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Chapter 01
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Magic Forces, black and white,

I reach out to you through space and light

Earth, water, air, and fire

Bring to me the true love that I desire

––––––––
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Instead of a stunning man with black hair and piercing blue eyes, who would be my dream man, there is a loud explosion. The barn begins to shake, and two support beams collapse. I rush outside, right into my grandmother. Well, that’s not the correct word because I ran right through her.

Grandmother Merlinda Arison is dead. She died many years ago but refused to leave the family, so she returned as a ghost. She is the one who taught me to write, cast spells, and brew potions. Well, she tries because I really suck at all three of them. Thank God she’s a very stubborn woman who doesn’t give up on me. Gran is patient but relentless.

“Oh, Leo,” she sighs and waves her hand, making the barn stop shaking and reshaping itself like it never collapsed. Even though she’s a ghost, Gran still does magic. Don’t ask me how because no one has an answer to that question.

“You see, Grandmother, I suck at casting spells. I wrote this one all by myself, and it almost ended in disaster,” I explain.

“Leonardo St. James, don’t you ever talk like that again. You come from a line of powerful witches like me, if I may say so myself.” She always prides herself on her magical skills, and rightly so. Gran is still very powerful, even though she’s a ghost.

She looks at me with so much tenderness that it makes me weak in the knees. “In time, you will learn how to write and cast spells that actually work; I promise,” my grandmother encourages. Before I can react, she continues, “I know that you love to be a private investigator, but can’t you be both? Can’t you be a private investigator and a wizard?” she says, looking intently at me. “I try, grandmother, I really do, but....” “I know I know,” she soothes. “Oh, before I forget, your mother is looking for you,” Gran says matter-of-factly. “Well, I’d better go before she sends the guards,” I grin.

I rush over to the house, and since she doesn’t like running in the house, I walk calmly into the breakfast room, where my mother is already enjoying her coffee. She looks up, and I see she’s a bit irritated, probably because she had to wait a few minutes. “Leonardo, it’s about time. Didn’t Grandmother Merlinda tell you I was looking for you?” my mother sighs dramatically; she’s really excellent at dramatics.

I nod. “Yes, just now, so I came running,” I say while trying to keep a straight face. Then she looks at me in a way only she can pull off, so pained, like the world is coming to an end. And I know what’s coming because she tells me the same story at least three times a week.

“Oh, Leonardo, what is to become of you? Why don’t you focus on being the wizard that you are? It’s your legacy, and well you know it,” she insists. “Mother,” I sigh before I can stop myself. She gives me a look I know all too well. “I’m sorry, Mother, but I love being a private investigator,” I tell her. Even though I give her the same answer every time, she refuses to listen.

“So, are you really going through with it?” my mother asks while carefully sipping her coffee. She wears her platinum blond hair in a French twist, and with her flawless makeup, she is picture-perfect. My mother never leaves her bedroom, which has an adjacent bathroom and a huge walk-in closet, without looking perfect.

You see, my mother, Anna St. James, lives in her own little world. She never reads a newspaper or watches TV. So, she isn’t aware of what’s going on in the ‘real world’ or her surroundings. Still, she always knows what’s going on in the magical world. Like right this moment, she eyes me intently and says, “Darling, if I were you, I would stay far away from Phoenix Armstrong. That wizard has a bad reputation.”

She smiles at seeing my open mouth and shocked expression. “Don’t look so shocked, dear,” she says matter-of-factly, eyeing me innocently with her big blue eyes. “I’m looking shocked because I am. How do you know about my appointment with Phoenix Armstrong? No one is supposed to know,” I reply, and try not to sound indignant because then she lectures me about that. It’s one of the demands Phoenix had insisted on before making the appointment.

“I happen to know Mr. Armstrong will ask you to investigate a murder,” my mother informs me. I open my mouth, but nothing comes out. How can she know? Hell, I don’t even know why Phoenix needs my help. I mean, the man is one of the most powerful wizards of all time, and he called me for help. However, he didn’t tell me why he required my help. So, my mother, knowing Phoenix is going to ask me to investigate a murder, is eerie.

With her platinum blond hair, big blue eyes, and small stature, my mother looks more like an angel than the faery she is. Well, part faery because her father is a faery and her mother a witch. She has inherited her pointed ears from my grandfather, but she hides them perfectly using glamour. Faeries can use glamour to change their appearance.

“Oh, Leonardo, I know that you love to ride a horse. I can buy you a horse so you don’t get bored when you’re done playing private investigator,” she offers. When it comes to my job, my mother never lets me forget how she feels about me being a private investigator. It’s useless to confront her and tell her how I feel because Anna St. James decided long ago that she doesn’t want to be confronted with everyday problems. She lives in her own little world, a world in which everything is alright.

She eyes my father, who has just finished reading his newspaper while drinking coffee. “Reginald, could you talk some sense into your son, please?” my mother demands when my father is about to step outside onto the spacious terrace, coffee cup in hand. He sighs and manages not to roll his eyes; Brownie points for him.

Reginald St. James is actually my stepdad; he adopted me when he married my mother. She told me my biological father had been human, got sick, and died; then, she told me in no uncertain terms never to ask about him again. I assume the issue is just too painful for her, so I never ask about him, even though I’m curious.

As a private investigator, I can search for information on my biological father, but my mother refuses to tell me his name. I even checked my birth certificate and discovered, to my astonishment, that Reginald St. James is registered as my father. And the fact that she blocks every attempt I make to gain information makes me even more determined to know who my actual father is. But I keep searching for information because, if anything, I’m stubborn as fuck, just like Gran.

Although my mother comes from a powerful, magical family, my stepfather does not. You see, his great-great-great-grandfather is the only Mage in his family line. So, Reginald St. James only has a microscopic splash of Mage blood in him; the man can’t even do magic, but he is the best Father a man can wish for. Grandmother Eloise St. James is a human, as is her entire family line; she loves it when I perform magic, such as conjuring twinkling lights out of nowhere and letting them flow over her head. It’s faery magic that I inherited from my mother.

To conjure twinkles is very easy, actually. Otherwise, I would never have been able to pull that off.

I’m not his by blood; my stepdad considers me his son and loves me like I’m his flesh and blood. That’s why I never use the word’ stepdad’; instead, I call him ‘dad’ or ‘father. ‘ So, my father actually likes that he has a son, me, who is a private investigator. I love my mother dearly, but she can be a snob at times. Well, most of the time.

Even though I’m twenty-five, I still live at home because that way, I’m able to save money so that one day, I will have enough to rent my own apartment. Renting an apartment in a safe neighborhood is quite expensive. I will also need furniture and many other things, hence saving money.

My father has offered to pay the monthly rent or buy me my own apartment. I, of course, declined; I just need to wait until I have enough money since I’m very independent and all that. My mother, of course, disapproves. In her opinion, it really is time for me to settle down. Right now, I don’t feel like searching for a suitable husband. My father understands, but unfortunately, my mother doesn’t. 

I smile sweetly as I look at my wristwatch. “Well, I have to go now because I have a meeting in thirty minutes. It’s at least a fifteen-minute drive to my office,” I keep smiling even though I don’t feel like it. I’m nervous about meeting Phoenix. He’s such a powerful wizard.

My mother glances at me and then at my father. I sigh because I know what’s coming, and she doesn’t disappoint. She says in her most dramatic tone, “Oh, Reginald, talk some sense into your son, please? Tell him that he must stop this nonsense.” By that, she means me being a PI.

Then she eyes me intently, and her following words aren’t entirely unexpected. “Leonardo, sweetheart. You’re a magical creature, and you’re not supposed to play private investigator; it’s too dangerous,” she insists, her tone full of drama. My mother is very good at drama. “You should focus on learning how to brew potions and cast spells. Gran says you have talent, but you need to commit.” By that, she means her mother, Granny Merlinda.

I know Gran loves to teach me spells and how to cast them correctly. I also know she respects me for pursuing a career as a private investigator. It’s my mother who is pressuring me to quit being a PI whenever she gets the chance.

I sigh because it’s what she always does, playing the magical card, and it makes me feel guilty. But I love being a private investigator. I’m curious by nature and love to investigate and unravel mysteries. I’m good at what I do, and it’s fun. Until now, I have only had cases of missing objects, none of which were important. However, if all goes well, I will get my first big case today. My mother telling me that Phoenix is going to ask me to investigate a murder makes me nervous, but I’m also intrigued.

And, for the record, I have tried to brew potions and casting spells, but it has been a disaster. Once, I blew up the barn where my grandmother worked on her spells and potions. Since she expected me to screw up one way or another, she had taken precautions. The woman cast a powerful protection spell so we wouldn’t get hurt, even though she’s a ghost and can’t get hurt.

I was unpleasantly surprised when she told me about the protection spell, but I understand, and I’m not keen on blowing up another barn.

“I really need to go, Mother,” I say as I kiss her cheek. “Sweetheart, are you home for supper?” she calls after me. “No, I’m not,” I reply before disappearing into the great hall, which leads to the front door. My father had already warned me that my dear Mother had invited the son of one of her friends for me to meet and settle down with. So, no, I’ll eat something in town. Come to think of it, I have a dinner date with Daniel this evening, which I have nearly forgotten.

It really is about time for me to move out, but I still don’t earn enough money and thus need a big, well-paying case, damn!

When I step outside, I see an envelope lying directly in front of the door. “What on earth?” I whisper as I pick it up. Turning it over, I don’t see our address or anything else, only my name, which is handwritten in capital letters.

Seeing only my name means it was hand-delivered. That’s strange because the entire property is fenced and secured with protection spells, so things like this don’t happen. No one should be able to set foot on the property without setting off the security system. My father has always been paranoid, which is why the fence is in place. My grandmother also put wards and protection spells in place.

Mother always reminds me how much I resemble my grandmother. I’m actually proud to be compared to her because the woman is a well-known witch, and people respect her. Even though she died about twenty years ago, she still appears in the barn to brew potions and write spells. I like to have a grandmother who is a ghost. At least I can still talk to her and enjoy her company.

So, once a week, I join her in the barn to make potions and learn how to write spells. I know that one day, I will master making potions and writing spells that actually work. But, for now, my focus is solely on my PI business. Gran is also the one who has encouraged me to become a PI if that’s what I really want. She is my rock, who will always have my back, even though she’s a ghost.

A glance at my watch tells me that I really need to run, or I will be late for my appointment. Phoenix Armstrong wants to discuss hiring me for a case. The man is a wizard, and, on top of that, an immortal and highly regarded in the magical world.

I take the envelope and rush to my car, which is also something my mother can go on and on and on about. I drive a very cute Mini Cooper, but, according to my mother, I need a real car. More than once, she offered to buy me a good car, as she calls it. She always mentions a BMW. I, of course, decline every time; what am I supposed to do with such a massive vehicle? I love my Mini Cooper, so no other car for me.
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Chapter 02
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I enter my office and barely sit when there’s a soft knock. I want to open the envelope before Phoenix’s arrival, but no such luck. So, the envelope will have to wait until I’m finished. “Come in,” I say. The door opens, and a solemnly looking Phoenix enters. I move from behind the desk and hold out my hand in greeting. We shake, and then I motion for him to take the seat opposite me.

He eyes me for a long time before he speaks, and his words stun me. “You already know why I’m here, don’t you?” he asks. He doesn’t sound annoyed or angry, which surprises me.

For a moment, I’m not quite sure what to say, so I’ll opt for the truth because, one, I don’t like lying to people, and two, I’m not very good at it. “Yes, I do, but how do you know?” No one knew that I even had an appointment with Phoenix.

“Your Mother is Anna St. James: the woman knows everything that’s going on in our world. God only knows how, but she does. And I’m sure she told you before you came here,” Phoenix explains.

“Yes, she did, and I’m sorry for that,” I sigh. Phoenix looks at me intently, and I wonder what he’s thinking right this moment. Then he leans backward, laces his hands behind his head, and grins when he says, “She probably warned you not to get involved with me. Am I correct?”

I stare at him, mesmerized by his gorgeous but strange eyes. The man’s eyes are blue like sapphires. The color is enchanting and mysterious; I’ve never seen this color of blue on anyone else.

“Earth to Leo.” “Uh?” “Are you with me again?” Phoenix asks. “Uh, yeah, why wouldn’t I?” I reply, managing not to sound as confused as I feel. What is it with this man? It’s like his eyes are drawing me in like a moth to a flame.

“Well?” he asks. “Uh, well, what?” “I said that Anna probably has warned you not to get involved with me,” he chuckles. “Oh,” I say, and I feel my face heat, which means I’m blushing, shit! Phoenix looks amused; the man seems to be having too much fun. Even so, within seconds, I’m back on track again.

“In fact, she did. But, enough about my mother. What is it that you need me for?” I ask because even though my mother had mentioned murder, I’m still in the dark about whom she meant. Then, a thought hits me. Oh, sweet hellcats, does she know who was murdered? I certainly don’t, which is odd because normally, when a murder is committed in our community, Daniel knows. My best friend, Daniel, always seems to know everything; it’s really eerie sometimes. Why eerie? Because he’s human, and even though he knows about the magical community, he shouldn’t know about everything that’s going on.

“I want you to investigate a murder,” he says. “Alright, who is the victim? Because I haven’t heard of someone in our community being murdered,” I say. “You’re correct, there’s no murder committed, but soon that will change,” Phoenix says.

“You’re confusing,” I say, and then it dawns. “Do you? Do you mean that you know who the future victim is?” I ask in disbelief. He nods. “Sadly, I do.” “Okay, who is, according to you, the future murder victim?” I question because this is getting eerie.

Phoenix looks at me in amusement before saying. “I want you to investigate my death. I’m the future murder victim.” That statement shuts me up from whatever it is I want to say. Do I want to say anything? “I managed to surprise you; how nice,” Phoenix remarks, which makes me even more confused.

“You know that you’re going to be killed, and you sit here, relaxed and smiling. I don’t get it. How can you smile, knowing that someone is after you and will, eventually, kill you,” I exclaim. “Don’t you care that you live or die?” I add in horror.

Phoenix crosses his arms and looks at me, and I still see amusement in his eyes, which makes me frown. “Is it just me, or are you indifferent about your upcoming murder?” I question as I, too, lean back in my chair and cross my arms.

“Before I enlighten you, I need to know if you take the case,” he says, and now the amused expression is replaced by a serious one. I sit up, slightly lean forward, and rest my forearms on my desk. I stare into his mesmerizing sapphire-blue eyes; then I shake my head to clear my thoughts.

“Just to be sure I understand correctly, you want to hire me to investigate your murder? So, you’re absolutely sure that someone is after you and will eventually manage to kill you. You? I mean, you’re very mighty, and I can’t imagine someone powerful enough to kill you. And especially now that you seem to know about the plot to kill you, which gets me to my next question,” I say. “You can ask me anything, but I need to know where I stand before I answer any of your further questions,” he says.

Since I’m curious by nature, and Phoenix intrigues me, I tell him that I’ll take the case. “Alright, ask away,” he says. The man looks so relaxed; it’s really eerie. If I knew that I was about to get murdered, I would be afraid, on my guard, maybe even paranoid. I would be anything but relaxed.

I look at him, really look at him, but he really seems relaxed, and I’m curious about what he has to say, but first, my next question. “If you know that someone is after you and this person will succeed in killing you, you surely must know who this person is.”

Instead of answering my question, he says, “What I’m about to tell you must stay between the two of us. So, I need your word that you won’t, in any kind of way, leak to others about what I’m going to tell you,” Phoenix seems tense.

“You have my word,” I say. “But how do you know that I will keep it?” I ask because it’s obvious that he’s going to share delicate information with me. “I know that you are a man of great honor. If you give your word, then that counts for something,” he answers solemnly.

That’s an unexpected answer, but true, if I must say so myself. Well, I have never broken a promise or betrayed someone’s trust once I have given my word. “Good, then please, tell me everything I need to know about, well, your death,” I say, eyeing him with interest.

Then, I feel an intruder. To judge by his reaction, I’m certain that Phoenix feels it, too, except he doesn’t seem concerned, which is odd. “You feel it too, don’t you?” I ask. “Yes.” his answer is short, and it surprises me that he’s honest. Because Phoenix is feeling the unknown presence, as well, but he doesn’t seem concerned. I’m positive that he knows who it is.

“Well, my grandmother secured this place, so no one should be able to penetrate her wards and protection spells,” I assure, but the man in front of me really isn’t worried.

Phoenix closes his eyes, and a moment later, the unknown presence is gone. “Who was that?” I ask. “That was my brother, and I can explain, but therefore, I need to inform you about why I know that someone will manage to end my existence,” he says.
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“I’m sorry, where are my manners? Can I get you anything to drink? Coffee, tea, water?” I ask because my gut feeling tells me that this might take a while. “No, thank you. I’m good,” Phoenix softly replies.

My office is cozy; it’s filled with the faint scent of old books and a hint of vanilla from the candles I keep burning when I’m working. The walls are lined with bookshelves filled with encyclopedias and my personal collection of true-crime books. Behind my desk is a large map of the city with colored pins scattered across it, marking different cases.

We sit and stare at each other, and I can tell that Phoenix isn’t feeling comfortable. Then he starts talking. “Alright, here it goes,” he sighs. “I assure you that everything you tell me stays between us,” I assure Phoenix once again. “I know, but that doesn’t make it easier to explain what’s going on.”

I press my lips together but don’t reply because what can I say? I don’t know what he’s going to share with me, but whatever it is, it’s huge. “Okay, whenever you’re ready, just take your time,” I soothe, making him smile. The smile, however, doesn’t reach his eyes. Then he opens his mouth and starts what’s the beginning of a strange story.

“I will start from when it all began, and that involves my brother and his familiar, who is also his soul mate.”  He pauses and looks at me; when I keep silent, he continues.

“The presence that you felt earlier was Drew, my brother. He’s a demon, but not by choice, and the poor man is condemned to eternal darkness in hell. We suspect that he was cursed by none other than dear Luc.” “Lucifer? Really?” I gasp. “The one and only,” Phoenix insists. I know that he speaks the truth because what no one knows is that I’m a walking lie detector. Well, my granny knows, but she knows everything, even more than my mother, and that’s saying something.

“Why was he cursed?” I ask because this doesn’t sound like the Luc I know. Actually, my mom knows him well; he’s one of the few lucky ones who can call Anna St. James his friend. My mother would never befriend someone she considered unworthy of her, as she would say. So, to hear Phoenix accusing Lucifer of cursing his brother comes as a bit of a shock. And I’m not quite sure what to think of that accusation.

“How do you know that it was Luc who cursed Drew?” I ask because I really have difficulty believing that he would do such a thing. I look at Phoenix because I have another question. He returns my gaze. “Okay, Leo. What is it you want to ask me?” “Well, if your brother is in hell, how could we feel his presence?” I ask because that should not be possible. “I have no clue. He manages to reach out to me sometimes. However, I feel that he’s weakening. I think that time is running out. Either he will go insane, or he dies,” Phoenix explains.

Then, he eyes me cautiously before saying, “I know that Luc is a friend of the family, but Drew is convinced that it was he who turned him into a demon.” “I believe that you believe that it was actually Luc who is the culprit. However, there is no evidence to suggest he did it. I am not defending Luc, but I know that it can’t be him who cursed your brother,” I say with conviction.

“Oh,” Phoenix seems genuinely surprised. “And why is that?” he finally asks. “Because Luc can’t curse someone. Even though he’s very mighty, the Prince of Hell isn’t capable of putting a curse on anyone.” I open my laptop and start writing down notes.

“What are you doing?” Phoenix questions as he stands and moves behind me to look at the screen. I normally don’t allow anyone to come behind my desk, but somehow, with Phoenix, it’s different.

“Oh,” he says as he sees my notes. “Is it safe to write everything down? I mean, what happens when someone steals your laptop?” he asks. “My laptop is secured; my grandmother made sure of that. And I placed a curse on it. Believe me, no one wants to steal my laptop. Besides the fact that it returns automatically to me, the one who stole it will get covered with warts, lots of them, which is very painful,” I assure Phoenix. He nods and returns to his chair again.

“Okay. For argument’s sake, let’s say that it wasn’t Luc who cursed Drew. If not him, then who?” I shake my head because I have no idea. “No clue yet. But I will find out, and then we will make whoever did this regret his actions,” I promise. “And I will help you make that happen,” Phoenix growls.

I lean slightly forward and rest my forearms on my desk again. “Now that we have that out of the way. Are you ready to proceed?” I ask carefully because I don’t want him to feel pressured.

Phoenix is quiet for a long time, then he continues. “When Drew was cursed, he lost Arabella. She’s not only his familiar but his soulmate as well. Ever since I took care of her, I searched for a solution to undo the curse. As you surely know, demons aren’t allowed to have a familiar.”

“Oh, God, she must miss him so much. This is horrible,” I whisper in horror. “I haven’t met my soul mate yet, but I can’t even begin to imagine how much she must suffer,” I add. And I really can’t imagine. Also, it must be so difficult for Phoenix as well. His brother is a demon, and then he worries about Arabella.

“How is she holding up?” I ask. He leans forward and rests his forearms on his knees, his expression pained. “You see, that’s the problem; I don’t know. She disappeared. She’s been missing since yesterday,” he admits.

I’m confused because this is supposed to be about him being murdered and me finding the killer. Now he tells me about his cursed brother and a missing familiar. “Now you’ve lost me. If I may ask, what does any of this have to do with your future murder? Please explain,” I ask.

“That would be my next point,” Phoenix says. Even though he refuses an offered drink, I conjure tea, nonetheless. “Here, drink this; it will do you good,” I say as I shove the mug with steaming tea toward him. He eyes me but takes the offered mug.

I notice that the wizard looks tired, which isn’t normal. Phoenix is one of the mightiest wizards and, thus, a powerful magical being; they don’t get sick or tired. Phoenix eyes me with a strange expression. “Tell me, what do you see?” he suddenly asks, throwing me off guard.

“Uh, what do you mean?” “Well, you stare at me, and I can tell that you noticed something. So, what did you see?” he repeats, his voice calm. “I must admit, you’re perceptive. What I see is fatigue; you look tired, exhausted, which isn’t normal,” I state.

Phoenix looks to the floor and then up at me again. “That is because I am exhausted.” “But how?” I ask in disbelief. “Let me explain the rest, and it will become clear,” he softly says. I nod for him to proceed.

“The moment Drew was cursed, Arabella was mine to protect. However, this is something many people are unaware of. When the protector loses the familiar he’s supposed to keep safe, he loses almost all of his powers. That’s what happened to me, and that’s why I’m looking so tired. Losing Arabella has weakened me in every sense of the word.”

We sit in silence after that statement because I need to comprehend what I just heard. “You’re not kidding, are you?” I ask, knowing very well that he isn’t. “No, sadly enough, I’m not,” he whispers.

Then, it dawns as I connect the dots. “Oh, sweet Jesus,” I whisper in horror. He nods, and the man looks so sad; well, defeat would be the right word. “How many know about Arabella gone missing?” I ask. “You,” he says solemnly.

To say that I’m stunned is an understatement. I scrutinize him for a long time, searching for the right words, but I can’t find them. “Phoenix, you do know that it’s only a matter of time before the entire community knows, right?” I finally say.

He nods, and his smile is rueful when he says, “That’s why I’m here. It’s how I know that it is just a matter of time before someone is bold enough to try to kill me and succeeds. Right now, I’m considered weak, and as you know, that’s very dangerous in our community. So, my death is certain, and I need you to find and punish the one who will be responsible for my demise.”

Well, talk about a bombshell, but hey, no pressure.
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I try to sneak my way into the house, but I should have known better. Nothing goes by Anna St. James. “Leonardo? Is that you?” she calls from the sunroom as if she doesn’t know that it’s me.

“Yes, Mother,” I say while walking into the sunroom. She smiles, and to strangers, she looks so innocent with her big blue eyes. Humans think of faeries as lovely, innocent beings. Well, let me tell you that we’re not lovely and innocent, but far from it, actually. Well, let me tell you that my mother may be many things, but innocent isn’t one of them. Should it come to it, then she’s a force to be reckoned with, a true warrior with excellent fighting skills.

“So, you will join us for supper?” she asks, even though she knows I’m not because I told her so this morning. “No, Mother, I won’t because I promised Daniel I would be his plus one tonight at the opening of a new restaurant,” I explain, hoping she will let it rest, but of course, she doesn’t. “Sweetheart, I hope that you return in time so you can join us at least for a nightcap. You know that Roderick and his parents hope to see a glimpse of you. Roderick likes you very much,” she says.

I manage not to roll my eyes; brownie points for me. Roderick Leigh is a snob, just like his parents. I don’t like them, and I especially don’t like Roderick. Even though he is handsome, the man is a dick. “I don’t know when I’ll be back tonight, Mother,” I tell her, and that’s no lie. However, I can prolong my evening with Daniel, but I don’t tell her that.

I excuse myself and head up the stairs to my quarters. To prevent me from moving out, my mother renovated the entire second floor, turning it into a spacious apartment. Still, I can’t wait to have my own place.

“Hey, my lovely son, how was your meeting with Phoenix?” a voice from behind me asks. I smile. “Hello, Dad,” I say while turning to face my father. “Oh, well,” I sigh. “I know I know. You were sworn to secrecy,” he chuckles. “I was indeed. Thanks for understanding.”

He eyes me briefly, his expression serious. “My child, remember that you can always come to us for help,” my father urges. “I know, thanks,” I say before excusing myself. “Have fun tonight and give Daniel my regards,” he calls after me.

After showering, I put some products in my hair, not because I’m vain or anything. No, for tonight, I need to look picture-perfect, and for that to pull off, I need to control my unruly curls.

When my hair is finally as I want it to be, I put on my dark blue Armani suit with a crisp white shirt and a dark blue tie featuring tiny golden dots, a color that perfectly matches Daniel’s suit. We always make sure that we’re color-coordinated. Daniel loves it, and that’s why I do my best to comply. Me? I don’t mind if the colors aren’t coordinated. And finally, I give myself a once-over in the full-length mirror. “Good enough,” I mumble.

My phone rings, making me smile because it can only be Daniel asking me to please hurry. “I’m already halfway down,” I say while answering the phone and closing the door behind me. “Hurry, the limo is waiting,” he says and then promptly hangs up. “Okay,” I say to the dial tone and tuck my phone into my jacket pocket.

I hurry down the stairs and see Daniel standing at the bottom. “Hurry, or we will be late,” he says impatiently. “I’m here, so let’s go,” I reply, smiling. Daniel smiles, too. “Why did you insist on hiring a limousine?” I ask my friend. “We need to arrive in style; after all, Max’s kitchen is a very posh restaurant,” he replies. I nod because he’s right; it is a very exclusive restaurant.

The driver opens the door, and we get in. “So, you must be so excited and proud at the same time,” I say while inspecting the minibar. I see champagne and all kinds of alcohol that don’t interest me. I drink alcohol, but not that much, and only if the occasion calls for it. Knowing that we will get champagne at the restaurant, I close the door to the small refrigerator and focus on Daniel.

“Oh yes, I am. It’s Josh’s big night, and he worked so hard to create the perfect place for people to eat and have their privacy,” he gushes. That’s something I understand because a lot of famous people live in the neighborhoods surrounding Ridgeford. They own houses in this area because the small town provides a lot of privacy. And since we don’t have a posh restaurant, Joshua Johnson got the idea of Max’s Kitchen. A place that serves excellent food and provides the necessary privacy.

It’s a short ride from my home to the restaurant, and we don’t have much time to talk, which is fine with me. I know for a fact that Daniel already knows about Phoenix’s appointment with me. He opens his mouth, probably to interrogate me about my meeting with Phoenix, when the car stops. “Oh, look, we’re here already,” I say. “Holy moly, look at all those people and look at the many paparazzi,” Daniel whispers as the door opens and we get out. Daniel always feels a bit uncomfortable with so many people surrounding him. Me? I don’t mind. I see that others arrive in limousines as well, so I’m really glad that we’re not the only ones.

We are greeted by a nice-looking host who guides us to our table by the window. I glance around and like what I see. Even though it’s a posh restaurant, the interior is cozy, homey, almost. The tables are covered with fresh white tablecloths, white porcelain plates, and silver cutlery. Beautiful crystal wine glasses are placed beside the plates, small for red and larger ones for white wine.

The tables and chairs are made of dark wood, and the chairs all have soft, dark blue cushions. Above every table hangs a small chandelier, providing a soft, yellow light. When I look at the walls, I see lots of photographs, most of which are from the past. Pictures of our town many years ago, which are really nice, show Ridgeford then, and now; I like it.

The bar is also made of dark wood, with copper beer taps and shiny glasses hanging in holders above the bar. I also see countless liqueurs and other alcoholic drinks in bottles against the mirrored back wall. Daniel beams. “Like what you see?” he asks, grinning. “I do, very much so,” I reply.

I don’t like establishments of this kind. I prefer the diner where they serve good burgers, that’s what makes me happy. “I knew that you would like it,” Daniel says. I scrutinize him briefly. “You do, uh?” I chuckle.

“I know you don’t like these fancy places, but Max’s Kitchen is different. Joshua isn’t a snob. He’s just a guy who lives his dream,” Daniel explains. I know Joshua Johnson; he’s a nice guy, and he adores Daniel.

“Did you know that he and his partner cook meals for the homeless?” Daniel says. I frown. “No, I didn’t. That’s really nice of them,” I reply. My family is also involved in several charities. My mother may be a snob at times, but she always thinks of those who have less, as do I.

Then Daniel starts glowing, and I know that Joshua is heading for our table. He greets us with a blinding smile. The man beams with pride, as does Daniel. I stand as we shake hands. He recommends wine and the main course, on which Daniel and I agree.

A waiter brings us a nice Californian red wine, and we order our first course. I opt for the creamy tomato soup, and Daniel the buttery scallops in shells served with a luscious sauce. Daniel leans toward me, and I know what’s coming, and I know that I have to disappoint him. I hate to disappoint Daniel because he’s my best friend; we talk about everything. I even share my cases with him. Well, not that I had that many cases, but still.

Why do I share my information with Daniel? Because he helps me with my investigations. You see, Daniel is a librarian and a damn good one at that. Also, he knows most of what’s going on in the magical community. Somehow, people even trust him, even though he’s a human. And it appears that the library is a hub for gossip. Many magical beings meet at the library, and Daniel often overhears their conversations because he is always busy putting books back on the shelves.

“So, tell me about Phoenix. Do you take the case?” Daniel asks. I hold back my answer because the waiter who brings our first course is nearby. The food is placed in front of us, and it smells excellent. “The scallops really look good,” I say while eyeing the food on Daniel’s plate. He grins as he inhales the delicious smell. “It tastes delicious, too,” he replies after he puts one into his mouth.

After we finish, Daniel leans toward me. Looking suspiciously left and right, he whispers, “So, what’s the deal with Phoenix?” Before I get to answer, though, the waiter comes by and clears the table. After he refills our glasses, he leaves.

“Well?” Daniel asks impatiently; the man loves a good mystery. “I’m sorry, Dan, but I can’t speak about the case, not this time,” I tell him, my tone soothing. Even though I put some magic into my tone, Daniel is heavily disappointed, which makes me feel guilty as shit.

“Why not? You always share your cases with me because I’m really helpful. Hell, I’m your sidekick; that should count for something, right?” he quietly says. “Look, Daniel. You’re very important to me, but Phoenix swore me to secrecy. He made me promise, and you, of all people, should know that I never break a promise,” I explain, pleading with him to understand.

Daniel sighs and smiles ruefully, saying, “I do understand, but I really want to help you with this case, whatever case it is.” He looks sideways and then back at me, eyes huge. “This case will get dangerous, and I don’t want to see you hurt. So, please let me get involved,” Daniel insists.

I look thoughtful because I’m not sure how to answer. I want to tell Daniel that he doesn’t need to worry, but that would be a lie, so I opt for the truth because I never lied to Daniel and won’t start now. “I honestly don’t know.” I stop talking when the waiter brings the main course: a salmon fillet cooked on a cedar grilling plank, which gives it a wonderful smoky flavor. The fish is served with a nutty-tasting wild rice pilaf and steamed asparagus.

We look at each other, and I can tell how proud Daniel is of Joshua. “Let’s dig in. Then we talk, but not here,” I say. “Okay,” Daniel agrees, and we start eating. “Oh, this is heaven. Your man really can cook,” I softly moan because the salmon is melting in my mouth. We don’t even need a knife. “The salmon is cooked to perfection, excellent,” I say. Daniel agrees wholeheartedly.

We continue eating, and neither says a word because we enjoy our food. I taste the wild rice pilaf and the asparagus, and it’s prepared perfectly. After we finish, the server is quick to clear the table and refill our glasses. I look at Daniel, who is eyeing me expectantly. He knows that I’m going to tell him something. “I promise that I will do everything I can to make Phoenix see that I need you to help me with my investigation.” “Thank you,” he softly says.

We don’t need to order dessert because Joshua has recommended the New York Cheesecake with warm cherries in a luscious, creamy cherry sauce and topped with whipped cream. Dessert is also delicious, and I don’t know what Joshua added to that cheesecake, but it tastes unlike any other cheesecake I've ever had. “That man is a keeper, but I’m glad that he isn’t mine,” I say. Daniel narrows his eyes. “I know my man is a keeper, but I don’t know what you mean. Don’t you find Joshua attractive?” he questions.

I stare at him and see that he can hardly contain his laughter. “Oh, dork. And I meant that if Joshua were my guy, I would easily gain too much weight. That man is a wizard in the kitchen,” I admit. “You’re such a liar,” Daniel gasps. “Who, me?” “Yes, you.” Daniel leans toward me and whispers, “You are part faery; they don’t gain too much weight.”

“Oh no?” I whisper in mocked annoyance. “No, because I’ve never seen an overweighted faery,” he states, proud of his knowledge of my race. “Well, I guess you’re right,” I chuckle.

It’s after midnight when we say goodbye to Joshua, and I thank him for the excellent food and wine. Also, I invite him and Daniel for dinner at my place.

“So, are you really going to ask Phoenix about me helping you?” “Yes, that’s what I said, and that’s what I’m going to do,” I reply. We are in the limousine, and I turn to face Daniel. “I really could use your input. Now, I just have to make Phoenix understand.” The limousine drives through the gate and comes to a stop in front of the entrance. “I promise to do all I can to make Phoenix see reason,” I say. The driver opens the car door, and I get out. “See you soon,” I say.

When I enter the house, I try to sneak upstairs to my quarters, hoping that my mother won’t notice me being home. Well, no such luck. I should have known that it wouldn’t work. Anna St. James always knows everything that’s going on in her house.

I’m about to take the stairs when she calls my name, damn! “Leonardo?” “Yes, mother?” I manage to keep the negativity out of my voice, and believe me, that’s no easy task. I know that she wants me to join her and the Leigh Family for a nightcap. She knows I’m home, which leaves me no choice but to obey and join them in the sitting room.

“Hello, dear. We’re so glad you could join us,” my mother says, adding, “You know Mr. and Mrs. Leigh and, of course, their lovely son, Roderick.” “Yes, I do,” I say, forcing a smile and nodding politely at the Leigh Family. The servant brings me a glass of red wine, and I sit down beside my father, away from Roderick.

“Leonardo, it’s so nice to see you again,” Roderick gushes as he eyes me expectantly. “Thank you,” I reply politely. It’s all I can do not to run screaming from the room. I don’t like Roderick because there’s something about him that’s just not right. He’s a snob just like his parents are; they think that they’re too good for the ‘normal people’ in their eyes. Everyone who isn’t rich is no good in their opinion. That’s an attitude I really don’t like. 

Roderick looks at me and then says, “It’s a shame that you didn’t join us for dinner. Anna cooked a delicious meal. I had hoped to spend more time with you tonight.” Oh, God. His words almost make me puke. Yep, I really don’t like him, and I wish he would leave. As it is, I have no such luck. Why didn’t I stay the night with Daniel?

“Leonardo, I want to invite you for a romantic dinner tomorrow evening. I have already reserved a table at Max’s Kitchen,” he says; the idiot looks so smug it makes me want to smack the grin off his face. “Leonardo? Is everything alright?” Roderick asks.

I frown because I wonder why I wouldn’t be. “I’m fine, why wouldn’t I be?” I reply, and this time, I can’t hide my irritation. “You look strange,” Roderick remarks. “I don’t look strange. I had a hell of a day and a long evening. So, I’m tired,” I explain. My voice is laced with irritation, but I can’t help it. “Also, I can’t have dinner with you tomorrow evening,” I add. I really, really don’t like him.

I know that Roderick isn’t used to people saying no to him. He looks stunned, and I see anger. Well, I’m not impressed. My mother gives me a reproachful look. Judging by the expressions on the faces of Roderick and his parents, they aren’t too pleased with me either. In fact, they look angry, especially Mrs. Leigh.

Mrs. Leigh eyes me briefly before she lets me have it. “Well, do you think you’re better than my son?” She snares, then turns her attention to my mother, making the biggest mistake of her life.

“Anna, I expect that you call your son to order. He should be honored to have the attention of my son!” Mrs. Leigh snaps. Anna St. James isn’t the most loving mother who cuddles and bakes cookies. However, no one, and I mean no one, talks about her son like that.

My mother scrutinizes Mrs. Leigh, her eyes cold and her voice icy when she replies, “Mary, my son is way too good for your son. I think it’s better that you leave and never contact me or my family again.” “Robert, please escort Mr. and Mrs. Leigh and their son to the gate,” my mother orders the butler. “Very well, ma’am,” Robert, the butler, replies as he, without hesitation, pulls back the chair of a stunned-looking Mrs. Leigh.

The woman looks outraged and is about to say something, probably to insult me further, but one look from my mother silences her.

Even though my mother appears calm, I know that she’s anything but. She is livid. She might not win the Mother of the Year award, but if you insult her son, then you have an enemy for life. The moment Mrs. Leigh insulted me, she enraged my mother. Did she really think that my mother would choose her side above me, her son? Well, talk about being deluded.

“Oh, Leonardo, I hate to admit it, but you were right about the Leighs all along. What was that woman thinking, talking to you like that? Then she expects me to take her side over you? My own son?” “Here, dear, drink this,” my father, always the epitome of calm, hands her a glass of wine. I’m stunned to see her empty the glass in two swallows.

“Why don’t you go to bed, sweetheart? You must be exhausted,” she says, stunning me once again. “Yes, I’m very tired,” I reply as I excuse myself.

When I enter my quarters, I sit on the edge of the bed, envelope in hand. It’s time to open it and see what’s inside. I open the envelope and pull out what looks like a letter, only it’s not. I frown when I see a message written in caps, which is a rude thing because it equals shouting at someone. “STAY AWAY FROM PHOENIX!”

Well, hell!
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Chapter 05
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I woke up at eleven the following morning, which shows how tired I must have been. It’s rare for me to sleep in, but it happens sometimes. That’s why I always set the alarm when I have appointments. This morning, I didn’t have appointments, so no alarm was set. I took a quick shower and dressed in dark blue jeans and cream colored turtleneck sweater. Then I go into my office; yes, I have an office in my quarters and one in the city. And call Phoenix. The man answers at the second ring, and after greetings, I ask him to meet me in my office in the city because I have more questions.

I head downstairs to have a late breakfast. As I enter the kitchen, I open the refrigerator, take out the almond milk and plant-based butter. Then, get bread and peanut butter from the cabinet. I love a slice of bread and peanut butter. Since it’s warm outside, I decide to take my plate and mug with the almond milk out onto the terrace.

“Leonardo?” I manage not to roll my eyes when I hear my mother calling for me. “I’m on the terrace,” I say. I have no idea how she knows, but she always seems to know where I am in the house. I couldn’t hide from my mother to save my life. A minute later, she joins me.

“I think that Phoenix should give his permission to involve Daniel in the case,” she says. I shouldn’t be surprised, but I am. “How? Never mind. I will ask him when we meet later today,” I reply. My mother nods her approval, and then she disappears inside again. I sigh in relief that she didn’t give me the third degree or lecture me. About what? I wouldn’t know, but Anna St. James always seems to find something.

Phoenix arrives ten minutes after me. “Come in,” I call before he gets the chance to knock. “Hello, Leo. So, what is so urgent that you wanted to meet me today?” he asks. Even though his tone is friendly, I notice a hint of irritation. Well, tough. I need Daniel, and I won’t stop pressuring Phoenix until he gives his permission.

“Hi, Phoenix. Have a seat,” I motion to the chair before my desk. He sits down and looks at me in question. I smile sweetly. “I really, really need Daniel on this case. I know that he’s a human, but he knows things others don’t.”

“Ah, Daniel,” Phoenix, who looks thoughtful, says. “Yes, Daniel,” I reply. “Straight to the point, I like that. But no, absolutely not,” Phoenix is adamant. I sigh in frustration because I really want Daniel at my side on this case. The man is priceless with the intel he always provides. Daniel is trustworthy and always comes through for me. I can always count on him, even though he’s a human
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