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      AN ENCHANTED ST PATRICK’S DAY

      When Misty found a handsome man tied to a chair in a storeroom, beaten and abused, she was shocked. At the risk to her job and her life, she freed him. Together, they escaped her former boss in New Orleans and fled to Arcana Glen.

      But when Misty’s boss caught up with her, he claims the man she freed is a con and a thief. Not to mention, he thinks he’s a real leprechaun, so he must be crazy—right? Her boss asks her to spy on the handsome thief as part of a sting. All she has to do is pretend to be a lost leprechaun princess.

      AN ENCHANTED EASTER

      Damien comes from a family of Bighorn Sheep Shifters, but he has a second form—a wolf. And for a guy whose family has been involved in a feud with the local Wolf Shifter clan for generations, that’s a problem. Three years ago, he messed up everything. He made the feud worse, he stole from his own parents—and he broke his girlfriend’s heart.

       

      Now he’s back to make amends... but he fears some mistakes are unforgivable.

      THE MERMAID’S SPRING FLING ROMANCE

      Artesia is at the beach resort to do her job as Assistant Manager, not to enjoy dancing skyclad around the Beltane bonfires. However, when she rescues a guest from drowning in the sea, something sparks between them, leading to a sizzling encounter on the beach.

      Then a call from her mom changes her whole life’s trajectory. Her dad had a heart attack. He needs her to take over his rafting company immediately.

      Even if it means working with the guy she thought she’d never see again…

      

      Author’s Note: The Heat Level of these Novellas is Sweet, with a Fade to Black for explicit scenes.
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      The museum was closed for Mardi Gras, but the locked doors didn’t keep out the noise of the rowdy crowd outside. The distraction suited Branigan and his team, who were here for mischief of a different slant.

      The team called themselves the “Lucky Charms,” an ironic tip-o’the-hat to human preconceptions about Leprechauns. Most humans would look at the seven members of their team—six tall, strapping handsome men and one tall blonde woman—and not make the association with the red-bearded “little men” of human legend. But Branigan and his team were real Leprechauns (except Triton, who was a Sirex, a male Siren) and they weren’t from Ireland, although on Earth most of them used Irish names. Leprechauns were a sub-tribe of the Vanir, the Spring Elves, whose home realm was in a magical dimension, another Sphere, separate from the Mundane Sphere.

      Three of their team had stayed in the windowless white van, their getaway vehicle, including the head of the team, codename “Chief,” their driver, “Wheels,” and their clairvoyant, “Omen.” The van was currently parked two blocks away from the museum, away from traffic and cameras.

      Branigan, code name “Dice,” was second in command. He led the intrusion team, which included Caitlynn (his ex), who was their Tech Mage, codename “Waterfingers.” She had the ability to use Elemental Water magic to act like electrical signals and infiltrate human computer systems. Since she used magic to hack software and hardware, only another arcane would be able to detect her changes.

      She wriggled her fingers in the air, eyes unfocused, as if she were typing on an invisible keyboard. She could probably see a keyboard made of light floating in front of her, but even when they had been sleeping together, she hadn’t shared the private details of her magic with Branigan. Their relationship had been more physical than intellectual.

      “Video feeds are on loop,” she said softly. “They won’t record us.”

      With the human security system altered by the spell, Branigan motioned to the rest of the intrusion crew, who moved forward from the service door into the museum. Branigan entered first, then “Triton,” “Slick,” and finally Caitlynn “Waterfingers.” All of them were also in constant contact with the three team members in the van; every member of the team wore a gold, four-leaf clover earing in his or her right ear, which acted like an earpiece. The charm enhanced telepathy, so even the team members without a strong talent could communicate telepathically.

      Omen telepathed the team. Omen addressed the team leader, but deliberately let the others overhear. “Chief, I just picked up something from the near future... A strange roar. I can’t identify it, but it’s something bad.”

      A roar? If they had been entering a den of shifters, that might refer to a sound a shifter might make in beast form. But as far as the team knew, this museum belonged to Winter Elves—not shifters. It was Winter Elves who had stolen the prize  and brought it here, to the Mundane Sphere.

      Branigan tensed. He didn’t want to scrub the mission. Omen was their seer, but he was only a clairaudient... he sometimes picked up sounds from the future. Sometimes Omen picked up something really useful, as when he’d overheard a bit of conversation about the prize being sent to this museum.

      The Chief, Owen McGee, who was back in the van with Omen, asked, also telepathically, “Bad enough that you recommend scrubbing the mission?”

      “It’s just a roar and maybe... an explosion?” Omen sounded uncertain. That was the problem with his talent. Sometimes all he heard were random sounds, which were hard to interpret.

      “Could be a booby trap,” said Caitlynn quickly. Branigan could tell by the way she leaned forward, fingers grasping, that she didn’t want to scrub the mission either. “It’s almost certainly computerized. If so, I can disarm it.”

      “Heed the warning to take care of anything that might explode,” said McGee. “But the mission is still a go.”

      Branigan exhaled in relief. They had come this far. He didn’t want to turn back until he had what they’d worked so hard to find. However, just to be sure, he invoked his own magic. He possessed a form of Elemental Water magic, like all of them did. In his case, Augmentation. He made a gesture. Although no one but Branigan could see it, two glowing dice rolled in the air before him. He’d rolled a +1 and a +4, attached to his Strength and his Agility respectively. He hoped that would be useful. The problem with Augmentation magic, as with most Leprechaun magic, was that it was all a kind of Luck, which meant it was capricious. Branigan could enhance his own physical strength, speed, dexterity, camouflage, attack magic or defensive magic, but not at the same time, and never in any predictable degree.

      The team moved as quietly as thieves, although that’s not how Branigan saw himself and his mates. During the conquest of the Emerald Kingdom in Springvale, the magical homeland of the Leprechauns, many priceless works of art, most of them magical, had been stolen by the Azir, the Winter Elves who occupied their homeland. As far as Branigan was concerned, they were simply restoring treasures to the homeland where they belonged. However, the humans of the Mundane Sphere, who had no idea of the war raging between the different kingdoms of elves, wouldn’t see it that way. The mundanes would see it as plain theft.

      Today, the team was after something other than art. Their prize had much more immediate value.

      The team moved quietly through the elegant halls of the turn-of-the century mansion, which now housed a small but classy art museum. The prize Branigan’s team was interested in had not yet been put up for sale on the open market. If they could snatch the prize back before they were sold to any humans, it would help tremendously with the legal gray area of stealing the art, although, if necessary, they weren’t above taking it back from humans who innocently purchased it without any idea that it was stolen in the first place.

      They reached the end of the hallway, which to ordinary eyes, appeared to be a blank wall. However, Branigan and the others with magic could see the faint outline of glowing light indicating that a glamour hid a secret door.

      Caitlynn moved to the wall. She was also their lock picker. She traced the glowing line on the wall, then wriggled her fingers in the air.

      She glanced at Triton. “It’s stubborn,” she telepathed silently. “A little help here?”

      The Sirex nodded. Although he also used Elemental Water magic, his was activated with Song, not rolled by Luck, like the Leprechauns. He began to chant.

      However, barely had Triton begun to recite the incantation, when the outline of the door glowed more strongly, an indication that someone was coming through from the other side. The team exchanged a horrified look. No one was supposed to be here.

      Branigan threw up a shield spell, preventing the door from opening outward.

      “Go!” he hissed aloud at his team. “I’ll hold the door. The rest of you get out of here!”

      They would have argued, but Owen, the team leader, telepathed urgently, “He’s right, it’s the only way! We’ll come back for you, Branigan!”

      Branigan rolled his mystic dice again, begging the Lady of Fortune to grace him with a boost to his offensive or defensive magic, but he only received +3 to his defensive magic and +6 to his physical strength, which was great, normally, but wasn’t going to help him hold a magic door.

      Fortunately, the rest of the team obeyed the Chief and ran back down the hall, seeking to escape the museum before whoever was on the other side of the door came out. The team disappeared while Branigan struggled to hold the shield spell in place.

      Every minute that Branigan could hold the shield was one more minute he bought for his team to escape without getting caught. He threw all of his magic into the spell. Using raw Elemental Water magic was like aiming a powerful hose that shot blue energy at the door to hold it shut. Whoever was on the other side of the door had tremendous power. He could feel his hold on the spell weakening, while the force building on the other side of the door only grew stronger.

      A roar reverberated through the air. Omen’s prophecy!

      A blast of Elemental Fire overwhelmed his Water spell. The door was torn off its hinges by jet of fire. It blasted out of its door frame so fast it hit Branigan and shoved him halfway down the hall before landing on his body, burning hot. Hurt by the blast, the impact, and the heat, he felt himself slipping into a dark sea of pain. If it weren’t for his augmented physical endurance, the blow would have killed him. He’d been lucky after all.

      He was still conscious enough that he heard footsteps coming towards him. Firm, deliberate steps.

      Something kicked the door off of Branigan’s body. He stared up into the face of the arcane who had overpowered him. Instead of the Winter Elf that Branigan had expected to see leering over him, the man who glared down at him had yellow and red reptilian eyes as well as an aura of Elemental Fire.

      No wonder this arcane had overpowered Branigan’s magic. The man was a Dragon Shifter.

      Bollocks, thought Branigan. If the Dragons are involved, we are screwed.
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      “I’m sorry to ask you this on such short notice,” the deep, cultured voice on the phone said to Misty Hollenbeck. She wondered why her boss, Seth Ruelong, had asked her to come in to work on Mardi Gras, but she knew from experience he wouldn’t tell her until she arrived in person.

      “It’s no problem, sir,” said Misty. “I’ll be there in forty minutes. With the traffic...”

      “Look outside your window,” commanded Mr Ruelong.

      Misty stood up from her dinette kitchen table and pulled aside lacey curtains to peek outside her second story apartment. A silver sedan with the company logo, a coiled red dragon, had pulled up in front of her apartment, double parking.

      “I’ll be there in twenty minutes,” she amended.

      A click informed her he’d hung up.

      Misty glanced down her body, currently wrapped in a fuzzy robe, Metallica t-shirt and bunny slippers. She raced to the shower. There was no time to wash her wild penny-colored curls, but she wasn’t going to meet her boss smelling like last night’s spicy shrimp gumbo. She knew that her boss had a discerning sense of smell, although he was too polite to say so.

      In the shower, she scrubbed fast and hard with a minty soap that would eradicate all other scents, then tore through her closet like a hurricane. She shimmied into pale green slip, a white silk blouse, a severe black skirt suit. Her briefcase, with her work and personal phones, along with her laptop, already charged, sat by the door, in case of an emergency such as this. Four and a half minutes after the call with her boss, she locked her apartment behind her, took the stairs two at a time, and rushed to the front door of her gated apartment.

      Right before she opened the door to the street, she paused, ran a brush through her red rat’s nest of hair, yanked it into a bun as strict as a nun at a private school, and calmly opened the door. She trotted quickly, but not precipitously, to the waiting car.
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        * * *

      

      Misty met her boss, not at the office, as she’d expected, but at one of the museums he owned. The driver said nothing, offered no explanation, only dropped her off. Misty had thought that the museum was closed today, as it sat right on the parade route, which was already filling up with partygoers, even this early in the morning. Technically, perhaps, the museum was closed to visitors, but a team of men in black suits and black sunglasses swarmed all over the place. They looked like government agents, but knowing her boss, Misty suspected they were private contractors. Perhaps some or all of them had been military or police in previous jobs. They were not only huge, fit men but every last one was handsome as hell; they exuded the same charisma as her boss, an almost tangible heat that radiated off their bodies.

      One of the first strange things Misty had noticed about her boss was that he surrounded himself with handsome men and beautiful women. It made her wonder why he had hired her. She was a gangly scarecrow with pale skin, ridiculous freckles, hair that could only be tamed if it was tied out of sight.

      Seth Ruelong waited on the top floor. Misty felt the pull of his charisma like the suction of a vacuum cleaner. She knew he wasn’t the right guy for her, and yet, in his presence, her knees turned weak, and she had to fight not to stammer and blush like a schoolgirl. Plus, she knew he had that impact on every woman who met him. Sometimes she wondered if he wore pheromones in his cologne or something.

      “Hollenbeck,” he said, when he spotted her. “Thank the Light you’re here. Something came up at the museum, so I need to be here, but I’m also supposed to meet my fiancé today. I need our lunch arrangements to be moved here.”

      “Of course, sir!” Misty perked up. The concrete assignment allowed Misty to push aside the distraction of being in a house full of mysterious, handsome men. When she went to work, she focused fully on her job.

      Misty, quickly explored the top floor of the museum. She located a parlor, or rather the balcony of a parlor, which she thought would be the perfect location for the brunch. It would coincide with the Mardi Gras parade, and the balcony overlooked the route: perfect. The museum had once been a three-story mansion, with ornate iron rail balconies. Exquisite paintings hung on the walls and life-like sculptures of mythical creatures filled the corners. Delicate wallpaper in hues of light green, with faint accents of lemon and pink made the room feel fresh and light. She couldn’t need to touch any of that. But the ornate wall-to-ceiling mirror on the south wall would have to go. Her boss had a strange superstition about mirrors; he had a horror of conducting any important business in a room with a mirror. She would have to find something to fill that space.

      She pulled out her phone and her laptop and issued a series of calls to vendors and caterers, rerouting Mr Ruelong’s scheduled brunch from the previous location to this address. Negotiations with the florist were particularly fraught. Knowing that money wasn’t an object for her boss, Misty would have been willing to pay for entirely new flower arrangements on this new site, and keep the old order, but the florist didn’t have enough blossoms on short notice, so together they had to figure out how to re-adapt the flowers for the new location.

      To fill the space left on the wall when the mirror was removed, Misty had another painting in the museum placed there temporarily. The large painting was taller than a man. It depicted a bucolic, mythological landscape of Nymphs, Satyrs, Spring Elves and Mermaids against a landscape of spring forests, grassy hills, rivers, and pools. The painting was so real, despite the imaginary subject matter, that Misty almost felt she could step into it and find herself in another world. She stared at it with a strange yearning before she shook herself.

      What was wrong with her? It was as if the painting had hypnotized her. But she was a practical person, a grown up. As a child, her parents had smothered any inclination she had to visit magical worlds. Whenever she became lost in a book or a daydream, her mother would snatch the book out of her hands, or her father would snap his fingers in front of Misty’s face. Earth to Misty! Keep your head on your shoulders, they always admonished her, and your feet on the ground.

      Misty arranged everything well ahead of the deadline.

      “I appreciate this,” Mr Ruelong said. He paused. “You know I value loyalty above everything else, don’t you, Hollenbeck?”

      “Yes, sir,” she said, confused by his intense examination. For the first time, she experienced the heat that radiated off him as a threat rather than an invitation. His eyes, she noticed for the first time, were such a strange shade of brown they almost looked scarlet. Almost... reptilian.

      “And you’ve always been loyal,” said Mr Ruelong. “As well as meticulous, punctual and artistic. It’s an unusual combination.”

      “Thank you, sir,” Misty said, still tense. Was this a prelude to being fire? she wondered.

      His praises only reminded her that she had forgotten to have the mirror that she’d removed sent back to storage. It was possible that the security team had wrapped it, taken it to storage and noted the change of location in the museum’s log—but it was far more likely that they had forgotten one of those steps. Misty wouldn’t blame them if they had, since moving art was normally the job of dedicated staff. Still, it would be best if she popped into the storeroom to make sure the mirror was there, and that it had been properly logged.
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      Branigan woke up bound to a chair in a storage room in the museum. Ironically, it was the same magically hidden storage room that he and his team had intended to break into. Now he would have to figure out how to break out. He recognized his location by the musty-sweet smell. Only an emergency exit sign illuminated the room. The walls were cement but cluttered with shelves stuffed with wrapped flat boxes that might have been paintings, leaned against the shelves. The center of the large storeroom had been cleared of everything except his chair. Stains on the floor suggested blood but turned out to be paint. Tracks showed heavy objects had been shoved out of the way recently, so this room wasn’t regularly used as a torture chamber but had been cleared to serve as a temporary prison.

      The heavy, magic-enforced door had already been replaced with a normal door as temporary fix.

      He tugged at his wrists. They were bound behind his back by silver, magic-infused manacles. Silver didn’t bother him, as it would a shifter, but the enchantments on the manacles created a chasm between him and his magic. When he tried to draw on Elemental Water, it was like trying to turn on a shower after the main water line had been shut off. He came up dry. Repeated efforts only exhausted him.

      His legs were also bound, though only by tight, pinching cords, not magic. His feet were bare. The concrete floor seared his toes when he made the mistake of touching it. He cursed softly. The Dragons had used Fire magic to heat it up, making it impossible for him to walk on it barefooted even if he freed himself. He had to clench the muscles in his legs to keep his feet from the blistering floor.

      Obviously, the manacles also made it impossible for him to augment his strength, agility, endurance, or any other form of physical aide that he might have used to snap the metal cuffs or the cords around his ankles.

      The door creaked open. A team of three Dragons, dressed in black suits, strolled into the room, unbothered by the heat of the floor. They took off their sunglasses, revealing bright gold, red and green eyes, respectively. Their eyes looked human, until they blinked a second eyelid; then the reptilian shape of their pupils showed. They grinned evilly at Branigan.

      Two of them beat Branigan systematically. He expected them to interrogate him, but they said nothing as they punched him across the jaw, in the ear, in the solar plexus. He didn’t cry out or beg, but he did gasp from the pain of each blow. No matter how he tried to brace himself for the next blow, being violated by an assault on one’s flesh always came as a shock, an outrage. He grated his teeth and endured.

      The third Dragon, who hadn’t touched him, approached after he was bleeding from his nose, mouth, and one ear. The Dragon spread his fingers and placed his hand on Branigan’s head.

      Branigan felt a telepathic probe, more painful than any of the physical blows. It felt as if the Dragon had inserted a burning metal stick up his nose into his brain. For the first time, he screamed. He struggled to shield his mind, but without his magic, he feared he had no chance against the Dragon seer.

      To Branigan’s surprise, the shield held. The Dragon seer wasn’t pleased, but he wasn’t worried either.

      “You may hold me out for a short time, but I will soon break you open like a bastard’s egg. This is only the beginning,” a dark, cold, reptile’s voice hissed in his mind. “When we get you back to the Roost, you will experience real pain. No one steals from Dragons.”

      The three Dragons put their sunglasses back on and departed together.

      Panting, Branigan sagged in his chair. His feet touched the hot floor. He yowled and yanked them back up. He couldn’t relax. He couldn’t sleep. He had to accept that more pain, worse pain, was coming. The Dragons hadn’t killed him yet because they wanted him to give up his teammates. He wouldn’t do that. He had to steel himself to resist for the long haul.

      Another mind touched his. Unlike the hot poker of the Dragon seer, this mind was cool and malty, like a cold beer.

      “Dice, we haven’t abandoned you, promised Owen McGee, Branigan’s boss, using Branigan’s code name, even in telepathy. Hopefully the Dragon seer wasn’t able to listen in to this conversation, but they had security protocols for a reason.

      “Was that you that shielded my mind, Chief?” Branigan asked, already knowing he couldn’t have done it himself without magic. “Thanks. But you might need to do something more drastic.”

      Like give me a merciful death, he meant, although he didn’t project the thought loudly.

      McGee still picked it up.

      “No way,” snapped McGee. “I’m getting you out of there alive. Look out for a lucky break.”

      Owen McGee had the strongest luck magic of any of them. But had the Dragons left anything to luck? Branigan doubted it. Dragons weren’t considered the terror of the Seven Spheres for their ferocity alone. Their magic was tremendous, their cunning was notorious, and their spite was merciless. If they had decided the Leprechauns had wronged them, the Dragons would hunt them forever.

      Never mind that the Dragons had purchased treasures stolen from the Leprechauns in the first place...

      Suddenly, McGee’s contact with Branigan snapped like an overstretched rubber band.

      The heavy door creaked opened again. Branigan’s whole body recoiled, as the sick expectation of more pain roiled through him.

      But it wasn’t the team of Dragons in black suits who peeked in. It was a human woman with an adorable face, big eyes, and red hair.

      Her breath whistled in shock when she saw him.

      Maybe his luck was about to change after all.
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        * * *

      

      Misty had checked the third floor, the second floor, but didn’t find the mirror. When she got to the first floor, she found a storeroom off the main exhibit room. But still no mirror.

      She hadn’t even known a second storeroom existed, but after she checked the regular storeroom and saw no sign of the mirror, she decided to poke around and see where else it might have been stashed. She had found the second storeroom by sheer luck. It was at the end of a hallway that looked as if it had suffered fire and water damage. The rug which had once been running down the hallway had evidently been damaged too. Someone had rolled it up and tucked it into the corner.

      She had paused at the end of the hall and nearly fallen through a door that she hadn’t even seen.

      Now she stared in shock at the handsome, half-naked man who had been tied to a chair and—obviously—beaten. When she had first opened the door, he had lifted his head in fear. Surprise chased the fear from his face, but now he gazed at her warily. Without words, his expression asked her if she was here to help him, or if she was allied with those who had abused him.

      Misty had no idea.

      Her first instinct was to shout for help, to run upstairs to her boss, Seth Ruelong, and beg him to help the captive, call 911, find the perpetrators. But before she did any such thing, a few hard thoughts froze her where she stood, in the doorway.

      How could there be a prisoner tied to a chair and tortured in a secret room in the museum unless her boss knew about it? Mr Ruelong knew everything about what happened in his domain.

      And if Mr Ruelong knew about this... if he had approved it... then nothing in Misty Hollenbeck’s life was what she thought it was.
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        * * *

      

      “Who are you?” the woman whispered. At least she had the sense to keep her voice low. “Who did this to you?”

      “Please help me,” Branigan whispered back. “I came in from the street looking for a loo, but the security team here decided to punch first and verify facts later. Please, miss...”

      She started to enter the room, but he said, “Wait! The floor is hot! Be careful.”

      Startled, she stepped carefully. She wore heels and it was obvious from the way she yanked back her foot that she could feel the heat through the sole of her shoe. She frowned and disappeared from the doorway. He hoped she hadn’t gone to get help. No one else in the building was going to fall for his weak excuse that he had entered the museum by accident.

      A moment later, she returned with a rolled-up rug, the long, narrow kind used in hallways. When she unrolled it toward him, he realized it must have been the original runner in the hallway where the door had blasted outward, landing on him, because it was singed with dragonfire. However, it was still intact enough to cushion the human woman’s feet.

      To his initial confusion, she didn’t aim the rug at his chair but at the side of the room. Then he saw that she was fetching his shoes from where they sat on the cabinet.

      “There’s a key here,” she said softly. “Let’s hope it fits those handcuffs.”

      She reoriented the rug and rolled it towards his chair. The key did indeed fit.

      “That’s lucky,” she murmured.

      Thanks, Chief, Branigan thought silently. There was no reply, no telepathic connection at all, but that was fine. McGee had already set things in motion, so he wouldn’t risk further contact now.

      She placed her hands against his wrists but paused before she unlocked the manacles.

      “What’s wrong?” Branigan tensed again. The Dragon security team might return any moment.

      “If I do this, I’m betraying my boss,” said the human. “And the one thing he hates more than anything is disloyalty. I’ll be risking my job.” She paused. “But I can’t leave you here.”

      “If you’re going to help me,” Branigan said at once. “Better do it before they come back.”

      She snicked the key into the lock.
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      Once they were out of the room, Branigan retraced the steps to the service door at the back of the museum. The two had not yet reached the back door when they both heard shouts.

      Branigan grabbed the human woman’s hand and broke into a run, forcing her to stumble to keep up with him. He reached the door and shoved it open right before the alarm kicked in, which would have automatically locked all doors to the outside. He and the human slipped out and let the service door lock shut behind them.

      They were now in the alley, but the Dragons would be swarming over this place in minutes. Branigan studied the human, wondering how best to keep her safe. Send her as far away from him as possible? Or keep her close?

      If he kept her close, his Leprechaun luck would rub off on her. He feared if he sent her away, the Dragons would run her down at once, possibly hurting her to get at him.

      Fine, he needed to keep her with him until it was safe to separate.

      “We need a disguise,” said Branigan. He led the human behind a large plastic trash bin sitting under a fire escape. He pried open the trash bin and pretended to scrounge around inside. In fact, he drew on Elemental Water to create a mist, and from the mist, an illusion of two costumes. He turned around, smiling broadly. “Perfect. Some people have already thrown away their reject costumes, which we can use to blend into the crowd.”

      The human woman stared at him incredulously. “You want me to wear trash?”

      “It’s not trash. Look.” He showed her the skimpy but clean sequin bikini and feather headdress that he had supposedly ‘found’ in the dumpster. He didn’t wait for her response. He tossed her the outfit and started stripping off his torn and bloody shirt.
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        * * *

      

      Misty couldn’t believe this. Only an hour ago, she had been a normal person leading a normal life, a highly paid personal organizer, whose biggest fear had been that a floral arrangement designed for a dining room might not work on a balcony. Now she was standing in a dirty alley with a lunatic, probably a criminal—no way did she buy his bullcrap story about wandering into a highly secured building because he wanted to find a bathroom—while he casually stripped down to the buff.

      Two things struck her. One, how could she had ever thought her boss was handsome? She hadn’t known the meaning of the word until now. The man she had rescued might or might not be a criminal, but his body was pure sin. His sported a glorious six-pack, bulging shoulders and thighs, and taunt butt cheeks with adorable dimples.

      But the other thing she noticed were the bruises that discolored his chest and face. Those jerks had battered him brutally, and she worried that the injuries inside might be worse than she could tell from the surface.

      He had turned away from her to change, but he glanced back at her.

      “Get changed,” he barked at her.

      Caught ogling, Misty blushed hard and started to remove her suit jacket. She had stripped everything down to her slip before her mind woke up to the insanity of what he was asking her to do. The “costume” he had given her was a classic Mardi Gras affair: a lot of sparkle and feathers, but nothing else except a few strings to hold it together.

      “I can’t wear this!” she sputtered. “I don’t even wear a two-piece bathing suit!”

      “I can help you tie it on,” he offered. He, meanwhile, was tying on the codpiece of his own outrageous outfit, which didn’t cover any more of his magnificent body than the shiny fluff he’d given her.

      “No, no! I can do it!” Her cheeks felt as hot as the floor in the room where the goons had roughed him up.

      You committed to this the moment you put the key in the handcuffs, she reminded herself. There’s no going back now.

      She pulled off her slip, but that wasn’t sufficient. The costume was so skimpy that she had to remove her bra and panties to put on the green-sequins bikini, which the kind that had only a string between her nether cheeks and around her back and neck. She sniffed the plumes of the headdress skeptically before she put it on, but despite the fact that the man had pulled it out of a trash bin, it smelled clean and pleasant.

      “I should know your name,” she said.

      “Should you?” He turned around. His costume matched hers; it must have been a set that was tossed in the trash—so strange; it was emerald green and gold. Bandoliers of gold coins crisscrossed his chest, highlighting his muscles and the width of his shoulders. He wore a headdress of green feathers. The outfit matched his eyes, which were also green flecked with gold. He had auburn hair.

      “My name is Misty,” she said. “You might as well tell me yours. Or are you really hiding something from me?”

      “Branigan,” he said, flashing her a rueful smile. His gaze flickered over her.

      Misty self-consciously crossed her arms in front of her. “I don’t usually dress like this.”

      “Too bad,” he said. “You wear it well.”

      Before she could respond, he stepped close and took her hands in his.

      “You saved my life,” he said huskily. “I won’t forget that. But we’re both still in danger, as you yourself pointed out. Let’s get out of here, blend with the crowd, and find my friends.”
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        * * *

      

      “Chief, I’m outside the building,” Branigan telepathed Owen McGee. “I have baggage. Where should I meet you?”

      “Watch the parade. We’ll pick you up. Dress up.”

      “Already done.”

      At that moment, the back door of the museum opened hard. The clang reverberated through the alley, followed by the sound of heavy footsteps running.

      Branigan and Misty ducked behind the plastic trash bin, staying out of sight of the security team. He felt the weight of extra responsibility to keep Misty safe, because he knew that she had no idea the security team weren’t just thugs, they were arcanes, with the ability to turn into huge, winged predators. Branigan knew how dangerous their enemies truly were.

      “This way,” he whispered to Misty.

      The alley wasn’t long. The pale flagstone pavement opened onto a narrow street with brick sidewalks. Arched doorways to shops lined the street. A street artist painted quick watercolor portraits of tourists. Trash blew around the foot of an ornate streetlight.

      Branigan and Misty threaded the between the shops and foot traffic. By an indirect route, Branigan found the main street. They were only a few blocks from the museum.

      The crowd gathered to watch the parade wasn’t nearly as thick or rowdy at this time of day as it would be after sunset. Families lined the street right now, watching family-friendly floats like those sponsored by the Krewe of Argus, roll by. (Every parade was run by a different Krewe, which was an organization like a club.) In fact, Branigan and Misty were a little underdressed compared to most of the guys with dad-bods and middle aged women, who wore cheery green, purple and orange t-shirts instead of sparkling bikinis. If Branigan had been on his own, he would have adjusted his attire, since it was nothing but a glamour, a trick of light, but how was he going to explain changing the illusion to a human? Dig through another trash can?

      Still, this was New Orleans. This was Mardi Gras. No one gave the couple a second glance.

      “Let’s join the crowd watching the parade,” said Branigan.

      “Are you kidding?” Misty asked. “They’re looking for us! The museum is right over there!”

      Indeed, Branigan noticed a dozen men in a black suits and sunglasses emerge from the front gates of the museum and start spreading out along the street in either direction.

      “We need one more element to our disguise,” Branigan murmured. “Masks.”

      He handed Misty a packet. He had noticed Misty sniffed the headdress suspiciously, so this time, he included plastic in his glamour. She opened the packet at the same time he did. The masks inside were not the medical kind, but masquerade types, that covered their upper faces, eyes, and nose. She sighed and put hers on.

      “You really think this will work?” she muttered.

      “Yes,” said Branigan. No, he thought. The Dragons would sense his glamours and know exactly who he was. But McGee had said to wait here.

      Floats rolled by with colorful costumed people who waved and threw beads and party favors. Bands tooted jaunty tunes while drill teams twirled batons and danced. A family in matching cowboy shirts rode by on horses with braided manes. Decorated bumper cars honked their horns. The air smelled like spicy jambalaya and sweet citron cake.

      The men in black suits had spread out past the first block. Two teams of two worked both sides of the street. They weren’t hurrying; rather they scanned the crowd behind the metal fence barriers carefully as they stalked down the street. The crowd probably assumed they were parade security. They were getting closer to the block where Branigan and Misty stood.

      A float festooned in emerald and golden banners and a forest of paper mache four-leaf clovers drove by slowly in front of them. All of the people on the float were dressed like slutty leprechauns.

      “That’s my team!” Branigan cried. He tugged Misty.

      “What?”

      “I told you,” he said, widening his eyes, a picture of innocence, “I was part of the parade and I had to jump off the float to answer the call of nature. Now we can rejoin my friends.”

      Uncertainty washed over her, but Branigan tugged her again. Seeing the men and one woman on the float wave encouragingly at them, Misty let them help her up to the float.

      As soon as Branigan climbed onto the float, he could feel himself shielded by a much stronger glamour than he had been able to create. McGee had used his powerful Luck magic to weave glamour that even the Dragons couldn’t penetrate.

      Two Dragon suits swept by the position that the couple had just occupied. They sniffed the air, aware of the lingering magic, but unable to see where the couple had gone, even though Branigan and Misty were no more than ten feet away. The Dragons looked right at them, but, like the human onlookers, saw only two more gaudy revelers on a float.
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        * * *

      

      Their float stayed with the parade a few more blocks.

      Just when Misty had decided that perhaps Branigan had been telling the truth, the float abruptly turned down a side street. The team jumped off, removed all the decorations, and revealed an unremarkable van underneath.

      Misty started to back away. She had no idea who Branigan and his “friends” really were, or what feud they had with her boss, but she was beginning to suspect that they were all criminals. Branigan, her boss, the whole lot—she wanted nothing to do with any of them.

      I just want to go home and take a shower, she thought. Wash my hair. Write my resignation...

      “You can’t leave,” said Branigan.

      Misty jumped. Somehow, moving so fast she hadn’t noticed them, the group had surrounded her. Branigan stood in front her.

      “What do you mean, I can’t leave?” Misty demanded. Did they plan to kidnap her? Kill her because she knew too much? She couldn’t put the absurd accusations into words, as if saying them out loud might make them come true.

      “We aren’t going to hurt you,” Branigan emphasized, as if he could read her thoughts. “But your boss and his goons might. They are Dragons. Do you know what that means?”

      His green eyes searched her face intently. The other five men and one woman in the group also watched her closely, to judge her reaction.

      “Some kind of mafia...?” Misty guessed.

      Branigan smiled tightly. “Close enough. They are very dangerous. They probably think you know more than you do, and if they get their claws on you, they will hurt you—maybe even kill you. I’m not going to let that happen.”

      He looked past her shoulder at the man that Misty had already figured out was in charge of the group. Branigan’s last statement was as much for his boss as for her.

      “Fine,” said the man in question. “We’ll take her to the airport and buy her a ticket under an alias to somewhere safe.”

      “What!” cried Misty. “I can’t just... I have to pack... I’ll go with you, if you want, but let me stop by my apartment and...”

      “Does Seth Ruelong know where you live?” asked Branigan.

      Misty thought about the car Mr Ruelong had sent to her apartment. “...yes...”

      “Then it’s not safe.”

      “I can’t believe Mr Ruelong is involved in... in...”

      “He’s the head of the New Orleans Dragons,” said Branigan. “Nothing happens involving Dragons in his territory that he doesn’t know about.”

      “And what are you, that you know this?” challenged Misty.

      Branigan glanced at his boss over her shoulder, as if to ask permission to answer. Branigan shrugged. “We are Leprechauns.”

      Misty stared at him. “That’s the dumbest gang name I’ve ever heard.”

      A silence followed.

      She snapped her mouth shut, regretting her words as soon as she said it. It probably wasn’t a good idea to insult career criminals about their gang names.

      They broke into laughter.
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      Branigan wasn’t certain that he’d convinced Misty that he and his team were the Good Guys, but at least she reluctantly agreed to go to the airport with them. She changed back into her dress suit in the van, while the rest of the team changed their clothes behind the van. At least, that’s what they told the human. Actually, they simply dropped the glamours they had been wearing.

      With everyone dressed in ordinary street clothes, and the getaway vehicle looking like a plain van instead of a parade float, they piled back into the van and took off. With eight of them, the seating was cozy. Branigan sat next to Misty, but she wouldn’t look at him. She frowned at the tinted window.

      None of the arcanes in the van spoke, inhibited by the presence of a human.

      The silence lasted until, on the way to Lewis Armstrong New Orleans International Airport, their seer, Omen, started having a vision. Or, in his case, hearing a sound. As always, when he had a clairaudient experience, Omen fell into a trance and started describing or repeating what he heard in a weird, monotonous baritone, quite distinct from his usual chirpy tenor.

      “I hear a conversation...” Omen announced in a loud but flat voice. Every arcane in the van stiffened and leaned toward him, except Wheels, their driver.

      “...It’s a man and a woman...” droned Omen. Then Omen began to repeat the conversation.

      “’...not safe here any longer, obviously,’ says the man, ‘It would be best if you took the purchases to your Roost...’ and she replies, ‘is this a gift or a loan?’ and he says, ‘A sale,’ and she says, ‘Oh, you made a poor investment and you want me to take it off your hands,’ and he says, ‘The Leprechauns won’t dare steal it from the backyard of the Magician. Besides, if we are going to be married, soon...”

      Omen broke off and sagged in his seat. In his normal voice, he added, “Sorry, it faded out. That’s all I got.”

      “That’s enough,” said McGee. Their Chief sounded both excited and worried. “I know where they’re taking the prize. The man and woman you overheard had to be Seth Ruelong and Victoria Long. The Prize is going to Long Mountain, the base of the Colorado Roost in Arcana Glen.”

      “That should be easy, then!” exclaimed Slick. He and Wheels were brothers. Their real names were Connar and Connan, but even the brothers’ used each other’s nicknames.

      “Good job, Chief,” said Triton. “Your luck is holding.”

      However, Branigan noticed that McGee frowned at that. Something was wrong, but the Chief wasn’t ready to tell the team yet.
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        * * *

      

      At the airport, Branigan spotted Dragon agents already prowling around. He reported as much to McGee. Branigan expected an argument, so he kept his communication private from the team and especially from Misty.

      “We have to take the human woman with us,” Branigan telepathed McGee.

      “We will, yeah,” said McGee sarcastically. “That’s exactly what we need when we try to infiltrate a Dragon Roost under the nose of the most powerful Magician in the Seven Spheres.”

      “We can’t just leave her!”

      Instead of the argument Branigan expected, McGee asked, “Dice, did you escape on your own luck?”

      “No, and I know that I owe you, Chief, but I owe her too...”

      “That’s not what I meant,” interrupted McGee. “You two escaped before I rolled my luck spell.”

      “But she found me, and we escaped...”

      “Yeah, lad, you did, and that’s what worries me,” telepathed McGee. “I don’t trust her and I’m not taking her with us to Colorado.”

      “Then I’m staying behind too,” telepathed Branigan. “Someone has to look out for her.”

      McGee cursed him for a stubborn eejit, but Branigan wouldn’t budge.

      When Misty found out the Leprechauns—whom she seemed to think were some kind of gang—insisted on taking her on the King Stallion helicopter waiting for them, she also kicked up a fuss, but when Branigan pointed out the men in black suits, she agreed.

      “But what am I going to do in Colorado?” she asked. “My life is in Louisiana!”

      “When this all blows over, you can go home again,” Branigan said.

      That was blarney, and he knew it. But what could he tell her? She was already terrified. He owed it to her to save her life, even if she hated him for it.
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        * * *

      

      When Misty left her whole life and the state of Louisiana behind, it was still daytime, Spring, sunny and warm. When she arrived in the state of Colorado, in a state of confusion and fear, it was below zero, in the middle of the night, and it felt like the dead of Winter. The immense helicopter which had hopped through several stops to reach the Rocky Mountains, finally settled in a tiny airport surrounded by snowy forests. A bitter wind blew when Misty and her new friends (captors?) disembarked.

      Branigan silently wrapped his own coat around Misty’s shoulder’s.

      Another van, similar to but newer than the one they had used in New Orleans, picked up the team. The van drove through the dark, snowy forests that Misty had seen as they landed. The woods looked even more intimidating up-close than from the airport, like something out of a Grimm fairytale. She could even have sworn that she caught sight of a huge wolf, as big as a bear, on its haunches next to bear that was as big as... as... her zoology failed her... a bigger bear? Misty rubbed her eyes and looked again, but the van had already careened around a hairpin curve, and she couldn’t see the spot where the beasts had stood.

      It's my imagination, she thought uneasily. It was probably a rock and a tree stump. If it had been either animal alone, she could have believed it but, wolves and bears didn’t just sit together by the side of the road, like two old men sharing beers and gossip.

      A lake came into view. There was no moon in the sky, but a million stars and the Milky Way reflected in the water. Misty gasped. She had never seen so many stars.

      The van stopped in front of a wooden lodge, nestled in the trees, yet with a clear view of the lake. Everyone was tired and quiet as they left the van and entered the lodge.

      “You’ll be with me,” Branigan told Misty.

      She nodded and she followed him, but her sleepy brain didn’t grasp what he meant until she followed him into a bedroom on the second story and he closed the door behind them.

      There was only one bed.
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      Misty stared at the king-sized bed. She glanced at Branigan. Right now, he wore khaki slacks and a dark green tee-shirt that hugged his pectorals, but she remembered how he had looked with his chest bare except for the ridiculous bandoliers. Her face heated.

      She was alone in a bedroom with a guy who was clearly dangerous and shady. She knew she ought to be afraid. But the strange nervousness she felt wasn’t the same ice-cold terror she’d felt when she first saw Branigan tied to a chair, or when the strange men working for her boss had chased them all the way to the airport. Her feelings made no sense to her right now.

      He grinned at her. “Sorry, but there are seven of us on the team and exactly seven suites in the lodge. We didn’t realize we’d have a guest.”

      Misty’s mouth felt dry. She wetted her lips with her tongue.

      “You take the bed,” said Branigan. He pointed to a couch under the window. “I’ll sleep there. Do you want to use the bathroom first?”

      She nodded. She was exhausted, but she wanted a quick, hot shower.

      In the shower, she found a guest toothbrush and other niceties. She finished up quickly so Branigan wouldn’t have to wait on her. They brushed by each other as she left the bathroom and he entered it.

      Misty crawled into the big bed. The lights were touch

      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png





OEBPS/images/vellum-created.png







This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/misque-press-logo-1-inch-600.jpg
Misque Press





OEBPS/images/image-02-arcana-novella-boxset-6x9x300.jpg





OEBPS/images/heading-swash-laverne-screen.png






