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His show may be smoke and mirrors, but there’s no fooling the heart.

All her life, Princess Talista has hungered for every scrap of knowledge she can find about humanspace. But the Elder Court has decreed humanspace off-limits to subjects of the Fey Realm—except for two weeks of no-magic-allowed survival training.

Now it’s Tali’s turn to train, and she has no intention of wasting her time in a remote forest. Las Vegas is where the action is, and she intends to show the Elders that Sin City is a far better training ground—even if she has to go AWOL to prove it.

Jake Story’s adopted family is the definition of chaos, and choosing to be a magician in Vegas doesn’t exactly court normal. When he brings a luscious redhead onstage to hypnotize her, though, the passionate kiss they share amid a strange circle of lights definitely isn’t part of the act.

Their electric attraction is more than a simple case of boy meets fairy. It’s a link into a past Jake never knew about. A past with the power to create a rift between Fey Realm and humanspace, forcing them to make a terrible choice. A short human lifetime without magic...or an endless Fey lifetime without love.

Tropes: This royal fish out of water romance novel also includes a virgin heroine, forbidden love, and opposites attract.

Dedication:

This one is for my dear, patient husband, who suggested we just get married in Vegas, setting off a chain of events that culminated with... Well, it hasn’t culminated yet, but this novel wouldn’t have happened without his grand idea. Thanks, hon.
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Don’t Miss...

About the Author, a random author interview, and a bonus excerpt at the end. If you want to stay up to date on the author’s nonsense, please subscribe to the monthly newsletter in which there is always at least one cat pic! I would love to chat with readers about cats, books, how to kill house plants not on purpose, crochet, why it’s so damn hot, middle age, juggling family and career, which coffee is best, and commas.  https://www.jodywallace.com/newsletter/
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“I need a new tooth.”

Talista, Crown Princess of the fairy Clan Serendipity, dropped the last of the bribe onto her twin’s rosewood dressing table. The spell chits represented half her savings, and her sister probably wouldn’t take them, but she had to try. “Will you be my tooth fairy?”

Anisette eyed her warily from the edge of the canopy bed, brush mid-stroke down her long auburn hair. “I thought you just had a physical.”

Tali widened her eyes and tried to look ill-treated. “The Court Healers worked me over for survival training, but they’re not gentle like you.”

“Oh, Tali, you had to remind me. I wish you’d reconsider that training tomorrow.” Ani eased through a tangle, her brush and fingers working in concert. The rest of her hair rippled like a waterfall down the front of her sapphire-blue gown. She spent more chits on clothing than Tali did, who used most of her credit for, well, bribes. But also human artifacts. “Humanspace is so treacherous, even the remote area where you’re going. What if you run into humans?”

Tali hid a smirk and cradled her jaw. She had every intention of running into humans once she got to the far side of the fairy ring. A registered humanophile like herself? No way was she going to waste this once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.

She’d probably end up telling Ani everything, but first she’d try to con the new tooth out of her. Trickery was fun, and it might even work.

“I can’t quit now,” she said. “I campaigned too long to be allowed to take survival prep like the rest of the Court trainees. Why should we have different rules?”

“Because there aren’t many fairy twins.” Ani finished the left side of her hair and started on the right, meticulous as always about her appearance. “Everyone else has more than one birth sibling and they’re not as powerful as we are. You know that. If a second Incident occurs, there’ll be enough people to take care of us.”

“That’s so snobby. I want to know how to take care of myself.” Tali met Ani’s gaze with conviction she actually did feel, unlike her fake toothache, and shook her finger at her sister. “You should, too. Don’t be such a pampered princess.”

Court trainees didn’t get jobs or maintain a household. They spent their days in magic coaching, endless classes, and political maneuvering as the young fairies of today prepared to lead the Realm in a hundred years. Even though it wasn’t easy at Court, a girl couldn’t help feeling a little entitled. Most high-level trainees had attitudes like Ani.

But not Tali. She wouldn’t even have pursued the Court as a career, but some fairies—twins—didn’t have much choice in the matter. Plus, this was where Ani wanted to be, and twins had to stick together. Mostly.

Ani began plaiting her hair. “I passed survival prep in Secondary, but I’m not setting foot in humanspace. I don’t want to be separated from the Realm’s magic. The Court thinks you’ll be humbled by the experience, and to me being humbled doesn’t sound pleasant.”

“It’s only for two weeks.” Tali sighed as her sister’s forehead crinkled with worry. Ani was an earth-water specialist. Maybe those skills were harder to lose than the air-ether combination Tali possessed. And maybe Ani was a mouse. “Anybody can live without magic for two weeks.”

Ani allowed her hair to unweave and plucked some leaf bits from Tali’s skirts. Tali sensed anxiety slip through their sibling bond. “Anything could happen in two weeks,” Ani said quietly. “If you had an accident, I’d—”

“I promise I’ll be fine. Nobody’s ever died during training.”

“Don’t even mention that possibility.”

Fairies lived up to five hundred years, but the reality of premature death had stricken their race thirty years ago when magic disappeared from the Realm. It had returned, but not before great hardship and chaos swept through the magically dependent fairy clans. Clan Serendipity had plenty of fairies accustomed to physical labor who sustained the ones reliant on magic, but other clans hadn’t been so lucky.

Now most fairies took basic training, as mandated by the Court. Just in case.

Tali hopped onto the bed beside her sister and propped a foot on the pink bedspread. Her too-short skirts hiked up to reveal ratty pantaloons. “Whatever happens, I’ll survive it. That foursie got pregnant, sure, but that’s what she gets for messing around with another Fey in a place with no magic. She should have found herself a human—and you know what they say about human men.”

Ani raised an eyebrow. “Yes, but I’m surprised you do. You don’t even follow the Thousand Kisses.” She adjusted Tali’s skirt to cover her undergarments; Ani always fidgeted when she was anxious.

“Just because I’m not bedding every fellow I meet in hopes of finding a bondmate doesn’t mean I’m ignorant.” Sure, the rare fairy found a bondmate with some strategic bed-hopping, and the Thousand Kisses was designed to increase the odds, but most fairies married without the bond. Tali’s reluctance to accept bed partners had given her a certain reputation, but she had her reasons.

“I just don’t think you know enough about humanspace to go there. Other bad things could happen to you there. You could be injured. Or get sick.”

“You do realize it’s me and seven other dorks, I mean, trainees, right?” Dorks Tali intended to shed like cat hair in the spring. “I won’t be alone. I just hope this toothache doesn’t flare up.” She pressed her fingers along her jaw again. “If they hadn’t quit running the humanspace tours after the Incident, this would be a moot point.”

Ani’s blue eyes narrowed. “You’re up to something.”

It had taken her this long to figure that out? Her sister was usually more insightful.

“You’re supposed to go to the Court Healers for medical complaints,” Ani continued. “I’m not supposed to heal you behind their backs anymore.”

Tali shifted so she faced her sister. What she had in mind was going to take some convincing, though she was determined to get her way.

She always did.

“They’re the ones who messed me up!” She opened her mouth and pointed at a back molar. “My toof hurts,” she said, finger in mouth. “Haf pity.”

Ani conjured a small light and peered into Tali’s mouth. Magic brushed over her as she activated her healing power. “That’s not even a tooth. That’s your emergency spellglobe. What’s wrong with it?”

All fairies sent to humanspace were implanted with a concealed globe in case of serious injury or discovery by humans. Nothing extravagant, just a tiny thing with enough power to transport to the closest fairy ring. But Tali had other plans for it.

She removed her finger and wiped it on her brown skirt. “It’s not strong enough.”

Ani doused the light and placed the hairbrush on her dressing table with a sharp click. “What do you mean?”

Tali could do two things here. She could play on her sister’s fears for Tali’s safety—twins were so closely bound that what affected one affected the other—or she could tell Ani the truth.

She picked the truth, so at least one person in the two worlds would know her whereabouts.

“It’s like this. I’m going to transport myself to human civilization when I get there.”

Ani’s mouth dropped open. “By the six spirits! You can’t do that. Your spellglobe’s not...” Her mouth closed, and her pink lips, usually smiling and gentle, firmed. “I am not giving you a new tooth.”

Anisette, Tali reflected, was definitely the chicken half of their twinning. Tali was the windstorm half, and everybody knew what happened to chickens in windstorms.

“If you don’t, sister, I’ll just find another way to a human city that might be less safe. The instructors will check me for smuggled spellglobes everywhere else I’m willing to hide one.” She waggled her eyebrows, but Ani didn’t smile.

“It’s cheating.”

“No, it’s not. I’ll have the exact same equipment as the other trainees. Some pots and pans, a knife, a really lame tent, and a disguised transport tooth for emergencies. Oh, and my luxury item.” She grinned. “I’ll be taking my collection of human money.”

Ani shot up and paced to the other side of her bedchamber, decorated with bright, elaborate tapestries of leprechaun manufacture. Her slippered feet made no noise on the thick rugs covering the stone floor.

“This has got to be your most idiotic...” She spluttered. “Only researchers are allowed into humanspace. You’re not trained to mingle with humans. Are you hag-fried?”

Tali clicked her teeth together twice and watched Ani pace. Unless she mentally “squeezed” her emergency globe, it would function like a normal tooth. “Want to know my theory?”

“No.”

“True survival training should be learning to blend with humans, not mucking around in the wilderness with tents and germy water. Why else would they make us learn English? In case the magic disappears and we all emigrate, where we can access human medicine and technology until the Incident passes. If it passes. They don’t have any idea what caused it.”

“The Elders say it was isolated.” Ani paused by the window and twitched the curtains aside. All trainee rooms on this side of the castle dormitory overlooked the expansive gardens. A bar of late afternoon sunlight warmed Ani’s pale features. “Permanent blending is a New Expansionist theory and nothing more. No sane fairy would want to live with humans any longer than she had to.”

“So what if it’s Nexie? It’s still true.” Tali laughed and waved her hand in the air. “Think about it. Can you see His Haughtiness, Elder Embor, living in a remote forest?”

Ani wrapped her arms around herself and leaned against the narrow windowsill. “I’m sure if he did, his tent would be flawless. Then he’d find some reason to criticize everyone else’s.”

One of the two Primaries who presided over the Elder Court and thus the Realm, Elder Embor seemed to have made it his secondary purpose in life to vulture their every move. Though not old in fairy terms, his status at Court, his role as the epitome of fairy discipline, had turned him into a humorless geezer two hundred years ahead of time. Tali thought he was a pompous ass. For some reason, Ani feared him.

Tali dug her toes into Ani’s soft bedspread, rucking up the smooth fabric. “Why do you think the Court researches humans? It’s not so they can contribute articles to HumanWatch Monthly, no matter how many subscribers it has.”

Ani’s shoulders lifted in a shrug. “In case humans stumble across the Realm. We need to keep abreast of our neighbors. Humans are, after all, a barbaric and warlike race.”

Not to mention exciting and vital. Not to mention rich with opportunity and free from the constraints of birth status.

“You’re such a worry bump.” She rolled off Ani’s bed in a flurry of skirts. She was never going to get her high-powered tooth this way. Time to change tactics—she had an adventure to conduct and fascinating human secrets to unveil.

“If researchers can mingle with humans, I can, too. I’m a humanophile, after all.”

“You flunked human studies in Secondary. And they don’t teach us everything, just enough to understand humans as a species.”

Tali stuck her hands on her hips. “I flunked one semester on mating customs. Useless class. Sex with humans is nothing but recreation. I want to find out about science and technology.”

Ani replaced the curtain and faced Tali. “It doesn’t matter that we can’t catch a child from a human. Courtship and family dynamics are vital indicators of a race’s nature.”

Think, Tali, think. What could she say to reassure her sister that she’d be as careful as a cat in a gnome’s den? “I know enough to hole up in a hotel and eat chocolate and tacos and pizza and watch Opera. And learn. How I’ll learn! You’re always telling me to be more serious about my future. Ani, I really want this.”

“I think you mean Oprah.” Ani nibbled her finger, her gaze unfocused.

“You know what else I think? They tell us we can only siphon enough power in a fairy ring to request transport home, but I bet I could find one in the city and transport myself. Conjure food. Make myself invisible. I’m stronger than the other fairies who take training. Not that I would, since I’m going there to play human. But I could. I just know it. I’ll get you a present,” she wheedled. “Human clothes. They’re nicer than ours.”

Ani quit chewing on herself, which meant Tali was close to swaying her. She knew this from many years of talking her sister into scrapes or alibis. “The Court says rings are only in isolated areas, not cities.” Ani’s eyelids lowered. “You can’t rely on finding a circle.”

“Rings are everywhere. The Court hides most of them so we can’t pop into humanspace at will and see whatever we want, like Disneyworld and Stonehinges. Even you’ve heard of those, and you don’t read HumanWatch.”

Ani shook her head. “You can’t prove any of this.”

Tali felt her patience, never vast, grow parchment thin. “Nor will I ever be able to, if I can’t experience humanspace. It’s my duty as a future Court member not to miss this rare opportunity. Why waste it rubbing sticks together to make fire?”

“The instructors give you a flint,” Ani muttered.

“You know what I mean.” Tali crossed her arms, echoing Ani’s posture, and glared.

They stared at one another for a long moment.

Ani spoke first. “If you find a way to do this, you’ll get in so much trouble when the Elders find out. They’ll sevendust you again, and you know how dreadful that is.”

Tali tossed her hair out of her face. Unlike Ani’s, hers was bright red and difficult to comb. “It’ll be worth it. I won’t tell them you switched my tooth. There’s no way you’ll be involved.” She tapped her forehead with two fingers. “Court’s honor.”

“What about separation sickness?”

“I won’t be there long enough to suffer from the absence of magic. It’s only two weeks,” Tali repeated. “Two itty-bitty weeks.”

“I sometimes wonder if you’re daring the Elders to kick you out of Court.” Ani rubbed the bridge of her nose. “You’re going to do this whether I help you or not, aren’t you?”

Tali clapped her hands with glee. “Thank you, Ani. You won’t regret this. I’ll tell you everything I find out, and then we’ll both be better informed.”

“I’d rather not know some of the things you find out,” Ani commented dryly. “If I do this, you can’t eavesdrop on the Elders for a whole month after you get back.”

“Done,” Tali agreed. “No sneaking for a month. Just make sure my tooth is the kind of globe that doesn’t dissolve in humanspace.” She’d probably get sevendusted when she returned, like Ani said, which would leave her temporarily without magic anyway. She’d hardly get away with eavesdropping on the Court without her powers to facilitate it.

Ani flexed her slender fingers. Through the bond siblings shared, Tali could feel her twin calm her mind and prepare herself for the intense, precise magic required to switch out the false tooth. “Do you really think you can get away with this?” Ani asked.

“The survival instructions say trainees are to use the equipment they’re given to survive as best they can. The best way I can survive is in a luxury hotel. After all, nobody told me I couldn’t go to Las Vegas.” 

***
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Tali’s first taste of the city was a dusty, acrid odor that scraped her throat like sandpaper. She doubled over with coughs, and her heavy backpack shifted off her shoulders and nearly twisted her to the hard, black ground.

“Hella’s teat!” She cursed and hacked until she was gasping for breath. Her overstuffed snood rested like a brick against the back of her neck. The air was hot as Ka. Finally, panting, she straightened and glanced around her.

She’d hassled her survival teammates in the Bitterroot Wilderness until they stormed off, and she’d promptly used the fairy ring’s tiny conduit of power to transport here—just like she’d suspected she could do. She’d materialized in a scorching expanse of automobiles with giant buildings lining the perimeter. Alone. Good. If humans had witnessed her abrupt arrival, it would have violated the Policy of Discretion the Court insisted its citizens follow in humanspace. 

Never let humans see you cast spells. Never let humans know you’re anything other than perfectly...human. Tali could see the wisdom in that.

She shrugged her gear back onto her shoulders. Dang, it was hot. She wished she could knot her skirts, but she should check current human fashions first. Since she was here to blend, it wouldn’t do to appear completely out of sync.

She saved all her unseemliness for Court, where it was more amusing.

Now that her coughing fit was over, she heard the faint babble of voices and growl of machines on the other side of the largest building. She headed in that direction with a bounce to her step. The sun was repulsive, the smells unnatural, but she was free and unsupervised in one of the most legendary human cities of all. Her heart soared at the thought of it.

On a wave of triumph, Tali skipped between the parked automobiles. Red vehicles, white vehicles, vehicles with giant wheels—there were as many types of autos as there were humans. A flicker of movement at the base of the closest building caught Tali’s eye, and her heart jumped into her throat.

A woman in a maroon vest and trousers emerged through a metal door. She leaned against the wall beside the doorway and lit a small cigar.

Her first human! Tali tried not to jitter with excitement. Instead, she approached the woman and offered a half-bow, the proper greeting between equals in the Realm.

“Fair met,” she said. The female had short hair. Most upper-level fairies didn’t cut their hair. She hoped her long red mop wouldn’t mark her as unusual.

The woman lifted her chin in a nod. “Hey.” Smoke floated out her nostrils as if she were a dragon.

“Would you happen to know where the main avenue is?” One of the reasons she’d chosen Las Vegas for her adventure was because it was a tourist city. Her Realm-tinged accent and irregularities in disguise wouldn’t stand out here.

“Strip’s on the other side of the Trop.” The woman didn’t offer further details, so Tali acted like that was all the information she, savvy human tourist, required.

The building in front of her grew taller and taller the closer she walked until she nearly had to bend over backward to see the top. It was far taller than most of the building in the Realm. The silvered walls boasted innumerable windows with lights at the corners. Tali found a path around the building that led to a street. Cars zipped down it with abandon.

HumanWatch Monthly hadn’t mentioned this dreadful climate in its article about Las Vegas. Tali plucked her brown underdress at the neck, damp with sweat. In the Realm, she’d have transported herself to a cooler place or roused a breeze, since she was skilled in the third art of air. But in humanspace, unless you had spellglobes, there was no magic. Alleviating sweat wasn’t worth wasting the emergency tooth she planned to use to return to the Bitterroot at the conclusion of her adventure.

A man in an open shop beside the sidewalk beckoned to her. “Hey, pretty lady. Looks like you could use a drink.”

“Yes, please.” Tali hurried under the stand’s awning and gawped at the menu against the back wall. She could read the words—she was skilled in English—but wasn’t sure about the meanings. Water was so lackluster. So fairy.

“Something cold and delicious,” she concluded. The man waggled black, bushy eyebrows and turned to a machine with many spouts. A brown liquid gushed into a red cup, which he lidded and held out to her.

“Two fifty for a large soda,” he said.

How much was that? Tali pawed in the side pocket of her backpack. She tugged out her forged portpass—she’d paid spellchits through the nose for that—and her smallest pouch of human currency. As part of being a humanophile, she collected human trinkets left over from the tours and less scrupulous researchers. She offered him a small gold coin. “Is this enough?”

The man frowned as he inspected the coin. “We don’t take foreign money. You got traveler’s checks?”

“I have a portpass.” Tali flashed the small document that claimed Miss Smith was in this country legally.

“Maybe if you take that and the penny to a bank, you can get it changed for real money.”

Droplets of condensation formed on the red cup. Tali licked her lips and pulled out some larger gold coins. “What about these?”

“We don’t take foreign money.” His brows drew together.

Why wouldn’t this man take her gold? In human studies, the instructors taught that gold was the basis of currency in most human civilizations. Gold was the common denominator to which all humans responded. Humans in this country supposedly loved the stuff as much as baseball and apple pie.

“I would really like a beverage.” She tried her most winsome smile. “You’ve already poured it. Why let it go to waste? This is gold, not that paper stuff some of you use.”

Holding her gaze, the man removed the lid from the cup and took a long, slow drink. Then he poured the rest into a drain in the machine.

“Come back when you have real money,” he said.

Tali’s jaw dropped. The winsome smile had failed? Was she losing her touch, or were humans as barbaric as Ani claimed? After shoving her belongings into her pack, Tali stalked away from the vendor, her shoulders rigid with indignation.

To test if that man had been nothing but a kraken, Tali tried to buy a shirt from another vendor. It was pink, sleeveless, and silky. A perfect souvenir for Ani. That seller also refused to exchange her gold for goods, though he tried to palm one of the coins. When she objected, he yelled obscenities at her as she hastened away.

Heart still pounding, she passed a building where cool air ballooned out the open doorways and bells and whistles enticed her to the entrance. What a refreshing draft. Was it meant to lure passersby in from the heat?

“Looka here, looka here!” a barely dressed woman called out as Tali approached. “We got loose slots, sweetheart. Come make your fortune.”

Tali peeked into the building. A gambling den. Tobacco fumes, thick as sea mist, burned her eyes and nose. The woman thrust a book at her, babbling that it only cost ten dollars but would be worth a hundred times that at the tables.

Dollars she didn’t have. Tali waved it away and fled.

She was hot. She was sticky. She was thirsty. She was mad.

And all of a sudden, she was a bit—just a tiny bit—worried. Her gold didn’t work, and she had no magic except her emergency tooth. How was she going to feed herself? How was she going to rent a room in one of the luxury hotels? How was she going to buy herself some of those breezy short trousers? She had no idea how to find a fairy ring here, and she didn’t want to go back to the Bitterroot. Not yet.

Humanspace wasn’t what she’d expected at all. Where were all the happy people who didn’t care if you were a twin or part of a seven-set because they judged each individual on her own merits? Aside from cars, where was all the amazing technology that replaced magic? If Ani was right that Tali was too uninformed to be here, she’d eat her stupid, hot, itchy, ugly shawl.

Tali stomped down the sidewalk until she reached a crossroads. One street was larger than the other, with a tree-lined median, and on the opposite side she saw a familiar scene. A gracious palace took up the whole block, with steepled turrets that came to blue and red points. It looked almost like the palaces of wealthier fairy clans or the Court complex, only more colorful. More appealing.

It drew her. Not that she was homesick. Not even a little. She’d only been here a couple hours, after all. In the street the cars halted, as if by...magic.

She couldn’t let a few rude barbarians ruin her one chance to study humans in their native habitat, could she? HumanWatch Monthly recommended a hotel called Merlin’s Cave. Perhaps this was it. She took the automobile standstill as a sign and started across.
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From his vantage point on the sidewalk, Jake Story shook his head in disbelief. What the hell did she think she was doing? Instead of running to the median, the woman in the Little House on the Prairie outfit screamed and clutched her backpack in the middle of the busy intersection. Car horns blared up and down the Strip, and angry cabbies shook their fists out windows. In the lane where the woman stood, traffic was forced to idle. People on the hot, crowded sidewalks rubbernecked, and vehicles on the other side of the palm trees in the median slowed to see what they were missing.

The woman must be a tourist. Vegas attracted every kind of nut. Come to think of it, there was a sci-fi convention in town, Star Cluster or something like that. Maybe she was into all that cosplay stuff.

Well, he didn’t feel like watching a space nerd get splattered all over the road. “Hey you. Get on the sidewalk!”

His practiced pipes had more range than the average citizen. The woman’s kerchief-wrapped head whipped toward him, and he was rewarded by the sight of an angelic face twisted in confusion and terror.

“Get your butt out of the street!” he yelled.

A man in a Mercedes-Benz whose grill was inches from ramming the lovely dimwit rolled down his tinted window and screamed something a lot less friendly. The woman cringed.

Crud. Time to play the hero. Jake shouldered a pair of gawking teenagers out of the way and strode into the street, holding up his palm in a gesture that clearly said “Halt!” to the oncoming traffic. Amazingly, the drivers obeyed. He reached the damsel in distress, grabbed an arm, and dragged her, stumbling, back to the sidewalk.

The Mercedes pealed out with a screech of tires.

“What’s the matter with you?” he said. “Are you on drugs?”

The short young woman struggled in his grasp. “Unhand me!”

He didn’t, not until he could confirm she wouldn’t head straight into traffic. With her free hand, she swung the pack onto her back and peered up into his face with bright blue eyes. “I was momentarily surprised by the, ah, automobiles.”

“Cars, of course, being such shocking things.” He raised his eyebrows.

She grabbed his wrist and tugged his grip off her with a little twist of her nails in his hand. She had weird clothes, red hair, and pale skin, and she looked meaner than a drunk who’d just spilled his last bottle of whiskey.

And she had the cutest little freckles across her nose and cheeks.

“Let me pass,” she said. “I need to find Merlin’s Cave, and you’re delaying me.”

The Cave? Star Cluster wasn’t at his hotel. “You’re looking for a place to stay?” he asked.

“Maybe.” The woman jutted out her chin.

“Aren’t you Trekkies at the other end of the Strip?” Sci-fi fans were a strange bunch—didn’t really gamble, and their partying involved more costumes and dice than it did strippers and alcohol. It’s like they were smart enough to know the odds were stacked against them. Why have their convention in Vegas, anyway?

Little Dimwit frowned. “Trekkies?”

She must not be with Star Cluster. A garden-, or desert-, variety tourist, then. From the funky accent, he guessed she was from overseas. Might as well help her out and earn his karmic brownie points for the day, just like his mother taught him.

“I work at Merlin’s Cave. I just finished an errand, and I’m happy to show you the way.”

“You have an automobile?” She shifted her shoulders as if anxious to ditch her pack.

“I didn’t drive today. I needed some fresh air.”

“If you can call it fresh. It doesn’t smell like I expected at all.” With a disgruntled expression, she wiped her forehead against her sleeve. She wore a white sleeveless apron decorated with flowers over a brown dress plus a shawl.

Definitely too many clothes for Vegas in September. Was she Amish or something? A Wild West re-enactor? Hell, how should he know? He was nothing but a small-time stage magician who’d hardly even been to Arizona, much less whichever cult let this one loose.

As if aware of his opinion, she sniffed. “I’m not accustomed to walking. Hire me a cabbie.”

So much for doing a good deed. “Catch one yourself, Your Highness.” He turned on his heel, but a small hand on his bare arm stopped him.

“How did you know?” She glared at him, suspicion turning her eyes stormy.

“How did I know what?”

“That I’m royal.”

Crazy, crazy, crazy. “Look, lady, I don’t have time for this. I have a show to rehearse, and it’s nearly two o’clock. If you want to follow me, fine, but if you don’t, the hotel is a block or so this way.” He nodded in the direction of the Cave. “When you get to Bally’s, turn right.”

She cocked her head to one side. “So, I guess you’re from around here?”

He nodded.

“Would you happen to know where I could get these changed for paper dollars?” She pulled a handful of antique-looking gold coins out of her pocket.

If those were authentic, this rube had no business flashing them on a busy street in Vegas, even if it was two in the afternoon.

“Put those away,” he advised, and she shoved them back into her oversized pocket.

She really did need help. He sighed. How much time could he spare? He only had one show on Thursdays, but his assistant, Jessie, needed another run-through on the floating person trick. He should’ve driven to lunch today, but he’d needed to blow off steam. This morning, his uncle had—for the millionth time—harassed him about his grandfather, who’d pissed off the cops. Again. Like it was Jake’s job to control Pap, not his uncle’s. Like Jake, his uncle, and the National Guard put together could control Pap.

“You can’t just waltz in anywhere with something like that and expect to get a fair deal,” he said. “I know a respectable pawn shop whose owner handles small antiques near Merlin’s Cave. Are those doubloons real?”

“Of course they’re real. Real human—I mean, real gold. How was I to know gold was no longer accepted as tender in Las Vegas? That’s just dumb.”

“Only gold cards work in Vegas, sweetheart.”

The woman narrowed her eyes and crossed her arms. “How am I to know you aren’t a thief, luring me back to your den of iniquity?”

He rolled his eyes. “My name’s Jake Story. I’m a headliner at Merlin’s Cave. A lot of people know me, and my brother’s a cop, so I couldn’t get away with having a den of iniquity, much less robbing tourists. Are you going to walk with me or not?” He motioned down the sidewalk with his hand, and the woman, doubt clear on her face, preceded him.

He fell into step beside her. She muttered under her breath in a language that didn’t sound like English. While he was reluctantly intrigued by her, he was also exasperated, and not necessarily with her.

He couldn’t figure it out. Why did he attract the crazies? All his life, he’d been surrounded by strange, offbeat, or just plain demented people. Things happened to him that didn’t happen to normal folks. Maybe it was because he lived in Vegas and worked on stage for a living, and maybe it was just his luck—Ma’s karma.

He quickly realized his companion wasn’t the most efficient hiker. Despite the heat pounding down from the Nevada sun and up from the thick pavement, she paused frequently to admire hotels, pat the fifty-foot bronze lion in front of the MGM Grand, and bask under the palm trees at Aladdin’s.

He waited in front of Paris Hotel while she admired the Eiffel Tower and the blue and gold hot air balloon. How fast would her mouth drop open if she could see it at night, with all the lights of the Strip flashing?

“What’s your name?” If he was going to recommend her to Lester’s Pawn as a client, he ought to at least know her name.

She smiled. “My name is Smith.”

Uh-huh. He couldn’t resist a jibe. “Miss Smith or just Smith?”

“Smith Smith. I have two names. Many people do, you know.”

“Nice to meet you.” Smith nodded her head, and a tiny smile peeked around the corners of her pink lips. She plucked a flyer off a stack on a newspaper box and fanned her face with it. Hell, he was hot himself, and he had on khaki shorts, a ball cap, and a white polo with the casino logo. It was probably ninety degrees, and the sun beat down mercilessly except where the city had set up pedestrian overpasses.

They finally reached the elaborate, curled arcs over Bally’s entryway. Giant red letters that spelled out the hotel’s name decorated the top.

“Ooh!” Smith said and trotted over to stand underneath the first arc. “It’s a whale’s ribcage.”

He guessed the arcs could be seen in that light...if you were a kid. Smith was a grown woman, wasn’t she? Her body was wholly adult. She curved more than some women, and her breasts mounded beneath her hideous outfit in a very nice way. With the long skirt, he couldn’t see much of her hips or legs, but the chest was good.

When they reached the end of the block, he stuck out his arm to prevent her from traipsing into the street.

She bounced off, and he pointed at the traffic light. “I don’t know where you come from, maybe Mars, but when that thing’s red, you don’t walk. You wait until it turns green and the little man on the sign lights up.”

“Why?” She jostled her pack up and down and peered at the huge hotel beside them while he peered at her chest.

“Do you want to get trapped in the middle of the street again? Plus, it’s illegal—walking against the light or in the middle of the street instead of at a crosswalk is called jaywalking.”

“What a silly rule. Anywhere I walk is a-cross walk. I walk across.”

“Either way, we aren’t crossing the street here. If you wanted to, take the overpass. See it?” He pointed at the pedestrian bridge connecting Bally’s with Barbary Coast. “In fact, take bridges whenever you can, even if it means extra walking. You’re dangerous.”

“Where is Merlin’s Cave?”

“The hotel is down the street to the right.”

“It’s not on the main thoroughfare?” Smith cocked her head and gazed down the Strip longingly. “It’s not a fancy inn with towers and lights?”

“It’s a respectable size.” MGM Grand had five thousand rooms; the Cave had five hundred and fifty. But it had the show bar, two restaurants, the casino, a boutique, and several other amenities, not to mention the mini water gardens.

“It was the one recommended by my...travel guide. I shall stay there regardless. Unless it doesn’t have indoor plumbing?” Smith shifted on her feet a little anxiously.

“It does.” Jake suspected there were many secrets lurking beneath that red hair. Old-style dress, unfamiliarity with money and traffic lights, and way too many sneaky glances. Yep, he’d stumbled across a real winner. Maybe she was an illegal immigrant from Eastern Europe or something. As such, she probably deserved his help.

He’d learned long ago not to fight the weird. It was going to find him sooner or later, a thought that sometimes depressed him. All he wanted was to be normal. A normal stage magician living in Vegas.

Should he pretend to be normal now or be his typical get-involved-in-weird-situations self? Smith was cute. Too bad his assistant Jessie didn’t look a thing like her. Put Smith in a skimpy showgirl outfit and high heels, and she’d be a definite audience magnet.

Jessie tried, but he just didn’t fill out showgirl costumes the way Smith would. Well, he was a loyal friend and added a unique sparkle to the show, regardless. They had a lot of regulars who came especially to see Jessie. Pretty girls were a dollar a dozen in Vegas, and Jessie wasn’t what you’d call a pretty girl. Or a girl. But even with all the girls and not-girls Vegas offered, Jake rarely saw any like Smith—with such translucent white skin and fiery red hair. Especially he never saw any with such...ugly clothes.

They continued alongside Bally’s. The gigantic hotel and grounds stretched hundreds of yards back from the Strip and hid the Cave from passersby, except for the tall, cheesy magic wand that stuck high into the air. At night, it sparkled and emitted a spotlight that changed colors.

Soon the elaborate fake-stone structure that housed the casino, show bar, and restaurants came into view, the more conventional fifteen-story hotel tower rising behind it. The casino was modeled to resemble a rugged peak where the main entrance was through an ominous maw. The tall billboard, a giant wizard’s hat, rotated in the front area, which was dotted with geysers, big rocks, and steam pools.

“Is that it?” Smith pointed and frowned. “I didn’t know I’d be staying in a cave.”

“What, you don’t think it looks like a proper home for Merlin?” Jake was fond of the place himself, especially since the revamp last year when they added some incredible custom touches to his stage.

“I should have stayed at the castle with the red and blue spires.” Smith trudged forward until she hit the sidewalk that led to the Cave’s entrance—where she froze. The few tourists coming in and out at this time of day slipped around her as she gaped at the hotel, then at him, in growing amazement.

More weirdness? Hell, maybe she’d noticed that the “cave” maw had teeth. “Is there a problem?” he asked.

“Oooh,” she breathed. “It’s barely there, but... There must be a ring nearby.”

“A ring?”

Smith took a deep breath and exhaled. “A ring of stones. In the front lawn.” She smiled without teeth. “It’s very attractive.” Then she wiggled with delight, like a cat rolling around in a spot of sun.

He had no idea what was going on, but he enjoyed the wiggle. “You like it, then?”

She turned to him, her pretty face glowing like a beacon. “It’s astounding. It’s even what I’d call magical.” She laughed out loud. “Thank you for guiding me here.”

When she directed her megawatt smile at him, he felt a lurch in the region of his stomach.

“Let’s get you checked in, and I’ll give Lester a call to expect you at the pawn shop.” The sooner he could get her settled, the sooner he could get back to work. And the sooner he could forget how much it pleased him to see her face shine with delight.

“I have a proper identification document,” Smith said, almost proudly. “A portpass with my photo.”

“That’ll work.” A flagstone path to the hotel entrance wound between the geysers and stones. When they entered the shade of the building, he felt the cool breeze of the air conditioning blowing through the open doors.

A large woman in a flowered muumuu nearly ran into them. He grabbed Smith by the arm to guide her out of the way.

A snap of electricity sizzled through him, emanating from their point of contact. She must have felt it, too, because she eeped, yanked her arm free, and scrambled to the other side of the doorway.

“Muh muh muh muh!” Smith babbled.

He shook his hand to erase the tingle. “Static electricity can be killer in the desert.” That had been some shock. She’d probably built it up wearing that ugly wool shawl.

“Magic,” Smith finally spit out. The freckles across her cheeks stood out in stark relief. “You do magic.”

Jake stepped out of the way of another exiting customer. “I told you I headline a show here. It’s a little stage magic, nothing fancy. I’m not Siegfried & Roy.”

“Y’lastra vou tratereta?” she said.

He thought that might be the language he’d heard her muttering earlier. “I’m sorry, I don’t understand. Is it French?”

“It’s not French.” Smith narrowed her eyes. “You didn’t understand what I said?”

“No, sorry.” Maybe she had a split personality, one minute smiling up at him like he’d just given her the best treat of her life, the next eyeing him like an incarnation of evil.

Still cute as hell, though. He could deal with a little weirdness. And dammit, he wanted to see her again.

He smiled. He always felt better when he acknowledged what his subconscious was yelling at him. “Perhaps you’d be interested in a free ticket for tonight’s performance?”

He could picture Smith front and center, wearing some seductive little black dress, whole vistas of pale skin revealed. He’d ask for volunteers from the audience for the floating lady segment of the show, slip his arm around her to help her onto the platform...

What the heck was he thinking? Admitting he wanted to see her again was one thing. Dreaming up ways to get her into his arms was another. He cleared his throat. “We’re blocking the doorway.”

Smith followed in his wake as he led her across the black tile floor to the long check-in counter. The bells, whistles, and smoky smell of the casino billowed from the many open double doors beyond the desk. His companion glanced toward the casino but didn’t ask if the Cave’s slots were loose or if they had dollar tables. Definitely not the typical tourist.

“Hey, Rupert,” he said to the man behind the counter. “This lady is in need of our fine accommodations.”

“For twelve days.” Smith remained near him, but out of arm’s length, clutching her knapsack in front of her.

“I need to see a credit card and ID, ma’am,” Rupert said. His fingers flickered across the computer keyboard.

“I’ll be paying my bill in dollars.” She placed her passport on the counter. “Why do you need a card of credit?”

She didn’t have a card. Probably no traveler’s checks, no cash money to hold the room. His karma would grow by mountains today. “I tell you what, Rupe. Set her up with the free tickets, and put the room under my account tonight. She’s good for it. She just needs a chance to visit a local bank.” He tilted his head at Smith and flashed the smile that melted the hearts of his female audience members—some of the males, too. “I do this on one condition, Miss Smith. Come by my show tonight.”

A pink tongue touched Smith’s upper lip as she decided. “Thank you,” she finally said. She thunked her bag on the counter. “I accept your assistance. Where is Lester’s store?”

“Keep on Flamingo Avenue, and you can’t miss it. The big red sign says Lester’s Pawn. It’s on the right, next to an antique slots museum, so you won’t need to cross the street.”

He nodded at Rupert, then at the woman. She stared back at him, pale in the brassy lights of the lobby. He touched the brim of his ball cap in a salute. “Nice to meet you, ma’am, and I hope you enjoy your stay.”

He hoped Smith kept her word and came to his show. If she did, maybe he’d invite her for a drink afterwards.

***
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Tali checked into her rented chamber before venturing back outside in the heat. Her feet ached, so she inspected her utilitarian room from the dubious comfort of the hard bed. Her quarters had a bath but no steam room. It had a few framed photographs of Las Vegas and a teley-vision but no servants or baskets filled with fruit, candy, and nuts. The walls were bumpy tan, like burlap. Aside from the bath and a small closet, there was only one room. It was disappointingly bland. She’d been led to believe that humans reveled in luxury whenever possible and had been looking forward to some reveling herself.

Instead she was going to revel in Court mystery, more interesting than mere luxury. She wiggled her toes and rotated the memory of Jake Story over and over in her mind like a snow globe.

They’d fizzed when they touched outside the hotel. He had to be some kind of fairy. She’d thought only researchers were allowed into humanspace, and if he was a researcher, looking like that, twiddling her insides with a smile like that, she’d give herself up to Court this instant.

The drawer in the nightstand was full of colorful brochures, one of them about Jake Story’s Magic Extravaganza. In the photo, Jake’s arms were spread wide and his demeanor enigmatic. He had high cheekbones and a proud nose, and his form was displayed to advantage in a white shirt, black trousers and red flowing cape. His glossy hair fell around his face like a raven’s wings.

Tali fell back onto the blue bedcover and spread her arms, too. The nubby white ceiling resembled a sandy beach. If Jake Story had recognized her as a fairy, he wouldn’t have suggested she attend his show. The Policy of Discretion ruled that fairies couldn’t do magic in front of humans. With a ring as strong as the one she sensed nearby, could he channel power directly from the Realm? She couldn’t, not from here. She’d tried.

Why had he helped her today? Given her tickets? Did he have a secret agenda?

“Magician Story’s show starts at eight p.m. every Monday through Thursday,” Tali read in the brochure. Today was Thursday. If she went, she would get as close as she could to the stage to gauge if he was using magic.

Whoever he was, she needed to be more circumspect about the fact she wasn’t from around here. For the first time, she wished Ani were here, wished she’d convinced her sib to “vacation” in humanspace. The human studies classes and Tali’s independent research had left her woefully unprepared. She saw that now. For Hella’s sake, they taught that gold was useful and humans lived in expensive, technological opulence. And why hadn’t anyone mentioned walking across the street was both dangerous and illegal?

Despite this realization, she couldn’t hide out forever. Tali whipped open the heavy curtains and stared out at a gray expanse of ground dotted with automobiles. Fairies who couldn’t transport or barter for globes rode horses. Automobiles were a fine technological advance. Too bad she had no paper dollars to rent a cabbie and ride to Lester’s shop. She tested the keycard in her door a few more times before setting off.

It was still hot outside. And her feet still hurt. And her pack was heavier with every sweltering, sticky step she took in her far too many clothes. Luckily the walk to Lester’s Pawn was short.

A bell above the door tinkled as she stepped into the cool interior. Objects she didn’t recognize, even a few she did, lined shelves, clustered under glass cases, lurked in tiny alcoves. A veritable treasure trove of human detritus. She sighed with pleasure. A tall man with skin as dark as a walnut sprayed something out of a bottle and wiped one of the cases with a rag. She caught a sharp scent not unlike cat urine in the air.

The man was cleaning—with pee? Definitely a human.

“Are you Lester?” she asked. “I’m Smith.” She shrugged out of her pack, and the coins inside clinked together.

“That I am, Miss. You’d be the one Jakey phoned about.”

“I have some gold I need to exchange for dollars.” She heaved her pack onto the glass counter and untied the binder. “I’m on vacation from another country and I need hu—, I mean, American currency. I wish to sell some family heirlooms.”

She’d practiced that speech. Her tale of foreign origins should cover her accent and other regrettable gaps in knowledge when talking to humans.

“Let’s see what you got.” Lester wiped his hands on the cloth and shuffled around behind the glass casing to get out a small telescopic device, a vial of goo, and white rags.

Tali spilled her coins across the glass, the sound like an entire tray of crockery breaking on flagstones.

Lester ran a hand across his tight gray curls. “Holy mackerel. What kinda family are you part of, Miss Smith?”

“A small one, but we have many clan branches.” She smiled. She could tell by his reaction she’d be getting quite a few human dollars for her stash. She’d worried that she’d only get a dollar per coin, and she wasn’t sure how far that would stretch. “Do you have brothers and sisters? Aunts and uncles?”

“Nah.” Lester poked through Tali’s offering with a long finger, shaking his head. The gold glistened under the bright overhead lights. Various etchings on the coins were sharply defined. “It’s just me and the missus. Oh, that’s a nice one.” He picked up a small piece that featured a man with a big nose.

Tali leaned on her elbows and watched Lester drool over her coins. “I can’t imagine not having at least one sibling.”

Really, few fairies could imagine it. Fairies all had siblings, born at the same time and linked mentally, but Tali’s snooping had gifted her with the knowledge that occasionally fairies bore single children. Since there were no sibs to share the power during birthing, the infants’ magic was too intense and drove them mad if left untended. So they were tended—permanently sevendusted and raised in the Outer Territories. She assumed the parents were sworn to secrecy because she’d never heard of onesies until she’d eavesdropped on that Elder council.

Tali loved secrets. She just hadn’t decided what to do about this one yet. She’d told Ani, but it made her sister cry. Tali figured sevendusting the babies to drain their powers was better than letting them grow up to be crazy, murdering fairies so strong even she and Ani together couldn’t stop them.

Nobody had ever called Tali maternally minded. Babies were even more demanding than beaus. 

“Do you have offspring?” she asked Lester. Humans could have as many babies as they wanted. Fairies, male, female, or anywhere in between, could only procreate once.

“What?” He looked up at her, his eyeball magnified to huge proportions through his viewing device. “No, me and the missus, we prefer cats.”

“I hear you.” Tali did, too, though many fairies wanted children. In humanspace, with their population excess, perhaps it was common to prefer cats to kids.

He returned to the coins, inspecting each one, while Tali let her mind wander. Jake had mentioned a brother, a copper. Maybe they weren’t researchers but secret agents. Spying in humanspace would be a splendid job, much more exciting than shuffling record globes and papers at Court while the rest of the world happened all around you. Investigating Jake could mean unraveling more Court secrets. Next to collecting human artifacts, it was her favorite pastime, one that helped her develop her skills at illusion more than any class she’d taken.

Hidden knowledge, after all, was useless. It was like uneaten candies or wasted opportunity. Knowledge was made to be...known, and she needed to know more about Jake.

“Lester,” she asked, “is static electricity a killer in the desert? I mean, can you touch somebody and get shocked?”

Lester nodded. “Oh yeah, with the weather we been having. It can be fierce.”

“This climate is very different than what I’m used to.” So the shock she’d felt from Jake could have been a normal, humanspace thing. She picked up a cat coin and offered it to Lester, careful to make contact. No tingle.

Was it more logical to assume she’d felt static electricity when she touched Jake than magic transfer? She could only get a charge in the Realm from Ani, unless humanspace was different.

“So what do you think? How many dollars can I get?” she asked.

“I know Jake vouched for you, but I’ll need to see some ID.” Lester dabbed the surface of the coin with some goop and rubbed it with the white cloth. “You’ve got quite a collection. Are you sure you want to sell them all?”

“It depends on what they’re worth.” Just because Jake recommended the man didn’t mean he wouldn’t bargain like a leprechaun, complete with sketchy honesty.

“I need to look a few things up.” Behind Lester was a shelf full of books, most of them labelled price guides. He chose a blue volume and started flipping through the pages, making notes on a small pad of paper.

Tali attempted to be patient, but she was anxious to continue her survival training. Her life could finally be as exciting as she’d always wanted. She could unearth spies and plots and stuff that mattered instead of drowning in endless classes, subtle politics, and Court etiquette. She had quite a list to check off. Hamburgers. Baseball. Waterparks. Chip and Dale dancers.

At the top of her list? Jake Story.

“Have you ever seen Jake’s act?” she asked Lester. “Is his magic impressive?”

Is he a fairy doing magic in humanspace contrary to the Policy of Discretion?

“It’s a good show. That Jessie’s a hoot, and me and the missus enjoyed the whole thing.”

Which gave her no clues. She’d find out for herself if there was any magic involved. If Jake was a fairy but wasn’t a secret agent or specialized researcher...

Lester interrupted her musing. He’d taken off his viewing device, and his brown face was warm with friendliness but also acquisitiveness. “I’m going to make you an offer for these coins.” He indicated one third of her stash. “I can’t buy them all because some I can’t identify and some I can’t afford. These are the ones I can flip the easiest. I could take the rest on commission, but...” He shrugged. “You wouldn’t get your money until we found a buyer.”

“How much for the ones you picked out?” Would it be enough to get her through twelve days? She didn’t want to cheat on her training by drawing magic from the ring to sustain herself. She wanted to survive the same way humans did.

Lester wrote a figure on his pad of paper and pushed it across the glass. It was a large number. If she revealed her ignorance as to how much purchasing power it represented, he could take advantage of her.

“That’s not enough,” Tali guessed. “I should get a second opinion.”

“Jakey told me to take care of you, and his momma and my wife are in the same yoga class.” Lester scratched his head with the pencil. “This is a fair offer. I’m not a rich man.”

Tali had done her share of haggling in her sixty years, though fairies bargained with spell exchanges and magic chits instead of monies. She glanced around his large, well appointed shop. “You have a great deal of stock. You can part with more in exchange for these coins. They’re in superb condition.”

Lester sucked his teeth and marked out the number. Slowly he wrote another on the pad.

Tali narrowed her eyes so she’d look shrewd. She sucked her teeth, too, before she said, “All right. But I’m going to keep this one.” She plucked the cat coin out of his pile. “You pick another. How about one of the ones you don’t recognize? It can be a curiosity piece.”

Lester shook his head. “I won’t do you that way, Miss Smith. You take the rest and put them in the hotel safe. Now let me ring the bank. I’ll have to send my wife Honey Bell to withdraw funds. We don’t keep this much cash on hand.”

After she signed some papers and Lester handed her a stack of paper dollars, they waited for his wife to fetch the rest. Tali suspected the money he’d given her would cover her needs but had him walk her through what she could expect to pay for hotels, meals, and comfortable shoes.

Best of all, Honey Bell brought them chocolate pie, and Tali nearly cried when she tasted it. It was like her mouth separated from the rest of her face and went to visit the spirits.

Today she’d eaten chocolate for the first time, and tonight she’d attend Jake’s magic show and see what tricks he’d stashed up his sleeves. Not that he’d been wearing sleeves today. His strong, tan forearms had been bare in the sun. His eyes brown, his hair black, his skin toasty...

Her reconnaissance to humanspace, to one of the most legendary of all human cities, was turning out to be very grand indeed.
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Chapter Three
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Where the devil was she? Elder Embor planted his hands on his lean hips and glared about the forest glade. Most of the supplies remained in the clearing, unpacked, and the other trainees cowered amongst the crates, but there was no crown princess. No flippant redhead with more magic than sense. No big blue eyes gazing up at him in guile and insolence.

“We swept a five-mile radius, Elder.” Sonja Stonehaus stood at attention beside him. She and her sibs specialized in humanspace search and rescue. “No sign of her.”

“Search again. Check every tree and every hole in the ground. Locate the princess, and bring her to me.”

Like shadows in their dark green clothing, Sonja’s team melted into the forest. Tiny red lights signaled from their headgear, human communication devices necessitated by the powerless surroundings.

He turned on the hapless trainees. “As for you, losing one of your team members is an automatic failure. Did any of you even read the Survival Handbook?”

They all stared at him, speechless.

“None of you noticed how the princess managed this. How observant of you. What great awareness of your surroundings you displayed.” Embor hustled them into the ring and, with a quick snap of magic, sent them back to the Realm, where they’d be held incommunicado until the conclusion of the princess’s unauthorized escapade.

Embor hated humanspace. He hated the feel of the spiritless air around him, preventing him from the simplest spells. He hated humans and
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