It doesn’t matter?”

Because the troll is so large, and quite frankly quite pungent in this tight space, Gray sits as close to me as possible. His leg is fully pressed against mine, and his arm is flush with my arm. If we were any closer, I’d be in his lap.

Not that I’ve thought that far into it. Obviously.

He meets my eyes. “How many law officials are going to believe someone who claims their neighbor turned into a troll, and a five-foot-seven blond in heels zapped him with a Taser and stashed him in a Hummer?”

“What if someone got it on video?”

“It’ll look like a fake, make its rounds in the tabloids, and circulate on the internet for the rest of the foreseeable future. Listen, princess, this kind of thing is reported more than you think. We have teams scattered all throughout the US, listening to police scanners. Half the time the stuff that comes in is nothing but fraudulent reports, most often courtesy of alcohol and television. When it’s legitimate, the Knights’ Guild steps in. We’ve been doing this for over a thousand years. It’s just gotten a little more technical in the last fifty.”

In reply, I make a noise that’s rather like a grunt—not very ladylike, but I’m too tired to care.

“Your report should be easy to file.” Eric turns back to look at me. “We didn’t use an ounce of magic.”

“We didn’t,” Gray says, narrowing his eyes at me.

Jonathan, missing the way his fearless leader is watching me from the backseat, laughs. “We won’t even need it if we keep Madeline around. She’ll take ‘em out before we even have a chance to question them.”

Chuckling with the other guys, Gray drapes his arm over my shoulder in a friendly, buddy-buddy gesture and leans close, his lips awfully near my ear. “Do not think this is over. We will discuss it very soon. Sparrows can’t use persuasion.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

 

“Hi, Agatha,” I say as I sweep past Finn’s secretary’s desk.

Agatha looks up, startled. “Oh, hello, Madeline. Finn’s actually disposed at the moment…”

She says more, but I’m already in the hall leading to his office. Just in case he has someone important in there, I knock instead of barging in like last time.

There’s a bit of shuffling, a few voices, and then the door opens.

Finn stares at me, dumbfounded. “Madeline. What are you doing here?”

My best friend stands just behind him. “Madeline!” Maisy gives me a big smile. “How are you?”

She nudges Finn out of the way and pulls me inside, hugging me. As always, she smells like a perfume she concocted herself. It’s a combination of pears with floral hints, and it’s uniquely her. She’s a gifted alchemist—a magical chemist of sorts, in the Strigiformes—Owl—Faction, but she mostly uses her talent to make cosmetics.

“Hey, Maisy,” I say, more than a little surprised to find her here. We haven’t spoken since the ceremony. Part of me is embarrassed about my apprenticeship. The other part is harboring unjustified anger that she took the one I wanted.

“I’m so glad you’re here,” Maisy says. “We’re planning the Summer Soirée, and I’m in charge of choosing the flowers.” She tosses her auburn hair over her shoulder. “Lord Finnegan was trying to help me remember what was used last summer.”

Or, here’s an idea, she could ask her coordinator, who actually planned last year’s soiree. Like Finn would know. He’s a guy—guys don’t remember flowers. Guys don’t even know the names of flowers.

Maisy beams at me, making me feel guilty. It’s not her fault she got my apprenticeship, and it’s not her fault she gets to work in the same building as Finn.

No, it’s Finn’s fault.

“Roses,” I tell her. “They’re in first full bloom in June, and they’re used every year. His Grace prefers yellow.”

Her face falls. “Roses? But they are so…done.”

I shrug. It’s her funeral if she goes with something different. Members of our Aparian royalty are all about tradition.

“How is your apprenticeship going?” she asks, abruptly changing the subject. “You rushed out of the ceremony so fast, I didn’t get a chance to talk to you. Finn tells me you’re in the Knights’ Guild?”

She pulls a horrified face, and her eyes drill into mine, demanding I explain how the heck that happened.

Wouldn’t I like to know.

“Oh, it’s fine.” I briefly look at Finn. “I used a Taser on my first troll, so…that’s exciting.”

“You what?” Finn demands.

Maisy looks positively scandalized. “Oh, good heavens. You poor thing.”

I probably shouldn’t tell them it was somewhat satisfying. Though, looking back, I can admit the second time was overkill.

“Listen, Maisy, I need a few minutes with F—” I stop myself. “Lord Finnegan. Perhaps we can chat later?”

“Oh, of course.” She gives us a wave, and with a light and airy laugh, she’s out the door. “Call me!”

I slowly turn to Finn as soon as the door shuts, pinning him with my eyes.

“You shocked a troll?” he asks again, looking concerned. As he well should be.

“It wanted to eat Charles.”

His forehead wrinkles with confusion. “You brought your cat to an arrest?”

“Well, yes. I couldn’t leave him in the car.”

But it’s clear Finn has no idea why I couldn’t leave Charles in the car. Honestly, he probably hasn’t the slightest clue what Gray and his team actually do. No wonder he sent me along.

“I want out,” I demand, getting to the point. “Jonathan read my magic right away, and Gray is onto me—he knows I’m not a Sparrow.”

I barely escaped before Gray could question me further. Thank goodness the troll’s paperwork took the office girls forever. I was able to leave before he realized I’d gone.

Finn opens his mouth, but I lift my hand, silencing him.

“I’m not cut out for this. Give me another apprenticeship. Anything. At this point, I’ll even be a secretary, but please, please, don’t send me back out with Gray.”

I realize my eyes are stinging, and the last few words come out at a whisper. Finn’s face softens, and he closes the space between us and takes me in his arms. Giving in, I fall into him.

“Oh, Madeline,” he whispers against my neck, not noticing the way I stiffen. “It’s going to be all right.”

“Gray says you’re playing me.” I raise my head from his shoulder, nudging him away, meeting his eyes. “He says I’m not the only woman you’re dating. Is that true?”

Finn growls. “Gray’s delusional. You’re the only girl for me.”

But isn’t that exactly what someone who’s cheating would say? It’s not like he’d just admit it. What did I expect?

And am I honestly supposed to believe Maisy came to ask him about flowers?

I push Finn back. “Why me?”

“Why you what?” he asks, trying to pull me back.

I step away from him. “Why did you choose me for the team? Is there some reason you wanted me specifically?”

He pauses, his face finally going serious when he realizes that he can’t coax me to brush my concerns aside.

“There must be some reason—something other than I’m terribly organized and all that rubbish you fed me before. And it’s not because of the magic thing”—I lower my voice—“because you could work on that no matter what job you place me in.”

Finn finally nods, and he lowers his hands until they’re clasping mine. For the moment, I let him.

“All right, Madeline,” he says with a sigh. “There is something—something important.”

He doesn’t want to tell me, but I wait him out, refusing to back down.

“Two years ago, Gray arrested a Fox, a casino owner. He cheated people out of millions and millions of dollars. There’s bad blood between them, and the man is being released in just a few days.”

I frown but nod for him to continue.

“The man has done his time. It’s imperative that Gray doesn’t go after him again, and I’m afraid he will because he argued that the sentence was too short.” He tugs me closer. “I care a great deal for my brother, but he is hot-headed. I don’t want him thrown in the Dungeons because he can’t figure out when to leave well enough alone.”

“Where do I come in to all this?” I ask.

“I need you to be my eyes. I need you to tell me everything the team is doing, everyone they’re following or watching.” He moves his hands to my waist. “There’s no one else I trust. I’m sorry—I am. I know how angry you are that I gave away your apprenticeship. But I need you.”

If you’re not sleeping with him, what’s he actually using you for?

“So that’s what this is all about?” I ask.

Finn nods.

“And what about changing my magic type? Was that just a line to get me to do what you wanted?”

He pales, and though he begins to argue, he doesn’t do it fast enough. I know he cares for me—I do. But that doesn’t mean he cares enough.

“We’re done, Finn,” I find myself saying, half-numb. “I’ll stay in your apprenticeship, report to you as you have asked, but I don’t think we should see each other. And you will give me my apprenticeship in six months. Are we clear?”

“Madeline, wait—”

“You want to prove you’re serious about me?” I readjust the purse strap on my shoulder. “Show me a ring.”

I walk to the door but turn back just before I close it. “By the way, your jacket smells of Maisy’s perfume.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

 

“A little shorter this time,” I instruct my regular manicurist as she files my new French tips. Long nails aren’t helpful when shocking trolls.

Cheyenne looks up, frowning. “We’ve done your nails exactly the same way for three years.”

“That’s not true.” I glance at the polishes, wondering if I should mix it up with a few coats of Passion Pink. “Sometimes you add a little glitter to the tips when I’m not looking.”

Hmmm…probably a no on the pink. Mother would have my head. She believes in neat and trim, well-groomed and presentable. Designer everything, in a quiet, classy way.

But not bright—never bright. Unless it’s a tasteful scarf worn against a backdrop of neutral colors.

Hiding a grin, Cheyenne shakes her head. “It’s good for you to live a little.”

Sometimes, I feel like Cheyenne and Lillian are in cahoots.

I’ve been coming to this beauty salon for years now, even though it’s thirty-five minutes from my house, and there are several places much closer. Cheyenne is human, of Chinese descent, and she has the prettiest eyes and shiny black hair you’ll ever see.

I like Cheyenne—I would even call her a friend, but I must be careful around her, can’t let any of my personal life slip.

She’s just finishing shaping the tips when my phone rings. It’s sitting on the counter, next to the folded towel, and a quick photo I snapped of Gray when he wasn’t looking appears on the screen.

Dropping my hand, Cheyenne twirls the phone toward her. “Who is that?”

“One of my new…coworkers.”

With a great amount of effort, she pulls her gaze from Gray. “Your coworker? When did you get a job?”

“It’s an apprenticeship sort of deal. My father set it up.”

She wrinkles her brow. “Apprenticeship? That sounds absolutely archaic.”

Welcome to my world.

The phone starts on its third ring, and she pushes it toward me. “Aren’t you going to answer it?”

I glance at Gray, looking at him with fresh eyes like Cheyenne might look at him. It’s a good picture even if he’s frowning in it. In fact, he appears sort of pensive, brooding. Tempting as a man can be.

And that’s a weird thought considering I broke up with his brother not two hours ago. Maybe I’m as bad as Finn.

“No.” I hold out my hand, silently telling her she can continue.

Then, like a wicked pixie, she answers the call and hits speaker. I widen my eyes, silently telling her I can’t believe she did that. She bites her lip and grins before she gets back to work.

“Hello, Gray,” I say, sounding…weird.

“Where are you?” he demands. “I need—”

“I’m at a nail appointment,” I quickly interrupt before he can say something Cheyenne shouldn’t hear. “I can’t hold the phone right now, so you’re on speaker.”

There’s silence on the other line, and I can practically feel his scowl.

“Gray?”

“I didn’t dismiss you earlier.”

Even though Cheyenne is right here, I narrow my eyes at the phone. “I don’t remember being told I need to be dismissed.”

“You do,” he practically growls. “I need you to come back to the guil—office.”

“Of course. First thing tomorrow.”

“Madeline.” The way he says my name makes me think he’s clenching his jaw and wishing he was saddled with another girl—any other girl.

“Fine,” I say with a drawn-out sigh. “I’ll be another thirty minutes here, and then I’ll head your way.”

“Now.”

“I can’t leave with a half-finished manicure.”

“But you can leave with a half-finished job?”

Clever.

“Goodbye, Gray.” I pull my hand from Cheyenne and end the call.

When I look up, I find her watching me with an owl-eyed expression that slowly morphs to a cat grin. “Quite the work ethic you have there, Madeline.”

I roll my eyes.

“He sounds hot.”

“Hmmm.”

“Oh, come on—admit it. You want him, don’t you?”

I want to strangle him. How’s that?

“No.”

Even though it's obvious she doesn't believe me, she changes the subject. “So what’s this job anyway?”

And this is the part where I try to figure out how much I should tell her.

“It’s complicated.”

She levels me with a stare that says she’s not going to let it go.

“I’m working with a team of… Well, for lack of a better word, you could call them bounty hunters. I’m basically there to write the reports, make sure they’re following all the rules.”

Her jaw drops. “Bounty hunters?”

In the human world, I would not be bounty hunter material. (Nor would I want to be.) Who am I fooling? I’m not knight marshal material in my world either.

“I thought you wanted to work with your father at his law firm,” she says.

Law firm—aka, the Royal Guild.

“I am, in a roundabout way. This is another branch. I have to work a while to get into the position I want.”

Or until I find a wealthy lord to marry who doesn’t have an affinity for multiple girlfriends. Then I can be done with this working thing altogether. Instead, I’ll do charity work and start random foundations, such as Homes for Gnomes or Aparians Against the Unfair Treatment of Sprites. (I have it on good authority that they don’t have any rights.) And I will never, ever, have to shock a troll again.

It takes Cheyenne twenty-seven minutes to finish my nails, and the entire time, I dodge questions I don’t know how to answer.

Gray calls again just as I’m pulling into the Royal Guild parking lot. “Where are you?” he barks.

“I’m here.” I throw the car into park, pausing for just a moment to admire my nails and then check my makeup. I’m just applying another coat of lip gloss when a knock on my window makes me shriek and drop the phone.

I look over, brandishing the lip gloss wand like a weapon, and find the bane of my existence scowling at me.

Rolling my eyes, I push the door open, purposely knocking it into Gray. “What could possibly be so important you’re stalking me in the parking lot?”

All right. I know I’m acting like a spoiled brat, but I did just break up with my boyfriend—or whatever you want to call Finn—and I’m the tiniest bit emotional. So what if that emotion comes out as anger instead of tears? We all grieve in our own way.

“We have a job,” Gray says, shutting my car door as soon as I’m clear. “I want to be on the road in less than an hour.”

I turn to him. “But…we just got back from a job.”

Maybe it’s the genuine exhaustion he sees in the slump of my shoulders, or the defeated way I stare at him, but his stormy blue eyes lose a little of their ice.

“This is what we do, princess. We travel—a lot. All across the states.”

“Where to this time?”

“Lake Tahoe.”

I nibble my lip, trying to recall where that’s at. California, I think. Right on the Nevada border. There are a lot of casinos in the area.

Instantly, I wonder if this has to do with the man Gray put in prison a few years ago. Maybe it’s just a coincidence, maybe the man Finn was speaking of ran a casino out of Las Vegas or Reno or closer to home in nearby Blackhawk. But it feels connected.

“Who are we after?” I ask cautiously, not wanting Gray to think I know too much.

“There’s a pixie who’s taking out bank tellers in South Lake Tahoe. He then impersonates them and steals bank customers’ private information to sell on the black market. Each day, it’s a new bank and a new teller.”

Pixies are five-foot, trouble-making changelings who often don a human or Aparian form—any form they like. If you saw one walking down the road in their natural state, you might mistake them for a young teen, but they can live to be over a hundred and fifty years old. In addition to their ability to mimic people, they carry a whole arsenal of unsavory magic—sleeping spells and paralyzing charms being the most inconvenient by far. 

Like members of the Fox faction, they’re not all bad. Just most of them.

“Taking out?” I ask. “What does that mean?”

“He’s killing them.”

All right then.

I cross my arms. “How did the guild find out?”

“One of his ‘associates’ ratted him out for the reward.”

It’s like our version of Crime Stoppers—snitch on your friend, collect a thousand bucks.

Gray grows impatient, and I doubt he’ll answer any more questions until we’re on the road. “I’ll follow you home,” he says, “and then after you’ve packed, I’ll drive us back to the guild. That way you don’t have to leave your car here.”

“How long are we going to be gone?” I ask, automatically thinking of the spa day I have booked for Sunday.

“Likely a week, give or take a few days.”

“A week?”

“It’s not so bad. You’ll probably have a chance to use your Taser again. You seem to enjoy that.”

I study him. “Was that you trying to make a joke?”

He smirks and jerks his head toward the car. “Get in. Let’s go.”

Wondering why we didn’t just meet at my house to save time, I reluctantly get back in the car. I don’t bother to wait for Gray. He obviously knows where I live, considering he’s found his way there several times.

Lillian’s little red sports car is parked in the back, so I call a greeting as I step through the back door and into the breakfast nook off the kitchen. She doesn’t answer, so she must be in the western end of the house, near my father’s office and the guest rooms.

The doorbell chimes as I set my keys on the granite counter. I walk through the front, expecting Gray. Instead, I find a man in a business suit. It takes me a moment, but I realize he’s the same guy I saw in Finn’s office the other day.

“May I help you?” I ask. 

The stout man watches me with the strangest look. It’s intense and unsettling. Finally, he says, “You’re Kenneth and Penny’s daughter?”

Manners dictate that I should invite him in, but he’s giving off a seriously creepy vibe.

“Yes…”

He studies me, his eyes seeming to commit every plane of my face to memory. After a few awkward moments, he says, “You don’t look like either of them.”

My hand tightens on the side of the open door, and I narrow my eyes. “I’m sorry.”

Which translates to “what's it to you?”

“Are your parents home?”

A funny feeling settles in my stomach. Something tells me I shouldn’t answer.

Just as I’m trying to figure out a way to respond which won’t tell him I’m alone, a sleek, midnight blue muscle car with a convertible top pulls into the paved circular drive, just behind the man’s black Cadillac. It’s old, but it looks brand new. I frown, wondering who in the world it could be.

Looking slightly irritated, the man on the step turns to face the car as well.

Gray steps out and pulls off his sunglasses. He meets my eyes and then frowns at the man. He then proceeds to walk our way, ambling up the entry steps like he’s a regular visitor.

Instantly, my tensed muscles relax. When he reaches us, he jerks his chin to the man in a silent greeting.

The man steps back, an enigmatic look on his face.

“Hey, Maddie,” Gray says, adopting Eric’s nickname for me, and steps to my side, wrapping his arm around my shoulders. 

Because I’m grateful for his presence, I lean into him like he’s my oldest and dearest friend.

“I won’t waste any more of your time, Maddie,” the man says. “I’ll come back sometime when your parents are home.”

“Madeline,” I correct, hoping he'll think Gray and I are close and that’s why the Wolf is allowed the nickname—because my parents are across the sea, in a different continent, and this man is freaking me out in a big way. 

The man’s eyes flash with dark humor as if he can read my mind. “Of course. Madeline.”

He then turns down the steps, heading for his car. Gray stands by my side, and we stay in the entry until the man’s car disappears down the road.

“Who was that?” Gray asks as soon as he’s gone, dropping his arm and stepping away.

I roll my shoulders, shaking off the last of the tension. “I have no idea.”

“What did he want?”

“If I had to guess? I’d say he wanted to kidnap me and throw me in the back of his trunk.” I try to laugh, though I’m still unsettled.

The look that flashes over Gray’s face is hard, and he stares down the road, in the direction the man went.

Worried he’s going to go after him, I nudge his shoulder. “Nice car.”

“It’s not just a car,” he says absently. “It’s a ‘70 LS5 Chevelle SS, fully restored.”

I have no idea what any of that means, but it sounds fancy.

Gray glances at me before he looks back at the road and says wryly, “You didn’t seem to like the truck.”

“You could tell? I thought I hid my disdain.”

He snorts, but I can tell he’s still preoccupied.

“Did you do the work yourself?”

“Most of it.”

“Are you thirsty?” I ask, touching his arm. “Lillian usually keeps a fresh pitcher of lemonade in the fridge.”

Finally, Gray turns his eyes on me, and a smile flickers over his face. “You must be spooked. You’re being nice to me.”

I laugh and tug his arm, leading him into the house, determined to keep him close until we leave. “Don’t get used to it.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

 

“You didn’t use your blinker,” I tease Jonathan as he changes lanes. “And you should probably get into the far right lane, don’t you think?”

From the front, Eric barks out an abrupt laugh. Even Gray smirks.

“Is there a reason you’re critiquing my driving?” Jonathan asks, sounding less than amused.

“I thought that was my job. Making sure you guys obey the rules.”

“Royal Guild rules,” Jonathan says, his tone nearly expressionless. “Not the rules of the road.”

I’ve spent most of the last two days in the car reading the ledger, memorizing all the statutes and regulations. But now I'm bored to death, so I’m entertaining myself by pestering Jonathan.

We get a few moonlit glimpses of Lake Tahoe as we make our way up Highway 50, heading toward South Lake Tahoe, where we’ll be staying for the next week or so.

Gray assured me our accommodations will be adequate. We’ll see.

Finally, we pull into a massive condominium that looks like a gigantic ski lodge. It’s landscaped with pines and mountain flowers, and there’s lighting along a paved walking trail that disappears around the back.

Jonathan pulls up to the front, and the valets hurry to assist us.

Yes, this should do.

“The guild is willing to pay for this?” I ask Gray.

“Holiday weekend. Everything else was booked up.”

Thank goodness for holidays.

The valet is close to my age, with blond hair and a friendly smile that he directs right at me. “May I assist you with your luggage?”

“Absolutely.” Gray shoves a huge duffel bag into the guy’s arms. “Thanks for asking.”

Looking like he wants to grumble, the bellboy dumps the duffel on the trolley and moves to the back of the Hummer to assist Jonathan.

“I believe he was talking to me,” I whisper to Gray, raising my eyebrows.

He gives me a strange, almost knowing look. “Yes, but you’re dating my brother, remember?”

A sharp stab of sadness makes me pause, but I brush it off. “How could I forget?”

That’s right—I don’t correct Gray. Why? I have no idea, but it seems safer to let him think I’m still with Finn. As much as I irritate him, I can’t help but think he’s still easier on me because of his brother.

We walk inside, and Gray speaks with the man at the front counter. The check-in process is simple, as the guild has already taken care of payment, and the man instructs the bellboy to take our things to the Emerald Bay Suite.

Jonathan and Eric follow him, but I pull Gray back. “Suite? As in singular?”

Gray’s eyes sweep over my face, amusement tugging at his lips. “You can take the room.”

“Where will you and the guys sleep?”

He shrugs. “Couch, floor. It doesn’t matter.”

I trail after them, barely noticing the resort. We’re on the fifth floor, toward the middle of the hall, not far from the elevator.

Two girls in their early twenties turn the corner ahead of us. They’re dressed in bikini tops and shorts, and they’re carrying towels and beach totes. Obviously, they’re headed for a lake party.

They nearly drool all over themselves when they lay eyes on the members of my team.

“Hey,” the taller of the two says. She’s wearing cheap sandals, but the sunglasses pushed in her brunette hair are the real deal.

Jonathan gives them a slightly crooked grin and raises his eyebrows in appreciation. “Hey.”

Eric stands a little straighter and makes eyes at the second girl. She’s short, maybe five-two tops, but she doesn’t seem intimidated by the Norse god lookalike. Not at all.

“We haven’t seen you around. What room are you staying in?” she asks.

Jonathan answers, and the four begin a conversation. Gray, looking impatient, keeps walking, not bothering to participate. Feeling awkward, I follow him.

“Hey, Gray,” Jonathan calls as we stop in front of our door. “You coming? Party by the lake?”

“No.”

“What about you, Maddie?” Eric asks.

I shake my head, not in the mood to be social. “Not tonight, thanks.”

Jonathan extends his hands in front of him, palm up. “Is it cool, boss? Can we go?”

Gray flashes the pair a look over his shoulder, but he waves them off anyway. Taking that as permission, Eric and Jonathan tell the girls they’ll be right back and barely wait for Gray to open our door so they can stash their stuff in the entry and hightail it back to the waiting girls.

Before he leaves, Jonathan grabs my arm and leans close to my ear. “Don’t kill each other, okay?”

“I’ll do my best,” I mutter.

And then they’re gone, leaving me alone with Gray.

I pull my suitcase into the room and flip on the lights, taking in our new residence for the next week. Someone must have left the thermostat set at “Arctic” because it’s freezing. There’s a door to the right, leading to the bedroom. In the central living area, there are two couches, an entertainment center with a decent-sized flat screen TV, a desk and chair, and a kitchenette with microwave.

The entire room is done in shades of white and beige, and the wood is dark. The art on the wall is a black and white photograph of the lake. All in all, it’s not too shabby.

“Well, princess?” Gray asks, already adjusting the thermostat. “Is it up to your standards?”

“It’s nice.” After I set Charles free, I pick up a pamphlet on the desk and read about the local attractions and restaurants. 

Gray tosses his suitcase on a couch and walks around, taking it all in. With each passing minute, I swear the room shrinks.

Finally, he looks over. “Are you hungry?”

It’s well after nine, but it’s a Friday night, and we’re close enough to the casinos that we shouldn’t have any trouble finding a restaurant. But if it’s just Gray and me, does that make it a date?

“I try not to eat after seven,” I tell him.

He gives me the strangest look. “Why?”

“It’s not good for your digestion.”

“Neither is not eating…because then you won’t have anything to digest.”

I smile because we’ve been on an unspoken truce since Gray saved me from the strange man who dropped by my house yesterday, and I don’t want to start fighting again. Also, I really don’t want Gray to start questioning me about my magic—a subject he’s surprisingly dropped.

“Come on,” he says, his tone light and friendly. “Let’s walk around, do a little sightseeing before we have to work tomorrow.”

Maybe he just wants out of the suite, which seems so intimate without Eric and Jonathan crashing around, being loud and boisterous. 

“I have to set up Charles’s litter box—”

“Done,” he interrupts. “I asked if the resort could provide one when I called to make the reservation.”

“Oh.”

I’m rapidly running out of excuses.

And that was sort of sweet. I mean, I know how Gray feels about Charles. He’s not the cat’s biggest fan. In fact, I think I’m Charles’s only fan. 

“All right,” I say after several moments. “Let’s walk around.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

 

We end up in a casino not far from our resort. Despite my reluctance to eat this late, we’re at a cafe on the floor level, serenaded by bells, short bursts of tinny music, and the repetitive clank of coins hitting metal trays. Just over Gray’s shoulder, numbers appear on an electronic Keno board. It’s the least romantic spot imaginable—intentional on both our parts, I’m sure.

“All finished?” our waitress asks me, already reaching for my mostly empty plate of chicken Caesar salad. I nod, and she moves to Gray, who pushes his empty plate her way, snatching the last, lone fry before she takes it.

When she brings back the check, Gray tosses a few bills on the table, tells her to keep the change, and leads me out of the restaurant.

“Thank you for dinner,” I say, sternly telling myself this doesn’t feel like a date but a friendly outing between coworkers.

It’s fun to lie to yourself every once in a while.

Because I’ve had so little sleep in the last few days, I’m exhausted now that I’ve eaten. We cross the quiet street and head for the resort. On the way, we pass the pool area beyond the flowering-vine-covered, black metal fence. The pool glows aquamarine, lit from below, and soft accent lights line the paths and lush landscaping. Even though it’s late, several people sit around the edge, dipping their legs in the water, talking.

Jets bubble in the hot tub, practically calling my name.

Gray catches me looking. “The pamphlet in the room said it’s open twenty-four hours a day.”

I glance at him, unsure. “I didn’t bring a suit.”

“You could buy one in the gift shop if it's still open.”

Sure I could—something cheap and ill-fitting. Still, the hot water would feel fabulous after so many long, stressful days.

“Let’s see if they have anything,” I finally say.

Ten minutes later, I’m staring at a scarlet one piece with a clever collection of skimpy straps loosely woven over the stomach and sides. It might as well be a bikini. You’d have to be skilled at Cat’s Cradle just to get it on.

Gray and I stand side by side, staring at it, and I feel myself flushing. Suddenly, swimming doesn’t seem like such a smart idea.

Gray flips over the tag and grimaces. “Eighty-four bucks.”

I don’t flinch even though I know it’s vastly overpriced for the quality of the fabric and workmanship.

Next to the slightly scandalous one piece are three bikinis, all of which would display more skin than I’ve shown since birth.

It’s the sorta-one-piece or nothing.

Before I have a chance to lose my nerve, I pull the swimsuit off the hanger and march to the counter to pay.

I shut myself into the bedroom as soon as we make it into the suite, lay the swimsuit on the bed, and give myself a pep talk, using the following points:

One, I’m sure Gray’s seen lots of girls in swimsuits sexier than this.

Two, Gray is my coworker, and therefore he doesn’t care what I look like in a swimsuit.

Three, if I work up the nerve to put this on, I get to see Gray shirtless.

Then I realize that point number three must be thrown out because I have no desire to see Gray shirtless.

Nope.

No desire.

A quiet, nervous giggle manages to escape my mouth before I clamp my lips shut. I’m losing it.

I throw away the sanitary strip after inspecting it for crinkles—just to make sure no one has tried the suit on. Because yuck. Then I slip on the swimsuit, fighting with the ridiculous straps. I end up trussed up like a turkey, my arm stuck through a hole somewhere in the vicinity of where my side should be.

A few moments later, I take the suit off and readjust the whole thing before stepping into it again.

With as much trouble as I’m having, you’d never know I’ve been dressing myself for years.

Charles sits on the bed, glaring at me. It’s like he knows the thoughts bouncing around in my frazzled brain, and he doesn’t approve. Maybe that’s why when Gray knocks on the bedroom door, I jump a foot in the air.

“You good in there?” he calls, perhaps expecting it to take less than fifteen minutes to change into a swimsuit. Foolish man.

I take a deep breath, make sure everything important is covered, and then open the door. My eyes immediately drop to Gray’s chest…his broad, tanned, muscular chest. A light dusting of hair skims over his pecs and trails lower, drawing my eyes to his abdomen.

My cheeks go hot, and I suddenly have the inexplicable urge to cover myself. My magic tingles along my skin, itching to cloak me with invisibility—just another one of my fun Foxy talents.

Standing tall, refusing to let myself swoon over the simple sight of a shirtless man, I force myself to rip my eyes from Gray’s sculpted abs.

“Ready?” he asks when I meet his gaze, seemingly unaffected by the sight of me in a swimsuit.

In fact, he doesn’t look the slightest bit flustered—which is rather insulting, thank you very much.

“Yep.”

Wrapping myself in a hotel towel, I follow him out the door, to the elevator.  We don’t say anything on the way down, and I keep my eyes firmly fixed to the buttons at the front. Thank goodness there aren’t any mirrors in this one, or I’d be doomed.

When we enter the pool area, the night air wraps around us, almost chilly for summer. Goosebumps rise on my skin, and I make my way through the landscaping, hurrying for the hot tub…the hot tub that had no less than four people in it earlier.

The hot tub that’s empty now.

The hot tub that’s empty in the pool area that is also empty.

Gray passes me, apparently not plagued by these hysterical thoughts, and steps into the hot, bubbling water. Steam rises, almost masking his upper body.

I step in behind him, wincing at the heat, and lower myself onto the submerged ledge, hoping to hide.

Immediately, my muscles relax, and my doubts ease. Gray’s on one side; I’m on the other.

This is fine. No big deal.

At least, it’s not a big deal until Gray turns back to me, walking my way, skimming his hands over the water on either side of him as he moves.

He doesn’t stop until he’s right in front of me. He’s close enough our knees will brush if he takes another step.

I sink a little lower, making sure the water is nearly to my chin. My hair floats around me, lit in the underwater lights.

“We need to discuss what happened when we arrested the troll,” he says, his gray-blue eyes darker in the night.

“You shouldn’t have given me a Taser if you didn’t expect me to use it.”

He leans down, meeting my eyes. “You know very well that’s not what I’m talking about.”

I press my lips together, unsure how to tackle this conversation.

“You used persuasion on that boy,” he says.

“Or maybe I’m just naturally persuasive.”

“I felt it.”

Of course he did—just as I can feel it when he uses it.

“You’re a Wolf,” he accuses.

Yes, let’s go with that.

“How is it possible?” he asks.

I pull my legs under me, sitting on them in the water, trying to get a little farther from him. Softly, I admit, “I was adopted.”

He raises his eyebrows, slowly nodding as he processes it. “That explains a lot.”

Instantly on edge, I cross my arms, hoping to hide myself. Unfortunately, judging from the way Gray’s eyes flicker briefly to my chest, the move might have put more skin on display. Oh well, too late now.

“How so?” I demand.

Smirking at my indignant response, he shifts a tiny bit closer. “You don’t look much like your parents.”

Must everyone point that out this week?

Not that it isn’t true.

“Do you have a point?”

“Your parents are short, and they both have very average brown hair. You’re tall, and everything about you is gold. Your hair is golden, your skin is golden, and your eyes shift from green to gold depending on the lighting.”

The heat from the water makes me light-headed. That, and I might be holding my breath.

“What color are they now?” I ask, my voice breathy.

Flirt much, Madeline?

He shifts closer, setting his hands on the ledge by my shoulders, caging me in just like he did in the mirrored elevator. “Green.”

The mist swirls between us, creating a soft ambiance. I don’t know where to look, so my gaze settles on his shoulder. His safe shoulder.

“You broke up with Finn,” Gray says after several long moments, his words a caress in the night.

Startled, my eyes fly to his.

“He called me not long after you disappeared,” Gray continues. “Told me to keep an eye on you just in case you decided to do something destructive tonight.”

“Is that what this is? You keeping me out of trouble?” I ask, leaning forward just a tiny bit. “Or are you helping me find something destructive?”

His eyes flash with something dark and delicious, but before he can answer, voices drift to us from the pool entrance.

“You’re taking it too far,” a man says, his voice hard. He’s blocked by the landscaping, impossible to see.

“It’s fine,” another man answers. “The guild’s not a problem—”

He cuts off abruptly as if shushed.

“What about the guild?” I whisper to Gray. The two are either familiar with our society, or they’re big into RPGs. As far as I know, no one else uses that word.

“Check by the hot tub,” the first man says quietly, his voice carrying on the light breeze.

“Giggle like you’re drunk,” Gray says in my ear.

“What?”

Then I squeal with surprise, because Gray’s hand finds my side, and he tickles the sensitive skin right under my ribcage—the part unprotected by my strappy suit. Before I can slap him, he tugs me against his chest and presses his lips to my throat.

I freeze, shocked, overwhelmed with sensation. I might even let out a little moan, but there’s no time to dwell on that now.

“If they think we’re preoccupied, they might keep talking,” Gray whispers, his lips fluttering over my wet skin. “Close your eyes, tip your head back—pretend you’re enjoying this.”

Pretend?

I let out a nervous laugh and whisper, “I’m afraid you think I’m more dedicated to the guild than I am.”

Light footsteps tread on the concrete, and I keep my eyes closed, as instructed.

The job might suck, but the benefits are amazing.

Apparently satisfied that we’re of no concern, the men begin talking again, but their voices are too low for me to hear. Hopefully Gray, who’s enhanced Wolf hearing is just a bit better than mine, will be able to pick it up.

Gray moves to my ear. “They’ve walked to the other side of the pool, but one’s still looking this way.”

“I can’t hear them.” I bring my hand to the back of Gray’s neck—you know, for the sake of being convincing. His skin is hot, damp, and the short ends of his hair are slick against my fingers. “Can you?”

He barely shakes his head, his lips now trailing my jaw.

Every one of my nerves is on fire. If the men don’t move on soon, I’m afraid I’m going to overheat. Honestly, the men themselves are the only thing subtracting from the moment, which is funny because they’re the reason we’re in this position to begin with.

Gray moves lower, his lips skimming over my pulse point, and my eyelids flutter.

I wish we could disappear—I wish I could draw Gray into the shadows with me. I can feel my magic tingle as it begs me to let it cloak us.

Loud enough for me to hear, one of the men says, “Hey. Where’d those two go?”

“Inside,” the other man answers, obviously not interested. “The way they were going at it, they probably got a room. Lucky bastard.”

“They just disappeared,” the man argues. “Like there one minute, gone the next.”

Gray’s muscles tense against mine, but he doesn’t let me loose. We’re still right here, right in their line of sight.

Except we’re not. Because my magic got the best of me.

Sounding a little less sure of himself, the man says, “Let’s finish this somewhere else.”

Once they leave, Gray turns his eyes on me. His stare is hard, his forehead lined as he studies me. “You cloaked us.”

Which is something Wolves can’t do.

My breaths come in bursts, but I try to control them because with each one, I press further against Gray’s chest. “I didn’t mean to.”

“You’re not a Wolf—you’re a Fox,” he practically snarls.

“I don’t have a lot of practice controlling my skills.” I search his eyes, pleading with him to understand. “I try to suppress them. Sometimes they get away from me.”

Sometimes when my emotions are high.

“A Fox,” he says again as if he can’t quite believe it. His hands clutch me closer, but he’s not exactly gentle. 

“It’s not like I want to be,” I say, growing agitated. “I couldn’t choose my faction any more than you. My whole life, I’ve hidden my natural abilities, cultivating my mastery of the elements instead.”

“The persuasion.” His eyes bore into mine.

My mouth goes dry. “Yes.”

His jaw and eyes are hard. “Are we still cloaked?”

“We are.” The magic still travels my skin, tingling as it works. Fearing his answer, I admit, “It has to run its course.”

“You can’t end it?”

I shake of my head and admit, “I’m not sure how.”

His eyes widen with surprise. “You’re strong enough to mask us both, but you don’t know how to control your power?”

I understand his shock—I do. It’s an elementary thing most Aparians learn when they’re young, when the gifts first emerge, but Father told me to suppress them. My life has been as easy as it is because people have no idea what I am. But now, when the magic slips free, I have little to no mastery over it.

Biting my lip, I nod.

His eyes drop to my mouth, to my bottom lip that’s caught between my teeth. My breath stutters.

Gray’s hands are still at my sides; I’m still flush with his chest.

I think of the way his mouth traveled my neck, my ears, my jaw, and I suddenly ache for more.

I need his mouth on mine, the pressure of his palms on my skin.

And…what am I doing?

I turn my head, needing to break the contact so I can think. Immediately, Gray’s hands leave my skin, and he takes several steps back in the water.

“It’s late,” he says. “We have an early morning tomorrow.”

I nod, feeling ill.

What kind of girl breaks up with one brother in the afternoon and then finds herself in a hot tub, making out with the other brother that very same night?

Yuck.

And just like that, the magic fizzles away.

Gray hands me a towel as I step out of the water, and I immediately wrap myself, feeling like I’m going to cry.

He looks like he wants to say something, probably kick me off the team now that he knows I’m a Fox. Which is fine by me—but not like this.

“I’m sorry,” I murmur, and then I hurry for the doors.

Before I get very far, Gray’s fingers wrap around my arm, and he pulls me back. I wait for him to say something, anything, but he just frowns, his jaw working as if he’s trying to think of something to say.

After several silent moments, he lets me go. “I’ll be up in a bit. Try to get some sleep.”

I swallow, manage a nod, and resist the urge to run away like a guilty little girl.

***

Jonathan nearly chokes on his tongue when he opens the door.

I tug the towel tighter around my body, feeling like an idiot. “Gray has the key.”

“You were with Gray?” Jonathan asks, blatantly letting his eyes wander. “Wearing that?”

Rolling my eyes, I shove past him.

Eric sits on the couch with the TV remote in his hand, eyebrows raised, eyes firmly affixed to my face though I’m sure they already wandered while I was standing in the hall.

At least he has a little more tact than Jonathan.

Just after I think it, a wicked smile spreads across his face, and he says, “Next time you want to go swimming, Maddie, feel free to invite us.”

So much for that.

“You boys had your own party.” I try to say the words lightly, but they come out flat.

Apparently not noticing my mood, Eric’s grin turns into a smirk. “Yes, we did.”

Not wanting to hear about their night of debauchery, I step into the bathroom. “I’m cleaning up and then going to bed.”

“Need any help?” Jonathan calls, smirking in a way that would probably have most girls swooning.

But most girls haven’t spent the evening with Gray’s lips on their skin and his hands on their bodies.

In answer to Jonathan’s question, I close the door and flip the lock. I think he gets the point.

It’s not until I’m drawing the water, trying not to replay the night’s events in my head, that I realize that Gray never told me if he heard what the men were talking about.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

 

I’m curling my hair when there’s a knock at the bathroom door.

“Go away, Jonathan,” I holler through the door, my reflection’s eyes narrowing in the mirror. He’s already pestered me three times—and Gray calls me a princess.

“It’s Gray.”

I flinch, count out three more seconds, and then release a curl from the hot iron. “Just a minute.”

“You’ve been in there an hour already. The banks open at nine, and we only have three hours to work because it’s Saturday and they all close at twelve.”

“It’s only seven-thirty,” I tell him.

“And Jonathan hasn’t even showered yet.”

I roll my eyes and pin the section of hair up so it will cool without the weight of it pulling out the curl.

When Gray doesn’t say anything else, I figure he's left. The truth is, I’m surprised he hasn’t dismissed me from the team yet. I thought he’d have already booked me a flight home.

“We need to talk,” he says after another moment, surprising me.

“Can it wait a few more minutes?”

“I have coffee. For you.”

I close my eyes, trying to collect my scattered thoughts, and then flick the lock. “Fine. Come in.”

Normally I’d be embarrassed to have a guy see me with my hair half-finished, but I tell myself it’s all right because it’s Gray. My coworker. My coworker who has no interest in me whatsoever…and who I have no interest in. Whatsoever.

So what if his lips are intimately familiar with my throat, or if the memory of last night makes me tingle?

That is not the point at all.

The point is I’m a Fox, and he’s a Wolf, and that’s that.

He opens the door and slips inside, resetting the lock behind him. I give the doorknob a pointed look and raise my eyebrows.

“If you give Jonathan half a chance, he’ll sneak in here and toss you and your dozen makeup bags out.”

I ignore the dig because Gray looks especially good this morning in one of his usual muscle-hugging T-shirts, and I can now imagine, with incredible detail, what lies underneath it.

He sets a coffee cup on the marble counter and slides it to me. If I didn’t know better, I’d think it was a peace offering.

But I do know better, so I’m merely suspicious.

“You can’t use your magic against us,” he says, sounding like he’s going to launch into a spiel. “No persuasion—”

“I can’t use persuasion on you,” I point out.

What is this? It sounds like he’s laying down rules…like he’s telling me he’s not sending me home.

“You could use it on Jonathan or Eric.” Then he continues like I didn’t interrupt. “And no charisma.”

“You mean the magic right? You’re not talking about me being my natural, charming self?”

He almost smiles.

“And what about the rest?” I ask. “No using stealth to sneak up on you? No cloaking myself in your presence? No utilizing sleight of hand to perform card tricks or pull bunnies from hats? No using magic to pick the heart-shaped lock of your diary and reading all your secrets?”

Ignoring me, he steps forward. “We’ll treat the next few weeks as a trial period, see if we can make this work.”

Though I find the whole conversation slightly insulting, I finally nod.

He taps the white plastic lid of the steaming cup. “Drink your coffee and finish up. Try to be quick about it—Jonathan takes forever.”

“Yes, sir.” Unlike the first time I said it back at my house, my words are teasing instead of downright insolent.

With his hand on the doorknob, and his back facing me, he pauses. “About last night…”

And just like that, images of Gray, shirtless and wrapped in steam, flash in my memory. I resist the urge to fan my face like a flustered southern belle.

“I put you in an uncomfortable position, and I’m sorry. Please know it will never happen again.”

I stare at his back, unsure how to respond. I should tell him that I wanted it—oh, I wanted it—but then I might do something foolish like throw myself at him. And since I don’t relish feeling like a wanton hussy who flits from brother to brother, I should probably keep the thought to myself.

So I say something incredibly profound, something to put the entire awkward situation to rest. “Oh…um. Okay.”

He nods and then steps out the door.

Feeling like a ball of lead has settled in my stomach, I go back to curling my hair. I’m just pinning the last curl when Jonathan barges in.

Guess I forgot to set the lock.

“You have a mirror in your room,” he says, already stripping off the shirt he slept in. “Finish up in there.” He then has the audacity to wink at me. “Unless you want a show.”

I gape at the expanse of toned caramel skin. The knight’s a little lankier than Gray, a little leaner, but just as attractive. “What are you doing?”

“Taking a shower.”

“Are you serious?”

But he must be because he turns on the water and strips off his flannel pajama pants, revealing a pair of fitted black boxer briefs.

“Jonathan!” I screech, tossing a hand over my eyes.

While I’m blind, he takes the opportunity to swing open the door and push me through it. Before I realize what’s happening, the door shuts, and there’s an audible click.

“Jonathan!” I holler, enraged that he didn’t have the decency to at least let me collect my cosmetic kit. “My stuff.”

Two seconds later, both the makeup case and hairbrush are unceremoniously tossed from a crack that appears in the door. My things barely topple to the ground when the door slams shut once again.

I turn, hands on my hips, curls bouncing in their temporary pins, and face Eric and Gray, who are on the couches, watching with amused expressions. “He stripped off his clothes and kicked me out of the bathroom!”

Gray takes a sip of his coffee. “I warned you to lock it.”

“The bloody Griffon’s a Peacock,” I seethe, pulling out the pins, letting each curl fall. Then I grab my things and stalk to the bedroom, slamming the door shut behind me.

***

Because it might look slightly suspicious if the four of us were to walk into the bank and ask to open a joint account, Gray has delegated Jonathan and me for the task.

“I don’t remember this being part of my job description,” I say, still irritated with Jonathan. “Why don’t you send Eric?”

We’re sitting in Jonathan’s Hummer, taking up precious bank parking.

“You want me to send Eric with Jonathan to open a joint account?” Gray says slowly.

I flash Jonathan an ornery smile. “Jonathan’s pretty enough. I don’t think anyone will question it.”

Eric laughs, but the Griffon only rolls his eyes. “I’m into girls, Madeline. Something you could have found out for yourself if you didn’t dart out of the bathroom this morning.”

“I didn’t dart.” I narrow my eyes at the too-handsome knight. “I was shoved.”

“If I’d known you wanted to stay—”

“Enough,” Gray interrupts.

True to Gray’s word, Jonathan took just as much time to get ready as I did. It’s nine-o-four, and we just pulled up to our first stop. We have five banks to check out today, and the clock is already ticking. At least our job is simple enough.

All we have to do is walk in and let Jonathan get a good, long look at the tellers. Once he spots the pixie’s magic, Eric and Gray can arrest the impostor.

That part, however, might be tricky considering banks tend to have rather sophisticated security systems. They’re obviously not good enough to keep pixies from following their tellers home, offing them, sticking them in dumpsters, and impersonating them in order to steal personal info from customers to sell on the black market…but enough that it might be difficult to pull a pixie over the counter by the scruff of his neck and zap him with my Taser.

Side note: no one’s actually talked about zapping anyone, but I have my little weapon in my purse. You know—just in case.

“Let’s get on with it,” Gray says, waving us away. “Pretend you like each other.”

Jonathan’s arm brushes my shoulder as he opens the door for me, the perfect faux gentleman. “After you.”

I meet his eyes, smirking. “Thanks.”

The building is one of the larger ones in the area, built in an era when banks were constructed to be impressive. The floor is some kind of rough granite, and the exterior walls are mirrored glass.

Jonathan and I stand in the teller line, side-by-side. Thank goodness it’s a Saturday, and therefore ridiculously busy, because Jonathan has a good amount of time to check out the people working behind the long counter.

“Anything?” I ask.

He shakes his head. “Just humans.”

When we reach the counter, Jonathan wraps an arm around my shoulders and tells the young woman, “My fiancée and I would like information about a checking account.”

Fiancée? Keep dreaming, Jonathan. 

He squeezes me closer. “She’s begged me to marry her for years, and I finally gave in to the old ball and chain.” He leans in and lowers his voice. “Hard to say no to a girl who can't keep her hands off you, you know? Just this morning—”

I jab him in the side, and he winces, still grinning a wicked smile.

“Of course,” the teller says with a broad smile. She hands me a brochure and then instructs us to take a seat in the waiting area where she’ll have someone meet us shortly.

Jonathan and I sit for almost twenty minutes waiting for a banker to assist us, but there’s no sign of the pixie. Eventually, we give up and rejoin Gray and Eric.

“Nothing,” Jonathan says. “No trace of magic whatsoever.”

We load up into the Hummer and move to our next stop, a tiny bank next to a sandwich shop. Five minutes later, we come back out.

“Only two people working,” I tell Gray. “Neither of them were pixies.”

We make it to all five banks on our list, but the pixie must have decided to take the weekend off. Can’t blame him—work burnout is a real thing.

“Now what?” Eric asks Gray.

Gray crosses his arms. “I guess we wait for Monday.”

“Great.” Jonathan heads toward the Hummer. “I’m starving.”

I follow. “We wouldn’t have missed breakfast if you hadn’t taken forever.”

From behind me, Eric says to Gray, “It’s nice to see Maddie settling in with the team, yeah?”

Gray snorts.

We drive around the lake, looking for a good spot to stop. The men argue about food as I reluctantly call to cancel my spa day. Being the optimistic sort, I’d hoped we’d find the pixie this morning, and I’d be back in time to make it.

No such luck.

On the way, Jonathan whines about the many cyclists in the road.

“They’re like deer,” he mutters, laying on the horn when a pair rolls right through a four-way stop, taking his right-of-way. “They don’t even look before they dart in front of you.”

“Shhh,” I say, waving my hand around, trying to hear the receptionist on the other side of the line.

“Would you like to reschedule?” the woman asks.

“The bicycle painted on the road is there for you morons who can’t read,” Jonathan yells out the window. “It means that’s the bike lane. I suggest you stay in it.”

“No,” I tell the woman. “I need to cancel this time.”

A particularly tall, rather stout cyclist flips Jonathan off, which does nothing to improve his mood.

“His blood sugar is low again,” Eric reasons to Gray as we crawl through the street. “We’ve got to stop letting him drive when he hasn’t eaten.”

I end the call and realize Jonathan’s pulling into what looks suspiciously like a bar.

“I’m not eating here,” I announce.

I’ve had quite enough bars, thank you very much. I’m still mourning the loss of my skirt.

“This won’t be like the last one,” Eric promises.

I sit, glaring at the building that admittedly looks more like a microbrewery than a biker hangout. “You swear to me you’re not going to come out with an unconscious body?”

“Well, that depends.” Gray turns to me, his face serious but his eyes laughing. “Do you plan on using your Taser on anyone?”

Giving him a dry look, I step out of the Hummer and follow the men inside.

I pause the moment I pass through the door. I’ve never seen so much brightly colored spandex in my life. Mother would pass out.

Men of all ages, and a few women too, sit at tables, dressed in cycling gear.

“Must have been an event this morning,” Eric says.

I’m looking around, and I can already tell the establishment caters to the pedal-pushing crowd. There’s a rusty bike mounted on the wall, and other random cycling-themed stuff is scattered about.

I glance at Jonathan, not bothering to hide my sick amusement. He turns my way, his eyes narrowed to slits. “Not a word out of you.”

Shrugging, putting on an innocent face, I say, “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

A hostess welcomes us, already gathering menus. She leads us to a table near the back, and Eric excuses himself and heads to the bathroom.

“Can I get you some drinks?” the woman asks. “Maybe start you off with an appetizer?”

“Bring us some mozzarella sticks and wings,” Gray says, glancing at Jonathan.

Good call—the man needs protein.

She takes our drink order and then disappears into the back.

I’m just debating between the barbecue ranch chicken salad and the Italian chopped salad when a familiar cyclist walks through the door with two of his buddies at his side.

“Your friend just showed up,” I say to Jonathan.

He mutters a curse under his breath when he sees the man who flipped him off not five minutes ago.

And wouldn’t you know it, the only open table in the entire restaurant is right next to us.

The man’s face darkens when he recognizes Jonathan. As he walks by, he intentionally slams into our favorite Griffon’s chair.

“Oops,” he says. “Sorry ‘bout that.”

Jonathan, probably not wanting to cause a scene, shrugs it off with tensed shoulders and a rigid set to his jaw. “No harm done.”

The man laughs. “Not so outspoken when you’re not behind the wheel.”

Then he kicks Jonathan’s chair again, just to get a rise out of him. I suck in a breath, growing more than a little uneasy.

Jonathan slowly stands, drawing himself up to his full height—which is a full head shorter than the giant cyclist.

“I promised Madeline we wouldn’t create any unconscious bodies,” Gray says, still looking at his menu, thoroughly undaunted by the whole situation.

Does he not see the size of this guy?

The man chuckles, a laugh deep from the middle of his bear-chest, and his two friends flank him, sidekick style.

Jonathan flashes them a dark look. “How about you go to your table before I have to embarrass you in front of your friends?”

“Is that a threat?”

The knight shifts forward. “What are you? Daft? First you can’t figure out how to stay in the bike lane, and now you’re having trouble comprehending when someone tells you to sit your dumb, lumberjack ass down?”

Here’s the thing about Griffons—they’re incredibly gifted, usually quite bright. But they’re not known for their ability to fight. For example, in the glorious medieval ages of old, a Griffon was often flanked by a combination of four or five Bulls and Bears. The big guys. The strong guys. The guys who are capable of protecting the pansy-tailed Griffons.

But apparently Jonathan forgot he left his entourage of big, dumb guys at home.

“Hey, princess,” Gray says, frowning at his menu like he’s trying to decide between a steak or a burger. “Can you take care of this?”

“Really?” I ask, startled someone is asking me to use my Foxiness.

Gray lifts his eyes to meet mine. “I’d like to see your work.”

“You’re giving me complete artistic control?”

No one has ever done that before. If I’m not careful, it might go to my head.

He nods.

Jonathan and the big guy are chest to chest. Well, sort of—like I said, Jonathan’s a head shorter, so his eyes come to the guy’s neck. They’re both red-faced and snarling, and I know the first punch is going to be thrown any moment. I set a hand on Jonathan’s shoulder, silently asking him to step back.

“Yeah, that’s right,” the man says. “Step down. Listen to your girl.”

I snap my fingers in front of the guy’s eyes, making him look at me. His face is tomato red. “Excuse me, Mr. Temperamental Lumberjack?”

He gives me an incredulous look.

“Hi,” I say sweetly, adding a good punch of charisma magic to the word.

The man and his friends’ faces go slack.

“I’m going to need you to apologize to my friend.”

Instantly, all three of them turn to Jonathan and mutter apologies.

I swivel to Gray, looking for feedback, not wanting to go too far. After all, our job is to hunt down Aparians who use their magic on humans. It would be hypocritical to push it too much.

“Seriously?” Jonathan demands, looking decidedly put out. “That’s all?”

“What do you want me to do?” I demand.

“How about you have him zap himself like you did that security guard—”

“What?” Gray demands, finally giving us his full attention.

I roll my eyes at Jonathan, ignoring Gray. “That’s going a little overboard, don’t you think?”

“I’ll do it.” The lumberjack steps forward and grasps my hand, taking me completely by surprise. “For you, I’ll do anything.”

I gape at him, baffled. “You’ll shock yourself with a Taser…for me?”

“Anything you ask.”

Well now, I might have put a little too much punch into the magic.

The man falls to his knees. His friend, suddenly enraged, grasps his shoulder and yanks him to his feet. “If anyone is going to shock himself for the girl, it’s going to be me.”

I cock my head to the side, watching the three of them, morbidly curious. How much magic did I use anyway?

The three begin to crowd together, shoving each other in the chests, each insisting that they’re going to be the man I choose to zap himself with twelve million volts of electricity.

“I should stop this,” I say after a long moment, stepping forward.

Jonathan holds me back. “No…no. Let’s just see how this plays out.”

I turn to him. “You’re a sick man.”

He shrugs. “They started it.”

The big guy ends up punching his friend in the nose. With a glorious spray of blood, the man’s head snaps back, almost in slow motion. In mere moments, the three of them are on the floor, grappling with each other, each continuing to yell that they will be the one to maim themselves for my pleasure.

The bartender leaps over the counter, hollering for the staff in the kitchen to come help with the bar fight.

As the workers try to yank the trio apart, I pull the magic back. The fight instantly leaves them, and the three men stare at me, bewildered.

“Miss, I think we’re going to have to ask you and your friends to leave,” the bartender says, turning to me, looking suspicious.

“No,” I say, coating the words with persuasion, though I use a little less magic this time. “We haven’t eaten yet, and you don’t want to send us away before we can try the food.”

He nods to himself. “You’re right…I don’t want to send you away before you can try the food.”

I give him a sage nod. “I usually am.”

“In fact”—his eyes light as if he’s just had the greatest epiphany known to man—“the meal’s on the house.”

Wow, I’m on a roll.

“That would be lovely,” I assure him. He gives me a crooked smile and assists in escorting the spandex-wearing cyclists out the door.

Glad that's over, I sit and primly place a napkin on my lap.

“The force is strong with this one,” Jonathan jokes to Gray, grinning like he got away with murder.

Gray meets my eyes, looking both impressed and concerned. “Yes.”

Eric joins us a few moments later and sits down, opening his menu. “Did I miss anything?”

“Nope,” I say. “What are you going to order?”

“Hmmm.” He studies the menu. “Probably a cheeseburger.”

I purse my lips, hiding a smile.

The waitress brings back our drinks, and we put in our order. When I take a sip of my water with lemon, I find Gray studying me, that strange look still on his face.

“You need to master your gifts,” he finally says. “We’re going to start practicing, you and I.”

“What gifts?” Eric looks up.

“I don’t know if that’s a good idea,” I tell Gray.

Eric looks at Jonathan and asks again, “What gifts?”

“Right now, you’re a danger to yourself and others. You need to learn control.”

I set my drink down and run my finger along the top of the glass. I glance at the bartender, who I find watching me behind his counter, dopey smile on his face. He waves the second our eyes meet. Frowning, I return the gesture with a small wave of my own. Then I say to Gray, my gaze still averted, “You might be right.”

I can feel the knight’s eyes still on me, and finally, I have no choice but to look up.

“We’ll start after lunch,” Gray says, and then he turns to Eric and asks who won last night’s baseball game. The boys launch into a sports-filled conversation that I couldn’t care less about. I sit in silence while they talk, stomach churning, trying not to imagine this afternoon’s session of “One-on-one Magic Time” with Gray.
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In my head, I pictured the two of us finding an empty gym, working on my skills. Eventually, Gray would lose his shirt, and we’d end up grappling on the ground, not unlike Lumberjack and his buddies. Well, maybe a little different.

“Are you sure?” I ask. “We can practice here?”

Gray glances around our hotel suite. “Why not?”

“Because…I don’t know. It’s a hotel room?”

Just as he said, we’re alone. Gray sent Jonathan and Eric to go entertain themselves. As they were leaving, I heard them devising a clever plan for finding the two bikini-clad girls from last night.

Honestly, bare skin is all men ever think about. Speaking of bare skin…

My mind wanders again to my gym fantasy—no, scratch that. It’s not a fantasy. Let’s call it an impartial mental image.

And in that impartial mental image, Gray’s shirtless, all sweaty and hot.

“Foxes don’t utilize offensive magic,” Gray reasons. “We’re not exactly going to be sparing with each other.”

Well, there goes that.

“It’s not like I can practice persuasion and charisma on you,” I say. “So I’m not sure how we’re going to get anything done.”

He steps in front of me, setting his hands on my shoulders and looking me in the eyes. “That’s why I’m the perfect person to practice on. I can handle anything you throw at me, and I want you to give me everything you've got.”

My mouth goes dry.

“Besides,” he continues, “there’s a lot more to your magic than persuasion and charisma.”

But those are the two I’m most familiar with—they’re the easiest to just use. The rest require a lot more conscious thought.

Gray drops his hands and steps back. “Let’s start with cloaking. Go ahead.”

Go head? Just like that?

I glance around the sunny room. The drapes are open, letting in all kinds of light. “There are literally no shadows here. If I don't have shadows, I can't blend with them.”

He frowns. “You’re going to make this difficult, aren’t you?”

I toss my hands in the air. “What do you want me to do? I can’t create darkness. What kind of gothic Fox do you think I am?”

Gray shakes his head, but a smile tugs at his lips. “Fine. Let’s start with persuasion and charisma then, since you seem to be most comfortable with them. Later we’ll find somewhere dark and practice cloaking.”

Is that a promise?

He stands in front of me, squaring his shoulders. “We’ll work on the strength of your charms. Remember, I can sense your magic, but you won’t be able to influence me, so don’t hold back.”

I lick my lips and nod.

“Tell me to pick up the keys on the desk,” he says.

“Why do you want the keys?”

“I don’t—I just want you to tell me to pick them up.”

What a lame request. I could think of something far more interesting.

Gray must be able to tell I think it’s ridiculous because his smile finally breaks free, and he lets out a chuckle that sounds a whole lot like a growl. “It’s not about the stupid keys—I want you to practice telling me to get them without throwing too much magic in the request like you did earlier.”

Okay. A little bit of magic.

“Gray,” I say, adding persuasion to the words, “get me the keys.”

He clenches his jaw. After a moment, he shakes his head, clearing it. “You could have caused a tidal wave with that much.”

“It wasn’t that much,” I argue.

“It was.”

I glare at him, but it only makes him grin. He meets my gaze, making sure I’m giving him my full attention. “Imagine your magic is a handful of birdseed—”

“Birdseed?” I interrupt.

Without even hesitating, he presses his palm over my mouth, physically shutting me up. “You have a handful of birdseed, all right? One little bird sits in front of you, one solitary bird. Are you going to throw the entire handful of seed at him?”

I yank his hand away from my mouth, barely resisting the urge to bite him. “I suppose that depends on how hungry he is.”

“No, you wouldn’t. You would toss him a little. If you threw all of it, you’d overwhelm him.”

“Are you easily overwhelmed, Gray?” I purr…tossing an entire handful of charisma birdseed at him.

And even though he’s immune, the big, bad Wolf closes his eyes, looking the tiniest bit affected.

“Way too much,” he says after a moment. “One more time. Use your charisma again, like you just did. It’s stronger than your persuasion, and therefore likely harder to control.”

“How can you tell it’s stronger?”

“Because you reduced three full-grown men to blithering idiots at the brewery.”

I nod, standing a little straighter. Persuasion is a command, but charisma is seduction.

“Gray,” I say, making my voice a velvet caress—but not too velvety. More like cheap velveteen, or that stretchy stuff they use for Halloween costumes. “Bring me the keys on the desk.”

“Better,” he says, slowly exhaling a controlled breath. “Do it again.”

I lower my voice as if that will help lessen the magic, and repeat, “Bring me the keys on the desk.”

He nods. “Yes, that was good.”

“Can you feel it at all? The tug of it?”

Looking a little wary, Gray shakes his head.

“You can, can’t you?” I grin because I don’t need Jonathan’s talents to know I’m right. It’s written all over his face.

“Yes,” he finally admits. “But I can dismiss it, and that’s the difference.”

“Do it to me.”

His eyebrows jump. “What?”

“I want to feel the full force of your charisma. No one’s ever used it on me, and I’m curious how it feels.”

“You won’t be susceptible.”

“I know. That’s why it’s okay.”

Looking a little uncomfortable, Gray steps forward. He sets his hands on my sides, drawing me close.

My pulse jumps, and I look down, startled he’s touching me. “What are you doing?”

“My persuasion, my charisma—they’re both stronger with touch.”

“Wolves are a little limited,” I say, absently wondering if this is a bad idea.

His fingers tighten on my sides. “You want this, don’t you?”

Or a really good idea. 

“I do.” My voice is so breathy, I might as well be Marilyn Monroe.

He leans down, brushes my curled hair behind my shoulder, and grazes his lips against the sensitive skin in front of my ear. Before I can tell him he’s cheating, he whispers, “Madeline, sweetheart, get me the keys off the table.”

The magic is scorching. It tingles my skin, begs me to fetch those damn keys.

I jerk away, breaking the link. I stare at Gray, wide-eyed, practically panting. “That’s a lot of birdseed.”

He tips back his head and laughs. It’s a deep sound, joyful and warm, and it captivates me.

“Let’s move on to ‘bunny in a hat tricks,’” he says once he controls himself, using my phrasing for sleight of hand from this morning.

That’s probably a good idea.

For the next hour, I practice hiding a tube of lipstick under plastic hotel cups and twirling them about, controlling light to disguise the lipstick’s true placement. Out of all the stealth magic traits, I’ve practiced this one the least. It’s not something that happens by accident when you’re feeling emotional. It’s a skill that must be honed, practiced. 

“There are human con artists better at this than you,” Gray teases as he finds the lipstick once again.

“I’m not sure why we need to bother with this,” I say, frustrated.

It’s not easy to bend light and subtle shadows, to obscure things as you spirit them away.

I snatch the lipstick from his hand. “I don’t plan to spend my time in back alleys, whispering for tourists to come take a chance in my game of skill.”

He studies me for a moment and then pushes the cups aside. “I had a friend a while ago, went to school with him. He was from an upstanding Fox family—a good family, even if they were cutthroat business types. Yet he ran more than one covert moneymaking scheme at the Knights’ Guild Academy. How is it you’ve resisted the pull?”

It’s evident from the hard look on Gray’s face that he and this man have some dark history, but it’s not the time to ask him about it now.

“When I was young, Father told me that it didn’t matter what type of magic I carried, it was up to me to make good decisions. That I must consider the consequences for myself and others around me.” I meet his eyes. “People—humans and Aparians—are selfish creatures. Foxes are simply born with tools that are easily used for evil. It doesn’t mean the magic must be utilized that way. And it doesn’t make the other factions more virtuous.”

“But do you feel the pull?”

“Sometimes,” I admit, holding his eyes. “But so do you. You can’t tell me that just because you were born a noble Wolf, you haven’t done things you shouldn’t, haven’t thought things you shouldn’t think.”

After a moment, he nods. He looks away as if something is haunting him. I think he’s going to say more, but he stays silent.

Finally, I leave the couch, needing to change the subject. I clasp my hands over my head, stretching. “Are we done?”

“Until tomorrow.”

“Isn’t magic like strength training?” I lower my arms. “Shouldn’t you take a day off in between?”

Gray smiles, standing as well. “Sorry, princess. That’s not how it works.”

His phone chimes, drawing his attention from me. He looks at the screen and frowns.

“Something wrong?” I ask, wondering if Jonathan and Eric have found trouble. Jonathan is proving to be good at that.

“No,” he says. “Not really.”

I wait for him to explain. When he doesn’t, I’m nosy and ask, “Well, what is it?”

Gray pockets the phone. “The girls Jonathan and Eric met last night have a friend, and they want me to go out with them tonight.”

“Oh.”

Cue slimy feeling in the pit of my stomach.

“They said you can come too.”

Oh, that sounds fun. All the guys paired off—and then me.

“No, I’m good,” I say.  

He looks up. “Then I’ll tell them to go without me.”

I wave my hand in the air, refusing to meet his eyes. “No, you should go. We can’t work tomorrow anyway. You might as well have some fun tonight.”

“Are you sure?” He gives me a quizzical frown.

“Of course. Go.” Without meaning to, I add a little persuasion to it.

“Madeline,” he warns.

I hold my hands up in surrender. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to.”

Honestly, I didn’t realize how often I use it.

“What are you going to do?” he asks, still frowning.

“I’ll order room service, probably take a long bath.”

I swear his eyes darken when I say the last part, which naturally makes my mind wander places it shouldn’t go.

Absently, I realize I haven’t thought of Finn for most of the day. And though he’s a cheating pig, I feel a little guilty—like I’m the unfaithful one because I don’t miss him like I should.

After a moment, Gray nods and heads toward the bathroom. I flop onto the couch, feeling sorry for myself.

When Gray emerges ten minutes later, freshly shaved, dressed in a new button-up, charcoal-colored shirt paired with dark wash jeans, I blink. “I thought you were going to a lake party?”

“No, we’re meeting at some club at one of the casinos.” He studies me. “You sure you don’t want to come?”

“A Fox in a dark club?” I give him a weak laugh. “I don’t think so. Gotta stay away from temptation and all that.”

“A Fox in a dark club does sound tempting,” he says, his eyes never leaving mine.

Good thing I’m sitting down.

“We’ll be back before midnight,” he promises as he turns to leave.

I pull my legs up on the couch, pretending to lounge as I pick up the TV remote. “Don’t come back early on my account.”

He glances back, studying me for several moments. Finally, he says, “Night, princess.”

And then he’s out the door—off to meet Skanky Bikini Girl Number Three. She’s going to drink too much, dance with him, run her hands up his chest, whisper invitations—

I stand abruptly, startling Charles, and stalk to the bedroom. I come back out wearing a perfectly tasteful halter top sundress in summer blue and a pair of sky-high, cherry-red heels that do such amazing things to my calves, they are illegal in three states. 

Okay, they aren’t. But they should be. And my mother doesn’t know I own them. How they made it into my suitcase, I’ll never know.

Okay, I do. I wanted to wear them for Gray. Sue me.

I pair the ensemble with a thin, matching belt, swipe on a deep shade of red lipstick, give my curled hair a toss, and march out the door, calling goodbye to my cat.

Then I come back in, remembering I still have to feed that cat. But after I scoop Pedigreed Perfection into Charles’s dish, I march out the door. And this time, I don’t go back.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

 

As I take the elevator down, I browse my phone, looking for clubs in Tahoe. There are more than I expect, though most are probably just glorified bars. The one closest to our resort is in The Sugar Pine, just a few blocks away.

Hopefully that’s where the guys went.

I walk down the road, enjoying the pleasant evening. It’s growing dusky, but it’s not quite dark yet, and the air is still warm. People glance my way, noticing me in my heels and bright dress, but I keep my head high and my eyes on the casino ahead of me.

When I reach the entrance, a well-dressed man in his thirties holds the glass door for me. His eyes sweep over me, and he gives me an inviting smile.

“Thank you,” I say politely, hurrying past him.

Unfortunately, he follows me in, matching my pace. “Is this your first visit to The Sugar Pine?”

He leaves me no choice but to participate in the conversation or completely blow him off. Since manners have been drilled into me since birth, I say, “It is, yes.”

His hair is blond and thick, and he’s handsome for his age. But since he was getting his driver’s license when I was learning my ABCs, I'm not interested. Especially when my ex’s brother is somewhere in the building, drawing me like a moth to a flame.

And how’s that for messed up?

“What brings you to Tahoe?” the man asks, undaunted by my cool but cordial response. “A beautiful woman like yourself should have a man on her arm.”

Seriously? He’s not even original.

I give him a tight smile, wondering if I should use a little persuasion to get him to leave me alone. First, I’ll try to be tactful—but only one more time. “I’m sorry, I really need to hurry. My friends are waiting for me in the club.”

At least I hope they are. Knowing my luck, I’m probably in the wrong place altogether.

“They won’t mind if you have a drink with me,” he says, nudging closer.

It’s not his sudden proximity that makes me nervous. No, it’s the rush of persuasive magic settling over my skin, tingling in a foreboding way.

He’s Aparian, and I would bet a lot of money he’s not an upstanding Wolf. I have less than half a second to decide how to proceed. I could ignore the magic and walk away, which would let him know I’m Aparian as well…or I could go with him, see if this man is somehow connected to the criminal Finn was speaking of. Because if he is, I need to get Gray the heck out of this place.

“All right,” I say, giving him a doe-eyed look that I hope mimics the look of a girl who’s just been magically coerced.

The man smiles benevolently at me and takes my arm, leading me in the direction of the high-roller tables. He smells like cigars and overpowering, musty aftershave—a genuinely gag-inducing combination.

“Have you ever played blackjack, darling?” he asks as he leads me through the casino.

I glance behind me, in the direction of the club. “I haven’t.”

“Oh, it’s a marvelous game.”

“I thought we were getting a drink.” My words are a little abrupt, so I soften them with a vacant smile.

He squeezes my arm. “We are—while we play blackjack. I’m meeting a few friends myself.”

What the heck is going on? It’s like this man fancies himself to be a James Bond type, collecting women on a whim. I’m just waiting for him to grab the attention of a passing cocktail waitress and order a martini—shaken, not stirred.

The high rollers area is sectioned off with a burgundy velvet rope. There’s an attendant at the entrance making sure no one less than filthy rich steps foot inside.

“Mr. Clement.” He bows his head like the man escorting me is some sort of king, unclips the rope, and allows us to enter.

“I don’t think I got your name, darling,” Mr. Clement says as he leads me to a table that has three other players and a dealer waiting.

“Alexandra,” I lie smoothly, giving him my middle name. “My friends call me Lexie.”

“Then I’ll call you Lexie because we’re going to be good friends. And you can call me Morris.”

I’m seriously starting to doubt the wisdom of my decision. It seemed like a good idea at first, but now I realize that if this man is a Fox, my magic is basically worthless against him. Also, there’s an excellent chance his friends are Foxes as well.

Morris pulls out my chair and introduces me to his companions, all of them in their late twenties to mid-thirties. One openly leers at me, another ignores me completely, and the last gives me a smile that’s almost friendly.

I’m growing so uneasy, I don’t catch any of their names—a foolish mistake.

Pay attention, Madeline.

“What will you have to drink?” Morris asks me, still as attentive as ever. He holds up his hand, snapping for a waitress. Disappointing me, he orders a scotch on the rocks.

“Sparkling water,” I say, knowing I don’t want anything dulling my senses right now. “With lime.”

He smiles and leans in a little closer. “You seem like the type of girl who would appreciate a nice sangria. Ours is excellent.”

My ears perk up. “Yours?”

The man beside Morris—the one who must feel I am so far beneath him he doesn’t even bother to look my way—laughs. It’s not a friendly sound.

Morris grins. “Why Lexie, don’t you know? This is my casino.”

Bingo. This is him.

It must be. How many Aparians own casinos? Surely not that many.

Or maybe Aparians own all the casinos—I just don’t know. But my gut tells me this is the man Finn was speaking of.

“I’ll try the sangria,” I say just to be agreeable.

He nods, probably satisfied that I’m so easily swayed.

Once the men have put in their drink orders, the dealer begins passing out cards. I observe him, wondering if he’s doing anything shady, but his hands move too quickly for me to tell.

“You need to take care of your arm candy,” the man who still hasn’t looked my way says to Morris after the cards are dealt.

What am I? A decoration? Something female to adorn the table?

“Ah, yes,” Morris says. “She’s so quiet, it’s easy to forget I haven’t already done it.”

I’m right here, you arrogant a—

“Lexie, darling.” Morris turns to me. “My associates and I are going to have a conversation now. You will sit there, nice and quiet, and you’re not going to remember any of it. Do you understand? When you look back on the evening, you’ll recall sitting with us and watching nothing more than a few rounds of blackjack.”

I blink at him, feeling the heavy weight of persuasion blanket me. It coaxes me to obey before the feeling merely fades. How am I supposed to respond? Finally, I say, “All right.”

“There’s a good girl.”

It takes everything in me not to scoff and walk away—or better, wait for my drink so I can toss it in his face and then scoff and walk away.

After the spell is done, the men visibly relax. The man on the end lets his gaze travel over me again. After a few moments, it lands on my chest…and stays there. Thank goodness for well-covering halter tops.

“Where’d you find this one?” the man asks like I’m not even here. “She’s hot.”

Okay, he’s seriously creepy. His hair is white-blond, and he’s built like a string bean—tall and slender. I try to keep my face impassive as he watches me, but he’s practically salivating.

“She was headed to the club,” Morris answers.

A slow smirk grows on the man’s smarmy face. “How long you keeping her?”

What does that mean?

“I’m not sure.” Morris studies his cards. “Probably no more than a night.”

I bite my tongue—hard. I don’t care who this man is, or how much information I might be able to glean from him, if he tries to persuade me to go to bed with him, I’m stabbing him in the eye with a cocktail fork.

“She said she has friends waiting for her,” Morris continues, “and I don’t want them to cause a commotion by filing a missing person report—not this soon after my release. You know the Royal Guild’s keeping tabs on me right now.”

The crazy-eyed man scoffs. “Curtis said Finn has it covered. Do whatever you want with her—the guild’s going to turn a blind eye. And after you’re finished, give her to me.”

I tense, but no one notices…no one except the man who hasn’t looked at me yet. But as soon as he sees me jerk, he casually turns my way.

His eyes are blue. Not stormy blue like Gray’s, more of a deep indigo. He’s a bit younger than the others, probably in his late twenties, and his hair is dark ash brown. Unlike the man at the end, he doesn’t look insane.

But he’s just as intimidating.

Something passes between us, something uncomfortable. He narrows his eyes, perhaps feeling it too. It’s like our magic is connecting, magnetized—but I can’t tell whether it’s attracting or pushing away. I’ve never felt anything like it, but it needs to stop.

“We’ll see,” Morris says, not noticing his friend’s sudden interest in me. “Speaking of causing a commotion, what’s your teller count up to now? Four? Five? Who was it today?”

The creepy man grins. “I took the day off.”

Oh my goodness.

I’ve found the pixie. He’s right there, at the end of the table. Ogling me.

“You can consider yourself finished,” Morris says, sounding almost bored. “Never mind the deal Curtis struck with Lord Finnegan—I don’t need the guild sniffing around.”

I freeze, a forced smile etched on my face.

“They already are,” the dark-haired, blue-eyed man says, still watching me.

I try to look bored as if the conversation means nothing, but my mind is racing. I need to find Gray. I need to find him now—before these men realize I’ve been listening this whole time and they decide to finish me off and toss me in a dumpster full of dead bank tellers.

“York saw Gray Tate’s team nosing around several banks earlier.”

Morris swears and shoves his cards away from him.

“He’s got a new girl with him,” the blue-eyed man continues, and I can still feel his gaze on me. “A blond.”

Crapitty crap crap crap.

“Is she hot?” the pixie asks, grinning, too stupid to realize what his friend is hinting at.

The man finally looks away, breaking the weird connection. “York didn’t say.”

“Come on, Rafe. You’re holding out on me,” the pixie whines.

Rafe asks the dealer to hit him, and then he frowns at the new card. “All I know is she’s immune to persuasion.”

“Another Wolf?” Morris asks, growing concerned.

“Worse.” Again, Rafe looks right at me. “I think she’s a Fox.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

 

“Gray has a Fox on his team?” Morris demands, clearly surprised.

Before Rafe can answer, I raise my hand and clear my throat, almost too terrified to talk.

Morris looks over, his eyebrows drawing together in confusion. “Yes?”

“I have to use the ladies’ room,” I say, trying to look as mentally absent as possible.

“Oh.” He frowns like he’s now mildly inconvenienced by my presence.

“Finished with her?” Rafe asks, pushing away from the table. “Want me to take care of her for you?”

I’m pretty sure my heart stops beating. Or at least it feels like it does before it leaps into overdrive. Now it’s racing like a greyhound after a stuffed bunny. He’s going to take me out back, behind the casino, and that will be that.

Instead of my life flashing before my eyes, a single thought makes its way to the forefront of my frenzied brain. Who’s going to feed Charles if I’m dead?

Morris waves him off. “Yes, that’s fine. See that she finds her friends. I’m not in the mood to play with her tonight.”

“You got it.” Rafe offers his hand to assist me from the stool.

Relief washes over me in rolling waves. I almost gasp out loud, but I clamp my lips so I don’t clue the rest of them into the fact that I’ve been alert through the whole conversation.

I follow Rafe, determined to look like a walking, talking doll…the kind who was totally under a persuasive spell that entire time. 

We leave the high-rollers section, twist through a maze of roulette wheels and poker tables, and then Rafe casually strolls to a fountain in the middle of the casino. He sits on the ledge, turning toward me. “What’s your name?”

“Lexie.”

He gives me a wry smile. “Really? Because I could have sworn your name was Madeline Bennet.”

My eyes widen a fraction of an inch, but other than that, I do a pretty good job of looking confused. “Who’s Madeline Bennet?”

“The newest member of Gray Tate’s team, the girl fresh out of finishing school who’s supposed to make him walk the line.”

How does he know all this?

“You’re not supposed to be here,” he says.

“I’m not?” I ask, still playing dumb.

“Finn was supposed to keep his brother out of Tahoe. I bet Finn doesn’t know where you are, does he?”

I shift my weight from my right leg to my left. “I don’t know anyone named Finn.”

Rafe gives me a slightly amused but extremely intimidating smile. “Cute.”

Before I can stop him, he snatches my clutch and pulls out my phone.

“Hey!”

“Unlock,” he says with authority, bypassing my security code with a burst of magic that reveals he too is a Fox.

To my great horror, the phone does as he asks. He has my contacts pulled up before I can attempt to wrestle the cell back.

“Let’s look at your call record, shall we?” he says, holding me back with one hand as he skims over the listings. “Gray, Gray, Finn, Gray, Finn, Finn…” he looks up. “Well, look at that. It appears you know both a Gray and a Finn.”

Yep. I’m done for. At least my outfit is cute. I’d hate to be wearing something ugly in the crime scene pictures that will be all over the news tomorrow. If someone finds me at all.

Rafe lets his eyes wander over me, and they glimmer with detached curiosity. “Are you sleeping with them both?”

I rip my phone out of his hand and hiss, “I’m not sleeping with either of them.”

He gives me a sly smile. “Does that mean you’re available? Because I believe Trent was interested.”

I step forward, drawing myself up to my full height. With my heels, it puts my eyes about level with his chin. “I take it Trent is the bank-teller-murdering pixie?”

“That would be him.”

I’ve officially had more than enough of this conversation.

“Who are you?” I demand. “And how do you know so much about us?”

“My name is Rafe Wilhelm, and I work for the Royal Guild.”

His answer leaves me fumbling for a response. Finally, I say, “What do you mean you work for the guild?”

“I mean they transferred me here two years ago, when your good friend Morris was first arrested, to infiltrate his group and keep tabs on things in his absence.”

“Why?”

It seems like overkill for an establishment that’s worst crime was swindling humans—especially when their leader was spending a much-earned vacation in the Dungeon. After all, humans cheat each other all the time. 

“They suspect Morris is involved with the Entitled.”

It’s the same temperature as a moment ago, but I shiver, suddenly chilled. The idea of being so close to the very people who’d like nothing more than to open the thresholds again and cause complete chaos doesn’t sit well with me.

I mull his words over. “You’re the anonymous person—the man who called in the tip about Trent.”

He crosses his arms and gives me a closed-lip, almost pleased smile. “That’s right.”

“I suppose you enjoyed your little bonus.” Then I frown. “Finn doesn’t know you’re here, does he?”

“He hasn’t the slightest idea—it was his uncle who gave me the assignment. Imagine my surprise when I found out Finn cut a deal with Morris’s group.”

Immediately, I shake my head. “No, that’s not possible.”

Amusement lights Rafe’s dark blue eyes. “Don’t you know? The guild’s golden boy is a compulsive gambler. He’s lost every penny and has no way to cover what he owes Morris—which is around seventy-five grand at the moment.”

I purse my lips, refusing to believe him.

“He had to repay his debt somehow,” Rafe continues, not noticing or caring that I might be hyperventilating. “So he and Morris’s right-hand man—a fine gentleman by the name of Curtis—worked out a deal, all while Morris was lounging in his twelve-foot by twelve-foot cell. Morris and his men can run amok, doing whatever the hell they please, and Finn will cover for them until all his debts are forgiven.”

If that’s true…

I step back, my brain whirling as I put the pieces together. That’s the real reason Finn didn’t want Gray getting mixed up with Morris.

“Call Finn,” Rafe urges, enjoying himself too much. “See what he does when he finds out you’re in Tahoe.”

“If you’re so sure of this, why don’t you go to the guild?”

Only now does Rafe look frustrated. “Because I don’t have solid proof, not yet. I’ve been waiting for Morris to get out of jail, hoping there will be more correspondence between the two. I can’t accuse Finn of something I can’t back up.”

“I don’t understand. When you called about Trent, were you hoping Gray would step in?”

“No.” Suddenly, he looks at me as if I’m a great big pain in the posterior. “I thought they’d send some no one in to get the moron pixie out of my hair. You being here is more than a little inconvenient. Now Morris and his men are going to be on their best behavior, and it will take me even longer to come up with the evidence I need to prove Finn is manipulating the system for his own benefit.”

“And what about the Entitled?”

His gaze wanders over my face, and he narrows his eyes. “That’s none of your concern.”

We stare each other down for several long moments, but it’s obvious he’s not going to give in. Finally, I look away. “Now what?”

“Now you’re going to walk into that club and pretend we never met. If you keep your mouth shut, I’ll send you a text on Monday, telling you which bank Trent’s at. You lead Gray there, arrest the idiot pixie, and get back to Denver.”

“I thought Morris said there would be no more teller impersonations.”

Rafe snorts. “Trust me—there will be.”

“What about Finn?”

He stands abruptly, closing the distance between us. “He’s a criminal. Do you understand? A thief, and in a roundabout way, a murderer. By promising amnesty, he’s allowed Trent a free pass. And if you think killing a few bank tellers is the worst of what Morris’s men will do, you’re not as bright as I hoped.”

“And what if I don’t believe you? What if I think you’re making all this up in hopes that I’ll lead Gray and the team away from Tahoe? What if you aren’t working for the guild at all?”

He leans down, meeting me at eye level, and very slowly says, “Call Finn. See what his reaction is when you tell him where you are.”

Not for the first time in my life, I desperately wish I were a Griffon, capable of reading magic and discerning lies. The thing that worries me is I think I believe Rafe. But I truly, truly wish I didn’t.

“How will you text me?” I look down, breaking eye contact. “You don’t have my number.”

Rafe pulls out his phone and hits several buttons. Then he turns the screen toward me.

There, under his contacts, he has my number under “Lexie.”

“You swiped it when you had my phone?” I ask, incredulous. “How? You had it for less than thirty seconds.”

Rafe chuckles under his breath. “You haven’t met too many Foxes, have you, sweetheart? Do you even know how to be one?”

I clench my hand, resisting the urge to slap the smirk right off his face.

“Enjoy the rest of your weekend,” he says, stepping past me, already walking away. “Tahoe’s lovely this time of year—you should take a tour of the lake tomorrow.”

If I had a rock, I’d chuck it at the back of his head. Still, I find myself calling to him, my jaw tight, “Thank you, by the way.”

He pauses and then slowly turns, standing about ten feet away. “For what?”

I look at the flashing sign over his head, refusing to meet his eyes until I’ve spit it out. “For getting me away from Morris.”

Rafe’s mouth doesn’t move, but his eyes shine with amusement. “My pleasure, Lexie.”

Then he continues, disappearing around a row of flashing five-dollar slot machines.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

 

I debate going back to the resort and hiding in the suite until the guys return. But I’m too wired to wait for them.

And I’m a tiny bit nervous about walking by myself. What if I ran into Trent? Pixies are powerful, and this one’s got more than a few screws loose. From what I’ve seen, all the screws might be missing.

So I make my way to the club, hoping I can get in without any trouble.

There’s a short line, only a few couples and a group of five college-aged jocks who are easy to ignore.

The guy manning the door meets my eyes and jerks his head, calling me forward. He pulls the door open, revealing a darkened room that looks more like a twenties-style lounge than the nightclub I expect. “Go ahead.”

A woman in a gold-sequined gown sings on the stage, accompanied by a single piano. She croons a low, sensual melody that blends with the dark. People dance in front of the stage, and more sit in u-shaped booths lining the walls. As my eyes adjust to the low light, I can make out various potted-tree-lined nooks and alcoves, many with couples making use of the semi-privacy.

I avert my eyes, afraid I might find one containing Bikini Girl Number Three with her lips all over Gray. Instead, I scan the booths, looking specifically for a blond-haired Viking lookalike towering over the mere mortals around him.

Just as I thought, Eric’s not hard to spot. He and Jonathan sit at a table with the two girls I saw in the hall yesterday. They left their bikinis at home, though their dresses don’t cover much more than the swimsuits did.

I come up from behind, scooting in next to Jonathan, taking him by surprise and making him move closer to the girl by his side. Needing something to calm my nerves, I reach for his drink, not even bothering to ask what it is first.

Jonathan looks at me in surprise, taking in my dress and kiss-me red lips. “Madeline! Gray said you weren’t coming.”

“I changed my mind.”

I want to ask where Gray is, but at the same time, I don’t want to know. If he’s not at the table, he’s out there.

“I’m Kiley,” the girl next to Jonathan says, giving me a little wave, looking unsure if she feels threatened by my presence or not.

“And I’m Angela,” the girl next to Eric adds. 

“Madeline.” I smile, hoping to assure them I’m not here to steal their dates. Just their friend’s.

Finally, I give in. “Where’s Gray?”

Jonathan and Eric exchange a look—it’s brief, but I catch it. Eric very carefully says, “He’s dancing.”

And though I don’t want to look, my eyes scan the crowd without my permission. I finally spot him in the middle of the group. A woman who must be Bikini Girl Number Three has her arms wrapped around his neck, and she’s pulling him close to talk to him. The music is so loud, her lips are practically next to his ear.

I can’t see what she looks like. It’s too dark, and she’s too far. But it looks like she has a nice figure, slender but round in all the right places.

Eric says something to the girl next to him, and then he steps from the booth. “Dance with me, Maddie.”

I glance at him, startled.

Towering over me, he extends his hand.

Even though I’m positive this is a pity dance, Eric’s been too kind to turn down. And besides, if a girl has a chance to press herself against a man who looks like him, she shouldn’t pass it up.

He leads me to the couples on the floor, and then he pulls me close—a little closer than I expect. I’m flush against his broad chest. The top of my head barely reaches his sternum.

When I realize he’s moving us closer to Gray and his date, I pull back. “Eric,” I hiss, knowing what he’s doing.

“Don’t you want him to know you’re here?” he whispers, his jaw near my ear.

“No,” I lie.

Eric grins. “Girls don’t wear heels like that if they don’t want to be noticed.”

“Were you checking out my legs?” I say, feigning surprise.

“You know I was.” He playfully wags his eyebrows. “After I checked out other things.”

I poke him in the shoulder. “You are a bad Bunny.”

He chuckles, and the sound rumbles his chest. “You have no idea.”

Only one couple separates Gray and us. Eric expertly maneuvers around them, just in time for us to see Bikini Girl Number Three stand on her tiptoes and press a kiss to Gray’s lips.

I stop moving with the music, going still in Eric’s arms. Eric murmurs a curse under his breath, one that Gray’s magically enhanced hearing picks up. The Wolf pulls back, breaking the kiss, and his gaze lands on Eric. Then it falls on me.

I’m not sure what he does next because I’m walking away very quickly, pushing past dancing couples, heading for the exit. My emotions are chaotic, and confusion swirls around me, almost palpable.

Why do I care? I’ve only known Gray for a few days. We’re nothing—less than nothing. He can kiss whomever he wants as often as he pleases.

And yet…no.

Maybe it’s a delayed reaction from catching Finn with Maisy, or maybe I’m still worked up from the incident with Morris and his men—either way, I’m a live wire, sparking in the night.

I can feel my magic swelling, running along my skin, tingling, begging me to release it. I hold it back as I make my way through the casino and push through the glass doors, but once I’m in the night, I let myself blend with the shadows—disappearing from those around me, basking in the privacy my magic affords me.

Needing a moment just to breathe, I find a bench near the entrance and gulp in the fresh, pine-scented mountain air.

Not ten seconds later, Gray bursts through the glass doors, hurrying in the direction of our resort. He has the look of a man searching for someone, and I have a good idea who that someone is.

And though I’m not supposed to hide from him, I follow, curious to see where he’ll go, and what he’ll do once he’s there.

I have to run to keep up with him—not an easy feat in heels. As I expect, he turns for our resort.

“Gray,” I call out before he reaches the entrance, expecting the magic to leave me now that I’ve made myself known.

He turns abruptly and then frowns into the night, looking beyond me. “Madeline?”

As I walk toward him, I try to pull the spell back, but the magic is too strong to command.

“I accidentally cloaked,” I say near him, touching his arm so he’ll know I’m close.

He jerks, uneasy. I don’t blame him. It would be more than a little disconcerting to talk to a ghost.

His free hand finds mine, and he takes it from his arm and winds my fingers through his. He then pulls me around the side of the resort, down one of the paved trails through the lush landscaping. When we’re completely alone, with nothing but a few low lights along the path to illuminate the night, he turns back to me.

“Can you feel the magic?” he asks.

I dismiss the kiss for the moment, focus instead on the task of learning to control my gifts.

I nod and then realize he can’t see me. “I can.”

“Imagine it’s a jacket.” He still has my hand, probably so he won’t lose me. “Just take it off.”

I try, I really do, but it doesn’t work.

“It doesn’t feel like a jacket,” I say, frustrated. “It feels like sand at the beach after you’ve been in the water. It clings to me, impossible to brush off.”

Sand that fizzes like carbonated water, tickling every inch of me.

Gray nods, his brow knitting as he frowns. “Then imagine stepping into the ocean—let the water wash it away.”

I close my eyes, trying to visualize as he tells me, but the magic remains.

Frustrated, wanting him to see me, I pull my hand from his, clasp his arms, and push the magic, hoping it will extend to him.

Suddenly, his eyes widen, and I know he can see me. “You did it.”

I shake my head. “No, I pulled you into it.”

“It’s progress. At least you took control.”

My eyes fall to my hands on his arms, and I nod.

“I didn’t kiss her,” he says suddenly, taking me by surprise. My eyes fly to his, and he takes a step in.

“Her lips were pressed to yours. Tell me, Gray, was she performing CPR?”

A grin toys at his mouth. “Never mind that. I discovered I have a new gift, something no other Wolf possesses as far as I’m aware.”

There’s the strangest expression on his face—a cross of amusement, mischief, and wanting.

“And what’s that?” I ask, wary.

He sets his hands on my hips and steps closer. “When a woman kisses me, all I have to do is think of the girl I’d rather have in my arms, and she’ll miraculously appear.”

My stomach clenches, and I teeter ever so slightly on my heels. “Pretty words, Wolf.”

“Are they working?” His thumb rubs a gentle circle over the thin fabric of my dress.

“I haven’t decided.”

There’s a strange sort of privacy in the dark, with us here, cloaked under my magic—like we’re separate from the world. It’s just Gray and me and the cool press of the night.

“I like your dress.”

Unable to hide my smile, I meet his eyes. “I wore it for you.”

Hunger flashes across his face, and he pulls me a smidgen closer. “And your heels. I like those.”

“I wore those for you too.”

“What about your lips? Are they red for me?”

I shake my head. “No, that was for Eric.”

He gives me a dark laugh. “I think I’m experiencing lingering effects from our charisma experiment earlier. Eric is one of my best friends, but when I saw you dancing with him, I wanted to murder him on the spot.”

“When I saw you kissing Bikini Girl Number Three, I wanted to light her on fire—obviously also a lingering effect of the charisma experiment.”

Gray tugs me to him, pulling me against his chest. “Spoken like the daughter of a Dragon.” Then he cocks his head to the side, his smile becoming crooked. “Bikini Girl Number Three?”

“I didn’t catch her name.” I study him, wanting him so badly it hurts. But I shift away. “I’m going inside now.”

Disbelief flashes across his face, and his fingers tighten on my hips. With a wry smile, he lowers his voice and says, “I thought we were having some kind of revelation here.”

“You mean when we decided we’re both suffering residual effects from practicing our charisma earlier? We were.”

Liar. We both know there’s more to this than that.

Feeling bold, I move my hands to Gray’s shoulders and use them as leverage to pull myself up until I’m almost eye level with him. “And we also revealed that you kissed another girl tonight, and therefore”—I just barely, barely brush my lips over his and then add a tiny bit of my charisma to my voice—“you won’t…be kissing…me.”

With that, I pull away from him, taking my magic with me. For reasons unbeknownst to me, it fizzles as soon as we part.

“Excellent control that time,” he calls to me, letting out a frustrated laugh. “But you’re a tease, princess.”

“Goodnight, Gray.” With a wave of my hand, I saunter down the path, toward the resort’s front entrance, leaving him behind.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

 

My phone pings with a text on Sunday evening. The men are arguing about what we’re going to do for dinner, and I’m sitting on the couch, cross-legged, reading the ledger, learning all kinds of interesting facts. Apparently it’s against Royal Guild law to bait a gnome from its tree using powdered sugar, and you may only practice magic on a human if he or she owes you a life debt. 

I glance at the screen, half expecting it to be Finn. I need to talk to him, see what he says when he finds out we’re in Tahoe, but I’ve been avoiding it. 

However, it’s not Finn. And even though it’s an unknown number, I immediately know who it is.

I have a location for you…Lexie.

Biting my lip, I begin to type, needing a confirmation that it is, in fact, Rafe. Though I don’t know who else would know to contact me like that. Who is this? 

You know who it is.

My stomach is a jumble of knots. I glance up at Gray and the guys, feeling like a traitor. I should tell Gray what Rafe said about Finn…I should tell Gray what Rafe said about him.

Where’s he going to be? I text Rafe back, hoping he’ll just give me the pixie’s planned location and we can be done with it.

I’ll tell you at dinner.

I glance at Gray. He’s sitting on the other couch, idly watching the TV while Eric and Jonathan argue about food. The men went down to one of the casinos earlier and gave their money away at a poker table, but I’ve had a lazy day, entirely unproductive.

Neither Jonathan or Eric have mentioned how I fled the club last night, thank goodness.

I wasn’t aware we were having dinner, I text.

Now you are.

Just as I’m about to tell him the four of us will meet him, he adds, Alone.

That sounds like a brilliant way to have yourself kidnapped. Does he think I’m an idiot?

I’ve seen that movie, I respond. The blond always dies.

We’ll meet somewhere nice and public.

“Who are you talking to?” Jonathan asks out of the blue. I look up at him, probably looking as guilty as can be.

“No one,” I say immediately.

The three men give me suspicious looks, but I studiously ignore them.

How do you expect me to get away without informing the team where I’m headed and who I’m meeting? I ask. 

Just tell them you have a date.

I read the text, and then my eyes immediately fall on Gray. He’s watching me, his brows low and his expression nothing less than suspicious.

“Okay, Madeline,” he says in a tone that means business. “What’s going on?”

After several long moments, I exhale all at once. “Something happened last night before I came to the club.”

Gray sits up a little straighter, and he narrows his eyes. “Something like what?”

I set my phone aside, clasp my hands in my lap, and tell them everything.

Gray listens, his face growing incredulous, and then morphing to murderous when I mention what was said about Finn. Once I’m finished, he says, sounding less than pleased, “You’re just telling us this now?”

“At least I’m telling you!” I exclaim. “Rafe wanted—”

Gray holds up a hand, abruptly stopping me. “Rafe? Rafe what?”

In the abridged version of my encounter, I accidentally left out the man’s name. Or maybe I did it on purpose.

“It was Will something,” I say, trying to remember. “Williamson? No…Williams maybe?”

“Wilhelm,” Gray supplies, his voice toneless and oddly knowing.

Slowly, realizing he must be acquainted with Rafe, I nod. “I believe that’s it.”

A blanket of silence falls over the room. Even Jonathan and Eric are oddly quiet.

After several long, heavy seconds, in hopes of breaking the tension, I say, “So you…know him?”

When Gray doesn’t answer, Jonathan sits on the couch next to me. “He was on our team until a few years ago, before Eric joined us.”

“What happened?” I ask Jonathan, glancing at Gray.

“We had a parting of ways,” Gray says cryptically, cutting Jonathan off before he can answer.

And it suddenly hits me. “Rafe’s the Fox you knew. He’s the one you were talking about yesterday.”

I know I’m right because Eric and Jonathan exchange a look.

“Do you think he’s telling the truth?” I almost whisper. “Do you think Finn’s covering for Morris’s men because of a gambling debt?”

Without a word, Gray places a hand over his face, looking weary. “I don’t know.”

“The pixie’s name is Trent?” Jonathan says out of the blue, breaking the silence. He makes a face. “Trent the Pixie?”

“There’s something else,” I say, ignoring Jonathan, hesitant to tell Gray the next part.

He drops his hand and stares at me, his stormy eyes unsettling.

“When Finn and I…” I trail off, not wanting to say “broke up.” I mean, we were officially together for less than a week. It’s a little ridiculous. So I begin again. “When Finn and I decided we shouldn’t be together, he admitted he wanted me on the team to keep an eye on you. He said you’d be furious when Morris was released—that you arrested him and felt his punishment should have been harsher. He was worried you’d cause trouble and get yourself in hot water with the Royal Guild.”

All traces of emotion fall from Gray’s face. It’s a little scary, actually.

“I didn’t arrest Morris,” he says evenly. “We had nothing to do with him.”

An unladylike word pops into my head, but I keep it to myself. I desperately wanted Rafe to be lying, but it seems Finn’s the one who’s been spinning tales.

“Madeline.” Gray’s tone is still too careful. “I want you to call Finn and tell him where we are. Right now.”

But…I don’t want to.

Something tells me Gray won’t care. A hard knot coils in my stomach as I pull up Finn’s number. Maybe I’ll get lucky, and he won’t answer.

“Madeline,” Finn says in a rush, answering right after the first ring. “I’m so glad you called. I—”

“Shut up for a minute,” I say, drawing in a deep breath. “I have to tell you something.”

He’s quiet, not used to being told what to do, but he finally says, “All right.”

“Have you heard about the pixie killing bank tellers and impersonating them to steal private information to sell to identity thieves?”

“It sounds like the start of a bad joke.”

“Finn,” I growl, losing my patience.

“No, I haven't,” he says slowly, finally aware something is wrong. “But I don’t get notified about most of the cases the Knights’ Guild handles, only the most severe ones.”

That’s not severe? Idly, I wonder what they consider a case worth letting him know about.

“Well, we’re in Tahoe to collect him,” I tell Finn quickly, wanting to get the task behind me. “You said you wanted to know where the team went, so this is me, letting you—”

“You’re where?”

That knot coils tighter, and my eyes begin to sting. I so didn’t want him to be a part of this. The man I built up in my mind, the man who was above all reproach, the man I dreamed of kissing when I was seventeen and then dreamed of marrying when I was a little older…isn’t who I thought he was. Or maybe it would be more accurate to say he’s not who I hoped he was.

“South Lake Tahoe,” I answer, pretending it means nothing to me. “We believe we’ll find him tomorrow.”

“You were supposed to tell me before you traveled all the way to California!” he exclaims, his voice getting louder with anger.

He’s so loud, in fact, I have to hold the phone a little ways from my ear.

“What the hell, Madeline?” he hollers.

And that’s when Gray grabs the cell right out of my hand and lays into his younger brother.

I go into the bedroom, not wanting to listen. Charles is asleep on the bed, but he picks up his head when I walk in the door. I toss myself on the covers and pull the cat to me, holding him to my chest like a doll. Then I cover my head with a pillow, trying to block out the sound of Gray’s heated argument with Finn.

A few minutes later, the call ceases abruptly, and the door opens.

“Madeline,” Gray says from above me.

Charles squirms from my arms, but I ignore the knight, choosing to remain under the pillow. It’s nice under here. Simple, quiet, cottony. Unlike beyond the pillow, where life basically sucks.

I wait several moments, but it’s obvious he’s not going away. “How did I get mixed up in all this?” I ask.

“It certainly wasn’t my doing.”

Sighing, I peek out from under the pillow. “What do we do?”

Gray looks like he wants to punch something, most likely his brother’s face. Well, get in line.

“You’re going to have dinner with Rafe,” he says. “Let him tell you where the pixie is going to be tomorrow, and then we’ll deal with Finn once we’re back in Denver.”

“You read my text.”

He gives me a hard look. “I sure did, Lexie.”

Embarrassed, I sit up, pulling the pillow with me. Then I smack him across the stomach, taking out my frustration on him. When he doesn’t react, I hit him again.

“What are you doing?” he deadpans, not even flinching when I pelt him once more.

“That’s for reading my text.” Smack. “That’s for dragging me here.” Smack. “That’s for basically pimping me out to Rafe for the sake of the guild.”

When I attempt to hit him one more time, he yanks the pillow from my hands, tosses it aside, and stalks forward. Then he rests his knee on the bed next to my thigh and moves in. “I’m not pimping you out.”

And…we’re rather close. But I want to be closer.

“No?” I demand. “It sounds like it.”

He narrows his eyes. “If he so much as touches you, I’ll—”

“You’ll what?” Feeling reckless, I add a dose of charisma to my voice and say, “Tell me, Gray. What will you do?”

“Madeline.” His voice is hard, his eyes harder. It’s a reprimand—a chastisement from the leader of my team, not the man who almost kissed me last night. “This is not the time.”

I move forward, forcing him to shift back or touch me, and pull my legs under me until I’m standing on my knees atop the bed. Because Gray’s still crouched in front of me, I’m finally tall enough to truly meet him at eye level. “Answer me. What will you do?”

Then, testing him, I set my hands on his shoulders and slowly, slowly, drag them down his chest. He’s solid muscle, and I can feel him tense at my touch.

“You’re upset,” he murmurs, his eyes dropping to my lips. “I’m not going to take advantage of that.”

I let my hands rove lower, until my fingers toy with the hem of his T-shirt. I am upset, that’s true.

But I want Gray, and I’m done feeling guilty about it. Finn deserves none of my loyalty.  

I pull his shirt up a fraction of an inch. When my fingers meet bare flesh, the knight draws in a sharp breath through his teeth. It sounds like a hiss, and for unknown reasons, it fans the flames in my chest.

“Are you sure? You don’t want to take advantage even a little bit?” I murmur, and then I meet his eyes. “Because you can. If you want.”

“Madeline,” he warns again, but this time, his voice is strained with indecision.

I press my palms flat against the ridges of his abdomen and sigh, irritated. “But you won’t, will you? You’re too much of a Wolf.”

Gray clenches his teeth and closes his eyes, visibly cringing as my hands make their way over his warm skin. But he doesn’t step away—doesn’t make any sort of move to put space between us.

Not even when I twist my hand in his shirt and yank it up.

His eyes burn into mine. “What are you doing?” he whispers, his tone deliciously dark.

“What does it look like?”

To my great surprise, with his gaze locked on mine, he shifts back and finishes the job, pulling the shirt off completely.

And I suddenly realize I’ve made a grave error. I thought I was in charge this whole time, but I’m not. As soon as the shirt falls onto the floor, Gray lets out a low growl and crawls forward, fully onto the bed, forcing me to scoot back.

“What did you think you’d accomplish by undressing me?” He presses forward, a predator stalking his prey.

My mouth goes dry, and those butterflies riot in my stomach.

“Answer me,” he says, a tingle of charisma in his voice. I don’t even think he does it on purpose, but it leaves me breathless.

“I was hoping you’d finally shut up and kiss me,” I say in an unsteady, sadly needy voice—and it’s not because I can’t resist his magic. It’s because I want this.

Gray’s eyes wander down, over me, making me feel as if he can see right through my fitted T-shirt and yoga pants. “I could have accomplished that with my shirt on.”

I bite my lip, fighting a nervous, euphoric giggle. This is happening.

I’m not, however, able to conceal my wicked grin. “Yes, but imagine how much better you’ll do with it off.”

He suddenly snorts, lowering his head as he laughs. It’s a chuckle, full of amusement. It warms places I didn’t know existed.

Once he’s finished, he shakes his head and crawls backward, leaving the bed.

“Where are you going?” I demand.

He leans down and snatches his shirt off the floor. “We have a pixie to catch, and I have to figure out what to do with my fool brother.”

“Gray Tate,” I say, putting a full dose of persuasion in my voice. “Don’t you dare walk out that door.”

He winces as the magic falls over him. His shirt goes still in his hands, and he meets my eyes. The want is evident in his stormy gaze, so why is fighting it?

“Do you think you can order me around, princess?”

I close my eyes, feeling the full weight of his charisma. He’s fighting just as dirty as I am.

He moves closer, and when I open my eyes, I find him kneeling in front of me, still gloriously shirtless.

“I can try,” I finally answer.

“Tell me exactly what you want,” he says, his voice a silken whisper. “Let’s see how strong you are.”

“I want you to kiss me.” This time I'm too flustered to put much magic into it.

He moves closer, eliminating some of the space between us. “You can do better than that.”

I swallow, and my stomach clenches. “Kiss me,” I command.

Again, he shifts a fraction closer, moving so his lips brush my ear. “Again.” 

Adding every drop of power I possess, I snarl, “I swear if you don’t stop toying with me—”

Gray makes a noise deep, deep in his throat and moves forward, cutting off my words with his mouth.

His lips are firm, demanding, searing. I’m so overwhelmed by sensation, I go still, unable to respond.

Gray’s kissing me. Shirtless. On a bed. 

“Breathe,” he whispers against my lips, and then he kisses me again, softer this time, coaxing.

That one word is all it takes to snap me out of my Gray-induced stupor. I press against him, running my hands up his bare chest, wanting more, more, more.

He groans. I whimper. Somehow, I end up flat on my back. Gray hovers over me, holding his weight on his elbows so he doesn’t crush me as he trails feather-light kisses along my jaw and then down my throat.

Unfortunately, this is the position Jonathan finds us in when he barges through the door.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

 

Gray pulls back. I sit up, feeling like a deer caught in the headlights.

Jonathan raises a dark brow and leans against the door frame. He wags my phone in the air. “Madeline’s date just texted. He expects to meet her in fifteen minutes. Do you think you can let her off the bed long enough for her to do her job?”

My cheeks flame, and I glance at the lamp on the side table, debating whether I should throw it at the Griffon’s head.

Gray pulls himself off the bed, looking irritated that we were interrupted…and something else. I’m not sure what, but it worries me. He finds his discarded shirt and pulls it over his head. “Go away, Jonathan.”

“Sure thing, boss.” But before he goes, the Griffon turns to me, his expression growing mischievous. “Next time you need comfort, Maddie, feel free to seek me out.”

He ducks out with a wink before I can change my mind and chuck the lamp across the room.

Slowly, feeling awkward to the nth degree, I slide my legs off the bed and stand, checking my hair in the vanity mirror.

Gray appears behind me, close but not touching. Our eyes meet in the mirror. He brushes my hair from my neck, and then his hands settle on my hips, his fingers just barely resting on the heated skin above the waistband of my yoga pants. I close my eyes, the memory of his kiss fresh in my mind.

“We need to work on your control when you’re flustered,” he says, lowering his lips to my neck. “Your magic was all over the place.”

“Is that what this was?” I murmur, angling my head so he has better access. “A lesson?”

“What else would it be?”

I open my eyes, meeting his gaze again.

He gives me a cryptic look before his hands leave my hips and he brushes my hair back in place. “We’re working together, princess. You dated my brother. It would be unwise for us to—”

“Get tangled up?” I interrupt, enjoying the way his eyes darken.

“Exactly.”

I turn to face him. “So you don’t mind if I find Jonathan next time I’m upset?” Gray flinches, just as I hoped he would, and I press further. “Or Eric or…Rafe?”

He stiffens. “Be cautious with Rafe, Madeline. You can never fully trust a Fox.”

I tilt my chin up, hardening my gaze. “I see.”

A dark smile flickers across his face, and I realize he’s baiting me, just as I baited him. His fingers drift over the small of my back as he steps away, heading toward the door. “The more tempting they are, the more dangerous.”

As he leaves, I call out, “And what about me? Am I dangerous?”

He looks back, his eyes sweeping over me. “You’re as dangerous as they come, princess.”

***

I find Rafe waiting at the table in the back of the dark restaurant, just where he said he’d be. He sits with his back to the wall, surveying the room, and watches me as I make my way to him.

I changed before I left, put on a skirt and heels, tossed my hair in a messy, but sophisticated bun. I think I look pretty good, and Rafe’s careful smirk confirms that I might be right.

As soon as I reach him, I set my clutch on the table, slide into my chair, and announce, “You’re going to tell me what kind of history you have with Gray.”

His eyes narrow ever so slightly. “Gray’s lovely new Fox isn’t good at keeping her mouth shut, is she?”

I give him a tight smile. “I owe you nothing.”

“You do if you want Trent’s planned location.” 

Leaning forward, I say, “You want him gone as badly as the people of Tahoe want him out of their banks.”

His mouth tilts in a crooked smile. “What’s your story? Why is a girl like you working for the Knights’ Guild?”

I feel like I should probably take offense to that, but seriously—why is a girl like me working for the Knights’ Guild?

“Finn placed me with Gray’s team.”

“I already know that—I do try to stay in the loop.”

“Did you know he put me on the team so I could keep him informed about Gray’s location?”

Rafe leans back in his chair, settling in for a long conversation, and chuckles. “That’s not truly why he put you on the team.”

I press my lips together, waiting.

Needing no further prompting, he cocks his head. “You dated Finn, correct?”

“Briefly.” If you can even it call it that.

“Do you think he’s stupid enough to put his girlfriend on his older brother’s team knowing you’d be working together as closely as you are?” He leans forward. “Knowing that Gray has fallen into bed with not one, but two of his past female teammates?”

I stare at him, suddenly feeling a little lightheaded.

“The first was at the academy, the second…a few years after that,” Rafe continues. “You were a distraction—and an expendable one. Finn wanted Gray too preoccupied with you to figure out what he was up to with Morris. It was just a bonus that his catnip mouse has been wrapped around his finger since she was a starry-eyed teen. You were putty in Lord Finnegan’s hands.”

The man’s words swirl in my head, making me dizzy.

“Are you all right?” Rafe asks suddenly, his voice changing. It’s not concerned exactly—more like slightly less disinterested.

Grasping the glass of ice water in front of me, I nod and take a long gulp.

“Careful there with that water, Lexie,” he teases darkly. “The night’s still young.”

“Madeline.” I set the glass down on the table with a clunk and growl, “My name is Madeline. Not Lexie or Maddie or Princess.”

Rafe raises his eyebrow ever so slightly. “This is a sore subject for you, isn’t it?”

“Two?” I demand.

It takes him a moment to realize what I’m asking, but then he sits back again, any trace of amusement gone. “Two. The second just happened to be my girlfriend.”

Well, that answers a lot of questions.

Rafe taps a salt shaker on the table, his expression almost clinical. “You could say Gray has a difficult time separating work and pleasure.”

I feel…I don’t know. I thought Gray and I had a connection. But apparently, I have a pulse, and that’s the Wolf’s only criteria.

“You’re lucky number three, aren’t you?” Rafe asks, nodding away our waiter when he comes to the table, silently telling the man to give us a moment.

The waiter’s gaze lingers over me as he quickly fills my water glass, but then he hurries away, off to help his other tables.

We’re working together, princess, Gray said not thirty minutes ago. It would be unwise.

“Where’s Trent going to be in the morning?” I demand, ready to leave.

I’ll get the information, give it to Jonathan, and then I’m catching a flight home.

“I don’t know yet. If I did, do you think I’d be sitting here, talking to you, allowing Trent to murder another human? He’s a pixie. Keeping track of him is impossible. All I know is he’ll brag about it in the morning. He can’t help himself.”

I sit back, my stomach rolling. I didn’t think about that. Right now, Trent’s out there, preying on someone who just wants to go home to his or her family.

“Haven’t you even tried?” I demand.

Anger flashes in Rafe’s eyes. “Of course I have. You attempt to follow someone who can change appearances at will. If I were a Griffon, it would be another matter entirely, but I’m a Fox. Can you see magic?”

The helplessness, the fury, is written across Rafe’s face. For some reason it soothes me, makes me feel better to know that he’s not a callous beast.

“No,” I admit softly.

“Neither can I. Griffons are the only people who are able to track pixies.”

We sit in silence for several moments, processing the conversation. Finally, I look up. “Then what am I doing here?”

Rafe brings his own water glass to his lips. “If you decide what you’d like to eat, I believe we’re having dinner.”

I eye him, wary. Surely this isn’t a date. 

“The prime rib is good,” he says, “but the fillet mignon is excellent.”

Or maybe it is.

“I know what you’re doing.” I open my menu.

“And what’s that?”

“You’re hoping to get back at Gray, perhaps make him jealous.”

Rafe’s blue stare is unsettling, but not because there’s anything particularly unsettling about him. He’s handsome, and his features are sharp and striking. He’s slightly shorter than Gray, but still tall.

When he doesn’t answer, I say, “Well? Aren’t you?”

“That would suggest I had no faith in you keeping your pretty little mouth shut,” he points out. He smirks at my cool smile. “Or I simply know how fast Gray works.”

I open my clutch, dig out a pen, and pull a crisp, white cocktail napkin over to me. Rafe watches, intrigued, as I write a number on it and then slide it his way.

“I already have your number,” he points out.

After clasping my clutch shut, I stand. “It’s Gray’s number. Just in case you don’t have it anymore.”

Rafe narrows his eyes. “Why would I want Gray’s number?”

“Call him tomorrow when you know where Trent’s going to be. I’m done.”

I expect Rafe to call me back, but he doesn’t. I pass our waiter as I’m leaving, and he gives me a lingering look. “Is everything all right, miss?”

“Yes, thank you.”

“I do hope you’ll come back,” he says, looking at me in a too-familiar way.

I give him a tight smile and walk past. My mind is a jumbled mess as I step from the restaurant. Finn hoped I’d fall for Gray? He pawned me off on purpose?

He never cared for me at all.

I don’t even notice a man hurrying after me, through the casino, until he matches my steps. Startled, I glance back and then relax when I see who it is.

“Couldn’t let me make a grand exit, could you?” I ask Rafe.

“Don’t leave like this.” He flashes me a guilty smile. “I admit I wasn’t my usual charming self, but give me another chance.”

Before I can tell him I doubt he’s capable of charming, he places his hand on my back and guides me toward the exit. The touch feels wrong—and I know why. He’s not Gray.

I squirm a little, trying to move from him without making a scene, but he stubbornly stays by my side.

“We’ll do dinner another time,” he says cordially as he leads me into the almost-cool evening air. “Tonight, let’s go for a walk.

Rafe’s sudden friendliness is a bit of an overcompensation for his cool indifference at dinner, and I could do without it.

I stop abruptly, refusing to let him tow me along. “I’m done, Rafe. You and Gray can play your games, but not with me.”

The man studies me, his eyes quickly moving across my face, darting back and forth. In the dark, they look black instead of blue. Sinister.

My pulse quickens as I glance around and realize we’re alone on this stretch of sidewalk.

He chuckles and slides a hand through my hair, letting his fingers caress my scalp. I freeze, too startled to move. Something is wrong, but I can’t put my finger on it. It’s like someone has possessed Rafe.

Or is impersonating him.

I suck in a gasp, stumbling back, but Rafe’s hand grasps my wrist, holding me tight.

“Trent,” I hiss.

The pixie grins. “Pretty, pretty girl. Aren’t you a clever thing? It takes most people so much longer.”

“What do you want with me?”

“I’ve been following you since Rafe led you away from Morris. He’s been a double-crossing Fox, hasn’t he? Imagine what Morris will do with him once he finds out.” He cackles, his voice pitched too high. “Poof. No more Rafe.”

I jerk my wrist, desperately trying to free myself. “Let me go,” I command, punching the words with persuasion.

Trent laughs, yanking me back, digging his fingers into my flesh as he pulls me against his—Rafe’s—chest. “What a naive little girl you truly are. Don’t you know your silver tongue can’t manipulate me? If one plays in Fox dens, one must protect himself.” Trent pulls a medallion from around his neck and swings it back and forth. “I am safe from your vixen spells.”

Fear shoots through me; its metallic taste coats my tongue.

“But we can still play, little Fox,” he practically sings, yanking me closer, walking his fingers down my arm with his free hand. “Never you fear. We can play all night.”

I stop fighting and dare look into his strange, shifting gaze. It’s like he’s unable to replicate eyes well, the window to the soul.

I shouldn't have stormed out of the restaurant. Rafe—the real Rafe—has too much pride to come after me. I’m on my own. 

The pixie will kill me if I don’t escape—I have no doubt. And I will do whatever it takes to get away.

Steeling myself for what I’m about to do, I step in, adding charisma to my voice—knowing he can feel it even if he can fight the urge to obey. “I thought you meant me harm, but you want to…play?”

My stomach tightens, and I resist the urge to vomit.

“Pleasure, pain,” he says, his voice confused but intrigued. “They live in the same arena.”

Gritting my teeth, telling myself I’m braver than I am, I step closer and run my hand down his arm. “And you can change into anyone? Anyone at all?”

His eyes darken with lust, and a wicked smile plays across his face—Rafe’s face. But it’s not Rafe’s face. The pixie has the expressions all wrong. In a way, it makes the task easier. It’s a stranger in front of me, not the man who spirited me from Morris, not Gray’s ex-partner.

“You’re a naughty little Fox, aren’t you?” he whispers.

“I think I could be.” I lower my eyes, hoping to look demure when in fact I’m fighting my gag reflex. Once I compose myself, I lift my eyes to his. “I’ve never had a chance to find out.”

The pixie searches my face, his eyes dilating as if drugged. “Never?”

I shake my head.

“I can be whoever you want,” he says, clutching me close. “Anyone at all. We’re going to have such fun, you and me. So much fun, naughty little vixen.”

After gulping back my fear, I bite my lip, hoping to look naive and nervous instead of flat-out terrified. “I…I have a picture of the man I’d like you to change into on my phone. Do you think that will be enough for you?”

He nods too quickly. “Show me.”

I dig into my clutch. With trembling fingers, I pull out my stun gun, flip the safety, and press it against the unprotected skin at the pixie’s neck.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY

 

 

Before the pixie realizes what I’ve done, he’s convulsing on the ground.

Not wasting any time, I run, stopping only to kick off my heels. My bare feet pound against the sidewalk. Something slices into my foot, but my heart is racing, and I barely register the pain.

I burst into the resort, startling several people. Gasping for breath, I run for the elevators.

“Miss!” someone yells. “You’re bleeding!”

I just catch a lift as the doors are closing, and I collapse on the floor after I punch the button several times. Hugging my knees to my chest, I rock back and forth, clenching my eyes shut.

The elevator slows, and the bell chimes as it reaches my floor. Somehow, I pull myself to my feet and make it to our room. I rifle through my purse, frantically looking for my card key. When I finally find it, it falls to the floor.

And I lose it. I beat on the door until Jonathan lets me in.

He blanches when he sees my bedraggled appearance. “Madeline, what the—”

Before he can finish, Gray’s pushing past him. “What happened?” he demands, taking me by the shoulders and pulling me into the suite.

Eric and Jonathan surround me, and I can feel their anger. It’s primal, intense, and after what happened…a little terrifying.

Gray’s right in front of me, his eyes demanding answers. But I can’t give them to him, not tonight, not after what Rafe told me. I mean nothing to him.

So I turn to Eric—safe, sturdy Eric—and throw myself at him. On instinct, he catches me and clutches me close to his chest. His hand moves over my back—big, reassuring circles—like I’m one of his animals in need of soothing.

“I had him,” I cry against his shirt. “And I ran. I let him get away. He’s going to hurt more people because I panicked.”

“What’s she talking about?” Eric murmurs over my head.

“Rafe wouldn’t hurt her,” Jonathan says, confident.

“No.” I pull myself from Eric, and he lets me go. “Trent—the pixie.”

And once again, I find myself spilling the night’s events, leaving out the part where Rafe told me Gray slept with his girlfriend. I tell them about dinner and the waiter who must have been Trent keeping an eye on Rafe and me, and then finally the part when the pixie accosted me when I was leaving the casino.

Jonathan swears when I get to the part about the medallion.

“What?” I ask, my tears finally drying, my fear ebbing, and my anger taking over.

“He’s got a clipeum medallion,” Jonathan says to Gray, ignoring me, but not really on purpose.

Gray shakes his head, signaling that he doesn’t know what that is any more than I do. There’s murder in the Wolf’s eyes. I wouldn’t want to be Trent for anything.

“They’re leftover from the middle ages,” Jonathan explains, “Back when blacksmithing was as much a form of magic as a science. When worn, they effectively block magic. Nothing can penetrate them. It’s a magic shield of sorts.”

Eric crosses his arm and nods, looking less concerned. “That’s fine. We’ll just shoot him a few times. Even pixies bleed.”

Jonathan turns to him. “No, you don’t understand. It blocks magic, masks it. I won’t be able to see it on him. I could walk right past him on the street, and he’d look like an ordinary human.”

“But he looked like Rafe,” I argue. “How is that possible if it’s blocking the magic?”

The Griffon turns to me. “Imagine a glass bell jar, all right? Now say you have a tiny oven in the jar—”

“This better be going somewhere,” Gray interrupts, impatient.

Jonathan shushes him with a wave of his hand. “Now imagine you bake a chocolate cake.”

“Uh.” My gaze flickers to Gray before I look back at Jonathan. “Okay.”

“I’m standing on the outside of the jar,” Jonathan continues. “Can I throw a rock at your cake?”

Gray makes an impatient noise, but Jonathan shoots him a frustrated look. “Just shut up for a minute and listen.”

Crossing his arms, obviously thinking the whole thing is ridiculous, Gray nods for Jonathan to continue.

“Okay.” Jonathan rolls his shoulders, trying to regain his train of thought. “Can I throw a rock at your cake?”

“No, it would bounce off the jar.”

“Can I smell the cake?”

I start to get it, and I begin nodding. “No, the jar is blocking the scent.”

“But can I see your cake?”

“Huh,” Eric says. “Nice job, professor.”

Jonathan holds out his hands, acknowledging the praise.

“So, in this example, the magic is the scent, correct?” I ask. 

Jonathan nods. “I don’t see magic as much as I sense it. The clipeum medallion blocks that sense.”

“Wonderful,” Eric says, a huge smile spreading across his face. “Do you know what that tells us?”

We look at him, a little surprised he’s adding to the conversation. He’s usually more of the go with the flow guy on the team, not the one to make big revelations.

He waits until we're all looking at him. Then he holds out his hands and says, “It means we’re doomed.”

***

It hits me as I’m leading the guys to the spot where I left Trent that the pixie admitted he knows Rafe’s playing double agent.

I pull Jonathan aside, letting Gray and Eric move ahead. “We need to warn Rafe. Somehow Trent figured out he was working for the Royal Guild. He’s going to tell Morris.”

Jonathan tilts back his head and groans. It’s a weary sound, the kind you let out at eleven twenty-seven at night as you’re walking down South Tahoe’s almost empty sidewalks, looking for signs of a half-electrocuted pixie.

“Do you know how to contact him?” I ask, wondering if there’s a chance Jonathan kept in touch after Rafe left the team. I don't want to talk to the Fox, not after everything that happened.

Jonathan doesn’t answer.

“What about Gray?” I ask, taking his silence as a no. “Would he call?”

Jonathan turns to me as we walk, studying me before he answers. “I highly doubt it.”

“Can I ask you something?” I say, lowering my voice. We’re far enough behind that even with Gray’s excellent hearing, the Wolf shouldn’t be able to pick up the conversation.

I limp down the sidewalk, trying not to think about the pain in my foot. Eric, gentle giant that he is, patched up my wound using primitive human things like antiseptic wipes and sticky brown bandages. I have no clue why they bother because it still hurts—even in the pair of ballet flats I traded for my heels.

“Sure,” Jonathan answers.

“Rafe said something about Gray, something I’d rather not believe.”

Jonathan turns to me, his expression grim. “It’s true.”

“He really slept with Rafe’s girlfriend?” I whisper, still unable to believe it. Gray’s a Wolf. Noble. Reliable.

“He did.” Jonathan sighs and shoves his hands in his front pockets. “Nicole was a Deer, like your mother. Her healing was an absolute asset to the team, though it made Gray reckless. He knew no matter what he did to himself, she could heal him. As you may well be able to imagine, he got himself hurt all the damn time, and the two spent a lot of private hours together while she fixed him up.”

I don’t want to hear where the story is headed, but I can’t seem to make myself ask Jonathan to stop.

“Everything was going well. Our team was gaining a good reputation, and we were making decent money. But Rafe decided he wanted more. He asked Nicole to marry him, but she turned him down. She admitted that over the years, she’d fallen in love with Gray. The two fought, and she broke up with him that night. Nicole ended up at Gray’s place, crying on his shoulder. One thing led to another.” Jonathan lets out a slow breath. “After Rafe found out, he left the team. He and Gray haven’t talked since.”

“Jonathan?” I ask, hesitant. “Why did you say Nicole was a Deer?”

He turns his face to the ground, watching the pavement as we walk. “She requested a transfer and ended up working with a team that was looking for pockets of the Entitled in Denver. She was a great healer, but she couldn’t heal herself.”

I look at Gray, studying his back in the dim light of the streetlights.

“To this day, Gray blames himself,” Jonathan continues. “He says none of it would have happened—Nicole would still be alive, and we’d still have Rafe—if he hadn’t spent so much time with her.”

“Did he love her?” I feel like I’ve been gutted. No wonder the two men are at odds.

“Oh, we all loved Nicole. She was our girl. But was Gray in love with her?” Jonathan shakes his head. “I don’t think so.”

We continue the rest of the walk in silence. As I feared, when we reach the spot where I left Trent, he’s nowhere to be found.

“Right here,” I say without much enthusiasm, gesturing to the area. Even now, surrounded by the guys, I feel vulnerable. That feeling of raw fear returns, churning in my gut.

“And here I’d hoped we’d find a toasted pixie,” Eric says. 

Jonathan snorts. “Maybe the street sweeper came through.”

I’m plagued with guilt. This is my fault. I had him.

And this right here is why I don’t belong on the team. I’m not brave, and like Gray said before, my magic isn’t offensive—it’s not suited for this sort of task.

I limp a few steps to a nearby bench. I’m not used to pain—not with a Deer for a mother. She never let me suffer, not from something even as little as a paper cut. I’ve been perfectly, horribly coddled.

Jonathan walks away from the group too, dialing his phone. I stare at the spot where Trent confronted me, choking back the memory of the pixie’s hands digging into my skin.

“So how are we going to find a pixie that can hide from a Griffon?” I hear Eric ask Gray.

“I have no idea.”

A few minutes later, Jonathan walks back. “We have to wait for him to come to us.”

“How will that work?” I ask, looking up.

Jonathan almost looks guilty. He’s just about to answer when a man appears behind me. Rafe steps from the shadows, nearly scaring me to death. I leap from the bench, adrenaline spiking in my veins, and dart to Eric’s side, almost tripping over my own feet in the process. 

The Fox’s expression softens. “It’s all right, Lexie. It’s me this time.”

Gray stares at Rafe, his expression like stone.

“I called him,” Jonathan admits. Guess he had his number after all. “He needed to know that Trent’s onto him.”

“Lexie?” Eric asks, confused, but no one answers.

I know it’s Rafe—I can tell from his expression, from his calm, watchful gaze. Trent’s eyes darted every which way, almost as if he was drugged. But even though I know it’s truly Rafe, I take a step back when he moves our way.

A hint of concern flickers in his eyes, but he stays put, holding his hands up to show he won’t move any closer.

And then he shifts his attention to Gray. The two stare at each other, neither yielding. Jonathan casually steps between them. “Now listen. I know this isn’t ideal, but we’re going to have to work together. Rafe’s cover is blown, and he knows more about Trent than any of us. He’s an asset to this hunt, and we’re all going to try to get along.” He looks pointedly at Gray and then Rafe. “Do we understand?”

Eric, unflappable as always, crosses his massive arms and grins. “Look at the bright side. If we all get fired before this is over, Jonathan can find a job as a kindergarten teacher.” He looks at Jonathan. “If we behave, do we get stickers? Personally, I like the scratch and sniff ones. Just don’t buy the foil stars—those are cheap, and let’s be honest—we’re worth more than that.”

Jonathan rolls his eyes, but Gray and Rafe both relax—marginally. Not much, but a little.

“Asinine Bunny Hugger,” Gray mutters, but he laughs—once. Darkly. Still, if I were Eric, I’d consider it a win.

“Why would Trent want to find us?” I ask again, mostly to fill the silence.

Just like before, a guilty expression flits over Jonathan’s face. “We’re going to use bait.”

“Bait?” I ask, not liking where the conversation is going. I look at Gray. “What’s he talking about?”

All traces of his prior amusement leave his face. “He means you, princess.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

 

 

I step back, shaking my head. “Not happening. I’m on a plane to Denver in the morning.”

An older couple steps out of the  nearby casino entrance, so no one answers right away. Once they’ve passed, Rafe turns my way. “You don’t understand—you’re a part of this now. Trent will come after you, no matter if you’re with us or at home. You’ve made yourself the most desirable kind of prey.”

“What kind of prey is that?” My voice wobbles, but I tilt my chin up, pretending his words don’t terrify me.

Next time I see Finn, I’m going to kill him for throwing me into this. And if I could, I’d bring him back just to kill him again. Sadly, necromancy is a thing of games and movies. And I don’t think I have it in me to commit a murder. Maybe I’ll just zap him a few times. I’m pretty good at that.

Rafe meets my eyes. “The kind who fights back.”

“You mean the kind who runs,” I spit out, still mad at myself.

Eric looks at me, a rotten grin stretching over his handsome face. “What exactly do you think we expected you to do? Drag his body back to the suite? Stand with him, Taser in hand, until a human cop showed up and arrested you?”

His words help, but only a little. I should have done something.

Jonathan grins. “Can we all just take a moment and picture Madeline in her heels and mini skirt, dragging unconscious Trent through the street?”

“Don’t be an ass,” Gray says.

“What?” Laughing, Jonathan holds up his hands in surrender. “Come on. It’s a sexy image.”

Ignoring him, I cross my arms. “How exactly are you going to use me as bait?”

“We’re not,” Gray says before anyone can answer. “We’ll figure something else out.”

Rafe snorts. “Chivalrous as ever.”

Before the two can get into it, Eric clasps my shoulder and guides me toward the resort. “Enough. We can’t figure anything out while standing here. Back to the suite.”

His tone is surprisingly authoritative, and when the Viking god speaks, you don’t have much choice but to listen. I limp several steps before Jonathan stops in front of me and bends his knees, giving me access to his back. “Hop on.”

“You have to be kidding.”

He laughs. “Come on, it’ll be fun.”

“Jonathan,” Gray warns, but Jonathan rolls his eyes.

“Get off it,” he says to his boss. “She’s hurt.”

Gray doesn’t say anything else, but I can feel his eyes boring into us.

I take another step forward, but the pain is excruciating. Giving in, wishing I wasn’t in a skirt, I hobble to Jonathan.

Even though the Griffon is the shortest in the group at six-foot even, there’s nothing little about him. I wrap my arms around his shoulders and hop up. He grasps my thighs, holding me securely, and then he straightens.

“You okay?” I ask. “I’m not too heavy?”

I’m not exactly petite or willowy.

“Are you kidding?” he asks, incredulous. “You’re clinging to me like a spider monkey. I’m great.”

I hide a smile against his shoulder. We pass a group of college-age girls leaving one of the hotels, and they eye us, raw envy written all over their faces.

Because let’s face it—Jonathan’s crazy handsome. Letting him carry me down the street isn’t exactly a hardship.

I lean down, close to his ear. “Don’t pretend this wasn’t an excuse to get your hands on my legs.”

He laughs. “Please—that’s totally what this is. I’m happy to own it.”

But he’s only joking. I don’t get that vibe from Jonathan, no matter how he teases.

“Oh, it’s there,” Jonathan says. “But I’ve seen how it can destroy a team.”

I tense, knowing I didn’t say that out loud. “What?”

Eric walks next to us. “He’s touching you, Maddie. Skin to skin. You’ve given him direct access to your thoughts.”

“Griffons can do that?” Immediately, I struggle to get down. “Jonathan!”

He laughs and clutches me closer. “I’ll stay out of your head. Boy Scout's honor.”

“Not all Griffons,” Eric answers me, patting Jonathan’s head in the most condescending manner imaginable. “Just our little Griffon.”

Jonathan shoots him a venomous look. “Not just me,” he bites out. “There are others who can do it as well.”

I nudge Jonathan in the ribs with my knee. “There’s no way you were a Boy Scout.”

He cranes his head backward, trying to look at me. “Hmmm—good point. You probably shouldn’t trust me. Careful—don’t think anything embarrassing.”

And of course, that’s exactly what my mind tries to do. I shut it down, keeping my thoughts as blank as can be.

Rafe matches Jonathan on the other side, leaving Gray to stalk behind us. I glance at the Fox, still feeling the need to shy away from him.

Though I don’t want to, the events from earlier replay in my brain. Jonathan stiffens under me, and I realize he’s seeing them too.

I try to block them out, but they’re on a continuous loop. I see Rafe’s face with Trent’s eyes looming in front of me, his jaw slack with lust. I relive the fear, the terror, the nausea.

Jonathan swears, and Rafe comes to an abrupt stop, probably realizing I’ve turned from him and I’m leaning as far as possible toward Eric.

“Let me down,” I command.

Jonathan lowers me without hesitation, likely wanting to break the contact.

“Madeline?” Gray’s hand finds my shoulder.

But I don’t trust him either. I reach for Eric, asking him to give me a hand as I limp back to the resort. He helps without question. I half expect him to pick me up, carry me back like a doll, but he must sense I don’t want that, and I’m glad he doesn’t offer.

“I’m going to bed,” I say the minute we enter the suite. Gray tries to follow me, probably to ask why I’m suddenly being so cold toward him, but I meet his eyes. “Alone.”

He frowns and steps back, but not before he shoots Rafe a murderous look.

“Leave the door open,” Gray commands, “so we can keep an eye on you.”

I’m about to argue, but Eric catches my eye. He subtly nods, telling me it’s safer.

“Fine.” I walk into the bedroom, kick off the flats, and crawl into bed without bothering to change out of my skirt.

When I wake, I hear the guys whispering amongst themselves. Charles is curled on my pillow, softly snoring next to my head. Judging from the dim light shining through the heavy curtain, it’s morning.

I slip out of the covers, feeling like death in yesterday’s clothes, and peek out the window. The sky is heavy with thick, gray clouds. They’re low, and they churn, matching my mood. The massive lake beyond is angry, and the water slaps, white and foamy, against the shore. Even the landscape’s vibrant green pines are muted in the diffused sunlight. 

“You’re awake,” Rafe says from behind me.

I whirl around. I didn’t hear him, but that’s because Foxes are naturally quiet—a talent that comes in handy if you rob people for a living.

Rafe looks like he just showered, and his dark hair is still slightly damp. Though he’s careful to keep his expression masked, his cobalt eyes are cautious.

My pulse jumps. Seeing him here, standing not five feet from me, is too much.

“Please,” I whisper. “Don’t.”

But he doesn’t leave. “Jonathan told me what he saw.”

I edge away from the window, following the wall to the bed, hoping to make it to the door before he can cut me off.

“I’m not Trent.” He steps forward.

I hold out my hand, begging him to stay put. “I know that.”

He steps forward anyway—slow and careful. “But some part of you doesn’t because you’re terrified of me.”

“I was supposed to plan galas for the Royal Guild,” I tell him, my head growing foggy with fear. “Did you know that? I was going to create guest lists, pick out flowers, choose table settings.”

Rafe laughs softly, still edging forward. “That sounds awful.”

“No.” I shake my head, adamant. “It sounds safe.”

“Safe is highly overrated.” He’s closer now, not a yard away.

“I know what you’re doing,” I say. “It’s the whole face your fear, get back on the horse thing. But I can’t. Not yet.”

“Did you just call me a horse?” he asks lightly, still moving forward.

This is a different side of Rafe, one I haven’t seen before. It’s careful, gentle. I imagine it’s the one Nicole fell in love with long ago. And though my brain knows it’s Rafe, my body doesn’t trust it.

He stops not a foot in front of me. My legs press against the bed and the nightstand. I’m trapped, but he doesn’t touch me.

“Look at me, Madeline,” he says gently. “Open your eyes.”

I hadn’t even realized I’d clenched them shut.

Rafe’s patient, not moving, not pressing any closer. Finally, I crack them open. A tear trails down my cheek, and my whole body trembles. “Where’s Gray?”

If he were here, he wouldn’t let Rafe do this. Where did he go?

“Gray’s on a call in the hall, but Jonathan and Eric are in the other room. We’re not alone.”

I nod, staring at our feet.

“Look at me, sweetheart,” Rafe whispers. “Look at my eyes.”

Finally, I rip my gaze from the floor.

“I’m not the pixie,” he says softly. “I’ve never hurt you—I will never hurt you.”

When I don’t move, he slowly brings his hand up to my cheek and wipes away the tear with the soft caress of his knuckle. “I’m a Fox, just like you. See?”

On that last word, he sends the tiniest bit of charisma my way. It warms me, just as he intended, but it’s not overly seductive.

I relax slightly and take in several small details. Rafe smells like aftershave—expensive, subtle. Trent smelled like cigar smoke. Rafe’s eyelashes are a little thicker than Trent’s copy, and his brows are a little more arched. Rafe is aristocratic, haughty, pensive.

Trent captured none of those things. He was a generic representation.

Slowly, I relax.

“Better?” Rafe asks.

“A little.”

He nods and steps back. Then, without a word, he leaves the room. I stand here, thoroughly unsettled, and stare after him.

After a minute, Jonathan comes in, bearing a steaming cup. Instantly, I relax.

“If that’s tea, I will dump it over your head,” I warn.

He laughs and hands it to me. “It’s coffee.”

Grateful, I take a scalding gulp.

“You need to be careful,” Jonathan says quietly so the others in the living area won’t overhear.

Startled by his serious tone, I pause with the cup halfway from my lips. “Too late. I already burned myself.” But I know that’s not what he’s talking about.

He smiles but shakes his head. “You don’t want to find yourself in the middle of those two.”

Gray and Rafe.

“I don’t want either of them. I understand it now. I’m nothing but a toy they’re fighting over. The moment one wins, he’ll toss me aside, bored the game is finished.”

Expendable—that’s what Rafe said. I’m expendable.

“After this is over, I'm done,” I say. “Finn will find me a suitable apprenticeship before he’s dragged into the Dungeons for his numerous transgressions, and I will pretend this last week never happened.”

“Or you could stay on the team,” Jonathan says.

A laugh bubbles out before I can hold it back, and it’s not a very nice one. “Why would I do that?”

“Because you really enjoyed knocking that troll on his ass.” He smirks and then starts for the door. “And I really enjoyed watching you do it.”

“Oh, Jonathan,” I say, teasing him with a teeny, tiny bit of charisma. “Maybe I’ll show them both and pursue you.”

The magic makes him pause, and he groans, “Anytime you’re interested, you just let me know.”

“Interested in what?” Gray asks, walking through the main door.

“Madeline and I are talking about taking a yoga class when we get back,” Jonathan says without missing a beat. “I’m feeling a little stiff.”

“Sorry I asked,” Gray mutters. Then he knocks on the open door frame. “Can I come in?”

I want to tell him no. Instead, I shrug. “No one else asks.”

He steps inside and closes the door behind him. No one else does that either.

“How are you feeling?”

“Fine.”

It’s an immediate answer. He knows I’m not in the mood to talk to him—knows and doesn’t care.

“What happened while you were at dinner with Rafe?” he asks.

“You don’t remember?” I sit on the edge of the bed, trying to keep my tone indifferent. “I was almost kidnapped by a murderous pixie.”

“Before that. What did Rafe tell you?”

“What do you think he told me?”

And now he knows, without a doubt, that Rafe told me about Nicole. His jaw tightens, and he rubs a hand over his face.

“Why would you do that to him?” I ask quietly. Since Gray brought it up, I might as well satisfy my curiosity.

Gray’s hand drops from his face, and he shakes his head and turns away. “I don’t know.”

“Were you in love with her?” I press. “Did you want to be with her?”

He looks back, guilt shadowing his handsome face. “I cared about her very much.”

“You don’t sleep with people you only ‘care about very much!’” I hiss.

For some reason, I find the comment personally insulting. Maybe because only a day ago, I might have trusted myself with him, done something foolish. Let myself be used by the man because he’s handsome and safe and so good at making a girl feel special.

And after Finn, I so desperately want to feel special. Validated.

Foolish girl.  

“She was upset,” he continues, unaware of my thoughts, trying to explain something I will never understand. “I wanted to help, but things went too far. She kissed me…I kissed her back.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know!” He takes a step back, rolling his head, trying to calm himself. “I don’t know. I’ve regretted it ever since.”

I look away.

After a moment, he quietly says, “A clever Fox once told me that people are selfish creatures, no matter the faction.”

Slowly, I meet his eyes.

He stares back at me, his face resigned. “I made a decision, and I didn’t think about the consequences first. Maybe I resented Rafe, wanted everything he had—the girl, the leadership position, the respect. So I stole a piece of that. And it ruined my life.”

“Rafe was the team’s leader?” I ask, startled.

No one mentioned that little detail.

Gray nods. “Nicole, Rafe, Jonathan, and I all graduated from the Knights’ Guild Academy at the same time—we were grouped together in our last year of training. At graduation, Rafe was chosen to head up our team instead of me, even though I was trained to take the lead.”

I don’t feel sorry for him, and I know he doesn’t want me to. These are just puzzle pieces to a story I want to understand.

I pat the bed, telling him to sit with me—giving him permission. He studies me for a moment, and then he walks my way and does as I ask. The mattress dips, his body heavier than mine, and I find myself leaning toward him.

Clasping my hands in my lap, I say, “Nicole went to the Academy with you?”

She was prepared for this life—studied it. She didn’t go to finishing school to become the perfect wife to an Aparian lord.

Gray nods.

They were all friends, had known each other for years. It’s sad what a rift one bad decision can make.

“And were there any other girls on your team?” I can't quite meet his eyes. “Different girls…?”

Gray flashes me an incredulous look. “Rafe told you about Lisette too?”

“He didn’t give me a name.” And I could have honestly done without one, thank you.

“That was just a fling.” Gray shifts toward me. “She was on our team for a week, temporarily placed with us while she attended a few training sessions. We were young and stupid, and she meant absolutely nothing to me—and believe me, I meant nothing to her.”

I want to yell at him that it should mean something, that he shouldn’t just do that without any thought. But I don’t bother.

“Rafe said something else.” I look straight ahead, staring at the white wall. “He thinks Finn assigned me to the team as a distraction, knowing that you had a habit of falling for girls you work with.”

“He probably did,” Gray answers bluntly.

I whip my head his way, shocked and frankly, a little angry. Gray shrugs, completely unrepentant.

“What do you want me to say?” He leans a fraction closer, locking me in his gray-blue gaze. “That you’re not my type? Well, too bad. You are. I like everything about you, from your hair to your heels to those damn skirts you wear. Even the way you stand by your convictions.” He pauses. “Especially the way you stand by your convictions.”

I study him, tormented by conflicting emotions.

He finally breaks the eye contact. “Even when it makes me feel like I don’t deserve to be in the same room as you.”

I drop my gaze to my hands. After several long moments, I softly say, “No offense, but your brother is the worst sort of jerk.”

Gray bumps his shoulder into mine. “I told you he was.”

“You did.”

“Do you love him?”

I nibble my lip, mulling his question over. “I thought I did. But now I kind of want to shove him off a cliff.”

Gray chuckles, and then we drop into another silence, this one a little more comfortable.

“I’m not using you as bait,” he eventually says, his words soft. “I refuse to put you in that position.”

“I’ll do it,” I say before I realize I’ve made the decision. But it feels right. Terrifying, but right.

He stands, shaking his head. “No. We’ll think of something else. You’re safe here. We’ll set up a watch system. Someone will be with you at all times until we catch Trent.”

“And how many people will he kill before then?” I demand, joining him. I drop my voice and wait until he meets my eyes. “When Trent had his hands on me, it was the most terrifying moment of my life. He meant to hurt me. He planned to do horrible, degrading things, and once he tired of that, he was going to kill me. I can’t let him do that to anyone else. And, Gray, he might be doing it right now.”

Gray turns abruptly, looking like he wants to break something. If he were a Dragon, I’d be concerned he might bring down the entire building.

Thankfully, he’s a Wolf. A little broken, plagued with guilt, but still noble at the core.

He controls himself and turns back, his face anguished. “I’m so sorry, Madeline. I was supposed to protec—”

I step into him, wrap my hand around the back of his neck, and cut off his words with a kiss—the last one I intend to give him. It’s not searing or passionate. It’s sweet, thankful. A friendly pressing of lips, if there is such a thing.

“It’s all right,” I whisper when I pull back. “I’m all right.”

He tugs me against him, holding me so tightly it almost hurts. “Thank goodness you’re a Fox.”

“Now there’s something I don’t hear every day,” I say from my position smashed against his chest.

Gray laughs, but he doesn’t let me go. “Only a Fox could escape a deranged pixie, especially while wearing heels.”

“What can I say? It’s an art.”

He pulls me back at arm’s length and studies me. “Are you sure you want to do this?”

“No.” I stand a little straighter. “But I’m going to do it anyway.”

Nodding, acknowledging that I’m a big girl and can make my own decisions, he lets me go.

“Gray?” I ask as we head for the door. “I’ve done such a good job with the Taser. Do you think I’ve graduated to a gun?”

He flashes me a look that’s nothing short of horrified. “Absolutely not.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

 

 

“We need a codeword,” Jonathan says as he debates where to stash a GPS tracking device on me—the kind parents use on their children just in case they get kidnapped. We could have hired a tracker, but no. We’re resorting to human methods because we’re short on time.

“A codeword?” Rafe says, looking bored from his seat on the couch. “But we don’t even have a clubhouse yet.”

The comment startles me so much, I glance at him and grin.

His gaze meets mine, and that weird magnetism thing happens again. I'm sure it's because he’s a Fox and I'm a Fox, but it's disconcerting.

“Idiot,” Jonathan says, which seems strange now that I know that he used to answer to Rafe, not Gray. But I suppose it goes deeper than that. They were all friends. There's more history here than I thought. 

I turn back to Jonathan and find him frowning at my chest—but in the most clinical kind of way.

“You’re not sticking that in my bra,” I inform him.

“I know.” Despite his words, a wicked, boyish grin spreads across his face. “What kind of degenerate do you think I am?”

I roll my eyes. “What’s the codeword for?”

“We’ll use it whenever we meet to make sure it’s actually us.”

“What if it’s not us right now?” Eric asks. “What if the pixie is already impersonating someone on our team?”

And though it’s ridiculous, the five of us look at each other, momentarily suspicious.

“I vote we make the codeword Bunny Hugger,” Gray suggests after a moment. He’s leaning against the wall, supervising.

Eric rolls his eyes. “That’s two words, boss.” 

“Even better.”

“I still don’t understand what it is you want me to do.” I hold my hand out, demanding Jonathan give me the device. I’ll plant it on myself, thank you very much. “It sounds a lot like I’m supposed to wander the city until Trent tries to nab me.”

“That’s pretty much the plan,” Jonathan says.

I narrow my eyes. “Your plan sucks.”

He clucks his tongue. “That’s not a very nice word for such a well-bred young woman.”

“I’m not well-bred. I’m a Fox.”

“Watch it, Lexie,” Rafe says.

Ignoring Rafe, I ask Jonathan, “What am I supposed to do all day?”

Gray pushes away from the wall and walks to me. “Same thing you’d do at home. Shop, have your nails done, sunbathe.”

I point an accusing finger at him. “It’s because I’m blond, isn’t it?”

He grins. “Fine. Go to the bookstore, visit a museum, walk around all day in a tweed skirt with a pair of spectacles on your nose.”

“Mmmm,” Jonathan says, nodding. “Yes, do that.”

Gray gives the Griffon an incredulous look and turns back to me. “How much charisma did you use on him earlier?”

“Barely any.” I roll my eyes. “He’s a lightweight.”

“What did we talk about, princess?” Gray chastises, his tone light and teasing.

I cock my head to the side. “No bunny in a hat tricks?”

“The other one.”

“What was it?” Pretending I’m trying to remember, I tap my finger to my lips. “Oh, I remember. No using charisma on team members.”

“Do I get a say in this?” Jonathan asks. “I don’t like that rule.”

“No,” Gray answers bluntly, and then he steps in front of me, the humor on his face morphing to concern. “You can still change your mind. You don’t have to do this.”

“I do.”

“Do you have your Taser?” he asks.

I pat my purse. “Never leave home without it.”

“That’s my girl.”

But I’m not his girl, and we both know it. My opinion of him has changed, and I’m not sure there’s any way to repair it.

“We’ll stay close,” he promises. “No more than a block away.”

Taking a deep breath, I nod.

“All right.” He nods toward the door. “Go ahead.”

And though I’ve been mostly calm up to this point, my stomach knots now. I gulp, tightly clutch the strap of my purse, and head to the door. I look back just before I step out. “A block, right?”

Gray nods. “Or closer, if we think we can manage it without being spotted.”

The last thing we need is for Trent to spy the quartet of knights and take off.

I’m almost to the lift when Rafe calls from behind me to hold up. I turn, expecting to find all four of them. But it’s just him walking toward me in the hall.

His face is solemn, his eyes cool. A part of me still recoils, but it’s manageable now.

“Do not be afraid to use your magic if you need it,” he says in a low voice when he meets me, glancing down the hall first to make sure there aren't any humans nearby. “Even if there are witnesses. Believe me when I say Trent won’t hesitate to use his.”

As if I need reminding.

“I will,” I promise.

Satisfied, the Fox steps back, but he pauses before he heads toward the suite.

“What?” I ask, knowing he wants to say something else.

Rafe studies me for several long moments. Finally, he says, “Never be ashamed of what you are. There was a time Foxes ruled Aparia. We are not lowly—we never have been.”

“I’m sorry,” I say, remembering my words from inside. “I didn’t mean to insult you.”

“You didn’t. But who knows?” he says lightly. “Someday, a Fox might take the throne.”

“If this is you trying to marry me off to an eighty-seven-year-old man to raise the public perception of our faction, please know I’m not having it.”

Laughing, Rafe walks away. “Good luck, Lexie.”

“It’s Madeline,” I holler down the hall.

He turns, walking backward, a smirk on his face. “You’ll always be Lexie to me.”

***

“Can I get you anything else, Miss?” the male barista asks as he walks past me for the fifth time. And I know it's been five times—I’ve counted.

He’s stocked the cream and sugar bar twice, straightened all the small paper placards on the tables, tidied the chairs, and moved the welcome chalkboard two inches to the left.

He’s the epitome of suspicious.

It’s Trent. I can feel it.

He stands in front of me, smiling. The smell of coffee and sugar lingers in the air, drawing customers into the bookstore. That’s right—bookstore. I skipped the tweed skirt though.

“Anything you want,” he says, his finger twitching at his side. “It’s on the house.”

His eyes are brown, and he has a pleasant face. He purses his lips, waiting for me to respond.

“I’m fine,” I assure him, trying to smile so he doesn’t know I’m onto him.

“Okay,” he says brightly, nodding. He stands there for another few seconds, just looking at me.

I slowly rise to my feet. “In fact, I think I’m going to…go.”

The young man’s face falls. “Oh. Right.” He forces another smile. “Have a nice day.”

“You too.”

I move to the exit slowly, taking my time to quickly send Gray a text. Male, blond hair, brown eyes, about nineteen. 

He responds immediately. You sure?

We’ve been at it all day. I’ve walked up and down the small tourist city, to the lake, down the beach, into a grocery store, and finally here, to this little cafe inside a larger bookstore.

He’s acting suspicious, I tell him. 

I push through the glass doors, leaving the glorious smell of freshly printed books and coffee behind. The weather’s no better than it was earlier. It’s drizzled on and off, but the clouds continue to churn in the sky. It’s almost four in the afternoon, but the breeze is cold.

A woman with a stroller passes me, and I step back, giving her room. The woman’s tiny daughter cries from her seat, livid she’s strapped in.

After it’s clear, I head toward the left, moving slowly so I don’t accidentally lose my backup. The guys know exactly where I am, but I haven’t seen so much as a sign of them all day.

“Miss!” a male voice says from behind me just as a hand falls on my shoulder.

Before I can even turn, the barista is on the ground, screaming at the top of his lungs. Dozens of squirrels run the length of him, shrieking, scratching, and biting with their little sharp teeth. 

I let out a yelp and stumble back, horrified. It’s a blur of furry tails and the man’s flailing arms and legs.

Eric materializes in front of me, pulling the man to his feet by the front of his shirt. The squirrels scatter, running back to the trees and bushes for cover. People gather around us, gaping.

The barista is covered in dozens of bright red squirrel bites that each ooze droplets of blood. He gasps for breath, still flailing as the rest of my team appears.

“I say,” Eric says in an exaggerated voice, playing it up for the crowd. “I haven’t seen such a thing in my life. They just descended from the trees like they were possessed. Are you okay, boy?”

The barista shivers again and whirls about, looking for signs of his fluffy attackers.

Gray turns to the crowd. “Must have smelled baked goods on him, don’t you think?”

His persuasion is so powerful, it almost knocks me off my feet.

An older gentleman nods, his eyes wide. “I’ve heard of such things. They form packs—will attack like jackals if there’s a lack of food in the area.”

Say what?

Jonathan gives him a sage nod. “Just like the Placerville attack of 1964. We learned about it in school—but there were hospitalizations in that case.” He shakes his head. “A lot of good men lost.”

“Too far,” Rafe hisses, shooting Jonathan a look.

A woman with bright red hair and blue eyeshadow straight from 1985 steps forward. “I remember that!”

Jonathan’s jaw drops, and he looks like he’s going to start laughing. His eyes water, but he somehow chokes it back.

Rafe looks at the woman like she’s lost her fool mind but brushes it off and turns to Eric. “Better look the boy over. See if there’s something that attracted the little beasts.”

Eric nods, roughly checking the area around the barista’s neck, feigning concern as he actually searches for the medallion. He turns to Gray and subtly shakes his head. There’s no medallion…which means this man is just a barista…not Trent.

The knight steadies the young man. “What were you thinking anyway? Running out the door, scaring the squirrels into such a frenzy like that?” 

Suddenly, the barista bursts into tears, and not the type that stoically run down his cheeks—these are full out sobs.

“I just wanted to give her my number.” He stumbles forward and pushes a slip of paper into my hand. “I had no idea.”

Rafe tosses his hands in the air, looking up at the sky.

That’s why he was fidgety…the poor human just wanted to ask me out.

Now I feel awful. I try to give him an encouraging smile, but it’s hard when snot and tears run down his face…much like the toddler who passed with her mother only moments before.

Speaking of the girl, she’s on the edge of the crowd, grinning from her stroller, kicking her feet with glee. Glad we could make someone happy. 

Her mother, however, peers into the trees, horrified the Rogue Squirrel Gang of Tahoe will strike again.

“Well.” Eric gives the young man a firm pat on the back. “Now you know to be careful in the future.”

The barista gulps and nods, and Gray takes my arm and escorts me away with the team.

“Sorry,” I murmur.

Gray looks more amused than he probably should. “Poor kid just wanted to ask you out.”

Jonathan doesn’t hide his amusement. He chuckles to himself, probably hoping his Placerville squirrel attack story will spread and end up on Snopes.

“Oh.” Eric stops suddenly and turns back to the traumatized young man. “You’ll want to make an appointment with your doctor to start a series of rabies shots. You know, just in case.”

The young man nods dumbly. As we walk away, I hear the crowd murmuring about other vicious squirrels they’ve encountered.

I wait until we’re several blocks away before I look at Eric. “You used your powers for evil—I’m going to have to write you up.”

Eric gives me a wide, toothy grin. “You’ll never prove it was me.”

“Do you have any idea how many rules you violated?” I ask the group.

Rafe smirks. “Well, next time, sweetheart, don’t sic the team on a human whose only crime is trying to ask out someone way out of his league.”

“There’s a compliment in there,” I tell him. “I’m going to ignore the rest and focus on that.”

Gray tenses beside me, but I pretend I don’t notice.

“Now what?” I ask. “We’ve been at this all day, and we haven’t seen hide nor hair of Trent.”

Jonathan shakes his head. “Trent the Pixie.”

“Get over it already,” Eric says.

“How’s your foot?” Gray asks me. “It looks like you’re limping again.”

I frown at my ballet-flat-covered foot. “It hurts.”

“Let’s call it a day,” Rafe says. “Trent’s probably decided to lay low in hopes that we’ll drop our guard. It’s suspicious that we’d let her wander all day by herself after what happened last night.”

“It’s my team,” Gray says to Rafe, looking ahead. “I decide when we’re finished. If you hadn’t flown into a rage and demanded relocation, then you’d still get to make those calls.”

“If you hadn’t—”

“Enough!” I cry, looking from man to man. Then, softer, I say, “This isn’t the place or time.”

They glare at each other, their testosterone overpowering their common sense.

Eric turns to Jonathan and stage whispers, “I know a couple of knights who won’t be getting their stickers.”

Jonathan snorts, but neither Rafe or Gray are amused.

We walk in near silence, heading nowhere in particular. I don’t want to ask Gray if we can go back to the suite, not after all that, but I’m tired of aimlessly wandering around Tahoe, just waiting for the pixie to confront me.

“So,” Jonathan says when he can’t take it any longer. “Who’s hungry? Let’s go to that place a few blocks from the resort. The one with the giant cookie skillet thing.”

“You mean the brewpub?” I ask, surprised he’d want to go back. “The cyclist hangout?”

“Why not? Free food’s the best sort.”

Rafe turns to Jonathan. “You managed to get free food at Hillcrest Brewery?”

“Madeline used her charisma and had them panting at her feet.”

I’m about to correct Jonathan, explain that’s not exactly what happened, but Rafe turns his eyes on me. He doesn’t say anything, but the look he’s giving me makes my stomach jittery, so I look away.

“It’s almost time for dinner,” I say to Jonathan instead. “You can’t possibly be planning to eat that cookie as a meal.”

“No. I figured we’d order a few pizzas, maybe some mozzarella sticks like we had last time. Probably some breadsticks. A few pepperoni rolls.” He scratches his chin, thinking. “Then the cookie.”

I gape at him. “How are you in such good shape when you eat like that?”

He leans close and winks. “I like to sweat.”

Oddly, Gray doesn’t take offense to Jonathan’s flirting. Maybe he knows, like I do, that Jonathan is all talk. So what does that mean about Rafe?

“So what do you think?” Jonathan asks the group. “Food? Beer? Cookie?”

Except for Rafe, we turn our attention to Gray before anyone answers. Rafe just keeps walking, almost as if Jonathan hadn’t said anything at all.

“You all go ahead,” Gray says after a moment. “I have a few calls to make.”

“Gray,” I say quietly, touching his arm.

He leans down slightly so he can talk to me without the rest of the guys overhearing. “It’s fine. Go with the others.” 

I could refuse, tell him I’m going with him, but we hit a big, fat roadblock, and I don’t want to crawl over it and continue the course we were traveling. So I nod and drop my hand.

We say our awkward goodbyes up ahead, and Gray goes one way while we go another.

Eric and Jonathan watch the lead knight go, wondering, like me, if they should call him back. But it’s probably best to let him have some time to himself.

I think I know what Gray’s real problem is—guilt. But it’s not always easy to apologize, especially when you haven’t forgiven yourself.

“Okay.” Jonathan claps his hands together, looking downright determined to have a good night. “Let’s consume copious quantities of calories.”

I grimace when he loops my arm through his and tugs me down the street.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

 

 

“I’ll have the chicken salad.” I extend my menu to our waiter, who thankfully was not here last time and didn’t witness the spectacle my magic created.

Jonathan snatches the menu from my hand before the waiter can take it, playfully smacks me on the head with it, and then hands it to the befuddled man and says, “She’s having pizza.”

“Jonathan,” I hiss before I look back at the man. “The salad will be fine.”

“Cheater,” Rafe says under his breath, feeling the magic I infused in the words.

Jonathan catches it and smirks at me before he looks back at the waiter. “There’s an extra Benjamin Franklin in it for you if you forget the salad.”

The poor guy looks torn. He’s influenced by my magic, but he must need the money. And I’m not that cruel.

“Oh fine. I’ll eat the stupid pizza.” Then I point at Jonathan. “But you’re still coughing up the hundred.”

He grins. “It’s worth it.”

Our waiter collects the rest of the menus. Before he leaves, I stop him. “And a side salad. Please.”

Jonathan rolls his eyes.

“You know,” Rafe says, sitting back in his chair. “For the girl on the team who’s supposed to uphold the rules of the Guild, you’re certainly comfortable using your magic.”

The knight is in the seat directly across from me. Being with Jonathan and Eric has changed him, especially now that Gray is gone. He’s smiled, joked, even laughed.

It seems my eyes keep falling on him, but I wish they wouldn’t. He’s trouble, and I just escaped that with Gray.

You’re just a toy to fight over, I remind myself.

“Do you play pool?” Rafe asks me, startling me out of my thoughts.

I glance toward the tables near the rear of the restaurant. A couple are open.

“Do I look like the kind of girl who plays pool?” I ask, cocking my head to the side.

“I’ll teach you.” He stands and pushes in my chair.

Nervous, I shoot Jonathan a look.

“We’ll go too,” the Griffon says smoothly, standing. “I was just telling Eric that we haven’t played in forever.”

“You were?” Eric frowns like he’s trying to remember.

“I was.”

The four of us make our way to the tables. It looks like Rafe and I will be at the table closest to the wall, and Eric and Jonathan will play at the one next to that. Rafe takes the black triangle thing and sets up our game. While he does that, Jonathan and Eric take the blue square chalk things and rub them on the ends of their sticks.

“Okay, here’s how this works,” Jonathan says quietly, making sure no one else can hear. “If Rafe offers to help you break, it means he’s hitting on you. If he stands to the side, giving you instructions, you’re in the clear.”

I nod. “Right. What am I breaking?”

“The balls.”

I raise an eyebrow, and the Griffon grins, stepping to his table.

“All right, Lexie,” Rafe says after he removes the triangle. “You can break.”

Crap.

“Why does he keep calling her that?” Eric mutters to Jonathan.

“Stand right there.” Rafe points to a spot at the end of the table. “You’re going to hit the white ball—that’s called the cue ball. You want to knock it into the other balls as hard as you can. If you get one of the colored balls into a pocket, you get to go again.”

Relieved he’s still on the other side of the table, I step into place. “Sounds easy enough.”

The first time I try to hit the white ball, I miss. I do manage to tap it when Rafe tells me to try again, but it bounces harmlessly off the other balls.

“You’ll want to hit it a little harder than that,” Jonathan laughs.

I wrinkle my nose at him and then say, “Why don’t you show me how it’s done?”

And he does. He takes aim on his own table, and the balls fly apart, rolling across the felt. Several fall into nearby pockets.

“Green fourteen, side pocket,” Jonathan announces, leaning down to go again, giving me a good view of his denim-clad back end.

“I’m beginning to see the appeal of the game,” I tease, not expecting to startle him so severely he misses the white ball altogether.

But I do, and he does.

Rafe and Eric laugh, and Jonathan gives me an incredulous grin.

“When you knock the white ball into a pocket, it’s called a scratch,” Rafe informs me as Eric steps up to take his turn. We watch Eric and Jonathan’s game for a few more moments as Rafe further explains the rules.

Eric makes several shots in a row, one right after another, and I begin to wonder if Jonathan’s going to get another turn. I watch him “work the table,” as Jonathan calls it, paying attention to angle and trajectory.

“You’re good at this,” I tell him when he stands near me.

Eric grins and leans down, taking aim. “Pretty girl, I’m good at plenty of things. I just don’t brag as much as Jonathan.”

“Why Eric, are you flirting with me?” I tease.

Eric takes his shot. He makes a disappointed noise when the ball rolls to a stop half an inch from the pocket. Then he turns back to me, resting the butt of the pool cue on the ground. “I figured it was my turn.”

“And what about the brunette sitting at the bar, making eyes at you? You’d still rather stand here and flirt with me?”

He leans down until we’re close to eye level. “Is she pretty?”

Grinning, I nod.

“You’re sure she’s looking at me?”

I lean a little closer. “I’m sure.”

“Should I go over there…?”

Laughing, I take his pool stick. “You should.”

He scampers off…like a bunny. Jonathan shakes his head, looking disgusted. “Explain to me why he should get all the girls just because he’s a six-foot-four, Viking-conqueror-lookalike.”

I cock my head to the side, watching Eric walk away. “It’s a mystery.”

Jonathan catches me and playfully shoves his shoulder into me, knocking me off balance. “Enough of that. Back to your game.”

After studying the balls, I aim.

“You know, Jonathan,” I say, already smirking. “Maybe if you bleached your hair, girls might like you too.”

I hit the cue ball into an orange ball, but it doesn’t go the direction I’d hoped. When Jonathan doesn’t immediately answer, I straighten and turn to where he was standing a moment ago. “Jonathan?”

“He stepped away for a minute,” Rafe says from across the table. He nods toward the bar where the brunette is now sitting with her blond and curvy friend. 

They’re both laughing at something Eric said. And there’s Jonathan, making his way toward them, weaving through the tables. He must have spotted the new girl before she even made it back to her seat.

I shake my head. 

“He’s always had a thing for blonds,” Rafe explains as he leans down to take aim.

His shoulders flex against the soft fabric of his shirt, making me realize he’s a little stouter than I thought, but in a lean way, like a soccer or baseball player.

He meets my eyes before he takes the shot. “But you already knew that, didn’t you?”

Without moving a muscle, he lowers his gaze and sends the ball into the corner pocket.

He’s like a panther—dark, dangerous, sexy.

Okay, maybe panthers aren’t sexy, but Rafe is. Everything about him is controlled power. Fleetingly, I wonder what his charisma magic feels like, how it differs from Wolves’. Or rather, from a particular Wolf’s.

I watch, distracted by the thought, as he makes his way around the table, sending several balls into various pockets before he finally misses.

He smiles as he ruefully shakes his head, irritated he missed the shot.

“I didn’t set that up well for you at all,” he says, studying the table. “You’re going to want to go to the right side and try to bounce the cue off the wall so it hits the edge of the ball and sends it in.”

Biting my lip, I nod, trying to picture the angles. I lean down, taking aim.

“A little more to the left,” he says, walking around the table, stepping next to me.

I shift marginally. “More like this.”

“No, more like—” he cuts off abruptly, and then steps behind me. “Here, I’ll show you.”

Immediately, I try to leap up, offering him the stick.

He shakes his head, his eyes on the table. “No, you’ll do it. I’ll just help.”

Help—yep. I need help. Lots and lots of help. Because Rafe’s behind me, leaning against me, practically draped over my back. My magic purrs as it mingles with his. He sets a hand on mine and slides it back. “Hold it here. Doesn’t that feel better?”

“Mmmhmm,” I say absently.

I was hoping fear would keep me focused, but it’s gone up in smoke. Rafe is nothing like Trent’s weak impersonation. It’s impossible to link the two anymore. 

He moves my other hand, keeping his on top to help me find the right angle to make the shot.

And I know it makes me the worst kind of girl considering I’ve already kissed two other men in less than a week, but my stomach clenches at his nearness. The subtle scent of his aftershave envelops me, and he’s warm at my back.

“Okay,” he murmurs near the vicinity of my ear. “Now, gently.”

He guides my hands, and then the cue ball is heading for the other ball. It clips its side, sending it right for the pocket. I hold my breath as the green ball almost comes to a stop…and then finally falls down the pocket. 

For one moment, I forget about Rafe, and I squeal under my breath, pretty darn proud of myself. Then I quickly straighten, knowing I need to put space between us. But Rafe doesn’t step back. He stays behind me, his chest pressed against my shoulders. Just when I'm about to step away, he sets his hand on my arm, just above my elbow, his touch light but scorching.

“Do you like it?” he asks, his voice slightly husky.

My knees weaken, and I set a hand on the table to steady myself. “Do I like it?” I almost squeak.

“The game? Pool?” Rafe steps back, allowing me to turn, giving me a questioning look that’s laced with something smug. He so did it on purpose. “It’s fun, right?”

I nod, unable to find my tongue.

He jerks his head toward the table, his dark blue eyes never leaving mine. “The pizza’s ready.”

Thank goodness.

I follow him to the table, still a little wobbly. Eric, Jonathan, and their two new friends join us as we’re sitting down.

Jonathan hands out plates, but I reach for my side salad.

“No,” the Griffon scolds, meeting my eyes. “You have to eat one slice.”

I roll my eyes. I thought he was so distracted by Blond and Bubbly over there that he wouldn’t notice or care what I ate.

“Why are you so obsessed with this?” I ask as I scowl at the cheesy, meaty slice of heartburn he so generously places in front of me.

He points the tip of his slice at me. “You need to live a little.”

“And living requires pizza?”

Rafe somehow ends up in the seat next to me, and he leans close. “It does if you’re Jonathan.”

Wrinkling my nose, I pick the slice up and scowl at it, mentally planning my next detox. Bracing myself, I take the tiniest kitten nibble.

And…oh.

“See?” Jonathan says, grinning like the Cheshire Cat. “Good, right?”

“It’s okay,” I say after taking a rather large bite, holding my hand over my mouth because I’m a lady.

We’re halfway through dinner when the girls start asking questions about our jobs.

“I work with the Department of Wildlife,” Eric says, lying so smoothly I pause while serving myself another piece of pizza. “My job involves finding young that have lost their mothers and taking them back to the department to raise until they’re old enough to make it on their own.”

Chrissy—that’s the brunette—gets all googly-eyed. “Oh my gosh. You save baby animals?”

He turns to her, his face solemn. “I do my best. The hard part is not getting too attached. Eventually, we have to let them go.”

She stares at him, her glossy pink mouth parted. “That must be so hard.”

Eric nods and inhales slowly—as if he’s thinking of a particularly hard release.

It takes a lot of willpower not to laugh…or maybe clap—because that was quite a performance.

“Do you work with him?” Samantha—aka Blond and Bubbly—asks Jonathan. “Do you save baby animals too?”

She has this high-pitched voice that makes me want to slap a hand over her mouth. Which is awful, I know. But I haven’t had a lot of sleep lately.

Jonathan shakes his head. “No, I’m in law enforcement.”

Samantha’s eyes sweep over him, and I can practically see her mentally dressing him in a uniform. “Are you a cop?”

“Detective.”

She bites her lip and wiggles until she’s on the edge of her seat, practically sitting in his lap. “Can I see your badge?”

For the love of—

Thankfully, my phone vibrates with a call, giving me a reason to look away. “It’s Gray,” I murmur to whoever might be listening. Which ends up being no one. They’re all too busy watching Jonathan produce a badge—an actual badge. 

He carries props?

“Hi,” I say to Gray when I answer the phone. “It’s loud in here. I’m going to head to the hall outside the restroom to see if it’s a little quieter.”

“No, just come out front. I’m here.”

“You’re here?” I ask, surprised. “Why don’t you come inside?”

There’s a moment of heavy silence on the other side, and then he says in a weary voice, “I’m not ready to deal with Rafe.”

“Then why are you here? Just go back to the suite. Jonathan and Eric have made some new friends, but I’ll drag them out of here shortly.”

“I want…no, I need to talk to you.”

“To me?” I ask, my stomach knotting. He sounds tired, and his tone is off—like whatever he has to say is weighing on him.

“Please, Madeline.”

It must be serious because he so rarely uses my name.

“All right. I’m on my way.” I pass through a large group of people that showed up all at once, and then I slip out the doors. It’s still light outside, but the sun has set, and the evening is quickly growing dusky.

Gray’s next to the front door, leaning against the side of the building.

I walk his way. “Are you sure you don’t want to come inside—”

Before I can finish the sentence, Gray turns. And it’s not Gray at all—the eyes are all wrong.

“Sleep,” the pixie commands, placing his hand on my head before I can back away. Drowsiness settles over me like a sun-warmed blanket, and the urge to close my eyes is stronger than I am. As I feel myself falling into Trent’s arms, one last thought crosses my mind.

How did Trent get a hold of Gray’s phone?

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

 

 

I wake to a man’s voice talking heatedly in an adjacent room. Feeling as if I’m in a fog, I blink my eyes and look at my surroundings. I’m on a couch—an old one with scratchy fabric and saggy cushions. It smells musty, like it’s been closed up in a damp room for a long time.

Heavy drapes cover the windows, but sunlight shines through the slit in the middle where the panels meet, and dust motes sparkle in the slice of light.

As my brain clears, I remember finding Trent posing as Gray outside the building, and I sit up abruptly. My head protests, pounding loudly, and I press my hands to my face, waiting for it to pass.

I should have asked for Jonathan’s stupid codeword. 

When the pain finally lets up, I drop my hands and stand, being careful not to make any more sudden movements.

The room is small, and with the dark, cheap trim, gray shag carpet, and popcorn ceiling, it looks like it was built and furnished in the early eighties. A black wood stove sits in the corner, on a slab of red brick, and a dusty collection of fire pokers sits in a rack to the side.

But there’s no sign of Gray.

The flat wooden door is closed, though I can still hear a voice that sounds like it’s talking to someone on the phone on the other side.

“I want more,” the man says. “I snuck her out from under Rafe’s nose, risking my life. I won’t take less than a hundred.”

A hundred dollars? Surely I’m worth more than that.

There’s a pause, and I stand behind the couch, waiting to see if he’ll say anything else.

“You just think about it. I have her hidden—believe me when I say you won’t find her.”

Believe me when I say I’m not going to stay here and let them try.

Even though I don’t recognize the voice, I know it’s Trent. But who he’s talking to, I haven't a clue. Don’t think I want to know.

Quickly, I hurry for the window. I’m just pushing back the drapes when the door swings open. I turn, pressing my back against the dusty curtains.

Trent—the Trent from the poker table—walks into the room. This must be his preferred human shape. Pixies usually have one—they very rarely walk around in their normal state. They’re too vulnerable.

“You won’t get very far,” he says, his eyes taking stock of me. He’s not so jumpy in this form, doesn’t have to put any effort into holding it. “It’s barred.”

I turn back, and sure enough, thin strips of metal run across the window to keep anything from getting in…or getting out.

Outside the window, not too far away, waves crash against coastal rocks, creating spray in the breeze. From the moody look of the water, I assume we’re somewhere north, above San Francisco.  

“Where am I?” I demand. “What do you want?”

“What do I want?” He smiles in a chilling way, his expression matching the one he gave me when he wore Rafe’s form. “I want you. Slowly…over and over.”

I sidle to the side, keeping my back to the wall, trying to put as much space between us as possible.

“But come to find out you’re worth more alive and…untouched.”

“What have you done with Gray?”

“Wouldn’t you like to know, little Fox?” He steps forward, his gaze hungry. “But right now, it’s just you and me.”

Just as I’m about to see if I can claw my way through the wall, he stops himself and lets out a breath.

“I’m hungry,” I say, deciding to play the part of the obnoxious prisoner. “And thirsty too.”

He waves his hand like it’s not his concern. “I’m afraid you’ll have to deal with it.”

“I highly doubt you’ll get your ransom if I’m dead,” I point out.

A slow and extremely disturbing smile spreads over his face. “They have twenty-four hours to pay me what I’m asking, or I’ll kill you myself.”

“Who?” I ask, though I highly doubt he’ll tell me.

Trent studies me, his head slightly cocked to the side. “You don’t know?”

I shake my head.

He comes closer, looking slightly less creepy. “You’re wanted by the Entitled.”

My stomach plummets, and I go cold. “Why?”

“I don’t know, and I don’t care. All that matters is they pay me. I stole you from Rafe, from his careful, careful watch.”

Feeling braver, I take a step from the wall. “You know, if you’re that desperate for a hundred bucks, I can cut a deal with you myself.”

The pixie widens his eyes and then his long, flat mouth tips up in a grin. “Oh, pretty, pretty Fox—you were listening to my private phone call. I knew you were a naughty one.”

I step back as he draws closer, and my hands begin to sweat as he takes slow, predatory steps toward me.

“And I’m not asking a hundred dollars,” Trent says, his oddly fresh and minty breath in my face. “I’m asking for one hundred thousand.”

I stare at him, unable to quite comprehend what he’s telling me.

“And they’ll pay it,” he says, running his hand up my arm. “Oh, they’ll pay. But even if they don’t…I’ll get exactly what I want.”

Without a thought of how he might retaliate, I slap him as hard as I can. My hand stings, and the sound practically echoes in the small room.

The pixie composes himself almost immediately and grabs my wrist, wrenching it behind my back and pushing me face-first against the wall. He presses against me, his breath in my ear, pulling my arm up into a painful angle. “Careful, pretty Fox. I like it when you fight. If you push me too far, you might have less than twenty-four hours.”

I shake with fear and fury, and I grit my teeth. I could struggle, but I have no doubt he’s telling the truth.

“This could have been different,” he whispers, brushing my hair aside, pinning me in place with his body. He then blows on my neck, sending goosebumps along my flesh. “We could have been friends, you and I.”

“We could still be friends,” I say softly, wondering if there’s any chance I can use the same trick on him twice.

“Tsk, tsk, little vixen.” He now trails his finger from my hairline down my neck. “I won’t be so easy to fool again. And you’re helpless without your Taser—just a little Fox who can’t affect me with her persuasion or charisma. How frightening it must be for you. Your strongest tool—useless.”

I don’t answer, but I’m sure he can tell from the way I tremble that I’m terrified. And he likes it.

“You haven’t asked me how I lured you out of the restaurant,” he says. “Aren’t you the tiniest bit curious how I came to be in custody of Gray’s phone?”

I do want to know, almost more than anything.

“I posed as you,” he breathes, answering without prompting. “Followed him as soon as you split up yesterday. He didn’t suspect a thing.”

“What did you do to him?” I demand.

Trent laughs, enjoying his story. “I shot him in the leg and left him to bleed to death.”

I’m silent on the outside, but inside I’m screaming, fighting, yelling.

Is Gray alive? Did someone find him in time? Did they get him to a healer or take him to a human hospital?

Trent’s phone rings, and he suddenly steps away, releasing me. “I’m afraid I must take this. You understand, don’t you?”

Without waiting for a response, he answers the call and strides through the room, shutting the door behind him. After it closes, there’s the unmistakable sound of a key turning in a lock.

***

The electricity must be turned off because the lights don’t flicker on when the switch is flipped. I look around the dusky room, not relishing the thought of spending the night in the dark—not with Trent coming and going as he has been all day.

I can spin a basic light illusion, but I’d only be able to hold it for twenty to thirty minutes at most, and I’d be exhausted after. Too exhausted to protect myself, if it came down to it.

Trent hasn’t checked on me in several hours, and I’m beginning to wonder if he’s left the house altogether. Maybe he won’t be back until morning.

I walk to the locked door, staring at it. I haven’t tried to open it—there was never a point. Trent was always on the other side, talking to someone on his phone, sometimes muttering to himself.

But I haven’t heard him for the longest time.

I send a tendril of magic toward the lock, gently testing it, getting to know its design.  It’s just a simple bedroom lock, the type you can open with a flathead screwdriver. Even I, who have practiced so little with this part of my magic, could open it.

But Trent has worked around Foxes. He should know this wouldn’t hold me, and that in itself makes me pause.

I listen at the door, second guessing myself and my magic. I probably only stand here fifteen minutes, but it feels like a lifetime of doubt.

It’s fully dark by the time I work up the courage to send my magic into the simple mechanism and open the door. I can see well enough, a perk to Fox magic, but the darkness still feels ominous.

My stomach rumbles, telling me I’m ravenous from a full day of no food despite my complete lack of appetite. I’m not too thirsty, not yet. I pulled just enough water from the air, right into my cupped hands, so I was able to satiate the need.

I’m in a larger living space, perhaps a den of some sort, and the drapes are open to the night. A waning crescent moon shines through the window, and its reflection lights the ocean with eerie, pale light. There’s no sign of Trent.

The front door is just in front of me, calling, begging me to step through it and disappear into the night. But it can’t be this easy.

My hand hovers over the doorknob, but my intuition screams at me, warning me not to go outside. It’s so intense, I take a step back, confused by what I’m sensing.

Hide.

I hear the word in my head, but the thought confuses me. Why hide when I can run?

And then I see it, the swooping shadow that passes the window, floating like a wraith in the night, as large as a human but winged like a bat.

Terror strikes me, stealing my breath.

I’ve never seen one before, not outside of photographs they showed us in school. It’s a gargoyle, preying in the night. It won’t usually kill you when it sinks its fangs into your flesh—no. But it will paralyze you as it feeds on your magic, all the while injecting liquid poison terror into your veins.

If you're caught early enough in the night, they’ll suck your magic dry, leave you as empty as a human. Most people go mad after an attack. Many kill themselves to be free of the memory.

Trent’s lured them here to guard me, making sure I don’t get far if I run. He must have left bait for them before dark, calling to them with condensed, decaying magic, the kind that comes from earth scavenged from below Aparian graves.

Another flies in front of the window, its leathery wings brushing against the glass. I crouch behind the couch, trying to stay out of view, telling myself I’m safe enough inside.

More join the first few—I hear their sharp cries and the wind they create as they flap around the house.

I sit, pulling my knees to my chest, shaking as I try to stay out of sight. And then I hear a high-pitched scraping noise—the sound of a nail on a chalkboard.

Or talons against glass.

More noises join the nightmare symphony—sounds of gnawing, like a dog chewing on a table leg and full bodies slamming against the siding. The roof creaks above me as one walks across the ridge, dragging its wings, its claws scratching across the sandpaper-like shingles.

And then my phone chimes with a text.

It’s a strange sound in the midst of the nightmare, with the gargoyles circling the house. I wait for the second notification, listening carefully for its position in the house.

In what seems like an eternity later, it chimes from the left, toward what appears to be the kitchen.

Shadows crawl over the windows, flashes of wings blocking the moonlight.

I’m paralyzed to the spot. How can I crawl those fifteen feet to retrieve my phone?

But if I don’t, how will I call for help?

And then there’s a noise below, the sound of a shutter swinging open.

Or a cellar door.

There’s a shuffling below me, underneath my feet. I look up, terrified, and find myself face to face with an open door. Beyond it, steps descend a narrow stairway, disappearing into perfect darkness. 

It’s a basement.

Movement catches my eye in the dark—I can sense it more than see it. I’m frozen to the spot, my heart racing, my legs shaking. I stifle a scream as the creature’s eyes come into view. They glow like liquid gold, lighting a face that’s human but grayed and grotesque.

The gargoyle climbs the steps, its gaze locked on mine, its wings dragging on the creaky, wooden stairs. My fear calls its hunger, and it hisses, showing fangs.

The movement startles me out of my frozen bunny state, and I reach into the air, call a gust of wind, and slam the door shut in its face. It screeches in a pitch that hurts my ears so badly, I almost crumple on the floor. But I brace myself, reach with my magic and frantically feel the lock. I flip it as the gargoyle tries the knob, and then I turn the deadbolt and race into the kitchen for my phone.

The creatures on the outside see the movement, and it sets them into a flurry of beating wings and more shrill cries.

I have twenty-four missed calls and eighteen messages.

With fumbling fingers, I dial the most recent caller, the easiest to find in my terrified state.

Rafe answers before I even hear it ring. “I’m nearby, but I can’t—”

“There are gargoyles,” I say in a rush, my voice quaking. “Trent’s left, and he called them and—”

“Madeline!” Rafe commands, cutting me off. “It’s a test, one only you can pass.”

“I don’t understand,” I say, nearly sobbing.

“You can command the creatures. Use your persuasion.”

I duck behind the cabinets, hiding from the beasts as they continue to throw themselves at the glass. The windows are going to shatter soon.

The monster in the basement continues to howl, making it nearly impossible to hear Rafe.

“I can’t control them!” I holler into the phone. “Didn’t you hear me? I said gargoyles!”

“You are unique.” Though his words are calm, his voice shakes. “The Entitled has baited them to see if you are who they believe you to be. Only you can control them. Sweetheart, you can. I know you can. Throw the door open, step outside, and order them to fall at your feet.”

“Rafe,” I sob. “I can’t.”

“You can,” he says calmly. “I’ve felt your magic when you’ve used your persuasion—it’s different. Even Jonathan says it’s different. I wouldn’t send you out there if I thought you’d fail.”

I set the phone on the counter and cover my face with my hands. I’m not who they think I am. I can’t control gargoyles—no one can.

Rafe calls my name on the other end of the line, wondering where I went, but I can barely hear him. The sounds merge together into a great rush of white noise.

There are too many monsters, and they’re in a frenzy. They’ll kill me if I step outside, and then they’ll fight over my lifeless body, tearing me to shreds before they’re finished.

But it’s only a matter of minutes before they break the windows and swarm inside.

No matter what, I’m done. I can either die cowering on this peeling linoleum floor, or I can face them head on, see if I can do this impossible thing Rafe swears I am capable of.

Oddly resigned to my fate, I stand, brush my ratty braid behind my shoulder and make my way to the back sliding glass door, the one that looks out over the ocean.

The nightmare creatures crawl across the deck, fly around the house, beat against the glass. Their gold eyes fix on mine as soon as I make myself visible. I can feel their hunger, their need, their desperation.

“Get back,” I whisper, pushing a little magic into my shaking voice.

The ones closest—those against the glass—shudder and stumble away.

That’s not possible.

I take another step forward, almost entranced by their reaction. “Get back,” I command, this time using more magic.

The ones near the deck fall to their bellies, cowering, twitching, crawling like rodents.

And I realize I just might not die tonight.

Feeling the power swell inside me, encouraged by their response, I unlock the door with my magic, throw it aside, and step onto the deck.

“Enough!” I yell, screaming into the night. “Cease your hunt!”

There are dozens upon dozens of the creatures. Every one of them goes still, falling from the sky, prostrating themselves before me.

“Back to the darkness!” I command. “Disappear into the night!”

With a great beating of wings, the monsters lift into the sky, silhouetted by the moon. They fly in all directions, until there are none left, and the only sound on the breeze is the crashing of waves against the rocky coast.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

 

 

I stand, clutching the old, splintering railing, adrenaline coursing through my veins.

My phone rings, its chime tiny in the night.

Slowly, feeling as if I just cheated death, I turn and stumble back into the cottage.

“It worked,” I inform Rafe the moment I answer the phone, my voice hollow.

“Yes, it did,” a man says behind me, startling me so badly, I’m not sure if Rafe responds.

I whirl around, clutching the phone to my chest.

“Hello, Madeline,” says the man who stood on my doorstep inquiring about my parents not a week ago.

I stumble back. “Where’s Trent?”

The man waves the question away. “I disposed of him. He was most irksome.”

“You killed him?”

“I apologize.” He bows his head. “I should have left the honor to you, but I assumed he was so far below you, you wouldn't mind.”

“Who are you?” 

“My name is Curtis.” He’s watching me most strangely, and I take several steps back. “And I knew your parents.”

“Yes…you’ve mentioned that before.”

“No.” He smiles. “I knew your real parents.”

My stomach rolls, making me thankful I haven’t eaten recently.

“You don’t know who you are.” He shakes his head, saddened. “And you have no idea how long we’ve been looking for you, hoping that you were alive. Fearing you were not. You are special. Very special.”

He’s likely insane…but I did just command a legion of dark, monstrous beasts with my voice. So there is that.

“When you were born, you were kidnapped by a Griffon working for the Royal Guild, someone who didn’t want you to learn who you are or what you’re capable of. He had orders to kill you, but fortunately for us, he was weak and couldn’t follow through. He did, however, successfully hide you from us. Madeline, you’re not just a Fox,” he explains in a conversational tone, almost as if he’s telling me a fairy tale. “You are a daughter of an ancient Urocyon faction bloodline that’s rich with power—the original rulers of Aparia. The rightful rulers. Every fortieth to fiftieth generation, there’s a female born to that bloodline with unique magic. We’ve been waiting for you for a millennium.”

Yep, that’s a long time.

The door swings open behind him, and in barges Rafe.

“Hello, Rafe,” Curtis says, welcoming him like we’re getting ready to sit down to tea. “I was just getting ready to explain to Madeline why she’s so unique.”

Rafe strides into the room, his eyes hard. If he could murder someone with a look alone, Curtis would be dead. “You could have killed her,” he snarls. “And you went behind my back to do it.”

“I had to know,” Curtis answers, acting like it’s the most obvious thing in the world. “If you weren’t being so difficult, I wouldn’t have had to enlist Trent’s help. And if she’d died, then we would have continued our search.”

“Have you told her who she is?” Rafe demands.

“I was just getting to it.” He smiles in an oddly benevolent way. “And to answer your next question, I haven’t told her who you are either.”

My eyes move to Rafe. “What’s going on?”

“Who else knows?” Rafe demands, looking at Curtis. “Who knows that you’ve found her?”

“No one but you.” The man’s eyes become unfocused. “But we will take her to Capella, and soon everyone will bow before her. And I will be known as the man who found her.”

Never mind. The man is definitely insane.

“Tell her, Rafe,” Curtis urges as a seriously loony smile spreads across his face. “Tell her who she is.”

“Are you with him?” I turn to Rafe, feeling betrayed. This man is with the Entitled—he’s the one who hired Trent. He tried to kill me.

“I am with you,” the knight swears, stepping forward. “No one else.”

“You’re scaring me a little,” I whisper. “Can we stop being creepy?”

A tiny flicker of amusement crosses the Fox’s face as he strides across the room. He takes my hands and then kneels at my feet, bowing his head. My magic swells as it meets his, the sheer power of it making me lightheaded.

“You are the destined queen we have been hoping to find for generations,” Curtis says, impatient to get on with it. “The only Obsidian Urocyon born in a thousand years, the only one powerful enough to open the thresholds and let us return home.”

I blink at him, my mouth falling open.

“You can command darkness with your persuasion,” he continues, “make it do your bidding. You are more powerful than you can ever imagine. You will rule over this world and the one we’ve been separated from.”

I stare at him, letting his words soak in, and then I begin to laugh, slightly hysterical. “Are you saying I’m destined to be the future evil queen of Aparia?”

Except it’s not funny.

“You are the Obsidian Queen of Aparia,” Curtis corrects, grinning like he’s as mad as a bat. “And I found you.”

“And why is Rafe kneeling at my feet?”

“Madeline.” Rafe looks up, and his dark blue eyes lock on mine, making it impossible to look away.

It seems he doesn’t know where to start, so Curtis answers for him, “He is your knight, born to protect you, born to do your bidding. He carries the same Obsidian magic, a complement to yours. By your side, he will make you stronger.”

“Mmmhmm.” I yank away from Rafe, backing up slowly.

Rafe stares at me, his face solemn, his gaze unwavering.

“This is insane,” I hiss. “I’m not the evil queen—Obsidian Queen—whatever the hell this man thinks I am. And even if I were, I refuse.”

Rafe stands. “Whatever path you choose, Madeline, I will stand by you.”

“There is only one path!” Curtis growls, stepping forward. “She can’t say no. That’s not—”

Curtis’s eyes go wide as Rafe turns abruptly and slides a dagger into the older man’s belly. His jaw drops open, and a dark stain blooms across his vest. Curtis stumbles back as soon as Rafe yanks the short blade from his gut, and then he crumples to the ground, his eyes open but unseeing.

I gape at the dead man, a scream lodged in my throat.

“You killed him,” I finally manage to whisper.

Rafe turns his back on the lifeless man bleeding on the thirty-some-year-old carpet, taking a handkerchief from his pocket and wiping the blade clean.

“He put you in danger.” The knight’s eyes meet mine, his expression unrepentant. “And I am now the only man alive who knows who you truly are. Your life is yours. Do with it as you will and know that anyone who threatens you—anyone who tries to force their will on you, will answer to me.”

He slides the newly cleaned blade into a sheath hidden under his jacket and steps forward until only a few inches separate us. “My allegiance is yours.”

I stare at him, at a complete and total loss for words. Too much has happened, and I can’t process it all. Not yet.

There’s only one question that I need answered, and I’ll deal with the rest later.

“Where’s Gray? Is he…” I can’t finish the thought.

Rafe straightens, his expression losing some of its fire. “Eric is with him. He’s at a human hospital right now. As soon as we can, we’re going to find him a healer.”

“Is he going to be all right?”

“Nothing can kill Gray,” Rafe says, a tiny bit of disgust lacing his tone. “Trust me—he’s tried several times. He has a complete lack of common sense. Danger means nothing to him.”

A cool ocean breeze blows in through the open door, and I shiver. Suddenly, I’m so, so cold.

Rafe frowns as I hug myself in an attempt to stay warm, and he steps forward, pulling off his jacket. “You’re trembling.”

Grateful, I let him help me into the jacket, still warm from his heat.

“Can we go?” I ask, keeping my eyes carefully averted from the dead man on the ground.

Rafe glances at Curtis, and then he pulls me out of the house, toward a shiny, gun-metal gray Audi coupe.

He opens my door and deposits me inside. As soon as he’s on the driver’s side, he starts the engine and cranks up the heat. The clock says it’s after midnight, well after the time Trent kidnapped me yesterday. It’s been a long twenty-four hours.

Feeling safe for the first time in a long while, I kick off my ballet flats, pull my legs to my chest, and angle in the seat, facing Rafe. He pulls away from the house by the ocean and turns onto a winding road that eventually leads us into a small, historic coastal town that looks like it belongs in New England instead of California.

Rafe doesn’t turn on the radio—doesn’t try to dispel the silence. I keep thinking of what Curtis said, of who they think I am, of who Rafe is to me.

It’s surreal. They surely have the wrong girl.

I must fall asleep because I wake when Rafe scoops me into his arms, pulling me from the seat and carrying me into a house hidden in thick pine trees. “What time is it?” I mumble, leaning into him.

“About four in the morning.”

“Where are we?”

“Back at my house in Tahoe. You’ll be safe here.”

I lift my head so I can see him better, and I blink several times, trying to clear my blurry vision. Then I whisper, “You killed a man. To keep me safe.”

He meets my gaze, his steps slowing. “I’ve waited a very long time for you. All of my life has revolved around you, with only a brief few years when I thought I could turn my back on the magic.”

“Nicole,” I whisper.

He nods and doesn’t say anything else as he unlocks the front door and flips on the lights of a house that’s…gorgeous. Morris the Criminal Fox must pay well.

Instead of setting me on my feet, Rafe sits on the couch, keeping me in his arms. “Gray blames himself for her death, but I should have walked away. She was never for me.”

And though I can tell he means the words, his face is lined with heavy memories. They plague him, just like they plague Gray.

I set my hand on the back of his neck, my fingers tentative as they stroke his skin. “I’m sorry you lost her.”

He turns his haunted gaze on me, and something shifts. Our magic attempts to connect again, but this time I don’t fight it.

“I’m not,” he says quietly and then explains when my brow creases, “I still mourn her loss, wish I could go back and give her and Gray my blessing, but I’m not sorry we parted.”

“Why?” I murmur.

“Because there’s no room in my life for her, not now that I’ve found you.”

“I don’t understand any of this,” I say, but I don’t attempt to move away. “Is there a prophesy I should be aware of?”

I’ve never heard of such a thing.

A crooked smile tips his lips. “No.”

“Then why did Curtis speak as if you and I have a destiny?”

He shifts me so I’m straddling his lap—closer than I should be comfortable with—and sets his hands on my hips as if they belong there. “The Entitled would very much like to use you, but your life is your own, your destiny is yours to make. You were simply born with the magic they’ve been waiting for.”

“And how do you fit into it?”

“I’m born of a different Fox bloodline than you. Historically, we were the personal protectors of the royal family—knights sworn to the royal line. Because I was born an Obsidian, my magic speaks to yours. I never quite believed it, not until I felt it at the blackjack table when Morris was parading about with you on his arm. Even then, I didn’t understand. Not until Curtis started blathering about finding the Obsidian Queen in Denver did I start to suspect. It wasn’t much of a surprise when he sent me your photograph.”

Curtis took photos of me? The thought makes my skin crawl, but I dismiss it for a more pressing subject.

“Does that mean we’re supposed to be...together?”

“No.” The knight’s thumb moves at my waist. “That’s forbidden. If we were involved, it’s believed I could influence your decisions. Use you for my own personal gain. I am your servant. Nothing more.”

Then why has he pulled me onto his lap? Why does our magic feel as if it’s tugging us together?

My hands find Rafe’s shoulders. “It sounds like I’m a burden.”

His cobalt eyes meet mine, and he nudges me closer, his hands hot on my sides as he eliminates the space between us. “Not as much as you might think.”

A text sounds on Rafe’s phone. Reluctantly, he nudges me back and pulls the cell from his back pocket. He scans it, furrowing his brow.

“What is it?” I ask, fear shooting through my veins.

“Gray is stable.” He looks up. “Eric is with him. Jonathan just got to the rendezvous point where Curtis left Trent.”

“What’s the problem?”

“Jonathan was supposed to collect the body, but when he got there, he didn’t find the pixie.”

His words are foreboding, and new fear trickles down my spine. “What did he find?” I whisper.

“A dead human.”

“What does that mean?”

“Curtis didn’t kill Trent—he killed someone the pixie sent in his place.”

“That means he’s still out there.” Hunting me.

I try to slide off Rafe’s lap, but he holds me, and his eyes meet mine once again. “Yes.”

My breathing becomes labored as I remember the way Trent taunted me. The next time he finds me, he’ll follow through on his promises.

“You don’t need to fear him.” Rafe’s jaw tightens, and his eyes narrow. “I swear—I give you my solemn vow—I will protect you.”

“What about when you’re not around?”

An amused, almost wicked look crosses his face, washing away the anger, making him more handsome if possible. “I’ll pretty much always be around.”

I study him, the dark blue of his eyes, the shape of his mouth. His top lip is arched, and the bottom is full. I begin to grow warm as I imagine what it would be like if he closed the distance between us, pressed his lips to mine.

And then I think of Jonathan’s warning.

For some reason, that makes me want it all that much more.

“Can I ask you something?” I murmur, my gaze still on his mouth.

He makes a noise of affirmation, perhaps distracted by where my attention has wandered.

“Are you with the Entitled?”

The knight lifts his gaze, and he waits for me to meet his eyes. “I was born into it. For generations, my family has feigned an alliance with the Royal Guild though our ties are to the original royal family—your family. I was able to secure a position in the guild in hopes that I might eventually find you. But I am not with the Entitled, and my allegiance is not with the Royal Guild either. I am yours alone.”

The words send goosebumps along my skin.

“Even if I’m not inclined to open the thresholds?”

“Even then.”

“But if I was?” I question softly, needing to know. “If I embraced the darkness?”

The knight stands, carefully pulling me from his lap and placing me on the couch. He leans down, filling my vision, pinning me against the upholstered back. “Forever and always, Madeline, until I take my last breath, no matter what path you choose, I am yours to command. Do with me as you will.”
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