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			To my Upstarts. You know who you are, stay troublesome.

			And to my first reader, my first editor, my sister, Olivia. Thank you.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter One

			Thea

			“Is that really what you’re going to wear?” Candace looked at me questioningly. She tapped her perfect pink manicured nails on her desk.

			“Apparently not,” I mumbled.

			“Correct.” Her straight blond hair brushed the tops of her shoulders as she tilted her head. She was dressed to kill in a little gold cocktail number.

			“Are you going to tell me what’s wrong with it?” I asked, craning my neck to see my backside in her mirror. The gray dress fell to my ankles, paired with my only black flats. My hair was up in its usual messy brown bun.

			“Thea, that whole dress is a disaster. The silhouette is all wrong for your waist to hip ratio, the darts in the top do nothing for your chest, and flats to a formal event?” She stood dramatically, chair legs squeaking as they slid across the tile floor. “I’m going to have to dress you.”

			“No.”

			“Yes,” she insisted.

			“I don’t even want to go. I’m only there for you and the fancy food.”

			“All the more reason to look good.” Her heels clicked across the tiles as she excitedly threw open her closet doors. “The Candace Lewis entourage has to be as hot as Candace Lewis herself.”

			“I’m your entourage now?”

			“Just get your butt over here.” She pulled out several things from the piles of clothes in her extensive wardrobe, pondering them for a moment before discarding them atop a nearby armchair. “Where the hell is that designer gown I just bought?”

			

			“The red one? Candie, that has, like, no back to it.”

			“Yeah, that’s kind of the point.” She shoved herself between two large coats. “If I had your yoga-babe shoulder blades, I’d never cover them up.”

			“I can barely hear you through all that fabric,” I said. “Isn’t something backless a little too cold for December?”

			“Fashion is pain and all that. A-ha!” She emerged triumphant, holding up a long red gown. “Get that monstrosity off and put this on.”

			“The things I do in the name of friendship.” I slipped my dress off and let it fall to the floor. Candace was on me in one fell swoop, sliding the red satin over my head and smoothing it down my body. She stood back and eyed me from top to bottom.

			“Gorgeous.” She clasped her hands together, flashing a wicked grin. “You look absolutely devastating. I’ll get some black pumps!” She dove back into her closet.

			Turning to the mirror, I felt devastating. The neckline plunged, but not quite out of my comfort zone. The satin squeezed every drop of curve it could from my hips, flaring out as it brushed the top of my thighs. It was hands down the most flattering garment I had ever worn.

			“Here, put these on. Match it with this ruby lip gloss, and for god’s sake, Thea, run a brush through your hair.” Candace checked her reflection next to mine.

			Biting my tongue, I pulled a brush through my hair and slipped the hair tie back over it once it was more neatly in place. “Happy?”

			She squinted at me and stuck a decorative silver hair pin in it before nodding her approval. “Yes.”

			With a laugh, I turned to the side and eyed the new ornament in the mirror. “What would I do without you?”

			“You’d die a book hoarder in a dark basement apartment surrounded by antiques and tears. Now, let’s go.”

			

			—

			L’Atelier Rouge, or the Red Studio, was an oversized greenhouse in the middle of an elaborate garden. What was surprising was that it managed to stay that way, undeveloped as the offices and skyscrapers of Seattle went up around it. Once the workshop of the artist Marcel Dubois, it was painted—you guessed it—red. The studio had been preserved as a museum, with a modern art gallery built on its grounds. It was a classy place, for sure. Much classier than our ride anyway.

			“How did you wangle an invitation again?” 

			I felt a little silly pulling up to a charity event in the same dented van I’d had since high school, but Candace insisted I drive so she could drink her weight in overpriced wine.

			“I told you already.” Candie reapplied her lipstick in the mirror. “My boss couldn’t make it, so she gave her tickets to whoever gave her the best article this month.”

			“I thought you were joking; Georgina hates you.”

			“Hate is a strong word,” Candie said, snapping her lipstick lid closed. “And I’m her best journalist.” Candace opened her door and I followed her lead until we were both on the sidewalk in the frosty night air.

			“Shit! It’s freezing,” she complained.

			“Fashion is pain,” I deadpanned.

			Candace glared at me, then walked as quickly as her heels allowed toward the front door. Mercifully, the snow from the previous day had been cleared off the sidewalk, or I would have ended up on my butt in these shoes.

			“Are you sure we’re dressed appropriately?” I eyed a stylish couple walking in—they reeked of money, and I could swear they were staring as they passed.

			“Relax, I work in fashion journalism. I think I can pull together a couple evening wear looks.” Candace smoothed her skirt and took the last few steps to the door in excitement. She practically dragged me to the front door, where a man in a suit was collecting tickets and scratching names off his list. Candace ogled the other guests while I tried my best to turn invisible. Dying of embarrassment was starting to sound like a good option when the guy at the door stopped to rave loudly about Candie’s amazing boss and her tickets. I don’t know how he’d become such a fan of a magazine editor, but it didn’t look like we would get out of hearing about it until the lady behind us cleared her throat in annoyance, moving the process along.

			

			Inside, the extravagance of it all sank in. Soft yellow light cast a golden glow throughout the room. Some wore jewelry worth probably more than my whole year’s paycheck. There was a champagne fountain in the center of a huge buffet table. Even the waitstaff was dressed in black tie as they glided around balancing trays of drinks. Somewhere a piano was playing seasonal music while couples danced across the marble floor.

			“Candie, this is way out of my league. How am I supposed to talk to anyone here?” I whispered.

			“Relax.” She sauntered over to a table loaded with refreshments, and I followed close behind. “You’re here for the food and the exhibits, right? Just grab a plate and enjoy the art. Actually, you should find a cute piece of ass and dance—you look absolutely delicious in this lighting.” Her eyes began to scan the crowd dangerously, and the very real threat of Candace plucking a dance partner for me was starting to creep into play. 

			“Dancing is unlikely, I’ll go with the food.” Giving her the side eye, I did have to admit the table looked delicious. “And you’re going to be where?”

			“Rubbing elbows with the rich and famous.” She winked. “I’ll let you be a bridesmaid in my posh celebrity wedding once I land one of them.”

			“Of course, I’ll be a bridesmaid in your very plausible celebrity wedding.”

			

			“Have fun. Thanks for driving!” She blew me a kiss, then scooped a glass of champagne from a passing tray and waded into the crowd. Taking her advice, I turned my attention to the food.

			And holy hell, the food.

			Different kinds of fruit and cheese and meat were everywhere. Pastries with complicated decorations were stacked high on porcelain trays. I had to stop myself from breaking off the head of a carved chocolate swan—tempting as it was, it was probably meant to be a display. Even the plates looked expensive, monogrammed with gold-leafed edges.

			Loading up on appetizers I’d probably never have the chance to try again, I walked over to the art. Whoever put all this together had an eye for detail that I appreciated. The food was amazing, the soft piano was perfect, and the decor was stunning, but the art was terrible. Painting after painting of tortured gray blobs lined the walls of the main gallery. Maybe I didn’t know much about modern art, but this looked like something my two-year-old niece could have made at daycare.

			Taking slow steps along the wall, pausing at each canvas to try to find something interesting, my mind wandered as aimlessly as my feet. After most of my snacks were gone, I looked around, trying to find Candie. From the safety of the wall, I watched her on the dance floor as she glued herself to a guy with too much gel in his hair. Between dances she socialized with anyone near enough to participate, asking them questions about their clothes in typical Candie fashion. She was reveling in the attention; I could see the victory in her eyes. Candace had two passions in her life: fashion and people. With a smile, I popped a miniature cherry tart into my mouth as I watched her. As different as we were, she was thriving in her element, and I was happy to be here when she wound down, enjoying the food and a quiet walk by myself through the gallery. Candace spotted me against the wall and winked. Laughing, I got out of there before she could pull me onto the dance floor.

			

			Moving out of the main room, onto a different exhibit, I pretended I was in a world-famous museum, surveying the treasures around me in the secret hours after the visitors were gone. It was the Dubois permanent collection, not one of the ever-changing special exhibitions that passed from gallery to gallery, but the namesake of L’Atelier Rouge. Most of the guests had probably seen these paintings before or didn’t care in the first place, but I’d never seen them in person. So, I walked and munched on crostini, regretting Candace’s choice of footwear. After a while I paused against the wall in a particularly dim corner to rest my feet, hide, and eat.

			“Beautiful,” said a gravelly voice just over my shoulder. The sound startled me; I whirled around to see a man in a finely tailored suit standing there. His dark hair was long and pulled back, his emerald eyes filled with amusement. Broad but not bulky, tall and poised enough to join the art on the walls, this creature was walking sin.

			“What?” I replied, swallowing.

			“The paintings. Don’t you think so?”

			Setting my plate on a table behind me, I hoped he hadn’t seen me stuffing my face. “Yes.”

			His laugh was a low, comfortable sound that crawled up my back. “Much better than the gray eyesores out front, but I suppose that’s what’s ‘in’ now.”

			I snorted and immediately felt the heat rush to my face, slapping a hand over my mouth.

			“Is this your first time at L’Atelier Rouge?” he asked, blessedly not laughing at my reaction. His low, confident tones were right up my alley.

			“It is.” Was this man somehow the only other introvert at this party? Maybe, since he wasn’t in the main room with the rest of the guests. Or maybe he liked the atmosphere here. I know I did, that’s what drew me to museum studies.

			

			“Marvelous. Would you enjoy a private tour?” A wicked playfulness danced across his lips.

			“Do you know much about art?” I asked, approaching one of the paintings. A soft smile spread across my face, cautiously interested in where this was going.

			“I should hope so.” His eyes glinted as he closed the distance I had just put between us. “I own the gallery. Please, call me Devin.”

			“That explains it. I’m Thea, it’s nice to meet you. A tour would be lovely; I’m not as familiar with modern art, but this collection is beautiful.”

			That seemed to take him by surprise. “Should I assume that you are familiar with other eras of art then?”

			My eyes shifted to the nearest painting, a forested landscape. Warmth crept up my neck in a telltale sign that I was dangerously close to becoming flustered, either from shyness or an attraction to Devin or both. “Only lightly compared to you, I’m sure. I just finished my history degree in the spring. Museum studies.”

			Devin’s brow raised and he gave me a reassessing gaze. “How interesting, I’ve been giving some consideration lately to displaying more of the gallery’s history.”

			 “Considering the original studio still stands I think that’s a wonderful idea,” I said excitedly. “Do you have other remaining artifacts? Information about the original owner? Any surviving photographs would be an amazing addition to the displays. All of that would make an interesting—oh.” Biting the inside of my cheek to stop the enthusiastic babble I was spouting, I cleared my throat. “A tour would be lovely.”

			Devin’s polished composure dropped a bit in favor of an abrupt sound of amusement. “A conversation for another time, then.” His eyes moved from me to the painting I had stepped in front of earlier, causing me to still as he leaned in slightly to nod in its direction. “This series contains some of Dubois’s earliest landscapes, this one being one of the first uses in his entire body of work to harness this technique regarding water texture.”

			

			The tour was more of a conversation, and it flowed easily between us. There was something captivating about the paintings that made one want to keep staring into them. Magical, whimsical little details that drew your eye across the canvas in a natural flow. When my eyes weren’t caught by the paintings, I found them drifting toward Devin as we went, glancing at his strong, sculpted profile as he spoke about the history of the pieces.

			He led me through the exhibit, showing me painting after painting with a comfortable curiosity between us until we reached the farthest wall. It was like I was in a trance—following his every word through the quiet gallery.

			“Here, you can see the difference in his later work. For instance”—he made a sweeping motion with one arm—“this was one of Marcel’s last pieces. Near the end of his life, he claimed to see things in the forest. Fairy tales come to life.”

			The painting was a dark line of trees behind rows of gorgeous pink lilies, the sun shining on the grass. Behind the branches, a blackness contrasted against the sunny field. Eerie eyes peered out from behind tree trunks. They were so imperceptible that I almost wouldn’t have noticed them had they not been pointed out to me. It struck me as odd, considering the realist nature of the other paintings.

			Devin moved, and the gentle scent of his woodsy cologne brushed my nose. He stepped back and motioned to another painting. From this viewpoint, the paintings took on fantastical elements. Wings, ears, eyes, all hidden as though Dubois himself were seeing them only from the corner of his vision. And Devin was invested in each painting, knowing the history of it, where the landscape sat, and when in his lifetime Dubois had painted it. He was fascinating to listen to, and my hungry curiosity only grew as we explored the collection.

			“This one is a personal favorite.” The latest painting depicted a little girl holding a bouquet of wildflowers as big as she was. Her smile was missing a front tooth, and it wasn’t until I looked closer that it appeared her ears were pointed.

			

			“What do you think?” He took one step closer to me, not uncomfortably close but near enough that I could feel the warmth of his body in the otherwise cool gallery. Letting out a slow breath, I calmed my nervous attraction and did my best to focus on the subject matter.

			“He was a skilled painter,” I said, stepping back and licking my dry lips. “If perhaps a bit eccentric in the end.”

			Devin’s low tones gave way to a burst of laughter that lit up my chest. Immediately I regretted stepping away when I could have stayed next to him instead.

			“Eccentric is an excellent choice of word.” He straightened his silver tie, checked his watch, and offered me a hand. “I’m afraid I’ve prattled on enough. I appreciate that you allowed me the pleasure of a tour; few show much interest in Marcel anymore.”

			“It was a pleasure.”

			Devin took my own outstretched hand and kissed it gently. My arm flared to life as though it had been asleep until now, and our eyes locked. My focus on Devin and the paintings sharpened, as if I hadn’t been using my senses properly before. A hot coal of attraction landed in the pit of my stomach. “I assure you, the pleasure was all mine,” he mused, letting go of my hand. As my fingers fell, I clutched them absently over my beating heart.

			“Thea!” Candace called from the other side of the room—wine glass in one hand, heels in the other. She was off-her-ass drunk.

			 “Oh no,” I groaned.

			 Devin chuckled, taking a step back. “I sincerely hope we have the opportunity to do this again sometime; I’d love to explore your ideas on how to go about organizing a few displays throughout the collection. I’ll leave you to your friend to enjoy the rest of the party.”

			While I would rather have watched Devin go, the short blond spectacle in the doorway shouted, “Thea, dance with me!” then slurred, “Who’sh the hottie?”

			

			“The owner. You’re drunk.”

			“His ass should be under one of these damn spotlights,” she said, a little too loudly. Several heads turned our way from the main room behind her.

			“How are you already this drunk? We’ve only been here for, like, thirty minutes.”

			“Psh, it’s been hours. Look!” Candace held her phone to my face so I could see the time, and I gaped at the numbers across her lock screen.

			“That’s impossible.” Pulling out my own phone, I swiped through to find the same time displayed.

			“No, you’re impossible.” Candace swung her arm out, sharing a few drops of wine with the pristine white floor.

			“Come on, Candie, we’re getting you home,” I mumbled, taking the wine glass from my drunk friend. “I think we’ve both had enough for tonight.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Thea

			“I don’t want to go yet,” Candace whined, trying to push my hand away as I reached for her seat belt. “That girl with the vintage Tiffany ring let me try it on. I want to go baaack.”

			

			“Here.” I took a pastry that I had pilfered from the snack table on the way out and stuck it in her mouth. “Eat that and please don’t throw up in my van.”

			“Mm-mmhrm phff,” she said, unintelligibly, as I buckled her up. “More of these?”

			Smiling, I handed her another pastry, and walked around to the driver’s side door. 

			While the van warmed up I gave the gallery one last look, seeing a silhouette in a window on the third floor, high off the ground. My fingers tightened on the wheel. Perhaps wishful thinking on my part, but I could have sworn it was Devin. We drove off, leaving the strange party and the enchanting gallery owner behind.

			—

			The roads were quiet, and in half an hour I had Candace inside her warm apartment building. I was digging out my copy of her key when she began swaying her arm in front of me, a series of numbers scrawled across her skin.

			“Look what I got tonight.”

			“Are you serious right now?” I turned the key and half dragged Candace through her front door.

			“One HUN-dred percent, baby!”

			“Why didn’t you just put the number in your phone? This isn’t middle school anymore.” I caught her as she stumbled and helped her over to her bed. I unzipped her cocktail dress and let it slide to the floor. “Only you would find a booty call at an art gallery.” 

			“No, it’s—it isn’t a booty call.” She giggled as I tucked her into bed, the bubbliest drunk I’d ever known.

			“I will remind you that I knew you in high school.” I moved her shoes so she wouldn’t trip on them in the morning and grabbed a wipe from her bedside table. “Let me see your face.”

			

			She sputtered and pushed, fighting me as I wiped off her makeup. “Ugh, too rough.”

			Eventually I was able to clean her face, and then mine, before getting her in bed and turning off the light.

			“Good night, Candie.”

			“Nooo, are you leaving? Stay with me, pleeease!” She was half out of bed again.

			“Stop! Stop,” I said as I rushed back. “Fine, all right, I’ll stay here tonight.”

			Candace giggled and made room for me on the bed. I dropped the red gown next to hers with a sigh and crawled in.

			“For someone so put together, you sure are a hot mess when you’re drunk,” I said.

			“Yeah? For someone who needs to get laid . . .”

			She paused. “You . . . need to get laid.”

			“Go to sleep,” I told her flatly. She snuggled in next to me, clutching me like a teddy bear, and I pulled the covers up to our chins. “I swear, if you throw up on me . . .”

			Silence.

			“Hey.” I looked over—she was out like a light. I stifled a laugh. I could pretend to hate dealing with her drunk ass all I wanted, but she indulged me when I wanted to peruse a bookstore or see a new exhibit with little complaint, and the occasional designated driving wouldn’t kill me.

			“Night, Candie,” I whispered.

			I considered leaving, but she’d entwined herself around my body and would probably wake up if I moved. Oh well—it was after midnight anyway and sleep sounded really good about now.

			But I couldn’t.

			A pair of playful green eyes wouldn’t get out of my head. My fingers still tingled where Devin had kissed them. Something felt significant about it but I couldn’t say what. Maybe I was excited about the gallery or about Devin or both. After a while spent counting sheep and trying to get comfortable, I gave up and watched the moonlight through the windows. The occasional car passed by—a soft hush whispered through the glass every time one drove through the icy slush.

			

			He was trouble. Too smooth, too much my type.

			Focus, Thea. You don’t need that kind of distraction in your life. It’s not like a little bit of shared interest is going to lead to your dream career. He probably wasn’t serious about hearing your ideas anyway—that doesn’t happen to the quiet ones like you.

			He smelled wild, like cedar trees or a campfire.

			Stop it.

			What would it feel like to run my fingers through his hair?

			Throwing off the covers, I peeled myself away from Candace, needing air. Pulling open a drawer to borrow a pair of sweatpants and a hoodie, I willed my feet to move quietly through the studio apartment. Candie had decorated her small and expensive ideal home with her favorite name brands. And the location was great—I looked out the window and could see a thin slice of Elliott Bay. I pulled on my coat and went up to the roof.

			The chill hit me right away and I tightened my coat around my shoulders. A gazebo with benches and a picnic table had been built up there for the tenants. As I sat on one of the benches, my breath clouded in front of me, but the air was doing wonders to cool down any part of me trying to stay hot and bothered.

			“—heard that he already picked one.”

			“What court do you think she’ll—”

			“—about time we got another—”

			Curious, I stood and walked to the edge of the building. The streetlights below glowed yellow, and another car splashed through the slush on the road.

			“—another ignorant human—”

			Peering over the chain-link fence that bordered the rooftop, I saw two women sitting on the hood of a Mustang. One of them was a pretty blond; the other had snow-white hair.

			

			I squinted—was their skin a little blue? They were wearing almost nothing, despite the freezing temperatures.

			“—probably another brat for Spring.”

			The brisk night carried the sound so well from the street to the rooftop. Suddenly, one of them, the blond, turned and stared right at me. Watching me, she grinned and whispered something to her friend. They both broke out in laughter. I jumped back from the fence like it was on fire. Embarrassed of getting caught snooping and weirded out by their odd conversation, I’d had enough fresh air. Back inside and downstairs again, I climbed back into bed with Candace and soon fell into a deep, restful sleep—eyes in the forest and glimpses of pointed ears and teeth filling my dreams. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Thea

			“You’re being too loud,” Candace moaned from beneath the covers.

			“I’m doing yoga, not playing the drums.” I stretched my legs apart and my arms high in a warrior pose.

			“You’re doing it too loud.”

			I held my body in place for a long count, then relaxed and eased into a downward dog. “You could always join me.”

			

			She snorted.

			“Suit yourself. Do you want me to get you anything before I leave? An aspirin for the hangover?”

			“Candace Lewis does not get hangovers,” she grumbled.

			“Mm-hmm.”

			“I will allow you to bring me some water.”

			“Of course, your majesty.” I dropped to the mat, and then hopped back up to go to the fridge, grabbed a water bottle from inside, and threw it at the lump of blankets.

			She yelped and then popped her head out, squinting at me. “Rude!”

			“You do realize it’s almost noon?” I slipped on my shoes and grabbed my coat, still in the borrowed hoodie and sweatpants since my maxidress wasn’t my first choice of December work attire.

			“Afternoon shift?” She yawned.

			“Half shift, one to five.” I set some aspirin out on the counter anyway, despite her protests. “See you later.”

			The door was almost closed behind me when I heard her grumble, “Who the hell wrote on my arm?”

			I looked around outside for the Mustang I’d seen last night, half wondering if I had imagined it. But if it had been there, it was now gone, along with the strange women. I had to scrape a layer of ice off my windshield, but at least the sky was clear and I was soon on the road, headed for work.

			The drive was peaceful, even with the weekend traffic slowing everything down. At a particularly long red light I looked up and watched my school lanyard swaying from the rearview mirror, taunting me as I drove to my low-paying job that had nothing to do with the four years I’d spent earning a history degree. That only brought my mind back around to last night, talking to Devin in a gallery setting. It wasn’t my dream museum, but damn it felt really good to talk to another academic for a while. My love for Candace was far-reaching, but I couldn’t make her fawn over an old census book any more than she could get me to be enthusiastic about our New York Fashion Week sleepovers.

			

			And Candie’s bicep didn’t strain under her coat sleeve.

			Beeping behind me snapped my eyes to the now-green light, and I hit the gas pedal.

			Pulling into the parking lot of the car wash, I turned off the engine and laid my head back against the seat. It was an automatic wash, so at least I wasn’t getting messy—just taking care of the cash register and letting the guys at the other end do the detailing. Eventually, resigning myself to the next few hours in a booth, I slid out of my van.

			“Sweatpants today, Floor Sign?” A redhead with a short beard and coveralls slid over my hood, leaning in a pretend-sexy pose. I laughed and headed toward the office.

			“I told you I own more than leggings, Alan. And when are you going to stop calling me that?” I opened the door and the girl on shift before me practically ran past us, barely waving good-bye.

			“Have a nice day, Beth,” I mumbled, walking inside.

			“I’ll stop calling you that when you stop doing this.” Alan dramatically performed his interpretation of the stick figure on the Caution: Wet Floor sign.

			“It’s called yoga, and it’s good for you.” I put on my company jacket and clocked in on the ancient computer.

			“Sure, it is, Floor Sign.” He winked. “How was the fancy party?”

			Sinking into my chair and kicking it around in one slow circle, I said, “The crowded party was not for me. But, oh my god, I wish I could eat like that every day. The food was out of this world, they had this cheese pastry thing that was still warm and had toppings pressed into them, and these little cherry tarts that melted in my mouth in one bite.”

			“If it’s food you want, I can help with that.” He leaned against the doorway. “My cousin is pouring drinks for this new place out east of here. They’re having a friends-and-family practice night before they open in a couple of weeks. If you aren’t doing anything the Wednesday after next—”

			

			“I don’t know,” I said. “I usually go to yoga if I have Wednesdays off.”

			“You can’t miss one day? Aren’t you, like, an expert in posing for floor signs by now?”

			My lips parted in shock as a car pulled into one of the self-serve vacuums and a man stepped out with curling horns on his head. “What is he wearing?”

			“What?” Alan asked, following my line of sight. “Who?”

			Blinking, I watched the guy put coins in the vacuum as it started up, and when he turned to his car the horns were gone.

			“You okay?” Alan asked.

			Shaking off the trick of the light, I faced Alan again. “All good, just tired I think. So, the restaurant, I’ll go. Text me the address.”

			“Sounds good.” He winked and trotted through to the detailing station. Letting out a sigh that ended in a laugh, I closed the door and straightened up the register area.

			We were unusually busy that afternoon—December was typically one of the slowest months for a car wash. Not only were we slammed with customers but my eyes kept playing tricks on me. Things were fuzzy. Aspirin didn’t help, and neither did washing the window of the booth inside and out. Something about the angle of the sun was just messing with my brain or something, because I kept seeing blurs and flashes of colors. Horn guy wasn’t the last I saw of the bizarre costume accessories either. Flashes of Dubois and his more eccentric paintings came to mind every time I thought I saw glowing eyes or pointy teeth, and I was already trying not to get a headache from whatever was going on with my eyes. I was beyond ready to leave when Katie came for the evening shift; I barely offered her a tired wave before clocking out.

			“What’s with everyone today?” I grumbled as I got in my van, willing the engine to warm up when the sun had already disappeared an hour ago, “Jingle Bell Rock” blaring through the speakers while I waited. At the sound of scraping I looked up to see Alan clearing the ice from my windshield with exaggerated strokes and a stoic expression plastered on his face. Finished, he patted the hood and stood back, saluting. At least he was able to break my mood.

			

			“Bye, you weirdo!” I called through a small crack in the window.

			“Farewell, Floor Sign!”

			The ride home was as weird as everything else that day. Twice I saw people with extra parts, one with horns and one with wings. Both times I swerved to avoid them, but when I did a double take they were gone, earning me more confusion and a few honked horns at my driving. They simply looked at me and laughed as I passed as if I was the one making a scene and not them. By the time I pulled into the parking lot at my apartment complex I was exhausted—too exhausted to make dinner. I waded through the slush to the café next door and mentally apologized to my budget for eating out again, but it was already after five and I was hungry.

			“Howdy, Thea,” a chipper girl with freckles called from behind the counter.

			“Hi, Melanie. No Heather today?” I glanced around, searching for the tall, dark, laid-back woman who owned the café, but she was nowhere in sight. Instead, I walked up to the counter and inspected the menu. Not that I needed to—we both knew I was going to get tea and soup.

			“She’s in the back, did you need her?” Melanie wiped her hands on a towel and propped her elbows on the counter in front of me. “Or can I get you some tea?”

			“No, I’m just curious. I’ll take a black tea today, please. I’m just zapped from—” The sound of a dish smashing caused both our heads to whip toward the kitchen.

			“Heather! Oh my god, are you all right?” Melanie rushed over to a broken pair of mugs at Heather’s feet. Her apron was splattered with coffee, but her concern seemed to be on me. Heather crouched down to help pick up the broken pieces.

			

			“I got it, Mel. I thought I saw a bug.” Heather swept her long black hair over her shoulder, shooing Melanie away with her other hand.

			“Ew! Where is it?” The waitress squealed, hopping to her feet and backing away.

			“No, it was . . . something else.” Heather’s voice wasn’t quite even.

			“Do you need a hand?” I leaned over the counter for a better look, and when Heather looked up, I could have sworn there was a bright, unnatural gold in her eyes, and I balked in surprise. She quickly ducked her head down again. Was there a costume convention going on or something that I missed? Maybe it was the lighting messing with me.

			“Don’t worry about it, guys. Just a pair of mugs, we have more in the back.” Heather stood with the broken pieces cupped in her apron. She started back toward the kitchen.

			“Hey, Heather. Did you do something different with your contacts?” I asked, the strange color appearing again before blurring out.

			“Contacts?” Heather paused in the doorway and raised a hand to the corner of her eye. “Yes, I’m . . . trying out colored ones.”

			“Ooh, can I see?” Melanie asked, moving in close.

			“Maybe later, Mel. Can you get the broom?” Heather avoided Melanie and went in the back to dump the broken mugs. When she came back out, she was looking at the floor, watching her employee finish sweeping up ceramic bits. “What can I get you, Thea?”

			Weird.

			“Just a black tea for now, please,” I said.

			“Right, coming up.” She put everything together on a tray and started steeping the tea bag for me before sliding it all to my side of the counter.

			“So, what’s new with you lately? Do anything interesting this week? Last night?” Heather’s full interest was on me now as she waited for an answer.

			“Are you okay?” I asked.

			

			“Fine, fine. Anything new?” She perked up.

			“Not really. I’m going with a coworker to some new restaurant next week.” I scratched my chin. “I went to a party last night. Candie got a pair of tickets to a charity event at L’Atelier Rouge and wanted me to go with her.”

			“L’Atelier Rouge?” Heather’s face fell.

			“Yeah. Heather, are you sure you’re okay? You look a little pale.”

			“Never better.” She pulled off her apron and tossed it behind the counter. “Hey, Mel, take over. I have that dentist appointment tonight.”

			“You’re going to the dentist?” Melanie put the broom away and returned to the counter. “After business hours?”

			“I’ll be back later.”

			The sudden movement of Heather sweeping her jacket off a hook behind the counter and sliding her arms through it in one fluid motion startled me. She disappeared through the back door with barely a wave.

			“That was . . .” Melanie stared at the door. I nodded in agreement with Melanie as I took another sip of my tea, the two of us staring at the door where Heather had rushed away.

			“I think I’ll have tomato soup.”

			“Sure, one sec,” she said, and turned back to the counter. Today was just getting weirder and weirder.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Thea

			

			Finishing my soup and hurrying to beat the light snow, I crossed the parking lot to my building. Inside my apartment, I kicked off my shoes and changed into pajamas, dropping Candie’s sweats and hoodie into the laundry so I could return them clean. On that note, I sent her a text.

			I borrowed some clothes but I’m washing them now. How’s the hangover?

			With the fluffy snow outside I threw back my living room curtains and sank onto the couch with my laptop. I spent some time job hunting, like I usually did after work. Which led to feeling stressed, which led to being hungry, which ended with me grabbing some cereal and streaming videos.

			A glance outside told me the snow had stopped a while ago and the city’s lights sparkled with the season—Christmas lights twinkled, menorahs were lit for their last days, and wreaths hung from doorways and inside shop windows. And in the parking lot of my building someone very large stood with an eerie stillness.

			They were the biggest person I had ever seen and were standing mostly in shadow. Some kind of fog obscured the details, or maybe it was my blurry vision again. Within the depths of the enormous silhouette I saw a pair of red eyes. Glowing. Of all the strange things that had happened today, this was the most off.

			I yanked my curtains closed as goose bumps crawled down my arms. I bit the inside of my cheek and scolded myself for being such a baby. I’d been living away from home for years, I wasn’t going to suddenly throw my reason out the window now.

			Still, it was better to be safe than sorry. Going to the closet, I pulled out a bent piece of iron pipe that my brother brought me from a job site when I first moved to the city. I remember laughing at him when he’d handed it to me, telling me to keep it by my front door. But now setting it on the couch next to me, I felt mildly better. Opening the curtains again, I saw the figure was gone. My brows knit together as an odd phrase from the night before came to mind:

			

			Near the end of his life, he claimed to see things in the forest. Fairy tales come to life.

			It had been quite a day; this was what I got for stuffing my face and staying up all night. Still, I’d had a good time. A playful smile crossed my mind and suddenly my thoughts were completely on L’Atelier Rouge.

			Flipping my laptop open, I searched for articles about the painter, Dubois. But all that came up were routine pieces about the opening of the gallery, some student papers about a couple of his early paintings, and an awards page—L’Atelier Rouge had won some prestigious art standards.

			“That’s it? Nothing about his condition?”

			No biography, no records, not even most of his works. You would think a painter would have a few articles at least speculating on his mental health or physical ailments. But my researcher’s curiosity was getting the better of me. It seemed impossible that there was nothing on a known figure from the area’s history. It was doubtful that my new vision problems were the same as his, but whatever it was that had convinced Dubois he was seeing fairy tale creatures was sure to be fascinating. If I really wanted to sate my curiosity, I would have to go back to the gallery. Devin did say he would be interested in this kind of collaboration.

			And I was doing this as a project, not just to see Devin again. It wasn’t just an excuse. Okay, it might be an excuse. Or both. It could be both. Fine. I wanted to go talk to the charming gallery owner again; after all, he did say if I had questions about Dubois that I could ask him.

			A twitch had me rubbing the heel of my hand at the corner of my eye, trying to relieve the irritation. They were tired and sore from rubbing them all day. Whatever had irritated them was wearing me thin.

			Next up: searching for optometrists in my area. Settling on one that let me schedule online, I double-checked my work calendar and booked the appointment. This blur thing was not going to fly, not when I was only in my twenties.

			

			Lying back on the couch, I glanced at my open tabs and my mind drifted back to Dubois. What did he think he was seeing? I began a new search and focused on the stranger things he’d painted.

			Fangs

			Supernatural fangs

			Pointy ears

			Wings

			The results gave a rather expansive list, which I should have guessed. I’d filled my head with enough fantasy books to last a lifetime when the most interesting thing to do in my hometown was to go to the library. But the last article I clicked on checked all the fantastical boxes and could describe what Dubois thought he was seeing. Closing my laptop, I let out a halfhearted laugh.

			“Yeah, right. Faeries.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			Devin

			Sometimes I regretted having a damn doorbell. You would think being a lord of one of the four fae courts I could command those under me to leave me alone, but there was always something that needed my attention. An endless stream of responsibility.

			

			It had been a long weekend—dealing with humans, arguing with the other court leaders over petty squabbles, beginning the changeling’s transformation, though that had been quite a pleasant surprise this year. And now, just when I had gotten home . . .

			Whoever was outside had better have something important to say or I would be filleting a faerie. Passing by the hallway mirror, I checked my appearance—my glamour was firmly in place. As usual, I looked impeccably human as the doorbell rang again.

			“I’m coming.” I continued down the hall and yanked open the door to see one of my Winter Court fae standing there with a chip on her shoulder. “What?”

			“I—were you asleep?” Heather’s expression had gone from visibly upset to surprised.

			“I was trying to, seeing as I hadn’t slept since before the party. What is it?”

			“Pick a different one,” Heather snapped, the previous upset was on her face once more. She flipped her long black hair over her shoulder and stood straight, nearly matching my height with her shoulders squared and her fury on full display.

			“Pick a different what?” I crossed my arms and leaned against the frame. “You have one minute to get to the point.”

			“A different changeling,” she said.

			“That’s not possible, the change has been initiated.”

			“She’s one of my best customers, and she’s my friend. She absolutely does not deserve this.” Heather shook her head. “She shouldn’t even have been a candidate! Pick a different one.”

			“You know it doesn’t work that way. Good-bye, Heather.” I tried to close the door, but she stuck her arm inside at the last second.

			Her hands became claws. “Your glamour is slipping,” I said.

			“There has to be another way,” she demanded.

			“You know there isn’t. Don’t be stupid; it isn’t becoming of our kind.”

			

			“At least tell me why.” Her voice cracked.

			 An ache was already starting in my temples. There would always be a soft spot for Heather as one of my more unfortunate changelings. “Come inside.”

			We entered the sitting room, where I sank into one of the matching black sofas, tossing a lazy gesture for Heather to take the opposite one if she wished to sit. “What’s this really about, Heather? Is her situation bringing back bad memories for you?”

			The anxious fae remained standing, fidgeting with the zipper on her jacket. “No, it’s not that. Thea shouldn’t even be a candidate in the first place, who nominated her?”

			“Lady Georgina’s Summer-Court-pain-in-my-ass found this one. When I agreed to turn the yearly changeling, she was the one who insisted we take turns locating candidates.” Recalling the report, I ticked the list off on my fingers. “No family, almost no friends, no strong connections to humanity that can’t easily be erased. And compatible traits with the Summer Court. Reckless, impulsive, emotional. They haven’t had one in a while, so the changeling was accepted.”

			“That’s not Thea at all.” She narrowed her eyes. “Wait. Was Thea the only human there?”

			“Of course, she . . .” I said, remembering the obnoxious one who interrupted us. “No.”

			“Who else?” Heather demanded, and I turned a stony expression her way, ice creeping across the floor from my feet even as the air took on a biting cold. The overhead light flickered.

			“You will contain yourself before the Lord of the Winter Court.”

			Heather closed her eyes, reining in her outburst. “You’re right, I’m upset.”

			“I know,” I offered more gently. “Let me think about last night.”

			The icy hold in my sitting room dissipated. Thea had been all I could see last night. Her affinity was palpable, there was no denying she would have a strong change. But Heather was correct in that there had been another human there.

			

			“A petite blond was with her. She had some affinity as well, I suppose.” Though not nearly as strong.

			“Short? Tan? Probably a pink manicure?” Heather clenched her fists.

			“Yes, yes, and I don’t know,” I grumbled.

			“Candace,” she hissed, standing up. “You got the wrong girl!”

			“Stand down,” I growled, a dangerous glint taking over my expression. Heather flinched.

			Heather fell back into the couch, her palms landing on her knees and her knuckles white. “Thea . . .” she whispered.

			I felt a small ripple of guilt at Heather’s pain, but there wasn’t anything I could do about it now. Due to the emotionally volatile nature of the fae, it often felt like half my job was keeping them in check before someone lost control and made a mess that I had to clean up or worse—broke the delicate glamour that shielded us from the humans. That would be a real pain to sort out.

			“If it was a mistake, I will look into it,” I said.

			She wiped her eyes with her sleeve. “What if her body rejects the change?”

			“It won’t.”

			“How do you know?” she asked.

			“Because I sensed her. From outside the building. It was overpowering—I barely noticed it on the other girl.” I ran my fingers through my hair. “She’s a strong candidate, as far as that’s concerned.”

			Heather shot me a determined look. “Give me permission to tell her about the fae.”

			“No. She may not have been our intended target but the responsibility to nudge them into our world still falls to me. We won’t tell her immediately; that will end poorly.”

			“If she dies because of this . . .” The muscles in her jaw tightened then relaxed as Heather got off the sofa and strode to the door. She looked at me over her shoulder, as though she had more to say but, instead, she bowed her head sharply as she shut the door behind her. I could hear her motorcycle rev to life a moment later as she sped away.

			

			A decanter of bourbon on the mantel began to look like a tempting dinner. I ignored it and waved away the frost creeping across the room’s surfaces. I put on a pot of coffee before sitting down at my desk, opening my computer, and flicking through my emails until I came across Georgina’s last message. Dammit. Thea was indeed the wrong human.

			My brow creased as I skimmed the report—this Candace Lewis was exactly our usual candidate. Her connection to the human world was weak, her one friendship with Thea being the last string that she would miss were she to be changed. Unfortunately, Candace wasn’t the one who’d stood out last night. And hell, did Thea stand out. I’d felt her potential before she’d even parked her van. She exhibited open fascination with Marcel’s paintings, and the way she relished every bite on her plate made me remember a time when things could still be new and fascinating. And this wasn’t even faerie food—I wondered what expression she would make if that crossed her lips. She breathed life and pleasure with her every movement. Liveliness—was that the nature of a fae from the Summer Court, or was that simply Thea?

			I sat back in my chair and frowned. This was a problem. We had nothing on this Thea; she hadn’t even offered up her last name. We would have to do this the old-fashioned way. I got up and wandered back to the kitchen to see if the coffee was ready, absently swiping through my call history until I landed on Arthur, my right hand in the running of the Winter Court. He answered immediately.

			“What’s up, boss?”

			“I need you to look into something.” I walked upstairs and into my closet, sifting through my dress shirts.

			

			“Sure, what do you need?”

			“I want a full background on the changeling.” I pulled out a shirt and started matching ties.

			“Didn’t Georgina give you that? Or do you need something more specific?”

			“Ignore Georgina’s candidate. We found a natural changeling last night and I need to know what I’m dealing with. Check the gallery’s footage for a Thea. I expect the report on my desk by morning.”

			A pause at the other end. “Of course, Lord Devin.”

			I tossed my phone on the bed and finished dressing. The solstice was coming, and regardless of who the courts had voted on to become the next changeling, Thea would be the one to change this time. If this girl was as strong as I thought she was, I would need to prepare. We all would, because a natural changeling could become anything, and our courts would have to adjust.

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			Thea

			My van rolled into the parking lot, making tracks in the fresh morning snow. The gallery had been open for half an hour but there were still only a few cars in the lot. With any luck, Devin would be available to talk.

			With one last glance at the university lanyard hanging from my mirror, I grabbed my bag and got out. I smoothed down my long sweater and walked up the front steps. It was no backless designer dress this time, but I wasn’t here to impress Devin; I was here for academic reasons. Purely professional. Really.

			

			A woman just inside the doors greeted me as I approached. Her name tag read Stacia.

			“Hello, Stacia, my name is Thea Kanelos.” Shit. What was Devin’s last name? Did he tell me? I cleared my throat and powered through. “I met Devin at the party a couple nights ago and was wondering if he’s available? He told me I could find him here during business hours.”

			“He’s in the office today, let me find out for you. I’ll be right back.” She walked over to a small open room that seemed to serve as a gift shop and information desk all in one. Slipping behind the counter, she picked up the phone and made a call.

			While she called Devin I stepped back and took in my surroundings. Maybe it was the music or the decorations or the company but two nights ago it felt so much more enchanting. Today, with the bright light of day streaming through the windows, it held excitement and possibility. Something I was equally as enthralled with.

			“Mr. Grayson will be down in just a minute.” Stacia was already walking back toward me and she gestured to a staircase that was roped off around the corner behind the gift shop room.

			“Thank you.” I couldn’t hold back my smile as I walked over and stood near the stairs. As I rounded the corner, Devin was coming down. My breath caught in my throat—I had to swallow to get it to work correctly again.

			“Hello, Thea,” he greeted me with pleasant surprise. “What brings you back to the gallery?”

			“Is this a good time? I was hoping to ask you a few questions about Marcel Dubois.”

			His eyes glinted in amusement. “Piqued your interest, did I?”

			“You did,” I said. “Would you have a moment to talk?”

			

			Devin checked his watch. I admired how he dressed just as sharply today as he had at the party. “My schedule is clear for the next half hour, and if we run out of time, would you care to arrange another meeting? Maybe over lunch?”

			“That sounds great. I mean, for my research, of course.”

			He raised one eyebrow. “Research?”

			“I became invested in Dubois after our conversation, and I was hoping you maybe knew some more about him or knew of resources I could turn to.” Heat crept up my neck and across my face as I realized how weak that excuse sounded once I said it out loud. “And you had mentioned the gallery’s history and I thought you might have something of interest. Academically.”

			A grin spread across his face. “I’ve always had respect for those who dedicate themselves to preserving the stories of humanity. Speaking of which, do you have a specific area of interest?”

			My face lit up. Almost no one wanted to hear me go on about the subject. “Westward expansion. Everything that happened between here and the Mississippi—another reason Dubois has stuck with me, I guess. Do you know if he arrived before or after the Denny Party? I know he was a very early settler to the area, but strangely enough I can’t find much on him apart from his paintings.”

			“You know, I can’t recall. There is something in my office that might help you though. Come with me.” Devin offered me his hand. I didn’t know what to do, but thankfully he did, lightly holding my hand as he escorted me upstairs to his spacious office.

			What an old-fashioned move, I marveled. Not that I minded.

			Once we were through the doorway, I got a better look at how Devin operated. If he was the one who decorated this place, which I had a sneaking suspicion he was, he was a man of taste. It was all aged leather and solid wood furniture, but with large windows and glass side tables to break up the heavy pieces. He had quite the collection of books on shelves that lined two walls, and a few personal pieces of art hanging behind his desk.

			

			He went over to a barrister’s cabinet and, taking a key from his desk, unlocked the top glass and pulled out a faded leather journal. “This was Marcel’s diary. Not many take an interest in him beyond his art; you’re the only other person to touch it in some years.”

			Devin held out the book, and I took it from him and delicately started flipping through the yellowed pages, turning to get better lighting. “Is this the only copy?”

			“No, I had a few copies made a while back. Paper this old won’t last forever, though you would know that more than most. Here, let me give you one.” Devin went back to the cabinet and shuffled through some other books.

			“I can’t accept something like that. Could I at least pay for the printing?” I asked.

			“Nonsense. In fact, if you come up with anything interesting, I’d love to work with you to add some history to the exhibit downstairs.” He returned with a much newer print of the diary, and I handed him back the original.

			“That sounds like an amazing project for the gallery.” I flipped it open and saw Dubois’s photocopied handwriting. It would probably do me and any future readers a lot of good if I typed this up instead.

			“That’s the hope,” he chuckled.

			While we spoke, I flipped through the pages, occasionally passing sketches of more fairy tale creatures. “He really did have hallucinations, didn’t he?”

			“Marcel?” Devin asked, looking over my shoulder. “That depends entirely on your perspective.”

			I landed on a page depicting a winged being with pointed ears in a flower field and held it up for Devin. “You almost sound like you believe in the faeries too,” I teased.

			He laughed, so close to me that the rumble from his chest was almost tangible. My heartbeat jumped up to the level of light aerobics while I tried to clear my head.

			

			“Maybe I do.” His warm breath tickled my ear. “I believe Marcel truly saw all of the things he painted.”

			“I admire your imagination, but I’m going to be a little tougher to convince.”

			“Should I take that as a challenge? I happen to have a hobby of convincing lovely historians to believe in fairy tales.”

			Whatever answer I may have come up with fell away from my thoughts. His closeness, at the party and again in his office, was endlessly distracting.

			“Next weekend then? Lunch?” he mused, pulling a business card from his jacket pocket. “There are a few questions I’d like to ask you as well, regarding the gala.”

			“Okay.” I tucked the card inside the book.

			Devin checked his watch. “Regretfully, I do have another appointment, but I’d love to continue this line of inquiry. Promise you’ll text me?”

			“Promise.” The word left my lips, and a sudden chill came over me. I shuddered and pulled my arms tight, wrapping them around myself.

			Devin’s sharp eyes gleamed in amusement. “Something wrong?”

			The feeling passed and I let my arms drop. “Just a chill.”

			“Yes, that does happen in these big, spacious buildings. The winter solstice is almost upon us, after all.”

			—

			I walked out of Devin’s office with the book tucked safely in my bag. I savored the encounter—it wasn’t every day someone wanted to talk history with me, especially not someone who looked like Devin. Waving good-bye to Stacia on my way out, I stepped back out into the cold, December day. My face fell when I reached my van. Someone was leaning against the driver’s side door dressed in some kind of costume—blue hair with a feathered jacket.

			

			“Hey!” I called, hurrying over. But when I rounded my van all I got was an eyeful of blurred vision and the beginnings of a mild headache. I couldn’t find signs of anyone having been there, and there were no footprints in the fresh snow apart from mine. I climbed inside and locked the doors, then tested my eyesight on several different objects around me. No hazy vision. Nothing.

			No one in the parking lot but me.

		

	
		
			Chapter Seven

			Thea

			The snow had mostly melted save for little pockets next to buildings and under cars where the sun didn’t reach. The unfortunate design of my apartment building meant there was still a lot of slush to walk through as I made my way to Heather’s Café. Before leaving the parking lot, a sudden haze at the edge of my vision startled me. Next to a nearby bus stop I saw a pair of strange people making out. Then they were gone. I could have sworn one was wearing horns and the other prosthetic ears. Pointy ones. They’d both dressed like it was the peak of summer and not December.

			I shook my head and walked on. Nope. Not going to question it today. There must be a cosplay convention nearby or something. It was just weird to keep seeing costumes while researching Dubois. What was more disturbing was how I was getting used to seeing these things now, and that bothered me. I tucked my hands inside the sleeves of my sweater until I’d safely reached the door to the café. The little bell overhead announced my arrival.

			

			“Hey,” Melanie called from behind the counter. “Black or green?”

			“Green, please.” I walked over to the back-corner booth. I set up my laptop and flipped the diary open to where I’d left off. I quickly fell into a rhythm and didn’t notice Melanie until she set the mug in front of me with a clink.

			“Big project?” she asked. “Wait, you graduated. Are you going back for round two?”

			“Oof, no. I couldn’t afford that, my savings are dwindling as is. No, I’m working on some research on a painter. For fun, mostly, although the owner of L’Atelier Rouge may use it to enhance the exhibit. Have you heard of it?”

			“Nope.” Melanie leaned over enough to get a good look at the page I was working on. “But it sounds cool. Is that an elf?”

			The sketch was of a long-eared beauty lounging on a tree branch. “Dubois had hallucinations. He would see faeries and things, and they made it into a lot of his paintings. The diary is really telling so far.”

			“Let me know when you’re all done, I’d love to check it out. Soups of the day are tomato and clam chowder—can I get you anything?”

			“Tomato and a grilled cheese, please.”

			“Sure thing.” Melanie walked off and I went back to the slow work of deciphering Marcel’s handwriting. I had just started to type when Heather slid into the booth across from me. She sighed loudly, still wearing her leather jacket and sunglasses.

			“Hey,” I said. “Busy day?”

			“You have no idea,” she said. “I heard you talking about Marcel Dubois, what’s the project?”

			I slid the diary to Heather, and then pulled my tea close, adding sugar and milk. “You know about Marcel Dubois?”

			

			“Somewhat.” Heather tilted her
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