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          KAYDA
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      Kayda fastened her belt as she walked out of her bedroom, only to stop dead in her tracks in the doorway. Her gaze snapped to the left. A series of soft clicks sounded from her balcony. Body tense and eyes narrowed, she dropped her hands from her waist and curled her fingers into fists by her sides. She was sleep-deprived and punchy. Whatever in the hells was on her balcony had chosen the wrong day to mess with her. She had to get to work for her extra shift at the casino—she’d been working a lot of extra shifts lately.

      Working meant she had somewhere productive to aim her frustration and concern about Harlow—specifically, at the drunken idiots wandering the casino floor. With any luck, she’d be able to bodily throw another teenage orc out the door by his tail. An underage orc kid had been trying to go unnoticed last night. He was young enough that his tusks hadn’t started to protrude over his upper lip yet and his skin was a milky lime instead of a vibrant green—but his tail had given him away.

      Unlike human men who could get self-conscious about certain appendages being too short, for orc men, the shorter your tail, the older and more virile you were. Insecure young orc males like the oaf yesterday tucked or docked their tails to appear older. The tail on this one had busted out the back of his pants and had whipped a martini right out of a lady’s hand. There weren’t many orcs in Luma, mostly because once they were of age, if they hadn’t gotten into a sport or profession that let them expel their genetically enhanced rage, they often wound up involved in enough criminal shenanigans that they were imprisoned or exiled before they were out of their twenties.

      Kayda had delighted in tossing the orc kid out, but the delight had been a temporary balm to her lingering worry.

      The clicking sounded again. It was faint, almost drowned out by the sea of voices outside thanks to rush-hour foot traffic from the telepad station down the street. Streams of people were leaving work, while others flooded into the area for the shops and restaurants. Sometimes Kayda cursed her heightened draken hearing—it took time, patience, and training to learn how to filter ambient noise.

      A lady could go mad if she heard everything from a rumbling airplane overhead to a munching earthworm below, all at once. Kayda’s sense of hearing was like adjusting the dials on a radio, instinctually turning up certain noises while dialing back others. When she was in an emotionally heightened state, however, as she had been for weeks, the dials were more like malfunctioning faucets that turned on full blast at inopportune times, causing confusion and debilitating headaches.

      The fact that she could hear the soft sound outside told her she was, at least currently, in a steady frame of mind.

      Squaring her shoulders, she stalked across her small living room—past the dining room table marred with angry scratches from Harlow’s demented sword—and to the closed windows that overlooked the tiny balcony. The blinds were drawn shut.

      Clink, clink.

      If this damn apartment building had another pixie infestation, so help her …

      She reached up, grabbed hold of the drawstring on the blinds, and yanked the cord down in one fluid motion. Perhaps the quick movement would scare the winged monsters and give them simultaneous heart attacks. Kayda liked the idea of her balcony being littered with tiny petal garments, like potpourri.

      What stood on the railing of her porch was neither startled nor a pixie. It was a bluebird the size of a house cat. Kayda cocked her head; the unruffled bird mirrored the action. When Kayda did nothing more than stare at it for ten long seconds, the bird walked a couple of inches to the right along the railing, and then to the left, never taking its eye off Kayda. Avian pacing.

      Click, click, click, went the bird’s talons.

      Kayda unlatched the window and forced it up. A few flakes of white paint fluttered onto the worn wood of the windowsill. As Kayda stooped under the open window—the shattered glass, also thanks to Harlow’s sword, had been replaced, at least—the bird did an about-face on the railing and tottered back the other way. The balcony gave a soft groan of protest under Kayda’s weight, but held firm. Sunlight winked off a copper cap atop the black plastic tube affixed to the bird’s leg. This was a courier bird.

      Who in the hells would send Kayda a courier bird?

      The bluebird stopped directly in front of Kayda and held out its leg, clearly wanting to speed up this process. Kayda reached for it tentatively, not because she feared the bird, but because she wasn’t the best at handling small, delicate things with care. Her pinkie was bigger than the tube. She’d much rather snap the bird’s leg off so she could take her time getting the tube open, but she figured the bird would take offense to that. She fiddled with the top of the small canister, accidentally poking the bird’s chest. For her efforts, she got a sharp beak jabbed into the back of her hand.

      “Ow!”

      Squawk!

      Growling, Kayda grabbed the bird with both hands and tucked it under her arm like a football, feet up. The bird offered a muted squawk from somewhere near her armpit. After some finagling, Kayda found the button to push on top of the plastic tube, which caused the bottom to pop open. A small scroll of paper was curled inside. She had no easy way to get it out, though, as her fingers were too wide. She turned the bird over and gave it a hard shake to dislodge the scroll. The bluebird shrieked and pecked its thick beak into Kayda’s wrist. Yelping, she managed to release the bird and catch the message.

      The bird dive-bombed Kayda’s head a few times, narrowly missing swipes from Kayda’s large hands, then squawked very loudly directly into Kayda’s face.

      “I don’t like you much either!” Kayda shouted, though she supposed it wasn’t the bird’s fault Kayda wasn’t blessed with fine motor skills.

      The bird sailed over the top of the apartment building across the street and out of sight, presumably heading back to its rookery.

      Kayda stared down at the scroll in her hand and cursed softly to herself, doing her best to unfurl it without tearing the thin paper.

      Unlike the telepost message Kayda had received a week or so ago that had supposedly been from Harlow, yet written by someone else, this note was in Harlow’s familiar scrawl.

      
        
        I wish we could eat ramen until we burst. I hate that I haven’t been able to call you. I promise I’m safe, but I’ve been scared to draw too much attention to you. I’m leaving the city, but not forever. Stabby, Mr. Supervillain (yes, really!), and I are going on an adventure. Grayson will be jealous. I miss you.

      

      

      Kayda reread the message five times before her brain let her accept what it said. Harlow had left Luma. Not only had she left, she’d done so with the sword and “Mr. Supervillain”? As in Caspian Blackthorn? There had been rumors spreading all over the city about what Harlow was actually up to, where she’d gotten the sword, and if she and Caspian Blackthorn were in cahoots. That last one had been the hardest for Kayda to believe. How could Harlow have been with Caspian? Up until a month or so ago, they hadn’t known each other. Hells, Harlow hadn’t even known what the guy looked like. Swapping theories on Caspian’s identity had been one of Kayda and Harlow’s pastimes.

      And why would Grayson be jealous? The water elemental was only obsessed with one thing: pirates. Kayda supposed adding pirates into the mix wasn’t out of the range of possibility at this point.

      There was so much Harlow hadn’t told Kayda—and now she was gone. Kayda squeezed her hand into a fist, crumpling the note. How dare Harlow keep Kayda in the dark just to protect her. That was the same bullshit Felix had pulled on Harlow, Kayda was sure of it. And now Harlow was doing it to her.

      Kayda wanted Harlow back in Luma so Kayda could strangle her.

      She heaved a sigh. Only Harlow and Henri could get her this riled up, and for two completely different reasons.

      Being pissed off wasn’t productive. And she still had to get to work.

      Climbing back through her window, she tossed the crumbled note onto her kitchen counter. Her attention, as it often did, shifted to the shiny tower of black plastic by her TV. She’d had the newest iteration of this gaming console for a few weeks. A gift to herself to help her deal with the stress of not knowing what was going on with Harlow. She’d much rather resume her game from last night, to smash buttons and the heads of monsters alike, but she had to finish getting ready for work. On her way toward the door, she shot a furtive glance at the tiny ball of paper on her counter. It was currently her sole connection to Harlow. The paranoid lady refused to use a cell phone other than in dire emergencies and she still hadn’t called Kayda during the mess of the last month. If getting accused of murder and being on the lam with a psychotic sword didn’t equal an emergency, Kayda didn’t know what would.

      Kayda crossed the living room to her kitchen and tentatively picked up the note, smoothing out the paper. Her gentle efforts resulted in a corner being ripped off. She grabbed a can of coffee and clunked it on top of the paper. That would straighten it out. Later, she’d figure out what to do with the information it had given her.
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        * * *

      

      Kayda had just finished putting her belongings in her locker at the start of her shift when she heard a commotion from the connected break room. She glanced at the clock on the wall above the door; she had five minutes before she had to be on the casino floor.

      The break room didn’t get much use. Most of the staff preferred to eat outside in the casino’s outdoor pavilion area to get away from the constant noise and permeating smoke of the place—both of which traveled under the employee-only doors. Hardly anyone used the room with any frequency other than Julianne, who was obsessed with Faet of the Heart, a trashy soap opera that had a bunch of “will they, won’t they?” romantic subplots between humans and fae. The answer was always, yes, of course they will. The true question was: will it end in tragedy? The answer was usually yes there, too. Boris was often in there with Julianne, claiming he was also a fan of the show. But everyone knew that what Boris was a fan of was Julianne. The irony? Boris was a draken and Julianne a human. Boris had it even worse for Julianne than Kayda had it for Henri.

      When Kayda poked her head into the small room, though, Faet of the Heart wasn’t on the TV mounted in the corner—a newscast was. Boris and Julianne were in the room, but so were five others. Henri wasn’t, which Kayda was simultaneously glad about and disappointed by. She was actively avoiding him, after all.

      “What’s going on?” she asked.

      The chatter from those assembled was even louder than the TV. A few of them turned to glance at her.

      Boris said, “The Collective is going to have a press conference. Well, I mean, they’re going to play their prerecorded press conference soon.” He rolled his eyes, then faced the screen again when the familiar chime sounded, alerting viewers that a sorcerer, or one of their spokescats, had something important to say.

      The Collective had been working very hard to paint themselves in a better light—holding press conferences on a nearly daily basis since Harlow and her new friends had hijacked the news. Kayda wasn’t sure how effective these face-saving measures were. She figured most people tuned in because they secretly craved it would happen again—that someone would break into the curated newscast with another anti-Collective message. It had happened just the one time, though.

      Instead of that newscast from weeks ago being about the Collective’s diligent work to get the missing fae girls back home, the fae girls themselves had appeared on screen, telling all of Luma what had really happened to them: they’d been drugged with Bliss, trafficked out of Luma, and while in a drug-filled haze, had been working with a vampire who used the beautiful fae to lure his human food out of clubs and into his nest of waiting vampires. A goblin girl, Vian, had died while in captivity—which the Collective had tried to hide. Eight girls had been found alive, five of whom had been from Luma. The others had been trafficked out of hubs in the Pacific Northwest and were presumably home now.

      At the end of the account from the fae girls and a couple of their parents, the screen had gone black. White letters had spelled out the question: Whose side is the Collective on? What aren’t they telling us?

      The girls hadn’t outright accused the Collective of being aware of what was happening and ignoring it, but the implication had been undeniable. There had been protests in the streets almost immediately. People praised Harlow and her sword for bringing the girls home. Yet, the prevailing opinion seemed to be that Harlow had murdered those shifters. The majority of people who had been polled in the days since—if the polls could even be trusted—thought Harlow was a hero. But they also believed she needed to pay for her crimes. Kayda didn’t blame her for skipping town. She took offense to learning about it in a Goddess-damned note.

      One of the grim-faced sorcerers was on screen now, with the usual Sorcerers Collective logo—silhouettes of several hands all reaching upward toward a ball of glowing light—painted in gold on the black wall behind him. The logo was supposed to symbolize the power of many working to create a unifying force. Kayda had always more or less accepted the Collective for what it was: an almost faceless organization that kept Luma enclosed in its little sanctuary where in-the-know humans, magic, and the descendants of non-Earth natives could exist peacefully. The goings-on of the Collective rarely affected her daily life that much, so they didn’t take up much space in her mind. What had happened with Harlow, though, made Kayda wonder if she’d been naive all this time, thinking Harlow was too paranoid for her own good.

      “Hello, citizens of Luma,” the sorcerer intoned dryly. “We know there have been many reports out of Montclaire about mundanes and fae—goblins in particular—rioting and causing property damage. While this isn’t a new event as of late, in light of what transpired recently, what is new is that the mundanes have been armed with charmed items. We, too, have the dynamic images of Harlow Fletcher burned into our minds, the dragon sword in her hand. This image might be emboldening to other mundanes who idolize her, but remember that she is not completely innocent.”

      Kayda’s eyes narrowed. Two of her coworkers looked over, knowing Harlow was Kayda’s best friend. Boris smiled at her sympathetically.

      Davis, however, lacked sympathy and tact. “Hey, Kay. Psst.”

      She cut him a glare.

      Davis was unfazed. Probably because he had a good six inches and a hundred pounds on her. And also because he was dumber than a sack of rocks. “You got any idea where your girl is? Think she’ll kill again?”

      “Shut up, Davis,” she snapped.

      “Jeeez,” he said, hands up. “What I say?”

      Rolling her eyes, she refocused her fury on the TV.

      “Any charmed item imbued with more than Level 4 magic is quite detrimental to a mundane’s well-being,” the sorcerer droned. “Anyone caught selling such items to mundanes will be apprehended by the werecats or bounty hunters and brought before the Collective for judgment. These items are banned for a reason. Reporting information about mundanes using these banned goods that leads to an arrest will earn the Good Samaritan two thousand dollars.

      “To those naysayers who believe these reckless mundanes will learn their lesson when they use magic beyond their means, may we remind you that regardless of their lack of magic, it was humans who were able to slay the few ancient beasts who wound up on Earth due to the Glitch. History books, as young as they are, written by the first generation of marooned fae tell grand stories of dragons, griffins, and chimeras from the fae home world. They spoke of how these great beasts ruled the land and skies. Though they were mighty, they were few on Earth. And those few were slain by humans who used the ancients’ own magic against them.”

      Davis grumbled something under his breath.

      “Those dark times are behind us now. We have reached a unity among fae and mundanes,” the sorcerer said, awkwardly gesturing to the logo behind him as his disingenuous smile twitched. Powerful, emotion-provoking orators, sorcerers were not. “Instead of fae fearing what mundanes could do to us, we have built a society where we can live together as one people, magic-touched or not. Because we care deeply about the well-being of our mundane neighbors, it’s up to all of you to help us keep everyone out of harm’s way. We understand that emotions are running high, and we understand your frustrations. We hear them. We are listening. We will do better … together.”

      The screen abruptly went black, and white text scrolled across it with the phone number to use to call in reports about humans wielding charmed weapons, as well as a large reminder of the amount of the cash reward. The flashing red “$2,000” made it feel like an infomercial.

      Kayda honestly couldn’t tell if the Collective meant to protect humans and had expressed it in a very backhanded way, or if they were truly trying to incite violence against humans. Depending on who you talked to, “mundanes” was a slur. The fact that the Collective used it might have been their precise way of speaking, or it could have been a way to stir up more unrest.

      She didn’t know about what was whispered among the other fae, but Kayda knew there was a subset of draken who resented humans because of the history on Earth. In school, everyone learned how the humans had managed to kill off the larger fae, armed with charmed weapons and their unflinching egotistical fervor to hunt the foreign beasts into extinction. Dragons had a choice back then: shift into their human form to hide among the bloodthirsty population of humans who vastly outnumbered them, or remain in dragon form and destroy the humans who might hold the key to getting them back home. Most chose to shift, to blend into the population until things grew steadier. The longer the shifted dragons stayed in human form, the more they lost their ability to shift at all, though they retained their heightened senses, speed, and strength. Shifted dragons mating with others of their kind, and some mating with humans, created offspring that gave rise to the draken. Heightened abilities were passed on, but the ability to shift was not. More and more draken were born with weaker abilities every generation. Some in the community shunned anyone who diluted their powers by being with a human—which was part of the reason why, Kayda guessed, Boris hadn’t made the move on Julianne yet. If he had a family that was against it, he might pine away forever.

      “So … Kay,” Davis said, smiling broadly. “Where’d Harlow get that sword anyway?”

      He was trying to sound casual, but he was clearly fishing for information.

      “She have, like, a stash or something? Think she might be loaning some of that stuff out to people?”

      Clearly, the buffoon had no idea that “Harlow Fletcher” and “Fletch,” the semi-infamous charm collector, were one and the same.

      She rounded on him. “You want me to rat out my best friend and anyone she might know to … you?”

      Davis’s expression lit up. He looked right and left, finding a couple of their coworkers eyeing them. He took a step closer and lowered his voice. Conspiratorially, he said, “We’re totes on the same page, Kay! We could split the cash. You down?”

      She stalked out of the room.
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      The following morning, Kayda had a plan in place and Harlow’s note in her pocket. As she walked up Tabbert Road, the area swarmed with tourists, shoppers, and hungry folks hoping to find a place without an hour-long wait, Kayda adjusted the mental dials on her hearing. For a human, the cacophony of downtown Luma could be so loud, it was hard to hear one’s own thoughts. Harlow had said as much on several occasions. But Kayda could reduce it all to background noise—a soft, persistent hum. What she looked for now among the ever-present din was if anyone was following her. Was anyone matching her footsteps? Stopping when she did? Quickly darting out of view when she glanced back?

      She’d purposefully not done much snooping when Harlow was a fugitive in Luma. Harlow was paranoid at the best of times, but Kayda guessed Harlow’s years of being suspicious of everyone had served her well once she actually had reason to be paranoid. Anyone who knew Harlow would know she and Kayda were close—that Kayda was one of Harlow’s few contacts outside of her client list.

      But so far, Kayda had only uncovered two people who had been keeping tabs on her. One happened to be the partner of the werecat guard Harlow had been accused of murdering. His name was O’Neill, Kayda thought. The deep slash across one eye—the iris a milky white—was possibly courtesy of the sword, if O’Neill been in the vicinity when his partner was killed. O’Neill had had rage pouring off him like a fog, but he’d never approached Kayda. She figured her size had played the biggest role in that. O’Neill might have had shifter magic on his side, but Kayda was over seven feet of muscle and walked like she knew it. If Harlow had been best friends with a smaller woman, that woman probably wouldn’t have fared as well.

      Kayda hadn’t seen O’Neill in a while. Instead, on occasion, Kayda would spot a young female werecat guard loitering suspiciously at the casino, or trailing far behind Kayda on her way to or from work. Kayda wasn’t sure if the lackluster surveillance would increase or die down completely now that Harlow had fled Luma. Of course, it was possible the Collective didn’t know she was gone yet.

      Hopefully Kayda’s outing now didn’t tip anyone off, but so far, she hadn’t noticed anyone tailing her.

      As she pushed open the door to Jo’s Apothecary, a pair of goblin kids raced out, each with what she presumed to be a mood-brightening lollipop, given the giggles that erupted from them after every lick of the bright red candy. The floors creaked under Kayda’s boots. A trio of human women regarded Kayda’s head-to-toe black ensemble warily. Kayda usually had two modes: sexy vixen or SWAT team. Today was a SWAT team kind of day: black long-sleeve shirt tucked into black cargo pants held up by a black belt, and black combat boots. She’d massaged gel into her short white hair to make it look extra spiky. She flashed a toothy smile at the ladies as she went past, and heard two of them audibly gulp, while the third dropped the bar of homemade soap she’d been holding. It hit her shoe, slid across the floor, and came to rest under a display case. The women scurried after it, clearly happy for any excuse to get away from the giant scary lady.

      Kayda had an extra bounce to her step as she made her way to the counter. Maybe today wouldn’t be so bad.

      Behind the counter was a colorful arrangement of “freshly bewitched candies!” according to the sign. Lollipops, cellophane-wrapped caramels, vibrant pieces of rock candy affixed to sticks, and various sweets shaped like animals and insects that had been crafted out of thin lines of honey. Her grandmother used to love the candy insects, often asking Kayda for a bag of honey butterflies. They were one of the few things that had eased the near-constant ache in her grandmother’s throat. She’d place one of those candy butterflies on her tongue and sigh contentedly as the honey and gentle magic melted, easing the pain—at least for a little while.

      A man stood behind the counter with his back to Kayda, fussing with the candy display. When five full seconds went by without him turning around, Kayda rapped her knuckles on the wood. The man turned. He frowned. Kayda did, too.

      Erik seemed to sense that Harlow and Jo had a special connection, so he tolerated Harlow. Kayda had always harbored a sneaking suspicion that Erik didn’t feel a shred of respect for Kayda herself, but couldn’t prove it since he was usually pleasant enough in Harlow’s presence.

      “Your awful human friend hasn’t been in since days before her murderous rampage,” he said, arms crossed. “You better believe I told the cops that.”

      Kayda stifled a sigh. “Hello to you, too, Erik.”

      He curled his lip, as though offended that his name crossed her lips. “What do you want? You always come in with her and she’s obviously not here.”

      For all Erik knew, this could be Kayda’s favorite shop and she spent hours here specifically on days Erik didn’t work—for Erik was an odious toad.

      He was right, though. Kayda never came here without Harlow.

      “Where’s Jo?” Kayda asked.

      “Right here, dear.”

      Kayda turned to find the fifty-year-old dark-skinned witch behind her. Jo was a good two feet shorter than Kayda, and was as outwardly soft as Kayda was hard, but Josephine Beliu was not a witch to trifle with.

      “Hi, Jo,” Kayda said, in a tone much gentler than the one she’d used with Erik. “Can we talk for a few minutes?”

      Jo’s sharp gaze roamed Kayda’s face, then dropped to the pocket that Kayda currently had a hand stuffed inside, knuckles brushing against Harlow’s note. “Of course. Follow me.”

      Erik muttered something under his breath, but Kayda didn’t even offer him a backward glance.

      As Jo had always done with Harlow when the two swapped information in exchange for the unique charmed items Harlow picked up on her raids, Jo led Kayda to the back of the shop, and then through a storage room door. As Kayda followed after Jo, the lock on the door snicked into place. Kayda didn’t know if Jo always kept the room locked to keep out nosy customers, or because not even Erik was granted access. Kayda hoped it was the latter.

      They passed rows of boxes lining the hallway and stepped into a more open area. Kayda hated it back here; it was too cramped. One false move and she’d send half a dozen boxes to the ground. The area they stood in now thankfully had a slightly higher ceiling, so Kayda didn’t have to stoop as she did while walking down the hallway. The cloying, musty scent of dust and old cardboard made the claustrophobia a tick worse, but Kayda wouldn’t be here long.

      “You’re even twitchier in here without Harlow’s energy to calm you down,” Jo said, head cocked slightly as she eyed Kayda. She reached out with both hands, got up on her tiptoes, and placed her palms on either of Kayda’s shoulders. She applied gentle pressure. “Get these things away from your ears.”

      Kayda gusted a sigh and rolled her shoulders a couple of times.

      “There we go,” Jo said, then held out her hand. Gold rings decorated every finger. “Now, what did you bring me?”

      Kayda took the note out of her pocket and handed it over. She waited for Jo to read it before speaking. “Is there any way to do a locator spell or something off that? It’s her handwriting. She touched the paper. Can you tap into her essence or whatever?”

      Jo hmmed. “Possibly.” She headed for her messy desk. She rummaged in drawers and boxes until she found a paper map. She spread it out on the uneven surface of the desk. Small wooden boxes, glass vials, bundles of dried herbs, and a few talismans created peaks and valleys from below the well-worn map.

      Kayda tucked her arms behind her back, willing her neck to stay loose while she waited. The sound of Jo’s lilting spellwork relaxed her, like the soothing tones of a lullaby sung in a foreign tongue. Kayda’s dragon ancestors had blessed her with many things, but magic-craft wasn’t among her gifts. Harlow knew more about magic than Kayda did; she needed to for her work. Clients liked buying things from a woman who knew what she was selling. Kayda currently felt utterly helpless here, which was not an emotion she had much experience with, nor did she like it. Harlow was the closest thing to family Kayda had left, and now with her gone, Kayda felt adrift.

      How annoying.

      She wanted to punch something.

      Jo glanced at her over her shoulder. “Why don’t you go ask Erik for some mood-boosting candy, hmm? You’re making my magic glitch with all that high-strung energy of yours.”

      “Erik hates me,” Kayda said.

      “Oh, he doesn’t hate anyone,” Jo said. “He’s … going through a lot. He’s figuring out who he is and lashes out accordingly. His personality is all rough edges with people he doesn’t know.”

      Kayda didn’t care. Erik was a jerk, end of story. She blew out a long, deep breath, rolled her head from side to side, and shook out her arms, trying to expel all her “high-strung energy.” She’d tried a meditation DVD once—Luma’s tech could be so behind the times when compared to the mundane world beyond the veils—and the soft-voiced woman talking Kayda through the breathing exercises had annoyed her so much, she’d thrown the remote at the screen and broken the TV. She hadn’t tried meditation since, but she’d do what she could now if it meant she didn’t have to interact with Erik.

      Ten minutes later, Jo let out an “I got her!”

      Kayda crossed to Jo in two quick strides and peered down at the lumpy map. At first, Kayda didn’t see anything but the West Coast of the United States snaked through with rivers and highways, and dotted with trees and a few circles marking the locations of hubs. This was no mundane map. Luma was drawn in the middle of California, the vampire hub of Tercla below it. To the north was the hub of Kensey in Washington, and Pinebough in Oregon. As Kayda’s eyes started to drift toward the east, Jo pointed a dark finger back toward California.

      And then Kayda saw it: a small black dot inching its way north out of the state. “That’s them?”

      “Yep,” Jo said with a nod. “If you’d like, I can keep this going here, and I’ll give you a call if the dot stops for any length of time. I can’t say how long I’ll be able to track her, as the energy of her on the paper will fade eventually. It doesn’t require much magic on my end to keep the locator spell going, so it’s no trouble.”

      “That would be great. Thanks, Jo.”

      “Not a problem.”

      Kayda helped Jo move a few cardboard boxes to clear a patch of wall so the map could be taped onto it. Once the map was in place, the two women stepped back and watched the slowly moving dot for a few seconds, arms crossed.

      “Did you know she knew Caspian Blackthorn?” Kayda asked.

      “That rumor is true, then? Two fugitives on the run together …”

      “Three, if you count the sword,” Kayda said.

      “I’m sure she’s fine, dear,” Jo said. “Harlow is resourceful. And I’m sure you’ll hear from her once it’s safe.”

      Kayda feared that time would never come.

      After exchanging phone numbers with Jo and thanking her one last time, Kayda let herself out of the claustrophobic office and made her way to the exit. Suddenly changing her mind, she strolled to the counter instead. She waited while Erik laughed good-naturedly with a customer. When it was Kayda’s turn, the smile slipped right off Erik’s dumb mug.

      “What do you want now?” he asked.

      “Jo said I can have a happy-making lollipop. I’ll take a grape one.”

      Erik pursed his thin lips. “Lady Josephine doesn’t see you and Harlow for the criminals and thugs you are. She needs to be protected. She’s too nice to see what’s right in front of her face.”

      Kayda fought an eye roll. “Lady Josephine is a grown woman. She’s smart and can make her own decisions about who she spends time with. She doesn’t need you butting in.” She held out a hand, opening and closing it twice. “Grape.”

      Erik turned a shade of red even darker than the cherry candies behind him. He plucked a purple lollipop from the display and then whirled back to dramatically slap it into her palm.

      Kayda yanked the cellophane wrapper off and popped the sweet into her mouth. She grinned around it at Erik, crumpled the wrapper, and dropped it on the counter. Words a bit impeded by the candy, she said, “I’d wish you a nice day, but I wouldn’t mean it.”

      With that, she headed for the door.

      “You’ve proven my point!” Erik called out. “Delinquent!”

      Kayda didn’t care. The mood-boosting sweet had kicked in, and the sound of her own laughter drowned out whatever Erik groused about next. Kayda happily moseyed out into the sunshine.
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      I peeled my eyes open and stared up at the stark-white, unfamiliar ceiling. Yawning, I scrubbed a hand across my face. Something flaked off my chin, and I had a sneaking suspicion I had been drooling. Groggily, I propped myself up on my elbows and I tried to get oriented. I’d slept hard. I widely opened and closed my eyes a couple of times, attempting to make my eyelids feel less leaden.

      The bed I was in was huge and covered in fluffy white pillows and a heavenly comforter that felt crafted from clouds. I noted that I wore jeans and a T-shirt, and I was on top of said heavenly comforter, rather than underneath it. I had taken my boots off, though, so at least I wasn’t a total heathen.

      Directly ahead of me stood a massive armoire with a flat-screen TV perched atop it on triangle-shaped legs. The screen was dark. Beside that was a pair of doors, one of which stood open. A living room lay beyond it. Details of where I was started to solidify as the last dregs of sleep ebbed away. I remembered that on the other side of the living room was a second bedroom. I didn’t sense any movement in the suite. I supposed Caspian could be asleep, though I didn’t even know what time it was. Even still, sorcerers didn’t usually sleep in. It wasn’t efficient to while away the hours in bed when one could seize the day or whatever other nonsense responsible adults said.

      I glanced to my left, where soft sunlight cascaded onto a round, wooden table. Windows flanked three sides of the seating alcove, the windowsills lined with plush bench seats. The soft white curtains were pulled open and tied into place on elegant hooks protruding from the walls in three places. Outside, sunlight glittered on the surface of a lake.

      I got to my feet and padded across the soft beige carpet toward the door leading into the living room. Caspian sat on one of the four love seats, a leather-bound book in his lap. He glanced up as I stepped inside and offered me a slight nod.

      I scanned the room for the sword, finding its preferred duffel bag lying on a table identical to the one in my room. The bag was unzipped, and sunlight bathed the blade’s shiny steel surface. Was it dozing in the sun like a house cat?

      “How’d you sleep?” Caspian asked, pulling my attention away from the sword.

      “Like the dead,” I said, rubbing the heel of my palm against an eye. I flopped into the love seat across from him and pulled my bare feet onto the cushion. “How long was I out?”

      Caspian checked his watch. “Fourteen hours.”

      “Dang.” I yawned again, stretching both arms above my head. My back gave a few muted pops in response. “Guess I was more tired than I thought.”

      “I practically had to carry you in here like a sack of potatoes last night.” There was almost a hint of a smile as he said it.

      His gaze quickly shifted down to his book again, as if he worried the words would be offended that he was no longer paying attention to them. I let him return to his reading, settling further into the chair and gazing out the nearest window. We were on the third floor, so most of what I could see from this vantage were the tops of the pine trees.

      It had been two days since Caspian, the sword, and I fled Luma. Washington was our tentative destination, but we were moving slowly for now. If a message popped up on my pocket mirror that the bounty hunters were after Kayda, Grayson, or Jo for their close association with me, I’d hightail it back to Luma, even if I had to hitchhike to do it. I knew Caspian would drop everything to go back if we got word from Welsh that things had gone sideways back home. Or if one of Caspian’s courier birds showed up with an urgent message. We’d gotten out of California as fast as we could but we were going to linger in Oregon for several days—just in case.

      Things had been quiet on the home front save for the occasional “How’s it going?” text from Felix—which I ignored. The whole Felix situation was … messy. So I avoided it. Healthy, I know.

      Caspian and I had stayed in a dinky motel off the highway the first night in Oregon. It had taken almost eight hours to get there, and we’d both been cranky by the time we arrived. While I hadn’t complained about the sketchy accommodations—I wasn’t paying for them, after all—Caspian’s constant air of distaste about the state of the room had been hard to ignore. The sheets were too scratchy, the water in the very stained shower was too cold, the spider on his pillow was too large. Granted, I’d been dismayed about the spider, too, and had screamed so loudly that the sword had zipped across the room and skewered the poor spider to the pillow, slicing right through it and a couple of inches into the mattress.

      We’d fled in the wee hours of the morning, Caspian leaving a hefty cash tip on the nightstand so we wouldn’t have to answer any potential questions posed by the motel staff. Surely weirder shit than “overprotective murder sword antics” had happened in that place.

      When he’d told me where we’d be staying the following night, I’d discreetly checked out the website on my phone while he drove. I’d balked at the price tag but had to remind myself that Caspian was rich and was used to living a life that reflected that. He wasn’t flashy—because sorcerer—but he also liked nice things.

      I believed Caspian when he said he was happy to foot the bill for this excursion, but I still felt bad about it. We both agreed that using either of my accounts—the Harlow one, or the one for my alias, Deanna Kyle—would leave a digital trail of breadcrumbs the Collective would be able to follow. They’d tracked my telepad movements last month while I’d been moonlighting as Deanna. The account had to be compromised by now. Caspian, bless his equally paranoid heart, had multiple aliases. For this trip, he was using one he’d been holding onto for emergencies. It was safer this way.

      Once we were back in Luma, though, I’d pay him back. If he refused it, I’d hide cash all over his mansion so he’d find partial payments until the end of time.

      When we’d arrived in Eugene last night, I’d been so exhausted, I no longer felt a shred of guilt about him paying for several nights in this giant suite. I’d fallen on the bed in all my clothes and passed out. Everything had finally caught up with me.

      The stress of the past month had forced me to survive on adrenaline. Plus, I wasn’t sure how much I’d healed from the sword’s magic pouring into me. One day soon, I knew I’d be haunted by nightmares fueled by the reality that I’d killed vampires and draken alike. Several of them. First at the Steel Drum Bar & Grill in Fresno, and then later outside the veiled storage container where the stolen fae girls had been kept. Most of it had been the sword’s doing, but I’d been holding it while it tore into flesh. Blood and gore had covered my skin just as much as they’d coated the sword’s blade.

      Would I have to pay for that eventually, in a legal sense? Murder was murder, even if the victims deserved it. The monsters the sword and I had cut down had been responsible for trafficking drugs and young girls. After the carnage, we’d rescued the girls—most of them, anyway. That fact had to work in my favor. Yet, it felt like another reason—to add to the long list of reasons—why the Collective wanted me strapped down in one of their interrogation rooms, truth serum dumped down my throat.

      Stan’s voice echoed in my head. “My girls and I will leave, you walk out of here and never return, and I won’t let the Collective know where you are. If you think you’re safe from them in the mundane world, you’re quite mistaken.”

      A vampire’s words could never be accepted at face value, and I didn’t believe that he’d had a direct line to the Collective. Stan had gotten his information from someone inside Luma; he’d had to in order to keep his enterprise going. Stan provided Bliss to his contact in Luma, and in exchange, fae girls had been shuttled into the mundane world and Stan’s necrotic clutches.

      Yet, the possibility that there had been truth in what he said nagged at me: that even outside Luma, I wasn’t protected from the Collective.

      Last night, though, the sight of mundane security monitoring the lobby, the comforting, clean scent of the fresh flowers in vases in the hallway, and the peace and quiet of the room had overridden every anxiety. And I’d slept. The best sleep I’d had in ages.

      I didn’t know Caspian Blackthorn that well and knew the sentient sword with an anger management problem not that much better. But at this moment, I felt safe with them. Safe enough to sleep for fourteen hours and wake naturally. I watched Caspian, a slight crease to his brow as he read. It was probably some overly detailed manual about rune construction that would put most people to sleep. He was, at most, five years older than me, but he had the air of an old professor sometimes—okay, most of the time.

      “Thank you,” I said before I realized I was going to say it.

      Caspian looked up from his book. “For what?”

      I shrugged. “Everything.”

      He smiled softly. “You’re welcome.” After a beat, he asked, “Are you … hungry? The restaurant downstairs has a creperie.”

      “Starved.”

      He closed his book. “Ready to go in ten?”

      I climbed off the chair. “Make it twenty,” I said, suspecting there was still dried drool on my chin. It was very possibly in my hair, too. I hadn’t had the energy to put my sleep cap on last night, so it would take a few minutes to get the mass of curls under control.

      “Are you okay to stay in here by yourself, cutlass?” I heard Caspian ask as I stepped into my room.

      Tap.

      “Good. Promise not to murder any of the housekeeping staff if they happen to come in. They might refresh the towels and bedding.”

      Tap … tap.

      The sword’s equivalent to a maybe. Ugh. I begged the sword not to ruin this outing of fancy crepes with the discovery of dead maids.

      It struck me then how casual that last exchange had been.

      My life had gotten very strange.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      By night three in the fancy hotel, I’d developed cabin fever. Caspian spent most of his days poring over his books, taking notes in his efficient handwriting on the crisp white pages of his notebook. He had uprooted his life to go on this side quest with me—and was funding most of it—so I hadn’t wanted to disturb him. This was the kind of boring stuff he liked to do: studying ad nauseam even when he was long out of school. I figured he was learning as many new spells as he could in preparation for … who knew what.

      I had promised the sword early on that I would figure out where it had come from. It had woken up, for lack of a better term, when I’d stolen it out of Haskins’s basement. It couldn’t remember where it had come from. This was the problem with sentience—once you possessed rational thought, you inevitably had an existential crisis. The runes that had been etched along the sword’s fuller had granted it a consciousness no inanimate object should have.

      But it had memories, it seemed. It had a kind of amnesia and was working its way back to its origins.

      The sword had saved my life on numerous occasions now, and I wanted to do this for it. It wasn’t just a sense of obligation, though. I was doing this for myself, too. I harbored no suspicions that the sword would turn on me—it was loyal that way. Yet, it clearly had its own agenda. When that agenda ran counter to mine, it did whatever suited its purposes and I was left to deal with the consequences.

      The murder of Oliver Randal by the sword had been the event that turned me into a fugitive. And while investigating Randal’s murder had uncovered the trafficking scheme operating out of the Ghost Lily, I still had no idea why the sword had killed Randal in the first place. When Randal had grabbed hold of the sword’s hilt during the auction that resulted in Haskins buying the sword, information had passed from Randal to the sword. Information that had upset the sword so much, it had taken off on its own to kill Randal.

      I needed to figure out what those memories were, and what the sword’s ultimate agenda was. If I didn’t, I’d continue to be blindsided by its often-violent decisions. By association, I’d be the one arrested or exiled. Or, as was the case now, on the run with no clue if getting any semblance of my old life back was possible. And now Caspian was caught up in this mess with me.

      We needed to find what the sword wanted in order to have any hope of being free of it.

      My chest twinged at the idea. I’d grown so fond of the diabolical thing. I didn’t want it gone, not really. I wanted to trust it not to murder people who had wronged it. It really put a damper on things.

      So, for now, the tentative plan was to slowly make our way to Washington. A sunken pirate ship had been found off the coast there a year ago, and what few clues we had so far pointed to the sword having been on it. No one was sure where the ship and the majority of its cargo had ended up after it had been pulled from its watery grave. My best guess was Kensey, the state’s magic hub. The current sticking point was that we didn’t know if our Collective had issued warnings to the other hubs about us. We could be fugitives across the nation—across the world. If either of us passed through Kensey’s veil, even if we were glamoured, it could potentially set off silent alarm bells. Or very loud ones. Or ones accompanied by poisoned darts.

      I’d never been in a hub other than Luma’s, and while Caspian had been to a few of them, he’d never been to Kensey.

      Too much was unknown.

      I knew taking our time was probably wise, but right now? Right now I was bored out of my skull. I’d watched TV for three straight days while Caspian read, and the sword spent most of its time in power-down mode, lying in the duffel bag as if it were just a mundane sword. We hardly left the room other than to eat, and half the time, Caspian preferred room service. I’d gotten so desperate yesterday that I’d gone down to the hotel gym and ran for five miles on the treadmill. Now I was sore on top of everything else.

      I paced along the length of the living room now, toward the door to Caspian’s room, before doing an about-face and walking back the other way. Maybe moving would get rid of the jitters. Not to mention loosening up my stiff quads.

      After three round trips, Caspian let out a huff of air. “What are you doing?”

      “Pacing,” I said. “Obviously.”

      “Yes, but why?”

      “Aren’t you dreadfully bored? We’ve been in this suite for three days.”

      “We agreed we needed to lie low for a while, didn’t we?”

      “Well, yes. But this is too low. This is hibernating-bear low. Wanna go sightseeing or something? Or go get dessert somewhere?”

      Caspian eyed the book in his lap, then the window nearest his chair. The world beyond the glass was dark. “Perhaps we can sightsee in the morning—you know, when it’s daylight and we can see the sights. Why don’t you find a movie?”

      I slunk into the love seat across from him. “I can’t watch anything else. I don’t think there’s anything left. I’ve watched all there is to watch, Caspian. All of it.”

      “You could … read,” he ventured, and the suggestion somehow sounded sensual. As if reading were akin to a striptease. Hell, maybe that was what got Caspian’s rocks off: watching a lady read. Sounded like being studious was what had lit his fire for his ex.

      I wasn’t opposed to curling up with a good book, but it would still mean sitting in this damned suite. Silently.

      Popping out of my chair, I crossed the room and resumed my pacing.

      A muted thud sounded and I knew Caspian had clapped his book shut. On my trip back across the room, I glanced over to find him studying me. He had an elbow propped up on the armrest and his chin on his fist.

      “Is this boredom or something else?” he finally asked.

      I hit the end of the living room, turned on my heel, and paced back the other way. As I walked, I told him my concerns about Kensey—which wasn’t a new topic for us, but one that had been discussed only in passing. Once the floodgates had opened, I couldn’t seem to shut them off.

      The sword emerged from the duffel bag sometime during my rambling session, perhaps stirred from sleep at the mention of itself. It hovered in the inverted position near the love seat I’d vacated earlier. I could see it in my peripheral vision, its blade following my progress across the room and back.

      When I finally ran out of words, Caspian said, “This is related to what I’ve been studying, actually.”

      Legs warm and tired, I crossed back to the love seats and dropped into the one next to him. “Yeah?”

      “Yeah.” He perked up, grabbing the book off the side table between our chairs. Flipping to the page marked by his notebook, he said, “Getting through the Kensey veil, as you’ve said, runs quite a few risks. Glamours don’t hold up to veil magic. Welsh is one of the best glamourers in Luma, if not beyond. I’m not being hyperbolic. His skill is … exceptional. He’s experimented with some of his strongest glamours to see if they’ll hold up against the veil’s magic. None of them do. Which is a comfort, honestly. If veil magic was easy to trick, a vampire with the right glamours could get in, for example. It would be chaos.”

      I nodded. “What are you looking up, then? Tricking the veil can’t be it …”

      “No, but there are ways to test the strength of sections of a veil,” he said.

      An image of a metal obelisk covered in runes popped into my head. Veil magic ran between obelisks that circled each hub city—like fence posts.

      “Veil maintenance is one of the key things the Collective is in charge of. There are hundreds of potential steps and troubleshooting techniques that go into maintaining the integrity of the veil,” Caspian continued in his flat teacher voice. I knew this was a topic that greatly interested him, given how he leaned toward me in his chair, but his monotone belied that. “Certain areas of the veil—based on how much activity the spot might get due to everything from an approved tourist entrance to an area that is often crossed by animals—have different porosity levels. In Alaska, where my parents are, there are quite a few spots that are frequented by caribou in the winter months. My parents were part of the Collective team that had to restructure a section of the veil to accommodate their migration to keep the Collective’s breach alarms from frequently pinging—and eventually failing—during key months. They even—”

      I gave my head a light shake.

      Lips pursed, Caspian sat back a fraction. “You have that same glazed-eye look that Welsh gets. Do I bore you?”

      “I wouldn’t say bore. You just tend to get … uhh … very wordy about things that aren’t … interesting?” I said, wincing.

      To my relief, Caspian chuckled. Welsh entirely lacked tact, so I was sure Caspian had heard much worse from him.

      “Anyway,” Caspian said, clearing his throat, “what I’m trying to say is that if we find a weak part of the veil, I might be able to manipulate the magic enough that we could slip through. It wouldn’t be tricking the magic of the veil so much as creating a blind spot. The veil won’t register we passed through because it won’t know.”

      “Oh …” I said, nodding. “Is that easy to do?”

      “Easy? No. And we don’t know enough about Kensey to know where the weak spots are. If we got hold of an accurate map of the city, I could make some educated guesses, but even then, it would take a lot of trial and error. I would need to test parts of the veil from afar—like throwing pebbles at an electrified fence—and chart the data. It could take weeks, in all likelihood.”

      I deflated. The sword hummed softly across from us, which I took to mean it shared in my disappointment.

      After a beat, Caspian asked, “Do you think it’s possible your bounty hunter would have information about the layout of Kensey?”

      I cocked a brow at him. “My” bounty hunter? Caspian wasn’t the type to use anything other than proper names. He addressed the sword as “cutlass,” because “sword” was too general. He knew “my” bounty hunter’s name.

      “Yeah, Felix might know someone there,” I said. “He said he’s got a few contacts in other hubs. Bounty hunters keep in contact across them—they’re like jurisdictions—since it’s easy enough for a criminal to jump in a telepad and end up on the other side of the country in a blink if they stayed enough steps ahead of the bounty hunters on their tail.” I worried at the inside of my cheek. “Are you sure you’re okay with me telling him we want to get into Kensey? The fewer people who know what we’re up to, the better, right? You’ve said that roughly four million times now.”

      “You trust him, don’t you?” he asked, ignoring my dramatic statement that I’d used solely to ruffle his drab feathers.

      “Mostly,” I muttered.

      Caspian studied me, his expression unreadable. “Concerned he’ll make more decisions in your best interest without consulting you first?”

      I sighed. “Something like that. But I guess it’s not a terrible idea. We’re flying blind. We’ll need the help. Plus, he’s probably already guessed that Kensey is a possibility.”

      Oregon’s hub was in the southeast of the state and well out of our northward path, so we hadn’t considered paying that one a visit.

      “Give him a call,” Caspian said.

      My excess energy had been spent from all the walking and talking, but the idea of calling Felix wore me out even more. I slipped off the love seat without a word and headed for my room where I’d left my cell phone in the front pouch of my backpack.

      I was almost over the threshold when I heard a tap from the sword.

      When I turned back, Caspian had returned to his book and the sword was drifting back to the duffel bag.

      What had Caspian asked the sword? And why had he asked in a tone so soft I couldn’t hear it?
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      Felix answered the phone so quickly, I hadn’t heard it ring. “Hey! You all right?”

      “Yeah …” I said slowly, climbing onto one of the window bench seats and sitting cross-legged.

      “It’s just that I’ve checked up on you a bunch since you left and you haven’t really replied. I started to worry.”

      I sighed. “Sorry. I’m fine.”

      “How is Caspian?”

      I knew Felix well enough to know that was his jealous tone and I wasn’t going there. “He’s fine. I’m fine. The sword’s fine. Are you?”

      “Shit’s a little hectic here,” he said.

      “I gathered that. The pocket mirror goes off several times a night lately.”

      He chuckled darkly. “I almost forgot you still had one of those.”

      “What code is 00?” I asked. “They use all the same ones from when I was training, but 00 is new. Seen it come up at least twice in the last few days.”

      “Can’t tell you.”

      I grunted. “Stupid Soul NDA.”

      “Deever’s been on me like a tick. Most by-the-book nosy-ass partner I’ve ever had. I’m also twenty years younger than him and better at the job, which pisses him right the hell off. Once he figured out you and I have a history, he’s been keeping tabs on me like he expects me to fuck up.”

      I chewed my bottom lip. “Does talking to me right now qualify as fucking up?”

      “Oh, Low …” he said softly, using my old nickname.

      I closed my eyes, my chest constricting at the familiar sound. Bittersweet had never been such an accurate word to me before.

      Felix was walking a dangerous line. He’d said himself that he was in the viper’s den to better cut off their heads, but what if they cut off his first? The more he knew, the more danger he was in.

      In that same gentle tone, he said, “I’m fully aware of the risks I’m taking. If I didn’t want to be involved, I’d tell you.”

      Of course he’d be able to read my silent hesitations.

      “If I get in too deep, or if Deever gets too close to figuring anything out, I’ll back off. I promise.”

      “I don’t want you to get in trouble because of me.”

      “I know,” he said. “Talk to me.”

      So I told him all the same things I’d told Caspian, including our desire to get into Kensey.

      “Getting you a map is no problem. We have access to a database of all the hubs—population numbers broken down by species, suspicious crimes, city layouts. It helps to know as much as possible in case a perp ’ports to another city.”

      “Have you been to Kensey?” I asked.

      “Quite a bit,” he said. “Mostly for the job, but there was a bounty hunter conference there last year. It was a first-time thing—probably a last-time thing, too. The Collective thought it might be good for organizational unity.”

      “So a bunch of hunters got very drunk and sloppy because they had a weekend off on the Collective’s dime ...”

      Felix laughed. “My hangover was so bad I swear I went blind in one eye for twenty-four hours.”

      Smiling, I asked, “Any chance you made any lasting friendships there during your nights of debauchery?”

      “There’s a couple I can call, yeah. They might have some better ideas on how to tackle this than I do. Roscoe and Fiona are both possibilities. I’ll touch base, and if they can help you out, they’ll call you directly,” he said. “I trust both of them. Fiona saved my life once and I’ve saved Roscoe’s at least twice. Just keep me in the loop.”

      “Thanks, Felix.”

      “You bet.” He started to say something, then sighed. “Tell Caspian hi for me.”

      He disconnected the call before I could reply.

      As I was getting out of the shower ten minutes later, my phone lying on the counter beeped. Felix had sent a picture attachment of Kensey’s map, along with a text.

      
        
          
            
              
        Felix

      

      
        Hub maps are updated in the system every month. This is the most accurate one we’ve got in the system from two weeks ago.

      

      

      

      

      

      I got dressed in my pajamas like the homebody I was and padded across the suite. Hoping Caspian knew what to do with this information, I interrupted his reading once again by standing in front of his chair and then handing him my phone once he looked up. I couldn’t say I was excited about a plan that amounted to “Caspian tests a lot of crap while Harlow tries not to die of boredom,” but it was currently the only solid plan we had.

      I said, “Let’s get that practical, calculating sorcerer brain of yours going.”

      He took the phone and smiled softly up at me. “I thought it was a chaotically evil brain.”

      I waved that away. “That was back when you lived in my head as a supervillain. You’re real now. And you’re just … neutral.”

      “You sound disappointed.”

      “I was expecting a middle-aged eccentric madman and I got a very normal thirty-something guy who wears tweed.”

      Caspian glanced down at his plain black T-shirt and jeans. I wasn’t sure if he owned tweed. “And what are you, then?”

      “Me?” I sat in the chair across from him. “I’m neutral good. I break the law when it’s for a good reason.”

      Caspian snorted. The sword sailed over so it could tap twice on the end table next to me.

      “What?” I asked, a touch indignant.

      “If you were truly neutral, you would have liberated all those charmed items and then given them to your so-called clients,” Caspian said, holding my phone but scrutinizing me. “Or you would have found a way to procure said items without committing home invasion. You were doing an arguably good thing by selling them to those missing a piece of their homeland, but you didn’t do it altruistically. You did it, at least in part, to fill your bank account.”

      Tap, the sword said.

      I glared at it. It was supposed to be on my side.

      “Why did you take the cutlass?” Caspian asked.

      I stared at the sword, the iridescent scales on the hilt glittering. My cheeks heated. “Because it was pretty.”

      Tap.

      I rolled my eyes. “Of course you agree with that.”

      The sword hummed.

      “And you took it even when you knew it was possibly a dragon cutlass?”

      Sighing, I turned back to Caspian. “Yes.”

      He nodded once. “You might be aligned with good, but you’re just as chaotic as Welsh.”

      Well, that was rude.

      I glanced at the sword again, floating there all shiny and deadly. Wrinkling my nose, I decided Caspian was probably right.
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        * * *

      

      The following day, we were on the road—me behind the wheel this time. Caspian and I were fighting over the radio. He wanted classical music and I wanted pop. We had access to music, TV shows, and movies in Luma, but we were always a few months behind the mundane world. Radio stations were iffy in the city, so all music had to be purchased and downloaded, or in some cases streamed. Because of some weird licensing issue, music showed up months after it first hit airwaves outside the hubs. Now that we were outside, I could hear music in real time, and not after it had presumably grown stale. I wanted to listen to the biggest hits of the summer during the summer. I did not want to listen to Bach’s Concerto No. 87 or whatever this shit was. Nor did I want to hear Caspian wax poetic about how this or that particular piece was supposed to pull up images of majestic mountains in one’s mind—mostly because his monotone was going to put me to sleep and we’d crash into a ditch.

      My cell phone in the cup holder on the dash blissfully interrupted Caspian’s incredibly mind-numbing history lesson on the Cascade Mountains. I glanced over at my cell long enough to see that the call was an unknown number—which wasn’t that surprising, seeing as the only one currently programmed into it was Felix’s.

      “Oh! Can you answer that and put it on speaker?” I asked him.

      Caspian sputtered to a stop in his monologue and gave his head a shake. I turned down Bach or Tchaikovsky or whoever as Caspian hit accept on the call. He tapped the screen a second time and the faint din of voices filled the car. “Hello,” he said, sounding like a stuffy butler. “May I ask who’s calling?”

      “Uhh …” said the female voice on the other line. “This is Fiona. I’m calling for Harlow?”

      “I’m here!”

      “Oh good. I thought Felix gave me the wrong number. So I hear you’re heading into
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