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Knox Family Home, Present

I rubbed my burning eyes and closed the book, placing it on the ever changing pile next to my bed. Figuring out how to help Brand was turning out to be harder than I imagined. My determination hadn’t wavered, but my belief that lifting Mara’s curse was possible had taken some heavy blows. 

You’ll find a way, Char. Sasha attempted to reassure me, but I couldn’t escape the feeling that I should have at least found a lead by now. Two months was a long time to look for answers in my book.

“Sure, but how long is it going to take?”

Lena’s potion books yielded no clues. Grandma Shawn had given a rare, “I have no idea even where to start,” when asked. I’d gone so far as to talk to Zel about the situation, but even the coven leader had been unable to offer a viable suggestion. 

A geas cast by a witch, or most other magical entities for that matter, could be broken in a number of ways. Death of the caster being chief among them. But apparently demon cast geases were another matter altogether. 

And research material on the topic was virtually nonexistent. The situation just didn’t come up that often. Demons rarely bothered with cursing someone. Whenever someone pissed them off, it was much easier to just rip out their heart and eat them. 

I didn’t know what Mara had been seeking with Brand — maybe a white picket fence and a passel of demon-spawn? Whatever it was, Brand wasn’t interested, so she’d turned him into a vampire and then cursed him to crave the blood of anyone he fell in love with that wasn’t her. 

I shivered, imagining a thousand years of life without love, or even close companionship. Always afraid that you’d hurt those you cared for. It was too— 

“Still nothing?” Lena leaned against the door frame, a cup and saucer in one hand, the other wrapped around her waist. The hem of a silvery green nightgown skimmed her ankles. “You know you need to sleep at some point, right?” 

My sister has a talent for getting directly to the point. 

“Don’t nag. The cure is out there. It has to be. I just have to find it,” I said, trying unsuccessfully to stifle a yawn. 

Ignoring the ‘nag’ comment, she set the cup on my nightstand and went to sit on the edge of my bed, one leg curled under her. “I get that, but you burning yourself out probably isn’t the best way to conduct research.”

I winced. “He put his life on the line to help me. Not just once, but several times. Burned out or not, I can’t stop.” The image of him standing between me and Mara flashed through my mind, and my throat tightened. “He won’t even answer my calls since we got back.” The words came out in a hoarse whisper, and Lena stroked my arm gently. 

“I know this is hard. But exhaustion clouds the mind. And you are exhausted. When was the last time you slept?” She held up a hand, forestalling my protest. “Really slept? Not just a catnap here and there.”

I rubbed my arms and didn’t answer. She wasn’t wrong. It had been weeks since I slept for more than a couple of hours at a time. Going up against Mara had been terrifyingly similar to fighting Drakat. The nightmares that stalked me as a result might have been predictable, but that didn’t make sleeping through them any easier. 

She gestured to the cup. “I brought you a sleeping draft.”

I glanced at the cup suspiciously. “I can’t be stuck in dreamland when the nightmares come.”

“Good dreams only,” she said. I cocked an eyebrow at her, and she stood. “I promise. And if I’m wrong and nightmares do come, you’ll be able to recognize that it’s a dream, and bring yourself out of it.”

I rolled my eyes. “Lucid dreaming? That hasn’t worked well for me in the past.”

“Not exactly. And lucid dreaming would work for you if you could refrain from overthinking and questioning everything. Takes a certain amount of tolerance for dream logic, which admittedly isn’t much like waking logic.”

“It isn’t logic at all.” I snorted, then picked up the cup. “But you’re right. I need sleep.” I took a sip, finding it surprisingly rich and comforting. “If I could just find a way to help him, I think I’d be able to rest.” I downed the rest of the warm liquid and a gentle lassitude drifted through me, making my eyelids heavy. 

Lena stood at the door. “You might ask Gant. He’s been around even longer than Brand. And he’s an archeologist.”

“Thaumaturgic prehish... prehishoric...” No, that wasn’t right. “Prehistorian...” The correction came out slurred and my eyes crossed. “What was in that stuff?”

Lena’s mouth moved, but the words eased past my ears like multicolored feathers, soft and soundless. Which somehow didn’t bother me. A cloud of dense, comforting dark enclosed me, shutting out both frantic thoughts and night terrors, and I slept. 
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The Bad Boss
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Downtown Gainesville, two months ago

Kendra Borden took a sip of her chai mocha latte and grimaced. Being COO of a major pharmaceutical company like Borden’s should have meant she could get a decent cup of coffee, but as the saying went, good help was very hard to find.

“I don’t know how you messed up such a simple order, Mickie, but this is garbage.” She dropped it in the nearest trash can. “And it’s cold. Who drinks cold coffee in September? If you don’t want your job going the same direction as that cup, you’ll get me a new one, properly made this time, in the next five minutes.” 

Mickie Gantry ducked her head, her raven curls bouncing with the movement. As PA, she should have been used to the woman’s mean-spirited nature, but somehow it still stung. “Yes, Ma’am. Your meeting with Mr. Broderick— ”

“Has been moved to Monday. Yes. I know. I’m the one who changed it. There is enough for me to deal with before leaving this afternoon. I sure as hell don’t need to listen to Lyle’s whining in the meantime. Were you born this stupid, or did your mother drop you on your head?”

“I—”

Kendra tapped her phone and showed Mickie the screen, which depicted a countdown with four minutes and thirty seconds remaining. “The coffee? Honestly. The crap I put up with.” She turned and stalked through the door of her office. 

Lyle Broderick sat on her couch, legs crossed, one eyebrow raised. A thin, ascetic man, Lyle had run Borden Pharmaceuticals for the past eleven years, producing record profits every quarter after the first two. The board loved him. 

They were not nearly so fond of Kendra, and neither was he. Unfortunately, she was one of the top COOs in the business, and she made a practice of getting results where no one else could, all while keeping her record squeaky clean. He suspected she did so via intimidation and the occasional bribe, but he couldn’t prove it. And, since she owned a major stake in the company founded by her great grand-uncle more than one hundred years before, there was no way to replace her. At least, not easily.

That didn’t mean he’d given up on finding one.

Kendra crossed the room and sat down at her desk. He might be the CEO, but he didn’t own the company. Give her another year, and she’d have his job. No need to pander to him in the meantime. 

“I rescheduled our meeting, Lyle. Didn’t your PA tell you?”

“Nilda mentioned it. I chose not to accept the change. Did Mickie not tell you?”

The truth was, she hadn’t given the girl the chance to tell her anything. But Kendra wasn’t in the habit of accepting blame when she could lay it on someone else. 

“She did not. I’ll have a word with her about it.”

“I’m sure you will. Just make sure that word doesn’t end up in an HR complaint.” 

Kendra smirked. “HR complaints are like conspiracy theories, Lyle. Mostly smoke and mirrors. Definitely not something a person like me has to pay attention to.”

Lyle sighed. He had better things to do than spar with Kendra Borden. She might be the grandniece of the founder, but the family hadn’t made her CEO for a reason. He’d get rid of her, eventually. 

“Since I’m here, we might as well discuss the convention. You are planning to attend, yes?”

“No. As I told you last week, I have treatments scheduled for this weekend. I can’t change them to attend a stupid, unnecessary convention.”

“The International Drug Safety and Efficacy Commission is one of the most influential pharmaceutical entities in the world.” It took an effort of will to unclench his fists and respond professionally. “Attending that convention gives us facetime we can’t get any other way. You’ve known this was coming up for months. Why did you schedule treatments for the same weekend?” 

Kendra sat back in her chair. “First off, you are the one they really want to talk to. I don’t have time to hold their hands and make nice. Second, my health is important. These are vital appointments, and the only space they had available is this weekend.”

Lyle stood. “Very well. I’ll explain that to the board exactly as you’ve explained it to me.”

If his statement worried her, Kendra gave no sign. She stood to face him. “I’m sure you will. Thank you, Lyle. Now, if that’s all, I have a lot to do before leaving today.” 

The door barely closed behind him before she buzzed Mickie. “Come in here, now.”

When Mickie left the office fifteen minutes later, tears were streaming down her cheeks. As directed, she called Mike Carter into Kendra’s office, wincing as Kendra shouted at him over a trivial error in a standard email he’d sent out, then fired him. The door wasn’t open, but Kendra’s voice traveled through the thick panel like an axe through butter. 

When Carter came out, Mickie handed him an index card with HR’s direct line on it. “She hasn’t sent any paperwork through. She’ll probably want me to do it, and I’ll delay as long as I can. Besides, she didn’t bother calling security to escort you. Make the complaint before you leave, and take your time clearing out your office,” Mickie said. She glanced nervously at Kendra’s closed door. 

His mouth twisted. “She’s the COO. You think HR is going to override her?”

“Maybe not. But this will give you a paper trail, and you definitely want that.” Her lips trembled, and she dashed away another tear. “If they don’t, at least you won’t have to work for Kendra anymore.”

He nodded grimly. “That would almost make getting fired worth it.”

“Mickie!” The intercom crackled with Kendra’s temper. “Get me the Gladiston file, now. If you make me late for this meeting, Carter won’t be the only one clearing out his desk.”

Carter stalked out of the room while Mickie grabbed the file and Kendra’s coffee before hurrying into her office. 

“Umm, Kendra?” Mickie licked her lips nervously. “When I checked the calendar this morning, it said the meeting for this project was supposed to be at one pm.”

“I moved it up. Which you would have noticed if you’d been paying attention.”

“Oh. OK. Should I let everyone know?” 

“Already done.”

She hesitated. Kendra didn’t like being questioned. Still... “Should I have Carter wait to leave until after the meeting? This is his project, after all, and they’ll probably have questions...”

She trailed off as Kendra started laughing. “Carter doesn’t work here anymore, or haven’t you heard? This is my project now.”

Mickie’s eyes widened. “But this was Carter’s baby. He did all the prep. All the research. He—” The look in Kendra’s eyes stopped her cold. 

“Now, where did you hear such complete and utter nonsense? I’m the head of this project. I did all the prep work. In fact, it was my idea from the start.” Kendra lifted an eyebrow. “Right?”

Realization dawned. This was why she’d trumped up an excuse to fire Carter. So she could take credit for his work with no one the wiser — something Carter would never have allowed. Looking into Kendra’s eyes, she knew she’d be next if she said anything more. What a bitch. 

“Yes, ma’am. Is there anything else I can get you before the meeting?”

Kendra smiled wolfishly. “Just set up the coffee and pastries in conference room B. Wouldn’t want anyone getting peckish during my presentation.” 

By one o’clock, Kendra was flying out of the office, her black swing coat flaring like an evil witch’s cloak. “My phone is off until Monday, Mickie. And don’t try emailing me. I don’t want to come back to an overloaded inbox.” 

“Yes, ma’am.” 

Kendra made no response. She was already out the door, headed to the airport for a mini-vacation in New Orleans with her erstwhile sorority sisters. They were all bitches, but the networking opportunities were phenomenal. 

She settled into the backseat of the limo she’d hired and popped the cork on a bottle of champagne. Climbing the corporate ladder was a strain, but give her another six months and she’d achieve her goal. Lyle would never know what hit him. 

Meanwhile, a weekend of gossiping, drinking, and shopping was just what the doctor ordered. 
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Knox Home, Present

I woke up with Lena’s last suggestion on repeat in my brain. Professor Gant Santos was Rephaim — an ancient race of angelic beings who came to Earth before the biblical flood. They weren’t indestructible, but they were immortal, giving them a hefty advantage in the arcane historical knowledge department, since they’d been present for most of it. 

I’d helped him find and heal his wife, Sena, after a two-thousand-year separation. In return, he’d promised they’d be there if I ever needed them. 

In the year since, I’d resisted taking him up on his offer. He’d been busy helping his wife through her adjustment to modern life. Besides, I had other help. Angelic intervention was a last resort — saved for times when nothing else worked and the need was dire. 

Brand’s geas definitely qualified. 

I pushed through my morning routine with as much speed as I could, hit my office by seven a.m., and fired up my laptop. Though they’d been born there, Rephaim hadn’t been welcome in the celestial kingdom since the war eons ago. So, Gant and Sena lived in Sessrumnir, home of the Norse goddess, Freya, who’d gotten tired of the squabbling between the gods and built herself a sub-world that was celestial adjacent, offering safe harbor to others with similar reasons to avoid the other divinities. 

Gant and Sena found refuge with her after Sena’s resurrection. It wasn’t the celestial kingdom, but probably as close as they could get and still be safe from the wrath of a certain divine entity. 

Unfortunately, cell reception was iffy in Sessrumnir. Email took longer, but was more reliable.

Fifteen minutes later, his reply came through. All it said was, “we are on our way.”
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Getting Brand’s agreement to the meeting wasn’t nearly as uncomplicated. 

“I’m telling you, Gant can help.” My palm sweated where I gripped my cell. “He’s been around even longer than you have, and ancient magical artifacts are his specialty.” I ran one hand through my hair, gripping the phone tight in the other, wishing I could conjure Brand into my living room. The wards on his house made that challenging, if not impossible. 

Besides, it would probably piss him off even worse than I already had. 

“And I am telling you, there is nothing to be done. Don’t you think I’ve tried? I can’t be on the same block as you without my hunger surging, let alone the same house.”

“But—”

Steel threaded through his tone as he cut me off. “I’m not risking it, Char.” In a softer tone, he went on. “I’m not risking your safety when I know it won’t work. If Mara were still alive, maybe we could force her to lift the geas, but there is no other way—”

“That you know of.” Two could play the interruption game. “Gant has studied this stuff for longer than you’ve been alive, which is saying something. At least hear him out.”

“Why?” he demanded. “So he can tell me what I already know? That there’s no hope? No, thank you.” He hung up. 

I stood there for a moment, staring at my phone. Then I tapped in another number. “Zel? I need you to do something for me.”

[image: A painting of a person's face

Description automatically generated]

When Gant and Sena arrived later that afternoon, I led them to the second floor and put on a pot of coffee. The open floor plan included a living room, library area and kitchen, all visible from anywhere in the space. Not great for privacy, but perfect for impromptu rescue meetings.

“Turns out, Brand is partial to a rare brand of red tea Zel carries. It doesn’t come in regularly, just whenever her supplier can get it to her. So when it does come in, she lets Brand know and he picks it up.” I put the cups and pot on a tray and took it into the living room. “Zel called him this morning, and he’s coming in. We will meet him there.”

Sena brushed back a few strands of her silky chestnut brown hair and lifted an eyebrow. “So, she will lie to him?”

Reaching into a bag I’d placed on the table earlier, I pulled out a silver tin. “Not about the tea. Turns out, we both like the same kind. I got this from her a while back and haven’t opened it yet.”

Gant’s lips quirked. “Making a sacrifice, are you?”

“A container of tea against keeping Brand in what amounts to a prison? Not a bad trade, in my opinion.”

“But Zel did not tell him you would be there. That is a deception as well,” Sena said.

I shrugged. “He’s being unreasonable.”

“According to you,” she replied. “He feels differently. It sounds like he is trying to protect you from a genuine threat.”

Squaring my shoulders, I faced her down. “I can take care of myself. Been doing it for years.”

“You are trying to force him to accept help. Force him to keep fighting when he has said he does not wish to,” she replied dispassionately. Everything about Sena was calm. Very different from her first moments back in her body, as I recalled.

“He says that because he thinks lifting the geas is impossible,” I said. “It isn’t. It can’t be.”

She studied me for a moment, and I swear I could see a faint, red light shining from her eyes. After a moment, the color faded, and her expression softened. “You love him.”

I blinked. Did I? Drawing a deep breath, I pushed the idea aside as something I didn’t have time for at the moment. “He saved my life and helped me save Cole’s. I owe him.”

She gave Gant a sidelong glance. When she turned back to me, the red tint in her eyes was gone. “I do not like deception.”

“You can stay here,” I said. “You don’t have to—”

“Actually, she does,” Gant said. I stared at him in surprise as he continued. “I know about magical artifacts and may be able to point you in the right direction, if there is one. But only after we know the absolute truth about the geas. How strong it is, how Mara cast it, and what her intentions were. All these things matter. I can’t see these things, but Sena can.”

I turned to her. “Sena, I... please.” The words stuck in my throat, but I forced them out. 

“Some truths are on the surface. Readily visible to anyone who knows what to look for. A full reading like this is very different.” She paused until I gave a nod of understanding before going on. “I will accompany you, but I will not make such an intimate reading without Brand’s consent. It will be up to you to persuade him to give it.”

Apprehension set my heart thudding in my chest, but I nodded. “I will.”

She tilted her head to the side. “For Brand’s sake, and yours, I hope you do.”
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We made it to the shop an hour later. Pulling Hecate into a parking spot in the alley behind the cafe, I killed the engine. “I figured we’d go in the back in case he’s already here. I don’t want him to bolt before Zel can talk to him.”

“More deception,” Sena commented repressively. 

“Avoiding unnecessary conflict,” I corrected without rancor. Given her nature, she couldn’t help being uncomfortable with even a hint of dishonesty. I did my best to refrain from outright lying, but had a broader outlook that allowed me to stretch the truth when necessary. “Shall we?”

The Rephaim accompanied me to the back door, which Zel had considerately left open. As I stepped inside, I heard Brand’s voice and my heart stuttered.

“I thought you said it was already here.” Suspicion laced the words. “I swear, Zel. If you called me down here to lecture me in person about accepting help...”

“It should arrive soon. In fact, I think that’s it now. Give me a minute.” 

A second later, she pushed through the beaded curtain into the break-room/storage area. I held up the tin of tea leaves, and she took it from me. 

“How do you want to do this?” she whispered. 

“Do what?” Brand followed her through the curtain, his eyes narrowing to red slits when he saw me. “Zel, I told you I—” His fists clenched, and I could tell he was keeping his distance through an effort of will. He wouldn’t really attack me, would he?

“This is Sena and Gant Santos,” I cut in, hurrying to make introductions before he took off. “Sena can see the truth of things. She will be able to tell how strong the curse, geas, thing, is and whether it can be broken. If you’ll just let her try, I know we can beat this. No one should have to live without...” I knew I was babbling. With an effort, I stopped. 

“I will not read you if you are unwilling,” Sena said quietly. “But I believe it would benefit you to know what you are up against.”

Zel put a hand on Brand’s arm. “It can’t hurt to try. Or do you like the idea of being alone for the rest of your very long life?”

“I can already feel the hunger gnawing at me, pushing me to feed. To kill.” He twitched away from her touch. “I trusted you. Being around me puts Char in danger. Is that what you want?”

Zel stared at him impassively. “Char is a big girl. She’s handled worse than you and lived to tell about it. Put your pride away and let us help you.”

Brand’s eyes met mine, and hunger flared in them, hot and desperate. Under my button-down, wrapped around Doirsain, Sasha stirred, lifting his head, his uncanny ability to sense danger alerting him. He was watching. 

Brand clenched his fists and took a step back. “It isn’t pride, and you know it. There is no curing this thing.”

“That may or may not be true,” Sena said. “Will you miss this chance out of a need to be in control? Out of arrogance?”

Brand paled. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Not yet,” she conceded. “But that can change, if you allow it.”

Brand took another step back, then another, shaking his head. He was going to bolt, I knew it. Despair twisted in my stomach, shooting pain up into my chest. I couldn’t let him go.

“I’ll go. All the way home, if you want. Please, just let her read you so we know...” Whether what I feel for you is doomed. Whether being with you would be a death sentence. “What we’re dealing with,” I finished lamely.

Brand closed his eyes, his forehead creasing as if in pain. “Wait in the car. They’ll need a ride back once we’re done with this lunacy.”

I glanced at Zel and then pushed the door open. Closing it behind me, I stared up at the sky. It should be raining, I thought. Streams of loss trickled inside my chest, as if an autumn rain had taken up residence there.  

You won, Sasha said gently. 

I unlocked Hecate and got in. “It doesn’t feel like it.”

It will. Give it time. 

“Time for what? Even if Sena can tell us how strong the geas is, that doesn’t mean we can find a way to lift it. Maybe Brand is right. Maybe it is hopeless.”

Sena wouldn’t have agreed to this if she didn’t think she could help. 

“Even angels are wrong sometimes.”

But they are right more often than not. 

I snuggled back into Hecate’s seat and turned on the radio, trying to believe he was right. There was no way to know, for sure, until Sena and Gant came out. 
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Authentic Arts, New Orleans, Two months ago

The stockroom wasn’t large, and it had no windows. Just a twenty-by-twenty storage space, all four walls lined with shelving. A worn desk sat in one corner, a glowing computer in the center under a hanging lamp. More industrial grade lighting hung from the ceiling down the center of the room. A steel door led onto a concrete delivery dock and the alley beyond. Another, more attractive, wooden door on the other side of the room led into the Authentic Artworks showroom. 

A stack of recently arrived pottery and jewelry, still in crates wrapped in plastic packing sheets, sat on the loading dock, with the door propped open. 

Bemised Hart, or Bemi, as his family called him with affection and respect, knew he should finish unloading the crates. He should shut the door and enter the new products into inventory. He should start marking prices on discreet tags and attaching them so his employees could put the artwork on display in his shop. 

Instead, the athletic middle-aged artist, his black hair in a comfortable braid tied with a leather thong, sat staring at the package he held in long, slender fingers, his features cramped with horror and apprehension. It had been on top of the recent delivery. No postage, just a handwritten return address. The sight of it turned his heart into a cold, hard lump in his chest. He’d spent twenty years hoping this day would not come. 

Now that it had, his greatest wish was to send it away again. 

Bemi came from a family of shamans, but he didn’t want to be one. He was an artist, in love with color and form, enchanted by the natural movement of the world. Being a shaman was a responsibility he didn’t want. He’d left Wisconsin as a young man in order to avoid it. He’d married outside his tribe for the same reason. 

Now he owned Authentic Artworks, an indigenous art gallery in New Orleans. He sold sculptures, pottery, jewelry and paintings from tribes all over the United States. His own birch bark boxes and hand-woven baskets were popular, too. His family and this little shop were all he’d ever wanted.

But you couldn’t run away from fate. His grandmother had explained that to him the day he left their village. He’d hoped she was wrong. 

Now he knew better. 

He studied the package. It didn’t look dangerous. Plain brown paper with the return address, and his, in plain block letters. 

He lifted it, only to set it back on the table. It wasn’t heavy enough for the danger it contained, in his opinion. But then, magick was often deceptive. He didn’t need to open the parcel to know what was inside. His family sent emails — not packages. 

“What’s that?” His daughter, Aniibish, or Ani, as they called her, stood in the back-office doorway, her head cocked inquisitively to one side. Her long, dark hair, braided neatly into a single plait, hung over her shoulder. Wide-set, expressive brown eyes, high cheekbones, and a strong nose combined to give her a remarkable beauty. His wife said she looked like him. 

The jeans and store t-shirt she wore certainly matched his. 

He tucked the package under the worktable. “Nothing.”

“It has to be something, indede,” she countered, using the Ojibwe word for father. “You were just holding it in your hands.”

He shook his head. “Just a piece shipped to us by mistake. I’ll send it back tomorrow.”

Ani frowned. “But you haven’t even opened it. How do you know—”

“Don’t worry about it.” He grabbed the parcel from under the table and moved it to the highest shelf in the stockroom, one they rarely used because he was the only one who could reach anything placed on it. 

Well, George might be able to, but Ani can’t. At five foot one, she isn’t tall enough. Thank the creator for small favors.

“I’ll take care of it.” The words came out sharper than he’d intended, and Ani’s frown deepened. 

She held up her hands in an ‘I surrender’ gesture. “OK, no need to get upset.”

Bemi shot a look from the package to his daughter and back again. “Look here. You don’t touch that, understood? Just leave it be.” The intensity of the command must have reached her, because her eyes widened and she nodded. 

“Sure, indede. I won’t even look at it. I don’t get why it’s such a big deal, though.”

“Never you mind. Just go out and prep the cash register. We need to open in a few minutes.”

“OK. I’m on it. You need some coffee or something?” The concern in her eyes let him know he was acting out of character. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d yelled at Ani. At seventeen, she was a good kid and arguments were rare between them. 

“Yeah, I could use a cup.” Bemi gentled his tone and smiled for her. 

Ani relaxed and returned the grin. “Sure thing. Give me just a minute.”

Bemi watched her go, then turned back to opening the latest artwork — a shipment from Arizona. How that package had gotten there, he didn’t know. But it was going back in the morning. He knew what it was and wanted no part of it.
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George, the lanky, blond, newly hired stock clerk, was determined to show initiative. He’d be starting at LSU in the fall, but he wanted to leave Mr. Hart with a good impression so he’d hire him back on breaks and next summer. 

His scholarship only went so far. Had to have cash if he was going to get his degree in business administration and escape the financial hellhole of student loans. 

Besides, there was Ani. He’d first applied for this job so he could be close to her, and though they’d only been out a few times, he knew she was the one. He’d already started saving for a ring. 

But all that was a few years down the road. Right now, he needed to concentrate on getting the new art out on the floor. The pottery he’d already taken care of. Jewelry was next, plus a few pieces Mr. Hart finished last week. 

He smoothed his gloves over his fingers. Mr. Hart asked all the employees to wear them when unpacking, since the oils from their skin might damage some of the more delicate pieces. Some of the clerks got irritated by the requirement, but George never minded. 

Now where is that box of basketware?

He checked the shelves but couldn’t locate the box. Quitting time had come yesterday before he finished pricing the beautifully woven pieces. He’d left the last few baskets on the worktable, but they weren’t there now. Did someone already put them out on the floor?

George stood in the center of the room, turning slowly in a one-footed circle, his eyes tracing the racks on each wall. 

There. A dim, vaguely square shape on the top shelf left of the desk. He reached up and felt for the box, his fingers grazing thick paper instead. What was this?

Gripping the corner of the package, he pulled it down carefully. “How did this get up there?” George shrugged and pealed the tape back. The wrapping fell open, revealing a butter soft length of buckskin. 

George set the wrapping aside and carefully unfolded the piece. “Is this a wall hanging or a yoga mat?” Six feet long by three wide with an undulating, natural edge, the leather painted with bright tints of red, blue, white, black, and green in a swirl of symbols, starting at the center and circling outward to the tapestry’s edge. Some of the paint showed hairline cracks, but even so, the piece was stunning. 

This has to be an antique. Better check the source and pricing. He fired up the computer and checked the invoice, but couldn’t find anything under either wall hangings or yoga mats. “Hmm. What about tapestry?” He checked there and found one entry. The price seemed high, but reasonable if this was an antique. 

He pulled a length of clear plastic sheeting over it, as they did with all their wall hangings, to keep dust and fingerprints from damaging it. Then he marked the price on a small tag and affixed it to the back in the upper right corner. At least he hoped it was the upper right. The design didn’t give a clear idea of which was top and which was bottom. 

He had just the place for it. 
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Kendra and her two frenemies walked into Authentic Artworks at ten a.m., already unsteady on their feet from hotel mimosas. It didn’t help that they’d all gotten completely trashed the night before. 

She adjusted her sunglasses as they entered the gallery, but kept them on. Her headache had barely lifted, and she didn’t want it making a return visit. 

Wandering through the shop, she picked up a bowl here and fingered a necklace there, but it was all Native American stuff. Not exactly her style. Why Jada insisted on coming here was beyond her. 

And then she saw it. As if drawn by a magnet, Kendra crossed the shop to a display of tapestries. The symbols spiraling out from the center, the colors, the wavy edges; it was perfect. 

She lifted it down from the rack and headed for the checkout counter. “How much for this yoga mat?” she demanded. 

The girl at the register — her name tag said Ani — glanced at the piece. “That is a wall hanging.”

Kendra rolled her eyes. “I don’t care what you call it. It will be perfect as a yoga mat. Feel how thick it is.” She lifted a corner to demonstrate, noting with satisfaction how her fingers sank into the material. 

Ani frowned. “I don’t recognize this one. But if you use it as a yoga mat, you’ll damage the design. It’s painted on, see?”

“Look.” Kendra narrowed her eyes. “Once I buy it, how I use it is none of your business. How much?”

Ani checked the tag and told her the price. 

Doubt flitted through Kendra’s mind. She’d never paid that much for a yoga mat in her life, but this... this was exactly what she wanted. No one else would have anything close to it. Besides, once she ousted Lyle and replaced him as CEO, money would be even less of a concern than it was now. “Fine. I’ll take it,” she said. 

George returned from helping a customer at the jewelry counter and noticed the hanging. “Oh, you made a great choice there. I just put it out on the floor this morning. I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything like it.”

Ani’s frown deepened. “You unpacked this today?”

“Yup,” George replied. “It was so weird, too. I was looking on the top shelf.” He nudged her playfully. “You know, the one some folks can’t reach? And there it was.” 

The color drained from Ani’s face, and she pulled the tapestry toward her across the counter. “I am so sorry, ma’am. This was not supposed to be on display. It isn’t for sale.”

Outraged, Kendra grabbed the piece and pulled it back. “It is for sale. You just said so. The price is ridiculous, of course, but it is on there. Now quit screwing around and ring it up.”

George’s eyes widened. He glanced at Ani, then at Kendra. “I, uh, I seem to have made a mistake, ma’am. I’m sure we have something else that you’ll like just as much.” 

“No,” said Kendra. “I want this one. It’s the only halfway decent thing in the entire store. Ring it up, and don’t even think about trying to raise the price on me.” She dug in her purse and pulled out her wallet. Withdrawing a credit card, she slapped it down on the counter. “Now.”

The lights flickered and the card reader beeped, showing a red error message on its tiny display readout. 

Ani breathed a sigh of relief. “I am so sorry,” she said, pointing to the error message. “It looks like we just took a power hit. I’ll have to call our tech guy and get the readers back online. Until then, we won’t be able to take credit cards.”

“That is some convenient bullshit,” Kendra snarled. “But I have cash.” It would clean out her wallet, but she wasn’t walking away without the mat. For reasons she didn’t entirely understand, she had to have it.

By this time, Jada and Terri had taken up positions behind Kendra, one at each shoulder.

“What’s going on here?” Jada asked. 

“These idiots had this out for sale and now they don’t want me to buy it,” Kendra replied. 

Jada glanced at the tapestry. It looked hideous to her, but if Kendra wanted it... “Is this a reverse-racism thing? White people can’t buy Native American art or some shit?”

Color crept into Ani’s cheeks. “No, not at all. But this wasn’t supposed to be on the floor. It’s a mistake.”

“It’s a mistake all right,” Terri chimed in. “And you made it. I’m a lawyer and I can tell you right now, discrimination is illegal. Do you want a lawsuit on your hands?”

“I’m sure there’s no call for that,” George said. “We can—”

“You can take this money and bag up my purchase,” Kendra broke in. “Or you can deal with the fallout.” She leaned over the counter toward Ani. “And I promise you’ll regret taking the latter course.”

Ani’s jaw tightened, but she rang up the sale, wrapped the tapestry, still in its protective covering, and handed the bag to Kendra. 

Triumphant, Kendra grabbed it. “No need for a receipt!” she yelled. “Come on, bitches. I need to hit an ATM and then we have more shopping to do.” She glanced around the gallery, her gaze heavy with disdain. “At someplace way classier than this dump.” She and her friends stalked out of the shop. 

George watched them go, his mouth opening and closing like a landed fish. “What the hell?”

“She keeps that attitude and that’s where she’ll be headed,” Ani said. “I just hope my dad isn’t too mad. He said it came in by mistake and he was sending it back.”

George shrugged. “Well, at least now he won’t have to, and it’s money in the till.” 

A shiver crawled up Ani’s spine. Something told her the woman was going to regret her purchase. Shaking off the feeling, she forced a smile for George. “Exactly. Hey, did you want to get some lunch later?”
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“You did what?” Bemi never shouted. That kind of outburst wasn’t in his nature, so when he barked the question, Ani flinched. 

“I’m sorry, indede. George put it on the floor by mistake. He didn’t know we were sending it back.”

Bemi collapsed into his chair and covered his face with his hands. “This is a nightmare,” he groaned. Dropping his hands, he looked at his daughter. “We have to get it back.”

The impossibility of this statement from a man she’d always known to be firmly grounded in the possible shocked Ani. “What is this thing?” she asked. “Because you’ve never sent art back before unless it came in damaged. That tapestry might be old, but it was in good condition.”

He took a deep breath and blew it out slowly, trying to calm his racing heart and slow the trembling in his hands. He and Ani didn’t keep secrets from each other. Especially not since her mother died years before. But he’d wanted to shield her from this. That had been a mistake. 

“The tapestry is a portal. A doorway to the Winterlands. My great, great grandfather, Noodinogichidaa, created it in a ceremony of powerful magick.”

Ani frowned. “Why would he do that?”

“To protect his people. In his time, he was a great shaman. His brother, Ishkodenjichaag, was a shaman as well. But his heart was dark. He wanted power, and he did not care how he got it. Ishkodenjichaag searched the Earth for more and more power. Finally, he became a skin-walker, but all magick has a price.”

Ani shivered. The stories she’d heard of skin-walkers were dark and bloody. “What was the price?”

“He became a wentiko. A horrible creature of ice and insatiable hunger. He gained the ability to change his shape to mimic anyone he sees, but the price was his humanity. He began hunting the people, and my great-grandfather knew he had to stop him. So he created the tapestry.”

Bemi fell silent, his thoughts heavy. Ani waited. She knew her father well enough to understand that he was gathering himself to tell the rest, and that it wasn’t an easy story. 

“Noodinogichidaa tracked the wentiko for almost a month before he finally found his den — an ice-bound cave deep in the forest. It was a time of great sorrow in the tribe, because the wentiko killed many of the people in that time.”

Her father paused to take a long drink of his tea before continuing. “Once he found the cave, Noodinogichidaa built a fire and danced for the divine so that the gods would help him. When Ishkodenjichaag came back to his den, the two shamans fought. Ishkodenjichaag wounded Noodinogichidaa, nearly killing him, but at the last moment, my great-grandfather lured the wentiko onto the
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