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      Camila Fletcher has made a career out of finding missing people. Despite being a full-blooded human, she’s often contacted by members of the fae population hiding amongst mundanes. When a young fae girl asks for help finding her sister, Camila is thrust into an investigation that involves much more than one missing girl …
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      Dear Mr. and Mrs. Fletcher,

      Your investigative work has piqued our interest. We are constantly on the lookout for mundanes such as yourselves with the fortitude to see more than what their senses tell them. You saw the truth and ran toward it while others would have run away. It is because of this that we would like to extend an invitation to visit Luma—California’s magical hub.

      In Luma, the abnormal is normal. Vampires and magic aren’t to be whispered about behind cupped hands, nor will such concepts be ridiculed as fanciful nonsense. Desperate politicians won’t offer you hush money to keep their citizens in the dark. Here, you’ll receive a competitive salary, allowing you to live in financial freedom in a city brimming with opportunity.

      If you are interested in seeing what Luma has to offer, please call the number listed below and a representative will be happy to answer your questions.

      Sincerely,

      The Collective

      

      The letter had arrived a week ago, slipped under the door of our bungalow office building on the outskirts of downtown Sacramento. It wasn’t a location that got much foot traffic; we’d chosen it for that very reason. There was no return address on the envelope. Stalkers rarely coughed up personal information.

      During brief lulls over the past week, my husband Nelson or I would pull the letter out and reread it, sometimes to ourselves, and sometimes out loud to each other. Nelson currently banged around in the back of the office, looking for replacement light bulbs for the bathroom. New light bulbs weren’t on our meticulously organized expenses spreadsheet for the month. Despite business being steady, the bungalow was all we could afford right now. Between this office and rent prices on our small house climbing every year, we weren’t sure if we could afford to stay in the city much longer—let alone California.

      “Babe!” Nelson called out. “Are you sure we have extra bulbs?” Something crashed. “My God, it’s so dark back here …”

      “Did you check the supply closet?”

      “Obviously!”

      I rolled my eyes, smiling to myself. He’d only been looking for them for ten minutes and he’d already grown huffy. “Did you just open the door and glance in, or did you actually move stuff around?”

      A long pause. The slight creak of the closet’s hinges. Just as I thought.

      I returned my focus to the letter. The Collective? Who were these people—a cult? The mob? A band of nutters pulling a fast one on us?

      Our lives had become so strange lately. Being recruited by the mob sounded more plausible than this being a hoax. This was too specific. A few months ago, Nelson and I had taken on a missing persons case that resulted in our uncovering a vampire nest in a Sacramento suburb. Before he and I had ever met, we’d encountered bizarre happenings in our hometown. Chasing down those bizarre happenings had been the reason we’d met and fallen in love four years ago. Nothing said romance like discovering that the string of odd, gruesome deaths plaguing our hometown was due not to wild animals, but bloodsucking humans from our nightmares. When weird activity started up here a few months ago, we immediately knew what was going on: we’d recognized the signs.

      With help from the local police and a small contingent of National Guard sent out by the governor, we’d helped get the vampires cleared out, with no one in the “mundane” population finding out about it. The help we’d supplied had come in the form of intel, rather than muscle. The undead were unnervingly fast, and our untrained-in-combat human bodies couldn’t keep up—we learned that one the hard way. But the cops needed people in the know, like us, to inform them about the important stuff—like the fact that bullets rarely took vampires down, but severing heads always did. We’d learned quite a bit from bona fide vampire hunters over the years—just not enough to take on a whole nest by ourselves. We might have been certifiable, but we weren’t stupid.

      Law enforcement in most places knew about this kind of thing to some extent—after all, when weird crap happened, you called the police. There’s a rule upheld by those in the know, though: keep the details of the “weird crap” to yourself. This brand of weird shook most people’s belief systems to their foundations, while scaring the bejesus out of the rest. When people got scared, they reacted. Law enforcement of most stripes wanted the reactions kept to a minimum.

      The governor had called us up personally to request we keep the whole “undead monster thing” to ourselves in exchange for a nice chunk of change that had kept us solvent for several more months. How had “The Collective” known about the governor’s payoff?

      The incident hadn’t made national or even local news, but clearly it had reached someone. Someones, I supposed, since the Collective was probably more than one person. Unless it was a singular entity with a monumental ego.

      I eyed the phone number. I’d almost called it nearly half a dozen times, but always abandoned ship before I hit the seventh digit. Nelson was fully on board with meeting these people. This kind of thing was our bread and butter. We weren’t the type of people desperate for the unexplained to be real—we knew it was real. And ever since that vampire case, our clientele had grown stranger still. The day I had been gardening—only to come face-to-face with an honest-to-God goblin—was a day I wouldn’t soon forget. I’d let out such a bloodcurdling scream that our elderly next-door neighbor had come running out of the house in nothing but his boxers and wielding a meat cleaver, hurrying to my aid because surely I was being murdered.

      Fearsome monster hunter, that was me.

      Nelson and I experienced the unexplained on a weekly basis—things most people refused to believe existed. The kind of stuff where, if you brought it up at a party, people would find other places to be. What would it be like to be in a city where we didn’t have to watch what we said? Where we wouldn’t be judged for having a strange career no one understood? To have a “competitive salary” doing work neither one of us could give up, no matter how much common sense said we should?

      Something crashed in the back again, followed by a triumphant “Found them!”

      The phone on my desk rang. I quickly folded up the letter and put it back into the envelope, then into a drawer. I plucked the phone from its cradle. “Fletcher Investigations.”

      A semi-hysterical woman said, “I was told you’re who to call when the police won’t listen. I need you to believe me.” She sniffed hard. “No one believes me …”

      “We keep an open mind here. Tell me what happened.”

      “Okay …” I could almost hear her swallow. “I think a garden gnome stole my baby.”

      I almost laughed at the absurdity of it. Not absurd in the obvious sense, but that hearing such a thing excited me. A normal person would hang up, yank the cord from the wall, and get a nine-to-five in a cubicle.

      I grabbed a pen and clicked it open. “That’s awful. I can’t imagine how terrifying this must be. Did you witness the incident yourself?”

      A shuddering exhale. “It all happened so fast, so I didn’t see it, see it. They’re fast. Demons in pointed hats. I’ve chased that gnome out of the yard dozens of times over the past month, though. He appears in the bushes in the yard and watches my son while he plays. Sometimes the gnome is there every day for a week and we can’t even go outside during the day, and other times he’s gone for months at a time. I swear the moment I get comfortable, thinking it was all a figment of my imagination, he’s back. No one has seen him but me. Not even my husband believes me. The gnome goes statue-like when someone else looks at him! I’m being gaslighted by a freaking garden gnome and now my baby—” She issued a choking sob. “Now my son is gone and no one will believe me when I tell them what happened!”

      “Breathe,” I said. “Just breathe. Gnomes are deeply curious about human babies. We’ll do everything we can to get your boy back. Now … start from the beginning …”
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      I flipped the lock on the office door. A week had passed since the woman had called about her missing baby, stolen by gnomes. We’d found the kid, no worse for wear. The gnomes, however, were very upset. If you’ve never had to fend off snarling gnomes with the flat end of a shovel, consider yourself lucky.

      My stomach growled as I walked the short distance to my desk where my ham on sourdough waited for me alongside a small pile of potato chips. Saliva flooded my mouth at the sight.

      Yet the moment I sat down, the office door crept open. I went from sitting to standing in a blink, hand hovering over the dagger I left lying beside my sandwich. It couldn’t be Nelson—he was out on a job. I didn’t have any clients scheduled for another hour. Not to mention I’d locked the door—I could still hear the satisfying clunk of the bolt sliding home.

      The dark-haired head of a woman poked into the one-room office. Her eyes widened when she saw me. In one fluid motion, she slipped inside with her hands up, and gently kicked the door shut with her ballet-slippered foot. “Are you Mrs. Camila Fletcher?”

      My hand still hovered over the dagger. “How’d you get in?”

      If I had a security breach on my hands, I’d have to ask Nelson to pick up a new set of locks from the hardware store on his way home. He kept saying we needed to invest in a ward for the building, but the most reputable guy we could find was over an hour away and his prices were just a hair past ridiculous.

      I briefly considered the possibility that this waif of a girl was a representative of the Collective, whom Nelson and I had yet to call. The letter remained tucked away in my desk.

      “I’ll show you,” she said slowly, as if I were an easily spooked animal cowering in a corner. With one hand still in the air, she lowered the other to the front of her navy-blue dress, pulling free a necklace. On the end of the long silver chain hung an egg-shaped pendant. “Locking—and unlocking—talisman.”

      I pursed my lips. The woman put both hands up again to show me she hadn’t dabbled in breaking and entering with nefarious intent. The egg-shaped talisman hung over the front of her dress now, fluorescent light winking off the smooth golden surface.

      “Are you a member of the Collective?” I asked.

      The laugh that erupted out of her was a short, clipped sound. I’d surprised her. When she realized I wasn’t laughing too, she sobered quickly. “No. Only sorcerers make up the Collective.” She didn’t say it in a condescending tone, exactly, but I wondered if she was worried she’d chosen the wrong office.

      Her matter-of-fact statement told me she wasn’t a sorcerer, at least.

      “Are you full-blooded human?” I asked.

      Full-blooded “mundanes” could use magic if that magic was bound in an object and didn’t hold a level of energy capable of frying the nervous system of the average human.

      “Half fae,” she said.

      Nelson and I had learned a couple of years ago that the fae were magic-wielding or magic-touched beings of any stripe. Anything from a vampire to a sorcerer to a goblin. You were either fae, part fae, or human. We were still a little fuzzy on the details of where the fae had come from—something about glitchy portals marooning the fae here on Earth a century or so ago. With my very rudimentary understanding of the situation, it was assumed that roughly four percent of the world population was fae. Human-looking fae could pass as human a lot easier than a gnome, but the smaller ones found ways to stay hidden from most mundanes—either through magic, or by living in remote places. Fae tended to get into trouble with the native population, though, even all these decades later.

      That was where Nelson and I came in. We’d started our PI business two years ago, intending to take on the cases the local police didn’t know how to deal with or straight-up didn’t want to touch. Ever since that vampire nest bust, it was the fae who came to us for help more than humans did. Finding Earthlings who believed the fanciful things the fae claimed was a unique challenge. I supposed when you tried to tell people that your ancestors were from another planet, or that your next-door neighbor was a “bear of a man”—but you meant that literally because he was a bear shifter—it would be a miracle if you didn’t get written off.

      The half-fae woman’s gaze flicked to my hand still hovering over the dagger beside my lunch. “My mother is an earth elemental, and my father is human, though we think he might have some witch ancestry in his family tree.”

      “So that makes you a witch, too,” I said.

      She nodded. “I don’t have elemental magic, but I pull my magic from nature, as most witches do.” When I didn’t move or comment further, she said, “I was told you and your husband are skilled in locating missing fae.”

      “Who’s missing?” I asked, despite my lingering apprehension.

      “My younger sister,” she said. “She just turned sixteen.”

      Dammit. Cases of missing kids were my kryptonite.

      I gestured her forward.

      “Thank you,” she said, and moved to the other side of my desk where two client chairs were positioned.

      I held out my hand. “What’s your name?”

      She slipped her smooth, pale hand into my much darker one and shook once. “Eleanor Alpin,” she said, then fluidly settled into a chair, folding her hands in her lap.

      The fae moved differently than humans did. Vampires and goblins were obviously different, but with the human-looking ones, it was subtler. I hadn’t met more than a handful over the last few years, but if you knew what you were looking for, the differences stood out like flashing neon signs.

      I took a seat as well, pushing aside my neglected sandwich. I kept the dagger nearby, though, just in case. “First things first. Why did you break into my office instead of coming back in half an hour, like the sign said?”

      “I needed to talk to you.” Color tinged her cheeks. “And I talked to your husband—Nelson?—a few hours ago, and he said you’re booked for the rest of the day. I’m already worried I’m too late. I couldn’t wait another day. I knew you were inside and that you were alone.” She briefly eyed my sandwich, her eyes welling with unshed tears. “I’m sorry I interrupted your lunch.”

      Ugh. Either this young lady knew the exact buttons to push with me, or she was truly this desperate to find her sister. Probably both.

      I grabbed the legal pad off the corner of my desk, flipped a few pages, and placed it in front of me. Plucking a pen out of a cup, I asked, “How long has she been missing?”

      Eleanor sat a little straighter. “Five days.”

      “How do you know she’s missing, and that she hasn’t run away?”

      Up close, it was evident Eleanor couldn’t have been much older than sixteen herself. I pegged her as early twenties at the oldest. She stared at me with those big brown eyes, her bow mouth turned down at the corners. “The mundane police asked me that, too.”

      “We have to get the basics out of the way,” I said.

      She sighed. “Kira had a study date with some friends after school on Thursday night, and then she was supposed to come home so she and I could watch our favorite show together. Kira lives for that show. It might sound silly, but watching it is a big deal for us. It’s a weekly tradition. She wouldn’t have missed it. And now she’s missed two days of school when she had a perfect record before this.”

      “Did she drive to the friend’s house?” I asked.

      Eleanor shook her head. “She’s in drivers ed but hasn’t gotten her permit yet. A girl from the study group dropped her off, but Kira either didn’t make it home like her friend said, or Kira went somewhere else after getting dropped off. Neither one makes any sense. Normally, I’d pick her up, but I was working a double shift that night. When I got home before she did, I knew something was wrong. My parents didn’t know I had to work late; they thought we were together.”

      Ah, so guilt over her sister’s missing status was in play, too.

      “Have you or your mother tried using magic to find her?” I asked.

      “We’ve tried locator spells, scrying, premonition tinctures, memory-retrieval spells using items of importance to her. Nothing.”

      I started to say that maybe that was because Kira was no longer of this earth, but Eleanor cut me off.

      “The thing is, if she were … if she had … died, our magic would lead us to her body,” Eleanor said. “It’s like she vanished into thin air. Her body, her magic, her essence … we can’t find any trace of her.”

      “What’s the range on spells like this?”

      “Distance doesn’t matter as long as she’s on Earth. And our emotional bond as mother and sister is strong enough that we’d be able to sense her. We believe she’s cloaked.”

      I wasn’t sure how she expected Nelson and me to find Kira if she was hidden by magic. I said as much.

      “You’re our last hope to find her. There’s a witch in San Francisco who said he could scry for her, but we’d have to bring Kira’s items to him and my parents said he’s too expensive.”

      I frowned, taking in her young, hopeful face. “Do your parents know you came here today?”

      Heat reignited in her pale cheeks. “No. I tried to tell them you’re not like the mundane police—that you’d listen to us—but they didn’t want to hear it. It’s only been five days, but they’re acting like she’s already dead. I won’t give up on her.” She shifted in the chair so she could slip a hand into a pocket on her dress. “I have money,” she said, holding out a folded stack of bills held together with a money clip. “It’s everything I’ve saved up for the last six months. I get paid again next week. You can have that, too.”

      Yep, this girl was dialed into every button she could push to get me on her side—though I currently felt even more hopeless about this situation than her parents did.

      I held up a hand to wave off her money, and Eleanor’s expression fell. Her shoulders rounded, her fist of hard-earned cash plummeted to her lap, and tears welled in her eyes.

      “I’ll do it for free,” I said.

      Eleanor sniffed hard, and a tear escaped. She wiped it away with the back of her hand. “Really?” she asked, voice hitching.

      “Really,” I said. “But I’m making no promises, okay?” Eleanor nodded. “I need you to tell me everything you can think of about Kira, her habits, her friends—everything. I’m going to need as much information as possible, no matter how trivial or strange, if we’re going to have any chance of finding her.”

      As I filled a page of my legal pad with details about the life of the missing half-fae girl, I used my free hand to stuff my sandwich in my mouth. I’d need my strength to find this invisible needle in an invisible haystack.
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      I sat on the closed lid of the toilet seat, hands gripping my knees. Eleanor had left ten minutes ago, her cell number programmed into my phone. There had been a slight bounce to her step as she left, bolstered by the prospect of help. While I appreciated her faith in our skills, the reality of her situation hadn’t bolstered me—it had led me straight into the bathroom.

      My tennis shoe bounced on the dingy linoleum floor.

      The timer went off.

      Swallowing, I snatched the stick off the counter. It was the same result as the last three tests I’d taken over the past week.

      Pregnant.

      I’d have to tell Nelson soon. I couldn’t deny the evidence any longer.

      I heaved a breath, the plastic stick clenched in a fist, and sat back against the toilet tank. It wasn’t that Nelson and I didn’t want kids—we did. This wasn’t unplanned. But it was also hard to do this job, dealing with missing people—often young people—and not worry about the kind of world we were bringing a child into. Our world especially, where it wasn’t uncommon to cross paths with dangerous people. And lately, dangerous fae.

      We both loved the work, but keeping Fletcher Investigations solvent was getting harder and harder.

      “Here, you’ll receive a competitive salary, allowing you to live in financial freedom in a city brimming with opportunity,” the letter said.

      With a baby on the way, would we give up this career we’d fought so hard to build from the ground up, or would we take a chance and move the business to Luma? Nelson and I had yet to come up with an answer. We’d silently agreed to decide once we got to that bridge. Well, we’d reached it. I splayed a hand across my stomach, uncertainty and joy mingling and swirling about me like mist.
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        * * *

      

      I pulled up outside the house of Taffy Milton a little after four in the afternoon and peered out the passenger-side window. After consulting with Nelson about my conversation with Eleanor, we’d agreed that the best first step was to talk to Kira’s friend who had supposedly driven her home on the night in question. When dealing with minors, one had to be in communication with parents. I’d called the house before I showed up and was assured the whole family could speak to me. I needed a read on the parents, too. More often than not, bad things happened at the hands of people closest to the victim. Family, then friends, then family of friends, and on and on, the circle of suspects growing ever wider.

      The Miltons lived in the Rosemont neighborhood in the greater Sacramento area. Standard, quiet residential location. Well-tended, tidy single-family homes lined the streets. The drought was still in full swing—when was it not?—so most lawns were patchy and dry. Discarded bikes decorated sidewalks and lawns. Down the street, a pair of boys tossed a football. Three women in athletic pants power-walked past my parked car.

      It was the kind of neighborhood Nelson and I could settle in. We could hang up our PI hats, tell the Collective no thanks, and find a quiet place to raise our child. A place where he or she—though, in my bones, I already knew it was a girl—could play and laugh and grow up in relative safety. A place where the biggest concern was the neighbor’s dog barking incessantly in the middle of the night.

      Eleanor’s voice rose to the surface in my mind. “You’re our last hope to find her.”

      Sighing, I grabbed my phone, keys, and leather-bound folder, then climbed out of the car. As I walked up the front walk, I checked my cell for any updates from Nelson. He’d sent a text two minutes ago.

      Just finished up my interview. Headed home to make dinner. Grilled chicken, mashed potatoes, and salad will be waiting for you when you get back. Hit me up if you run into any problems with the Miltons.

      He’d added a kissy-face emoji, and I smiled softly to myself. He would be a good dad—a great one, even. We’d figure it out.

      The sound of the front door opening snapped me out of my musings and I stuffed my phone into my back pocket. I clipped my keys to a belt loop on my jeans and tucked my folder under one arm so I could greet the fair-skinned, blonde woman waiting for me on the threshold. She couldn’t have been taller than five-five. I had at least three inches on her.

      The woman smiled at me warmly enough, but her expression was strained. “Camila Fletcher?” she asked, hand outstretched.

      I shook it when I reached the porch. “That’s me.”

      “Nice to meet you. I’m Wanda and this …” A man strolled up behind her, dwarfing her. He sported a shock of red hair and a full beard. My first thought was lumberjack, but his wide-set shoulders, quiet demeanor, and unflinching expression all screamed first responder to me—cop, firefighter, EMT. The kind of man who’d seen too much and now had little tolerance for nonsense. “This is my husband, Roy.”

      “Not sure what else we can tell you that we haven’t already told the cops,” Roy said in greeting.

      Yep. He was a straight-to-the-point kind of guy.

      “I’m just trying to cover all my bases for the sake of the family,” I said.

      Roy huffed. “That family,” he muttered under his breath.

      Wanda stepped aside, shot Roy a look, then gestured me in.

      The dark wood-floored foyer had a wide pillar in the center, a family portrait hanging in the middle of the stark white wall. Wanda, Roy, a teenage girl, and a younger sister were all posed semi-awkwardly in front of an oak tree in what I guessed was a park. The kids had auburn hair; Wanda’s blonde locks had subdued Roy’s fiery intensity. The quartet wore identical painted-on smiles.

      A hallway jutted off to the left of the foyer, a living room was to my right, and a TV room lay straight ahead. From my vantage point, I couldn’t see what was to the right of the large pillar in the middle of the room. A kitchen, maybe. Murmurs came from that direction.

      Wanda said, “Tina, Taffy’s little sister, is at a friend’s house, but the other two girls who were here that night came by.”

      I nodded and gestured toward the sound of voices. “After you.”

      Following the Miltons across the creaky floors, we rounded the side of the central pillar and came upon a small dining table ringed by six chairs. Three were occupied by teenage girls—the red-headed Taffy, a brunette, and an Asian girl. The trio quieted as soon as we stepped into view.

      “Girls, this is Camila Fletcher,” Wanda said, gesturing to me as if I were a prize on a game show. “Kira’s family hired her to investigate Kira’s disappearance.”

      Roy harrumphed and muttered something that sounded like “I’m sure they did” to himself.

      The girls shot each other anxious looks, though they must have been informed of who I was and why I was coming to talk to them.

      “So she’s really missing-missing?” the brunette asked.

      “It would appear so,” I said, taking a seat across from them.

      Wanda and Roy joined me on the side of the table opposite the girls, Wanda in the middle. I placed my folder on the table and opened it, my notepad affixed inside. I flipped past the notes I’d taken during my chat with Eleanor. With a pen poised over the paper, I asked the girls to walk me through the events of the evening.

      Taffy did most of the talking, her two friends, Jill and Miriam, nodding along and periodically offering additional insights. When one of the other girls spoke at length, Taffy grew antsy, fiddling with the ends of her long ponytail flopped over her shoulder.

      The girls had been meeting for the past month to prepare for the PSAT.

      “Did you take the test in tenth grade as well?” I asked.

      Jill, the brunette, said, “Yeah, but none of us did as well as we’d hoped. We found this new study guide that’s supposed to be really good.”

      “Do you always meet here?”

      Taffy sat a little straighter. “Yep. My house is in the middle of everyone, so it’s easier to meet here.”

      “Do you come here right after school?” I asked, gaze flitting between Jill and Miriam.

      “Um, yeah,” Jill said. “I mean usually. I had to go home with my mom to help her with my little brothers first. They’re twins and just turned six. They’re monsters and my dad’s not around. After I helped her get them ready for karate, she dropped me off here and then took them to their lesson.”

      “Did anyone leave the house once the study session started? Did anyone else join the group? A boy, maybe?”

      “Of course not,” Roy said. “Taffy knows better than that. Wanda and I went out to dinner but came back earlier than planned to surprise the girls with dessert. It was just them here. They would have been caught red-handed.”

      “Unless they stuffed a boy in a closet and we haven’t found him yet,” Wanda said, chuckling awkwardly.

      Roy’s mashed-together eyebrows said he didn’t find her remark even remotely amusing. Taffy fiddled with the ends of her ponytail. Miriam, the Asian girl, smiled politely and scratched at the side of her neck—now she had a tell, too. Jill had yet to crack. If I wanted to find out what the girls were hiding, I’d need to go through Taffy or Miriam. It was unclear if Taffy was nervous because of her secrets, or because of her father.

      The girls resumed their tale. Taffy had taken Jill and Kira home an hour after the Miltons had returned with their surprise dessert, while Wanda had driven Miriam home.

      “I thought you were sixteen. Are you old enough to have a permit that allows you to have passengers under the age of eighteen?” I asked Taffy.

      Roy cleared his throat. “We, uh, have to fudge that rule a bit. She’ll have a full permit in a couple months. I usually take all the girls home, but I’m an EMT and got a call shortly after we got back from dinner.”

      “Since the girls live so close, we figured it was okay,” Wanda said. “Taffy got back after I did—I admit I’d lain down on the couch to wait for her and dozed off. But she was safe and sound in her bed when I checked on her later. She’s an excellent driver.”

      “And you saw Kira to the door?” I asked Taffy.

      “Yep,” she said, rubbing the ends of her hair between two fingers.

      So there was an indeterminate window of time where Wanda was asleep and Roy was out of the house. Miriam might have been left out of this entirely, since Wanda had driven her home. It didn’t mean Miriam hadn’t gotten the information second-hand, though. Still, Taffy and Jill were two of the last people to see Kira, and at least according to her family, Kira hadn’t made it home that night. I didn’t think I was sitting at a table with a trio of teenage murderers or anything, but something definitely happened that night that they didn’t want to discuss. At least not in front of Wanda and Roy. I’d done the proper thing by keeping the parents abreast of my initial investigation, but it didn’t mean I wouldn’t try to talk to Taffy on her own later. Maybe she’d cave when she wasn’t under Roy’s watchful eye.

      “Did you see her walk inside?” I asked.

      “She was on the porch when I drove away,” Taffy said.

      “There’s no one she could have been meeting after you dropped her off? Was she dating anyone?”

      Miriam sputtered a laugh, then tamped her lips together.

      I focused on her. “Why’s that funny?”

      A blush rose up her neck and into her face—a stark contrast to her jet-black hair. “It’s just that guys ask Kira out all the time and she always says no. She’s crazy pretty and really nice and all, but she’s not interested in dating. She’s all about school. Other than us, she mostly hangs out with her family. If she was secretly dating someone, I would be shocked.”

      The other two nodded.

      We chatted for a few more minutes and I got contact information for Jill and Miriam, then gathered my things. “Thank you all for talking to me. I’ll follow up if I have any other questions.”

      Wanda and I had just gotten to our feet when, in a soft voice, Miriam asked, “Do you think her parents did something to her?”

      That gave me—and everyone else—pause.

      “Miriam,” Taffy hissed.

      “What?” Miriam hissed back. “We’re all thinking it.”

      Taffy crossed her arms tight over her chest.

      “Why do you think that, Miriam?” I asked, folder clutched in both hands in front of my lap.

      Now that all eyes were on her, that flush crept back up her neck.

      She scraped her teeth along her bottom lip for a moment. “I mean … they’re weird. The Alpins, I mean. We’ve all been friends with Kira since freshman year and no one has ever been inside her house. Her parents ‘don’t like visitors’ or whatever. Kira only hangs out with us to study. Sometimes she’ll go to a movie or something, but otherwise she always makes some excuse to be at home with her family. Which, like, isn’t bad or whatever, but it’s kind of, I don’t know⁠—”

      “Cultish,” Jill supplied.

      Taffy and Miriam nodded.

      “We do worry about the girl,” Wanda said.

      Roy grunted. “They seem like weird hippie types. Very new-agey. Children of the earth type stuff. Personally, I don’t think it’s a cult. I think—” When everyone’s focus swung to him, he pressed his pointer finger and thumb together, then brought them to his mouth. “My guess is they all hit the reefer a bit too much, if you know what I mean.”

      “Oh, Roy!” Wanda said, laughing nervously and swatting him on his burly arm. Taffy and Jill snickered.

      Miriam cleared her throat gently. “I wanted to come here today when Taffy said the Alpins hired a PI because I was honestly surprised,” she said, a bit more confident now that Roy had broken the tension. “I wanted to see if you were the real deal or not.”

      “How would you even be able to tell, Miriam?” Taffy asked, fighting an eye roll. “Are you an expert in PIs now or something?”

      Jill cut in, effectively tamping down Taffy’s sass. “I know what she means. It seems like if the Alpins thought Kira had been kidnapped, there would have been a press conference or something. Becky Lowell said Eleanor told her she keeps begging her parents to look for her, but her parents don’t care. That sounds pretty guilty, doesn’t it? Especially when they’re so weirdly close.”

      Eyeing me curiously, Miriam said, “Hiring you is the kind of thing they’d do if they wanted to look like they’re trying. I thought if I met you and you seemed like a con woman or something, then that might prove they’re pretending. I mean, no harm in hiring some shifty person to look for Kira if they already know she’s chained up in the basement.”

      “Miriam!” Taffy admonished.

      “I mean, she’s got a point,” said Roy.

      “Oh, honestly …” Wanda said.

      This was devolving quickly.

      “I appreciate your candor, Miriam.” The girl flushed again, likely going over what she’d just implied about my character and—hopefully—changing her mind about my morals. “Even though the Alpins hired me, my number one goal is to find Kira. Her parents aren’t off the hook just because they’re paying me.” No need to tell them the Alpins weren’t paying me—technically no one was.

      Miriam visibly relaxed.

      “Thank you all again for your time,” I said. “I can see myself out.”

      As I headed for the door, I heard Wanda ask the other girls if they wanted to stay for dinner. I thought of Nelson’s chicken and mashed potatoes waiting at home for me and almost sprinted for my car. I closed the door behind me with a quiet snick.

      Halfway across the front walkway, the door opened again.

      “Mrs. Fletcher?”

      I turned to find Jill stepping out of the house. “Not staying for dinner?” I asked.

      “I was wondering if you could drop me off at home?” she asked, closing the door.

      I cocked a brow at her.

      She glanced over her shoulder at the house for a moment, then back at me. “The night Kira went missing … it didn’t happen the way Taffy said.”

      I plucked the keys off my belt and hit the unlock button on the fob. My car issued a beep, the lights flashing three times in quick succession. “Hop in.”
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      We drove in silence for a solid minute, Jill giving me a couple of directions to get me out of the Miltons’ neighborhood and headed toward her house. The sun had begun its descent, painting the sky in shades of orange. The streets were clogged with people trying to get home after work.

      “I told my mom I’d help her with dinner,” Jill said, apropos of nothing.

      “And help keep the demon brothers in line?” I asked.

      Jill laughed. “They are honestly the worst. I thought it was terrible twos. They’ve been terrible since they were three.”

      “Are they identical? Do they ever try to trip you up on who’s who?”

      “All the time! If they’re this bad at six, I can’t imagine them as teenagers. I better be in my own place by then. Maybe on Mars.”

      I chuckled. “So … ready to talk to me about Taffy’s story?”

      It took Jill a moment to speak. I got a few more directional cues, settling us behind a station wagon idling at a red light, before she launched into it. “Me, Taffy, and Kira really left together that night, but on the way, Taffy saw Lachlan Shade’s car in the lot of the Quik ‘N’ Save.”

      She dropped Lachlan’s name as if I should know who he was. “And?”

      “Okay, so, like you have to understand that Lachlan is the hottest guy at school,” Jill said, more animated than I’d ever heard her. She turned slightly in her seat to look at me. “Like … movie-star hot. Out-of-this-world hot. You know how in those movies about vampires where the guy is supposedly 900 years old or whatever in undead years, but in teenage boy years he looks eighteen? That’s Lachlan. He has this old-soul vibe to him and he’s super broody and wears lots of leather.”

      He sounded like a creepy nightmare.

      “Anyway,” Jill said. “Taffy has it bad for Lachlan. I mean, most of the girls at school do. And a few boys. And I’m sure a couple of teachers, too. He drives this really nice black pickup truck, but it’s something out of the ’50s and is super shiny and in mint condition. Everyone knows that truck. So Taffy sees it in the parking lot and she was like, ‘We should go talk to him.’”

      “Are Taffy and Lachlan close?”

      Jill cracked up. “She wishes! Girls literally throw themselves at him and he turns them all down. Doesn’t show up to parties, doesn’t date, doesn’t go to school activities. No one is sure where he lives, how long he’s lived here, or how he got that fancy-ass truck. It’s like he just showed up one day. He’s a total mystery.”

      “Which makes him hotter,” I said.

      “Totally! But, between you and me, if there’s anyone at that school who Lachlan wants, it’s Kira.”

      “Because of Kira herself or because she doesn’t throw herself at him? You said she doesn’t date either, right?”

      Jill’s brown hair bobbed in my peripheral vision. “Right. And I’m not sure. I think both. Taffy’s gotta realize deep down that she doesn’t have a chance with him and that the only girl he seems to pay attention to is Kira. If Kira hadn’t been in the car with us, I don’t think she would have pulled into the lot.”

      “Did Kira protest?” I asked.

      “Yeah. She just wanted to go home. We both knew Taffy would get all weird if we didn’t talk to Lachlan, but then she’d also get pissy if Lachlan ignored Taffy and went all gooey for Kira. Lose-lose.”

      I turned right into a residential neighborhood and followed a few more of Jill’s directions. “What happened when you got to the Quik ‘N’ Save?”

      “She parked right next to him and got out. Kira and I stayed in the car, because what the hell? But then Taffy stuck her head back in and was like, ‘Don’t embarrass me!’ So we got out, too,” Jill said. “Lachlan was leaning against the hood of his truck, looking like a total snack. A snack wrapped in darkness and heartbreak, but still a snack.”

      I fought a laugh but kept it in, not wanting to knock Jill off course.

      “He was smoking a cigarette, because of course he was, and scrolling through his phone so he didn’t see us when we first walked up. Taffy dragged us to stand in front of him, so we were on the curb in front of his truck just, like, staring at him for what felt like a million years. No idea why the guy was there, of all places, just chilling with himself, but when he finally noticed us, the look he gave Taffy said he preferred his phone. When he saw Kira, though, he smiled. Like, full-on panty-melting smiled.”

      “Sounds like trouble …” I pulled in front of Jill’s house, then cut the engine.

      Jill took off her seat belt and turned toward me, sitting cross-legged on the seat. What came next was unleashed in one long string of words at a speed I could barely keep up with. “Taffy was trying to have a conversation with Lachlan, but he only wanted to talk to Kira. He asked if we were going to the party out in Jackson and we said no. It was so weird. A party? Since when does that guy go to parties? He said it was at one of the ranch properties out there and that he came to the Quik ‘N’ Save to pregame. Then he took a flask out of the inside pocket of his jacket. He took a long sip, staring at Kira all seductively while he did it, and then held it out to her and said he’d love to party with us. Kira of course said no, but Taffy wanted to prove that she was up for whatever as far as Lachlan’s concerned, so she snatched the flask from him and took a swig before any of us could say anything. I mean, she’s supposed to be driving us and she’s drinking!”

      “Did you have any?” I asked.

      Jill’s mouth snapped shut, suddenly back to her quiet persona from earlier in the night. She eyed me warily.

      I put my hands up in innocence. “I’m asking to get a better idea of what might have happened to Kira. I won’t rat you out to your parents for underage drinking.”

      Jill mulled that over. “Okay … yeah. Taffy waved it aggressively at us, so I took it to calm her down. I only took a little sip. I don’t know what it was, but it smelled and tasted awful—maybe gin? Kira kept refusing, though. Taffy said she could drop Kira off and that she and I could meet him at the ranch party later, she just needed the address. But Lachlan was like, ‘Nah. I’ll see you ladies at school. By the way, holding your ground is sexy as hell, Kira. Don’t let anyone boss you around.’ Then he got in his truck and left. Can you believe it! Taffy was so pissed!”

      “I’ll bet,” I said. “And then she took you both home?”

      Jill crossed her arms, her shoulders hunched. “That’s the weird thing. I swear, the last thing I remember after watching Lachlan drive away and Taffy losing her mind when we got back in the car was waking up in bed the next morning. I don’t remember Taffy driving me home. Taffy doesn’t remember anything either. And Kira … well, we haven’t seen Kira since.”

      “You couldn’t have gotten blackout drunk off a sip of gin,” I said, more to myself than to Jill.

      “Yeah. We’re lightweights, but not that lightweight. But if he laced it with something, how would we have gotten home? Taffy’s car was totally fine. Not like she hit a bunch of parked cars and mailboxes on the way home or something. We just … can’t remember.” Jill chewed her bottom lip. “Taffy is terrified to tell her parents what happened. If she says she took a drink from Lachlan Shade’s flask, her dad will strangle her and then strangle Lachlan. I’ll be on twin babysitting duty for the rest of my life. But, also, like, we can’t accuse Lachlan of drugging us when we don’t even know that’s what happened, you know? I mean, I don’t know what else it could be, but what kind of guy keeps a flask of drugged alcohol in his pocket? He even drank some of it himself first. And then drove away from us. Not like he waited around for us to pass out.”

      “He could have come back, knowing whatever he gave you would kick in before you left the parking lot,” I said.

      “So, like, you think he came back and took Kira out of Taffy’s car? She didn’t drink anything. If she saw us passed out, she wouldn’t have left with the guy if he came back. She would have fought him off. That parking lot is well-lit and always busy. Someone would have seen something.” Jill lightly shook her head, as if arguing with herself. “Lachlan’s been in school every day since then. Maybe she’s in his basement.” She tried to laugh, but it came out as a short, choppy sound.

      There was no doubt something was off about the whole scenario. Jill had been joking about Lachlan being like a vampire from a movie, but his description screamed fae. Could Lachlan be enthralled by Kira, not because she was aloof, but because he could sense she was part fae, like him? What kind of fae, though? I hoped like hell he wasn’t a vampire. If Kira had been kidnapped and ferreted into a vampire nest to serve as a living blood bag, there was little chance Nelson and I could find her. There were nests scattered all over the country. Jill said herself that the kids at school didn’t know where Lachlan lived and that it seemed as if he’d just shown up one day. He likely had. Which meant he could flee town just as quickly, humans none the wiser, and poor Kira gone without a trace.

      “You’ve been very helpful,” I said.

      Jill smiled brightly. “We’ve felt so guilty about this. Miriam and I were thinking of going behind Taffy’s back and talking to the police tomorrow. You showed up at the perfect time. You’ll find her, right?”

      I sighed. “I hope so.”

      Jill nodded emphatically, as if my answer hadn’t been fraught with uncertainty. “Cool.”

      I handed her a business card, and she climbed out. “Stay safe, Jill. And stay away from Lachlan.”

      “Not a problem,” Jill said. “He’s gorgeous, but that guy is creepy. Have a good night!”

      I watched her run up her front walkway, and I only drove away once she had the door open. As I headed home, I called Nelson.

      “Hey, babe,” he said in greeting. “Dinner is almost ready. How’d the chat with the Miltons go?”

      “We have to track down a fae man who is possibly a vampire posing as a teenager.”

      “I think I saw this movie …”

      I laughed.

      “Come home and eat and we’ll talk about it,” Nelson said. “We also need to discuss why you’ve purchased more than one pregnancy test.”

      I almost hit a parked car, luckily swerving back in my lane before I took off someone’s side mirror. “W-what?”

      “You think you’re so sneaky,” he said, laughing. “You paid cash, and presumably threw out the tests far away from the house, but I found a receipt for the tests on the floor of the bathroom. It fell behind the trash can instead of in it.”

      “Dammit.”

      “Which result do you keep getting?”

      “Pregnant,” I said. “I wasn’t hiding it. I’ve just been … processing. It’s a big deal, Nels.”

      Softly, he said, “It’s also something we both want. We’ll make it work.”

      “I know …”

      “See you soon.”

      When I got home, beside my dinner was a small stack of pregnancy books. Apparently, I wasn’t the only one making secret purchases. The top one was a book of baby names, colorful plastic tabs sticking out, where he’d flagged his favorites.

      “I love the name Harlow for a girl,” Nelson said.

      I stared at him for a beat. “That was my grandma’s name.”

      “I know.”

      I burst into tears.
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      It turned out that “Lachlan Shade,” aside from being an aggressively fake name, had only attended Rosemont High for six months. Nelson and I made an appointment the following day to speak with the principal. While she was very cordial with us, answering all our questions to the best of her ability—bound as she was to keep personal information about minors under wraps—she truly seemed clueless about where Lachlan had come from. We got no leads on what city he’d lived in—hell, what state he’d lived in—before becoming a Rosemont Wolverine. On his paperwork, it listed his parents as John and Jane Shade. No address.

      The principal riffled through the contents of Lachlan’s file with utter bafflement while Nelson and I sat on the other side of her desk. “Honestly, I don’t understand how we don’t have any information in here. Not even a phone number. How do we get in contact with his parents?” she asked, looking up at us, as if we’d know the answer.

      Under normal circumstances, this might be a case of a receptionist having an off day and not filling out paperwork properly, or perhaps misplacing paperwork altogether. But everything the principal told us, paired with what Jill had relayed to me last night, further solidified our assumption that Lachlan was fae. A man with magic on his side who may have altered his appearance or school records, if not both. And now he had possibly absconded with a young fae girl.

      Nelson cleared his throat beside me, snapping Principal Canmore out of her perusal of Lachlan’s mysterious file. “As we mentioned when we first got here, we’re investigating the disappearance of Kira Alpin. We believe her disappearance is connected to Lachlan Shade.”

      “Goodness! Connected how?”

      “That’s what we need to find out. Is Lachlan in school today?” Nelson asked.

      “He is, yes,” Principal Canmore said slowly. “But I’m not⁠—”

      “We’d be happy to have you—or any other staff member—present while we speak to him,” I added. “You said you don’t have any way of contacting his parents to confer with them. This is a time-sensitive matter. The more time that passes without finding Kira, the more unlikely we are to find her.”

      Clearly, the idea of dealing with the fallout of a missing student staying missing proved to be more of a concern for Principal Canmore than possibly pissing off the nonexistent Shade parents. “I’ll have a request sent out right now to pull him from class. We can have a chat in the room down the hall. I find students are less anxious in a more neutral setting. A principal’s office can be so intimidating, you know?”

      Maybe for normal students it was. For this fae pretending to be a teenager? I had a feeling very little intimidated him. If he felt cornered or threatened, he simply wouldn’t show up to our little meeting. Hopefully this request didn’t spook him into skipping town.

      Twenty minutes later, Nelson and I were seated in a small, nondescript classroom. In two neat rows sat six two-person desks, their black plastic chairs pushed in at every desk but ours. A second set of chairs waited across the table from us. My leg bounced under the table, my gaze flicking periodically to the small plastic window in the classroom door.

      I sat up straight when Principal Canmore’s head of short brown hair finally swam into view behind the window. She stepped inside and held the door open. Three solid seconds passed with no one else gracing the doorway, and then Lachlan Shade was there. Whatever sixth sense I’d developed since my discovery of magic pinged. Nelson placed a hand on my arm. Not to calm me, I thought, but to help ground him—because he felt it, too. The … otherness of Lachlan.

      The kid looked seventeen or eighteen at first glance—like a rough-and-tumble bad boy from a 1980s movie. Black hair gelled into submission, holes artfully torn in the knees of his distressed jeans, and a leather jacket lined with an unsettling number of thick silver zippers. He employed the slightly hunched posture of a teenage boy—one dealing with a rapidly changing body he didn’t feel comfortable in yet. The attire screamed trying-too-hard, but I suspected that if there had been a boy like this in my high school when I was sixteen, I would have been struck dumb by him just as much as Taffy Milton had been.

      He sat across from me, the dangling pull tabs of his zippers clanking softly on the tabletop, like fallen coins. Once he was scooched in, with Principal Canmore beside him, Lachlan made eye contact with me for the first time. The jolt of awareness almost sent me to my feet and out of the room. This “kid” was fae all right. His light brown eyes were almost golden, and there wasn’t just something intelligent hiding within the face of this too-attractive young man, but something old. And given the way he assessed me now, he knew that I knew.

      The shy teenage persona rolled off him like condensation from an ice-cold glass on a warm day. He rested against his chair’s back, one arm lying casually on the table, the other hand shoved into a pocket. “What can I help you with, ma’am?”

      Principal Canmore looked from Lachlan to me and back again, no doubt unsettled by the “boy’s” change.

      Nelson cut in. “How well do you know Kira Alpin?”

      Without looking away from me, Lachlan said, “I don’t know her. I know three things: she’s a student here, she’s friends with vile Taffy Milton, and she’s suddenly absent. I’m guessing you’re here to interrogate me about that last one. Taffy probably told you I saw Kira the night she went missing, therefore you now think I’m connected to her continued absence …” He shifted his gaze toward Nelson and an involuntary breath whooshed out of me. “Is that why you’re here?”

      “Yes,” Nelson said plainly. “Did you attend that party out on the ranch in Jackson?”

      “For a bit,” Lachlan said, hands folded in front of him on the table now.

      “Can anyone corroborate that?” Nelson asked.

      “Probably not,” Lachlan said. “I didn’t talk to anyone.”

      “Then why did you go?” I asked.

      His focus swung back to me and I willed myself not to react. He’d been about to say something, but then his gaze shifted down. His irises literally glowed for a moment, like oxygen breathing life into nearly dormant embers. “What are you going to name her?”

      My jaw involuntarily clenched.

      Lachlan chuckled good-naturedly, his face lighting up. Dimples graced his cheeks. Oh, yes, he’d known exactly what he was doing when he’d ensconced himself in a high school looking like that. “Don’t worry, pet. I have no interest in her.”

      “But you have an interest in Kira?” I asked.

      Lachlan shrugged. “What I do find interest in is you and your mate here,” he said, jutting his perfectly coiffed head toward Nelson. “You are … like Principal Canmore, correct? Not like me.”

      Human, he meant.

      “Correct,” I said.

      Poor Principal Canmore looked ten levels of confused, but she’d picked up enough to know that Lachlan and I spoke the same language even if she didn’t understand a word of it. Nelson was tense beside me, his warm, steady hand on my knee.

      “Do you know how we got here?” Lachlan asked.

      My first instinct was to ask him if he’d forgotten the door he’d walked through only a few minutes ago. But this room wasn’t the “here” he meant, nor was the “we” regarding the people in this room.

      I chose my words carefully, sensing that Lachlan liked this little game—keeping Canmore out of the conversation even though she was present at the table. “You got here through doors that were stuck open for a while before getting shut permanently. You’re stuck here.”

      He smiled again, those dimples resurfacing. “Correct. Let’s just say I found a way to reopen a door. It’s been a lot of work to find the right key, but every worthy endeavor requires a little sacrifice, don’t you think?”

      My jaw clenched again. Nelson’s hand tightened on my knee.

      Kira was going to be sacrificed to reopen a portal to the fae world.

      “Is the key safe?” I asked, my tone clipped.

      “For now …” His gaze dipped below my chest once more and I placed a protective hand over my stomach. “But this conversation is pointless. Why would I give you the key when I’ve spent so much time looking for it?”

      “Because if you don’t, I’ll have to bring the Collective into this,” I said, unsure where that had come from, but hoping my expression didn’t betray me.

      That got Lachlan’s attention. “You work for the Collective?”

      “I have their number on speed dial.”

      His gaze roamed my face, searching for the lie. I could tell he didn’t fully believe me, but it was also unlikely that a lowly human like me would drop the name of the organization by chance. My not knowing a damn thing about the Collective was irrelevant. “I’ll tell you what,” he said. “I’ll draw you a map of where to find the key. If you can find it before the end of the day tomorrow, you can keep it.”

      “And if I don’t find it?”

      He smiled. “You shouldn’t have any problems with the Collective on your side, right?”

      He was calling my bluff.

      Turning to the still-bewildered Principal Canmore, Lachlan softened his demeanor. “Can I have a piece of paper and pen to draw the nice lady here a map?”

      She blinked at him, realization dawning across her features. “Did … did you hurt Miss Alpin, Lachlan? This is a very serious allegation if that’s true. I don’t know the specifics of your home life, but⁠—”

      Lachlan moved in the blink of an eye. One moment he was sitting casually in his chair, and the next, he had the fingertips of both hands pressed to the principal’s temples. Nelson made a move to get up, to knock Lachlan’s hands from Canmore’s head, but whatever Lachlan had done was already over. His hands were back in his lap now and he smiled serenely at Canmore, the picture of teenage innocence.

      Canmore’s eyes went a little glassy, and then she nodded. “Paper and pen coming right up.”

      When she left the table, Lachlan leaned toward me. “She was getting a little agitated. I gave her some magical Prozac. Makes the small-minded humans forget what they were so worked up about.” He waggled his fingers. “Want a taste?”

      “Back off,” Nelson snapped.

      Lachlan laughed, then cocked a brow at me. “You got yourself a feisty one. Good future daddy material.”

      I leaned forward, too. “What are you?”

      For three seconds, Lachlan showed us his true form. It wasn’t that different from this one, but instead of short, gelled-back hair, he had stick-straight jet-black locks that fell to his elbows in a glossy sheet. His eyes narrowed, giving him an almost cat-like air. The tips of his ears elongated.

      “Elf,” I said, though I’d never actually seen one before this.

      He nodded once, then his bad-boy image snapped back into place. Principal Canmore reclaimed her spot beside him a moment later.

      Taking the materials from Canmore, Lachlan hunched over the paper, quickly drawing what might be a series of hiking trails. The pull tabs on the cuffs of his jacket clanked and clacked as he worked. I knew this could very well be a trap. But I also knew Lachlan hadn’t faked the brief flash of fear that had come over him at the sound of the Collective’s name. He might have been calling my bluff, but he was covering his bases, too.

      Once he’d completed his drawing, he spun the map around so it faced Nelson and me right side up. He dropped the pen to the table like a miniature mic drop, then sat back and crossed his arms.

      Nelson and I huddled together to study the map. While the area drawn was impressively detailed, there were no labels. There was nothing here that told me where this specific spot was. There were countless walking, biking, and hiking trails in the immediate area.

      “What’s the significance of tomorrow night?” I asked Lachlan.

      A bell rang outside, shrill and jarring.

      “Can I go now, Ms. Canmore? I have a math test next period,” Lachlan said.

      “Yes, of course,” she said, still not fully recuperated from her blast of magical Prozac.

      Lachlan fluidly got to his feet. The sound of kids flooding the halls outside seeped under the door like a cloying fog. Locker doors slammed, voices rose, feet shuffled.

      He had just reached the door, hand on the knob, when he said, “If you don’t find the key by tomorrow night, an impossible-to-open door will swing wide.”

      A mental alarm bell rang even louder than the one in the hall had. “Allowing you to go back to your people?” I asked, on my feet now.

      “Allowing my people to join me,” he said, and then slipped into the noisy hall.
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      I knew little about elves other than what I’d seen in movies, but Lachlan’s brand of elf was bad news. His magic was old, he relished in toying with humans, and though he’d said “his people” would join him if he got a portal opened, there was no reason to assume that what came through wouldn’t be ten times worse than the pretty-faced menace.

      We had to find Kira, but we also needed to keep that portal closed.

      Nelson drove while I dialed Eleanor. I knew she had a job, but I had no idea where, or what her hours were. Thankfully, she answered almost immediately.

      “Hi, Mrs. Fletcher,” came her light, hopeful voice. “Do you have news?”

      “What I have is a map I don’t know how to decipher,” I said, then told her about Lachlan, that he was an elf, and that Kira might have been taken to be a sacrificial part of his portal-opening ritual.

      Eleanor remained silent for so long after I finished speaking that I checked the phone’s screen to make sure the call hadn’t dropped. “Do you know where the map leads?” she finally asked, her voice soft and far away.

      “No,” I said. “It’s too generic. My guess is, he gave us Kira’s location in his drawing, but he didn’t give us enough to actually find her. We could scour Google Earth to find the exact spot, but it would take hours. He
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