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      One more week.

      Morgan crossed October 31 off her calendar. Sure, it was only noon, but the revelry in her normally quiet—if there was such a thing—neighborhood just outside New Orleans said people were already partying like it was nighttime, so she may as well count it. She hoped she wouldn't have to hose too much vomit off the sidewalk in front of her magic store the next morning. But it was Halloween, one of her busiest days, so she didn't dare close.

      She'd need a source of income once she retired from being the Fae queen's bounty hunter in, oh, a week. While calendars might have changed and shifted in the ten centuries since she'd made her agreement, she always remembered the date—a week after Samhain. She hadn’t bargained with the devil, although the Fae queen was close enough, and her messenger handsome as sin.

      Just one more week, and she'd be free. Ten jobs or ten centuries, whichever came first. Then she'd have her powers and her retirement, and she could finally live life without always looking over her shoulder.

      The bell over the door tinkled, and a dark-haired young man walked in. Morgan's heart joined her stomach in a free fall of despair, and she barely kept herself from letting out a disappointed moan. Of course she wouldn't get off that easily.

      Ten centuries or ten jobs? Ten jobs it is.

      She leaned her elbows on the glass case that displayed the objects that were either nicer or small enough for easy shoplifting—typically crystals, fossils, and wands. Their magic auras wafted up to her through the glass, steadying her.

      "Decided to skip the drama today, Elric?" As much as she hated what his appearance meant, she fought a sly smile. Fine, she liked the adventure, both of the chase and of him in bed, and it had been a long time. "Since when do you come in the door like a normal person?"

      He grinned, his teeth perfectly straight, and the thoughts of what he could do with his lips made her cross her legs where she stood. He always dressed congruent to the century he appeared in. Today he wore skinny tan corduroy pants, pointed-toe boots, and a dark green cashmere sweater under a brown faux leather jacket. Although he appeared neat, he'd allowed his hair to grow long enough to cover the pointed tips of his ears, which made it shaggy and gave him a bohemian—or rebellious—air.

      She liked, and she licked her lips at the thought of getting him out of the outfit and raking her fingers through his hair.

      His intense expression—was he as hungry for her as she was for him?—gave his words a delicious double entendre. "I have a job for you."

      "From you or the queen?" There was always the possibility he'd missed her, after all. Maybe he wasn't here for official business. Maybe they could finally be—

      "From the queen." He nodded, but his gaze flicked up and to the left before he returned it to her, his smile more dazzling. Yep, he was walking sex, and her mind clouded with both memories and hopes for what would happen when she got those pants off him—

      She waved away the glamour. The power to see through Fae spells had come back after job number six, much to Elric's irritation and her relief. But she'd always been able to sense when he was lying. "And this will help me fulfill my deal with her."

      "This will count toward your ten."

      "As my tenth." She stood so she could look him in the eye. She'd made it through nine jobs so far by ensuring there was no Fae trickery.

      "As your tenth," he agreed through clenched teeth. He didn't look nearly as pretty now that she'd irritated him. She almost sighed as the ache between her legs eased. Good.

      "And after this, my obligation will be finished, and I'll get the rest of my powers back," she pressed.

      He gave her a curt nod.

      "No, say it." She leaned forward and pressed her palms to the counter, heedless of the hand-prints she'd have to clean. Otherwise she'd grab his shirt and shake him. "I need your word that this is it, Elric."

      He sighed, and she almost applauded the drama of it. "Fine. When you deliver this bounty to the queen, you will fulfill your obligation to Queen Maeve, and you will get your powers back."

      "Once I deliver it. Say it again."

      "Yes, once you deliver the bounty to her," he repeated. He rolled his eyes. "Do we have to go through this every time?"

      "Yes." She rubbed her hands together, already pondering what she would need to do with the store while she chased down whoever or whatever had caught Maeve's interest this time. Sometimes there were insults to avenge. Sometimes it was simply a matter of the queen seeing in someone a pretty, shiny thing she wanted. Even after all these years, Morgan couldn't understand the queen's whims or how she could treat living, thinking beings as objects. Morgan made it a point of pride that she hadn't let her almost-immortality make her unsympathetic to those whose lives were but a blink. Well, assuming they didn't get in her way.

      "Who are we after this time?" She looked at him through her lashes. "And when do we leave? I want to get this over with as soon as possible, although I need a day to get things settled here." She waved her hand. "One does not simply abandon one's magic shop on Samhain."

      But her mind already sorted through details. She could call Lacey, her assistant and a talented magic-wielder who had figured out Morgan was more than she let on. Killing people had gotten too messy in the twentieth century—damn forensics—so she'd decided to make the girl an ally rather than eliminate her as a threat. Lacey would be happy to help and to watch things while she was away.

      "Understood, although I don't see why you bother. Silly mortals, thinking that trinkets can make them into powerful magic-makers." After the seventeenth century, they both instinctively avoided the word witch, although it had lost some of its negative connotations since. Elric walked around. "What kind of wards do you have on this place? You've gotten better at them."

      Heat came to Morgan's cheeks and frustration to her chest that she still preened under his praise. Was that why he'd used the door rather than just appearing as he usually liked to do? Discreetly, of course. He wouldn't just appear in the middle of a store or someplace else where humans would see him. Nor would he typically pick up objects and put them down without even looking at them.

      Or was he complimenting her? Elric's restlessness said he wanted to be away quickly. And he'd apparently done some Earth-crossing before arriving rather than using the connections between the Faerie realm and human ones to expedite his trip. The sense of something being off, like milk just on the cusp of souring, made her hesitate. If there was a loophole that would allow her to not take the job and wait out her time, she aimed to find it.

      "And who are we after?" she asked his back as he stood and studied the bookshelves to the right of the door.

      "Some vampire." His shoulders lifted and dropped with what she assumed was another sigh. "The queen wants a new pet."

      Morgan pulled the glass cleaner and a roll of paper towels from the shelves under the register to rid herself of the hand-prints on the formerly clean case. "What the heck does she want with a vampire? She doesn't typically bother with the nightmare creatures."

      "Indeed." He bent to examine a book more closely.

      "Let me know if you have any questions," she said automatically. Her mind worked as she cleaned the top of the case. Then the front, since no matter how much she tried, she couldn't keep fingerprints from gathering on it. She'd put away the glass cleaner and found the duster for the shelves inside when a weight on her shoulder brought her back to the present.

      "It's fine," Elric said. The impatience and irritation had gone from his tone, and now he looked at her tenderly.

      She put away the duster and clenched and unclenched her fists to distract herself from the gritty feeling on her fingers. "Where are we going, anyway?"

      He put his arms around her, and she stiffened before she snuggled into his chest. She remembered their mutually agreed-upon rules. Anything more than an ongoing fling was impossible, but she'd take what she could get. Even his smell contradicted itself—the odor of plants in a rainstorm over sun-warmed rock.

      "There's an island in the Caribbean owned by a man you may have heard of—Merlin. The vampire is being held there."

      "Merlin?" Morgan pulled back and looked up to study Elric's face. "We're going up against the Truth Seekers?"

      Elric traced a finger over her cheek. "Not necessarily. This vampire poses some sort of threat to them. That's why the queen wants him."

      Morgan shivered, both from the journey of Elric's hand, which traced down her cheek and along the line of her jaw, and the thought of what she'd be getting into. No one wanted to be in the middle of the ages-old conflict between the Truth Seekers—the self-styled supernatural law enforcement agency that more than a few paranormal creatures considered to be a band of well-organized vigilantes—and the Fae. She should've known her final job wouldn't be that easy.
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      "Good, now make the cloud bigger."

      Audrey frowned as she focused on the cloud that hung above them in an impossibly bright blue sky. The grass she laid on tickled the backs of her arms and legs, and she had to keep from being distracted by the waving leaves on the nearby trees. Her spirit guide, a small silver dragon, made for a comforting weight on her belly. Maggie, who lay next to her, had explained that this part of the Collective Unconscious, or C.U., remained in a state of eternal summer, hence the green. But it was also a good place to practice a variation of what Audrey had done as a child, only this time she made the shapes in the clouds. Or tried to.

      The vaguely cat-shaped white and gray puffball above them suddenly expanded, then dissipated. Audrey sighed, and the dragon squeaked in protest.

      "I'm not very good at this." She turned her head to Maggie.

      Maggie smiled and patted Audrey on the hand. "You're doing fine. You can't be good at everything on your first try."

      "But this isn't my first try." Audrey turned her face back to the sky. "We've been at this for a week, and I can barely manipulate the clouds. How am I supposed to be of any use?"

      "A week is nothing. It took much longer for some of us to master even the most basic magic on Avalon." Maggie snorted. "At least if you make something blow up here, it won't hurt anything."

      "True." Audrey turned back to her. "Tell me about Avalon."

      Maggie shook her head, but behind her, an island shaped cloud appeared. It looked like a semicircle with rectangular things sticking up at the top—standing stones? "It's gone into the mists, although there is a reflection here."

      Wispy gray clouds covered the island-shaped one, and it all blew away.

      "Do you ever try to go to the reflection, to see what happened to the people there?"

      "No." Her tone had gone flat, and Audrey drew back, stung.

      "I'm sorry," Maggie said as she patted Audrey's hand again but didn't look at her. "I made one of my biggest mistakes there, and it changed the course of history."

      "I'm sorry for asking. By the way, nice cloud work."

      "What?" Maggie looked to where Audrey indicated. "I wasn't doing it." She sat, and Audrey did as well. "What did you see?"

      "An island with standing stones on the top, and then gray clouds covered it and took it away."

      Maggie grinned. "Avalon didn't have standing stones. That must have been your version of it."

      "Oh!" Audrey clapped. "But I wasn't trying."

      "That means you've been trying too hard." Maggie stood. "And you need a break." She helped Audrey to her feet, and the dragon made lazy circles around them.

      Audrey sighed. She'd never get used to this topsy-turvy world, which Maggie had told her was like a dimension. No one had figured out why only humans could reach it in their sleep. Or why they could stash their collective cultural memories here in the forms of gods, goddesses, and other mythological beings. Or why dream weavers like Audrey could—supposedly—manipulate the C.U. and therefore influence the waking world. Audrey wondered if she'd meet Thor someday, but she wouldn't rush it. She hadn't felt quite right since her encounter with Zeus, but she couldn't describe how, except that she often had the sense of someone peering over her shoulder and waiting. For what, she didn't know.

      She followed Maggie to the edge of the woods, where the reflection of the sky filmed the surface of a small pool of water about three feet in diameter. The sky darkened, and Audrey looked up to see that dark gray clouds had rolled in. A cold breeze teased the hair at the back of her neck, and she remembered she wasn't the only one engaged in supernatural pursuit. Or, in Damien and Charlie's case, pursuit of something supernatural and nasty.

      "Time to check in on the boys?" Audrey asked. Maggie would never admit it, but they were both nervous about the guys hunting a rogue were-bat that day.

      "Yep." Maggie pulled her hair back and secured it with an elastic band. "I wish I knew how the nightmare creatures keep getting through like they are. The barriers between the C.U. and the waking world should be mostly healed by now."

      Audrey had pictured the barriers as stone walls, but in reality—or what passed for it—they were more like sheets of elastic that could heal like skin. Or that's what she imagined now that Maggie had explained their nature. "Is there another way?"

      Maggie shook her head. "Not unless a neighboring realm is letting them through, but the rulers like the nightmares as much as we do, which is to say, not at all."

      "Oh." She had to prove she wasn't a total failure. "Can I try to summon the vision?"

      Maggie smirked. "Feeling confident after your accidental cloud-work?"

      "Yes. Plus it's easier for me to do this because I truly want to see Damien."

      "Go ahead then." Maggie stepped back.

      Audrey took a deep breath, even though she didn't need to breathe here, and looked at the pool, allowing her eyes to blur their focus. "Show me Damien," she whispered, the desire to see him and make sure he was safe thick in her chest. The surface of the pool shimmered although no breeze stirred the leaves of the plants around its edge, and it cleared to show late fall woods, the trees almost bare. She could make out a couple of dark-clad figures crawling along, but a gray film covered the scene.

      "I think I have a bad connection." She huffed. "Is nothing going to work right for me today?"

      "There's no such thing here." Maggie stood beside Audrey and looked at the vision. "That's a cloud of obfuscation. Something doesn't want us to see them."

      Panic crawled up Audrey's throat. "They're in danger?"

      Maggie squeezed her hand one more time and disappeared, leaving Audrey to worry.
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      Charlie crawled through the autumn-cool mulch and tried not to think about what that wet spot that soaked the edge of his sleeve could be. The acrid odor that broke through the woodsy smell of forest floor enlightened him anyway—cat piss. While he'd been told about a feral cat colony, he'd yet to see any, likely because they'd scattered when their new neighbor had moved in. No kitty wanted to become the blue plate special. That there was still cat pee to find meant the bat hadn't been there that long, which was a good thing. Less chance of someone seeing the supernatural creature, which would look like a Halloween decoration that had been left out too long come to life.

      Finally his destination, an old chimney, came into sight. As he'd been told in his orders, the stones had fallen out at human eye level. Hence why he and Damien had to slink along the ground in case their quarry woke early and watched from inside. The problem with the bat being holed up in the chimney was the danger of a stray shot ricocheting around and injuring one of them, so they would have to wait until evening when it woke and emerged. Plus, even though he knew it was much more dangerous to hunt were-bats when they were awake, Charlie couldn't bring himself to shoot a sleeping creature.

      A tug on his pants leg made him turn, and Damien gestured toward a large wild azalea bush to their right under a majestic magnolia tree. The shrub's blooms had long fallen off, but its leaves made for good cover. Charlie nodded. He wanted to get a look around the structure, but it was almost dusk. He would have preferred for them to have done recon during full daylight, but he'd only gotten the orders that afternoon after someone had reported something strange in the woods near the new PATH trail. Now the sky darkened under heavy clouds, the heaviness of twilight near. They crawled behind the bush and sat with their backs against a tree. Charlie stretched out his legs and grimaced at their complaint.

      "You're getting old." Damien mouthed the words rather than saying them aloud.

      "We're the same age," Charlie grumbled, but also silently.

      Damien wrinkled his nose. "What is that on your sleeve? You smell like burning rubber and hot metal had a love child."

      "You didn't crawl through it?"

      Damien shook his head with a grin.

      Charlie frowned. Yes, the odor in the air resembled that of the liquid that had found his sleeve, but it was too heavy to be just that. He and Damien looked up simultaneously. The were-bat snoozed in the lattice of the branches about fifty feet above, its B-movie monster face peaceful. Charlie's orders had been for the right creature, wrong location.

      Damien stiffened beside him. A snicker made Charlie look to his left, where a child-like creature about two feet tall stood. It wore what looked like blue and green garden gnome clothing stood and held a slingshot and stone in its hands. Its eyes the lurid color of a Sprite bottle sparkled with amusement.

      Charlie kept his own jaw from dropping. A faerie? What was it doing here, in the middle of the city? How had it gotten past the ring of sun-baked metal and concrete-encased girders that formed I-285, Atlanta's perimeter? He'd been told of pockets of the forest creatures in the deep woods of the North Georgia Mountains, but one shouldn't be here.

      The child-like creature armed its slingshot and aimed it at the were-bat. Torn between needing to stop the faerie from waking the were-bat and not wanting to move so suddenly as to wake it himself, Charlie could only watch as the stone arced over his head and hit the tree trunk with a thwack.

      The were-bat plummeted toward them, its wings spread as much as possible within the confines of the branches and mouth open to reveal its yellowed, shark-sharp teeth. Charlie and Damien scrambled out of the way just in time. They each took a shot, but missed, further angering the creature. Charlie cursed. They needed to draw it out into the open.

      Charlie and Damien darted in different directions. That was the plan—if they didn't get a clear shot when it first charged, split up, and whoever wasn't followed would then circle back and kill the bat before it killed his partner. The acrid breath on the back of his neck and the gusts of fetid air from the beating leathery wings told Charlie he'd been the unlucky one in that lottery. He dodged around trees, trying to make it get itself tangled in branches so Damien could get a clear shot.

      A bullet whizzed by his head, but it came from the wrong direction. He dropped and rolled to his left just before the were-bat dove for him and missed. Charlie landed with a splash in a stream. Two shots happened so close together they sounded like one with an echo, and the creature fell with a thud to the ground, bursting into flame. Charlie resisted the temptation to bury his nose in the stream to escape from the stench of the combusting corpse. Instead, he rolled to his hands and knees and peered over the embankment. Damien stood back, his arms crossed, but his facial expression didn't give much away beyond mild anger.

      The figure that stood on the other side of the body blended in with the colors of the forest in its skin-tight clothing, a knit cap on its head. Charlie groaned when he saw the pale oval of her face with eyes hidden behind purple glasses.

      Maggie.

      She must have heard him because she turned in his direction. "Charlie! There you are. Did you decide to go for a swim?" Her teasing didn't help his mood.

      He staggered to his feet and mentally checked himself for injuries. Just bruises and scratches and the discomfort of wet britches, as his mother would have said.

      "Ha ha ha." He didn't know whether the pressure that reached from his chest to his throat meant anger or happiness at her appearance. Nothing was ever clear with her. She'd essentially rejected his offer of a romantic liaison due to the curse that had dogged her for several hundred years. Typically he'd been able to move on from rejection, but not this one. For the first time in years, he hadn't been on a date in several weeks. None of the women on the internet compared to Maggie's ethereal beauty, not even with their professionally done photos and clever camera angles. Or maybe he'd just gotten cynical.

      "Would you like to explain why you almost shot me?" he asked, his voice gruffer than he intended. "I felt that bullet go by."

      "I had to get you to duck," she explained, her hands palm up. "It was gaining on you, although you're an impressive runner." She looked at his red mud-caked black jeans. "I didn't realize you'd go into the stream—sorry."

      "I had it," Damien said.

      "You didn't have a clear shot," she told him. A brown tabby cat emerged from behind one of the trees, and Maggie bent over and held a hand out. "Here, kitty."

      "Careful, the ones around here are feral," Charlie warned her. "They're not going to be all nice kitty, soft kitty for you." Then he noticed the creature had very bright green eyes. Maggie straightened, her eyes narrowed.

      "That's no cat." Her expression mirrored the same confusion he'd felt earlier. "But one of them shouldn't be here."

      Damien, apparently having caught on that their supernatural adventures were not over yet, said, "Shouldn't we go?"

      The creature shimmered and grew, expanding into a brown and black tiger-like creature. Its growl resonated deep within Charlie's gut.

      Oh. Crap.

      Maggie grabbed his hand, and he had the familiar sensation of something clicking into place, the sensation he'd hoped would disappear after she’d told him she couldn't be with him. The forest faded around them, and he found himself standing in the middle of Maggie's living room. Part of his brain observed that she'd redecorated, going from white couches and blue carpet to blue and green furniture on tan carpet. It looked homier than previously.

      The other part noticed that while she held both his and Damien's hands, she released Damien's first.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Two days after Elric found her at her shop, Morgan stood at the edge of the surf and let the waves wash over her toes. The sun set over the ocean and painted it and the clouds above in mirroring shades of pink, orange, red, and finally purple. She smiled when the sky turned gray. Tomorrow she would be a free woman, no longer having to wait and wonder.

      She closed her eyes and reached out to the surf, allowing the energy of the dusk to wash over her. Then her eyelids snapped up when someone grabbed her right hand and planted a cold kiss on it. A man stood in the surf in front of her, his feet hidden by mounds of sand, his golden hair catching whatever light remained. Lapping waves darkened his uniform dress pants beyond their usual black, and the red stripes on his sleeves told Morgan he served the faerie queen directly. Electric dismay tingled through her—this could only mean trouble.

      "Greetings, le Fay," he said and bowed, but he didn't release her fingertips.

      Morgan snatched her hand away and crossed her arms. "What do you want?"

      He smiled, and she had to tell her mind to still so her internal speculation wouldn't drown out his words.

      "I come to you with your final mission. But it seems we have a problem."

      She swallowed against the pressure at the back of her throat. The ceviche and margaritas that she and Elric had shared for dinner threatened to make a reappearance. "What's the problem, Captain?"

      "It seems that you have accepted the mission without knowing all the information." He gloated as only a Fae who'd just caught a human in a verbal trap could.

      "Tell me." She could only squeeze out short sentences around the spreading panic in her chest.

      "Well, I was to offer you a choice." He held out his right hand, palm-up. "You could complete this final task, and the reward would be the rest of your power plus enough riches to keep you comfortable for the rest of your immortal life. Or…" He matched the gesture of his right hand with his left. "You could retire with what you have and receive your powers at the end of the time. Queen Maeve is fair—she acknowledges your deal was ten jobs or ten centuries, and this last one came close to the end and will be more difficult than the others. You'll be attempting to steal something from Merlin, after all."

      Morgan's stomach sank into the soft sand beneath her feet. She could have refused the job and gotten her powers back anyway? No, it couldn't have been that easy, and she held back her scoff at him calling the queen fair. She also heard what he hadn't said. "And if I fail?"

      He shrugged. "You walk away with what you have, and the queen keeps the rest of your powers."

      Well, at least there was that.

      But he continued, "Or she may take what you've regained to this point. You did have a deal, after all."

      Now anger flashed through her, and steam wreathed her ankles. Damn, he'd know she was losing control—she only heated when she couldn't help herself since she hadn't yet fully regained her power over fire. "That's not fair. I've done nine jobs for her. I should be paid for those."

      He shrugged and started to bow. She knew he was about to disappear.

      "Wait, can I step back from this job and walk away?"

      He straightened. "You've already accepted it. You and Elric spoke the words of binding."

      "But he didn't tell me everything!" A familiar stinging feeling sank from her heart to her stomach—betrayal. She'd been a fool to ignore her instincts and trust him when he’d given her the assignment, even after he'd given her nine centuries' worth of reasons why she could. But how had Elric come to her without the queen's knowledge?

      The soldier bowed again, and as he faded, his words hung in the air between them. "Take it up with the queen, then. I've done my duty."

      Morgan put a hand to her throat to stop her heart's panicked beating and took gulps of the sea air. Then coughed. The breeze held a hint of sulfur, and she turned when something other than the waves moved in her peripheral vision. A gnarled creature covered in wet seaweed emerged from the waves, its eyes a glowing red. It inclined its head when it saw her, and Morgan stepped back. The nightmare creatures had always treated her with respect, which she had alternately appreciated and found curious. But what was one doing here? It crawled back into the waves and was gone.

      She clenched her fists and turned back to the surf. She knew one thing—she'd never trust anyone again, and Elric would be the first to be turned into a crisp once she finished this damn job and regained her full abilities.
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      Maggie released the breath she'd been holding as the woods faded around them, and they transferred to her apartment. She'd rarely stayed anywhere as long as she had in this place, and it had come to feel like a sanctuary.

      "What are we doing here?" Charlie's clothes had dried during the shift, but his mood had not improved, and he took his hand back. "And what was that in the forest? Was that a faerie? And why was it trying to kill us?"

      Maggie heard his last question even though he didn't ask it—and what the hell were you doing there?

      She removed her knit cap and shook out her long red hair. "To answer your questions in order, you're here because it was the place that I felt was safest for now, yes that was a faerie, and I suspect it was trying to mess with us. They're mischievous like that."

      She looked at him with her full gaze behind her glasses. "And I came because I knew you were in trouble."

      Damien put a hand on Charlie's arm and said, "Thanks. What matters is that the were-bat is taken care of."

      Charlie nodded once. Curtly.

      "Please," Maggie said and gestured to the couches, "make yourselves comfortable." She escaped into the kitchen and grabbed three bottles of water from the fridge. The awkwardness of her and Charlie's last conversation stood like a presence between them. She took a couple of deep breaths to steady herself and watched the two of them from behind the counter.

      Damien removed his hand from Charlie's forearm but didn't move otherwise. Charlie took a step and then looked down at his own attire.

      Maggie shook her head—she'd forgotten they'd been crawling through the woods. Any motion made dirt and leaves flake off their clothing, and the mud on their boots had stained her carpet. She returned to the living room, handed them the bottles of water, and waved her hand. The visible dirt disappeared, but she couldn't do anything about the grit beneath their clothes and in between their toes. At least not without getting too personal.

      "Sorry, now you can sit. Thanks for being considerate of my stuff."

      They both sat, and she noticed that Damien avoided the couch that had replaced the one where his girlfriend Audrey had been sleeping when her spirit had gotten trapped in the C.U. Charlie perched there. She hesitated—would he be more or less annoyed if she sat with him? Or with Damien? She elected to stand.

      Charlie stuck to business, his tone devoid of any of the tenderness she recalled. "Did the faerie come through from the C.U.? Is that how it was able to get into the heart of the city?"

      "I don't know." Maggie fidgeted with the cap of her water bottle. "I'm not sure what's going on. I haven't gotten my next assignment yet, and my bosses are being strangely quiet." She glanced at Charlie, and he flinched and looked away.

      Did he hate her so much he couldn't stand for her to look at him? She took a swallow of water to ease the tightness in her throat.

      "You still haven't explained why you appeared in the forest," he said.

      She hadn't thought this one through. Only dream weavers and Truth Seekers were allowed the knowledge that they could spy on people from the waking world. "I just had the feeling that something was up." She bit her lip. "Sorry, that was a lie. I can't tell you now why I was there, but I'm glad I was."

      Charlie glanced at Damien, who just drank his water and watched the exchange, the wrinkles at the corners of his gray eyes giving away his amusement. Normally he would have jumped in by this point to defend Charlie's ability and aim—both of which were damn good, from what Maggie had seen. She smiled. Being with Audrey had settled Damien. He'd gone from being a talented officer skittish about the supernatural to a talented were-bat hunter with a healthy respect for otherworldly danger.

      "We had it under control." Charlie gestured toward Damien. "I trust him to have my back."

      Ouch. Maggie shifted her weight. Did she feel she needed to make up for having left him to the mercy of the magically drugged champagne at Lyle Ames's party? It had all worked out, but she'd allowed him to be in a vulnerable position.

      She needed to talk to Merlin to see what was up. Did the nightmare creatures'—and there had been more than one—appearances mean she'd be sticking around for a while? Her intuition said yes, but not with any detail or clarity.

      "I need to check into some things before we talk about this situation further," she said. "C'mon, I'll take you to your car."

      Charlie sighed, and she stopped herself from echoing with her own dismay. Looks like we'll probably be working together again. Hopefully we can keep it professional.
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      Morgan stared into the surf, trying to convince herself that what she had seen was real. Oh, she had no trouble believing Elric had betrayed her—it always happened eventually, a hard lesson she'd learned as a child—and she would figure out what to do with that information once she could think around the heartache. Even though she'd lived more than a millennium, she still berated herself for being a foolish girl.

      But what had the sea creature been doing there? Morgan had felt the walls of the Collective Unconscious weaken, as had most non-mortals, she guessed, but the cracks should be fixed by now. The sea monster had smelled enough of sulfur to tell her it had been freshly released.

      Something more was going on. And her eyes stung from not blinking so she wouldn't miss the creature if it made a brief reappearance. Like the ocean, her life had tides and currents that ran deeper than surface appearances. And it seemed Elric's motivations ran deeper than she had suspected.

      Yes, she'd been a foolish, foolish girl.

      "Penny for your thoughts?" Elric asked when he approached but she didn't acknowledge him. He'd been hinting all day that once they made their arrangements, they could satisfy their mutual lust—again—but she was no longer interested. Fine, let him guess.

      "I just saw a lagoon monster. I think that's the correct term." She turned away from the sea, finally blinking moisture into her stinging eyes. "It appeared from the waves, saluted me, and disappeared again. One of those shouldn't have gotten through. The cracks aren't that big anymore."

      Elric shrugged. "There are always anomalies. I've heard some points still had more difficulties than others. The Truth Seekers are on it." He gave her a fake grin and a double thumbs-up, and a giggle escaped around her hurt. He had the same like for Merlin's organization that she did, but then she sobered. They were going up against Merlin's defenses on the island where the vampire was being held. And now she didn't know if she could trust Elric to have her back.

      "Did you get the boat?" she asked.

      "Yes, it wasn't too hard. At least once I glamored him."

      Morgan shivered. She hated to watch the Fae operate their magic on mortals. She had often wondered if mental clouding and manipulation were among the powers she hadn't regained yet, but she didn't think she would use them if she had them. She preferred to convince people in a way that allowed them a chance to refuse. Of course, there could be consequences for refusal, but there were consequences for everything in life.

      "We can go when you're ready." Elric tried to put an arm around her, but she shrugged him off. "What?"

      The question of why he hadn't told her she had a choice in taking that last job tottered at the end of her tongue, but she held it in. She didn't need to let him know she knew about his deception, at least not until she figured out what he was up to.

      "Nothing." She smiled even though it hurt her face. "Where's the boat?"

      "At the marina." He arched an eyebrow but didn't ask anything else.

      "And I can count on you, right?" She put a hand on his arm. "You wouldn't keep anything from me about this job, would you? I'm nervous taking on Merlin's magic, even if he isn't there."

      His gaze briefly flicked left like it had in her store before he answered. "You've totally got this. I—the queen is counting on you."

      She nodded, directing her attention ahead as they walked, her mind working in double time to their hurried steps. She would have to be extra careful. And not hand the target over to him. She wondered if she could get away from him somehow once she picked up the vamp. A nightmare creature. There had to be a connection.

      "Any idea as to the island's defenses?" She felt safe asking that question, at least. The beach was strangely deserted, likely due to the lagoon creature. Humans might not always be the smartest, but they often surprised her with their survival instincts.

      "Some security spells, but from what I could gather from the intel, not a whole lot. It seems that Merlin was trying to keep the vamp from getting to people, not the other way around."

      "So it's a particularly dangerous one. Young and hungry?"

      Elric nodded, his lips set in a grim line. "So I understand. Turned in January."

      "January? What does Maeve want with a fledgling?" The question burst out of her before she could catch it.

      "That's Queen Maeve, and I don't know, only that she wants him." His gaze flicked away so quickly she almost didn't see it.

      His confusion sounded almost genuine, but she'd caught the lie. He knew exactly what the queen wanted the vamp for, and he was planning to double-cross Morgan for…what? She balled the fist on the far side of her body from him. She had the sense that if she could step back and look at the whole picture, she'd figure it out, but she didn't have the proper perspective. Thus she'd have to grab the quarry and see what it—he—knew. Then maybe she'd discover what was up.

      They reached the marina, and Elric led her to a bay boat. A bearded man sat under the canopy at the controls. He wore a captain's hat, which looked comical with his other attire—a blue and white tropical shirt open to show his gray-haired tan chest and cargo pants.

      "So you're after some late-night fishing?" he asked. The only clue that Elric had messed with his perceptions was that his eye contact seemed off. Too long when he spoke, too short when she answered.

      "Yes, we're after a big one tonight."

      "Then hop aboard, and we'll get you going." He tipped his hat. "You can call me Captain Bob. Welcome aboard the Bullfinch."

      Morgan smiled at the old-fashioned gesture and accepted his invitation. Elric followed her. They sat in twin bucket seats in the small area behind the cockpit, and Morgan tolerated Elric putting his arm around her. She didn't mind the anchor to this reality as the captain maneuvered the boat out of the marina and to the open sea. She'd hated crossing water since that last fateful trip from Avalon, when she had been forced to leave without her son. She'd lost her powers, and she couldn't part the mists herself, so a "friend" had taken her. A friend who'd betrayed her.

      Why did she have to repeat the same lesson? Each time it grew more painful.

      "So what are you going to do with your retirement?" Elric asked. The wind whipped around them, and the engine was behind them, so Captain Bob couldn't hear them.

      She almost laughed in his face, his question ridiculous now that he'd set her up to fail, but she had to stay calm and collected. "I don't know." At least that was an honest answer. "I don't remember what life was like before."

      Not that she wanted to recall, anyway. Dread that had nothing to do with Elric's Fey games or the nightmare creature situation curled in her chest. She'd lived with the purpose of getting her powers back for centuries. But what would she do once she had them and therefore didn't have anything to strive for? Would she go back to having to make up things to keep herself busy, like the silly Knights of the Round Table had? Maybe she could find the Holy Grail. She'd gotten an archeology degree at one point.

      "Really? There's nothing you've been just dying to do?"

      Was he being cruel, or just curious? She shrugged. "Modern life is pretty darn comfortable, in case you haven't noticed."

      "So you'll be going back to your little store? Is there a man waiting in the wings? Or woman?"

      Morgan shook her head. "Neither, at least not this time."

      He attempted to engage her in further conversation, but she put her earbuds in and put on music that would get her pumped up—Heart's “Barracuda”. She ducked when he swatted at something.

      "What was that?"

      "Don't know. But I took care of it."

      He put his arm around her. Morgan figured she could at least use his shoulder if nothing else and forced her muscles to relax to conserve her strength. She didn't recall anything until he nudged her and said, "There's the island. We're here."
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      Maggie dropped Charlie and Damien off where they'd parked their cars and returned to her apartment. She locked the door, closed all the blinds, and whispered incantations at each one to reinforce her privacy. No telling what could be watching, especially with it being after dusk. She hoped she didn't catch Merlin at dinner—he hated to be interrupted when he was eating. He'd been a foodie before the term existed.

      She took a deep breath and headed to her spare bedroom. Ghosts of memories flitted around her, warning her to avoid the space and the recollections of one of her major mistakes. She stopped at the threshold and shook her head, not wanting to look inside. There had been so many mistakes already in her past. Why had she allowed herself to be caught unprepared again?

      Only one person besides Audrey had stayed in her spare bedroom, a young man named Philippe who had developed feelings for her. She'd done her best to push him away. And had failed. And he had been doomed—in his case, turned into a vampire. Merlin had "taken him to a place where he couldn't hurt anyone," whatever that meant. But had he been hurt? Was he okay?

      She'd put on her big immortal pants and ask Merlin when she talked to him. In a minute.

      She took a deep breath and opened her eyes. The room looked the same as it always had—cream-colored carpet, dark blue bedspread, light wooden nightstands with
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