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Thalasia tucked a loose strand of her oxford blue hair behind her ear as she glanced over her shoulder. That dark-haired man was still behind her. Was he following her, or was it just a coincidence? He’d appeared on the wooded trail behind her on the other side of the market, and hadn’t turned off anywhere since she’d gotten here. But that didn’t mean he was after her or the object in her possession. No one knew what she’d retrieved for the shaman. Hell, she didn’t even know. It looked like a golden scroll with a bunch of gibberish, or at least a lot of symbols she didn’t understand. Not that it mattered. Especially if she wanted to get paid. 
And she needed the money.
Which meant she had to lose this guy. Better to be on the safe side. Besides, this was the human world, it was best she didn’t draw any attention to herself. Though she kind of itched for a fight. Maybe if she got somewhere secluded…then she could really handle the situation.
Scanning the street, she searched over the open stores and various vendors. There were a couple of people selling fruit and other produce, a few with fish stalls, and a guy wheeling a barrel of flowers from a nearby alley. That was her escape route. It wasn’t private by any means, but it would work.
Quickening her pace, Thalasia darted in and out of the crowd. She peered back over her shoulder just as the dark-haired male strode a little faster through the throng of people. Her heart thundered beneath her chest. Shit! She couldn’t go invisible yet and with the number of humans around, fighting wasn’t the best option. It left her with only one other choice.
Letting out a low whistle, she conjured up a small gust of wind. Nothing out of the ordinary, just enough to knock over a few pieces of fish. She glimpsed the male; his attention fell to the situation as the owner ran into the road and cleaned up the mess. Thalasia ducked down and crawled around to the back of the closest stall, startling a blue-eyed male on the other side. She pressed a finger to her lips and silently mouthed, “Please.”
Goddess, she couldn’t do anything to manipulate the human. Not without giving away her position. She prayed this guy didn’t say anything. Please, Demeter. Let this work.
With a slight dip of his chin, the male flashed a toothy smile at the next customer who approached. “How can I help you?”
Thank the goddess for small favors, Thalasia thought to herself. She’d wait out her hunter. Hopefully, it wouldn’t take long for him to get far enough away that she could leave. She’d glamour if she could, blend in with the stall, but magic like that would cause a scene. And there was no telling if the person chasing her possessed his own kind of power. He could be human for all she knew. 
Not that it would make much sense. The shaman who’d contracted her to hunt this scroll down had known she wasn’t human. While he hadn’t guessed everything, he’d figured out enough. Now, she just had to get back to his shop. In one piece.
“Thank you. Come again,” the blue-eyed man replied as he held out a white package.
“Excuse me,” a male said. “My niece got away from me and I’m just trying to find her. Have you seen a young girl with blue hair run past here?”
Thalasia stiffened, pressing her back more against the stall. Her eyes widened a touch. Fuck. This guy really had followed her. Who the fuck was he?
“No, sorry. Can’t say that I have.”
“Are you sure? She’s about…yay tall and has bright silver eyes.”
“I’m certain.” Her savior grinned. “Now, excuse me, but I have a customer.” His attention shifted to another person, and he uttered something in a foreign language.
Although she’d spent most of the last year in the human world, she hadn’t learned any of their tongues. The ones she knew weren’t of this world. Thalasia flicked her gaze as someone huffed and walked away from the stall. It sounded like her stalker, but she didn’t budge. Tucking her knees against her chest, she listened in on her savior’s exchange. Not that she understood a single word, but it was better to focus on him than her erratic heartbeat. Or how her lungs constricted inside her chest. Fuck. What if he hadn’t left? What if he hung around and waited?
The blue-eyed stranger bent down and retrieved two sheets of white paper. “I still see him, so stay put,” he whispered. The male straightened, filled the sheets with three pieces of fish, and concluded his transaction.
Thalasia nodded and blew out a silent sigh of relief. Gods, she could breathe. While she wasn’t safe yet, at least this guy had helped her out. Which meant freedom couldn’t be too far around the corner. She’d get the scroll to the shaman, collect her fee, and leave this town. As much as she liked Japan, it might be time to jump to another realm and leave the human world behind.
Her rescuer crouched down on his haunches and dug around in a cabinet. “Do you know this man?”
“No,” she replied, keeping her voice low. Though the surrounding din likely covered their exchange, she refused to chance it. 
“Where are your parents?”
“I’m alone,” Thalasia muttered. It was the last thing she wished to admit, but it was the truth. Not that she wanted to think about that, or how it had all happened.
“Oh…well, um, I’m Bayani and I’ll keep you safe. Just…” his words trailed off as he lifted his gaze and surveyed the market. “I don’t see him, but wait a little longer. Okay?”
“Yeah,” she mumbled.
With a dip of his chin, he rose to his feet and returned to his task. She paid it little attention. Yeah, she was a twelve-year-old out in the world on her own, but so what? She wouldn’t feel sorry for herself. Things had happened and no one could change them. All she could do now was focus on her survival. That was what mattered the most.

      [image: ]Thalasia pressed her shoulder against the heavy oak door and gave it a good shove. It opened with a slight hiss as the bell above it rang. Her eyebrows furrowed as she flicked her gaze from the door to the store itself. She didn’t recall it taking so much effort the first time. A chill swept down her spine. Shaking the sensation off, Thalasia shut the door. The bell sounded again, ringing loudly in her ears. Ensuring there were no interruptions while she conducted the last of their business, she locked the door and flipped the sign.
Whether the shaman knew it, he was temporarily closed. Thalasia surveyed the store, glossing over the various earmarked books, herbs, and other miscellaneous items. “Ayumu,” she called out as she stepped farther into the shop. Although she didn’t see him, the magician had to be around somewhere. Or maybe he was a warlock. She wasn’t positive.
“I see you have returned safely, Miss Thalasia.”
“Fuck!” She jumped back and eyed the dark-skinned, bald-headed magic wielder. Where the fuck had he just come from? Because he sure as shit wasn’t there a second ago.
“Such colorful language in such a young girl.” He clasped his hands behind him and strolled toward the counter.
“I don’t recall my age being an issue when you sent me on that quest,” she retorted as she trailed behind him. It shouldn’t matter at all, really, though someone always had some kind of comment about it. So what if she was a kid? She got things done.
“Does this mean you have retrieved the scroll?”
His response and lack of valid concern didn’t surprise her. Dragging her fingers through her blue locks, she dropped a hand to her hip, swallowed the groan on the tip of her tongue, and let out an exasperated sigh. “Yeah. And you should pay me extra. Apparently, you weren’t the only one after it.”
“Oh?” He cocked a dark eyebrow at her. “Did you have difficulty obtaining it?”
“No. But I had someone following me through the market. And he got pretty close.” And if it hadn’t been for Bayani, he might have caught her. Not that she mentioned that. It didn’t seem all that important. Plus, she didn’t want anything to come back on her rescuer.
“As you obviously escaped him, it seems you are worth your fare.” One corner of his mouth quirked up. Ayumu stepped around the counter and his golden eyes focused on her. “Now come, show me the scroll.”
“Money first.” She’d learned the hard way to see payment before she handed over the item in question. One person had the audacity to run off with said treasure. He hadn’t gotten far, but she hated having to hurt the guy. As she didn’t know what kind of magic this male possessed, it was better if she avoided a fight.
Ayumu balled up his fist and then opened up his hand. A small blue pouch rested against the ball of his large palm. “Your turn, Miss Thalasia.”
Yep, definitely a sorcerer. While she had her own magic that she could’ve hidden the scroll in, simple worked best. Thalasia untied the purple velvet pouch she had attached to the belt loop of her jeans. It didn’t look like anything other than a small purse. An extension charm worked wonders on something so common. She dug into it, retrieved the golden case he’d sent her to find, and held it out. “As promised.”
“Set it on the counter and you may collect your fee.”
She raised an eyebrow at him. Why wouldn’t he just take it from her hand? Whatever. He was paying her, so it didn’t matter if he was a little eccentric. She placed the kaleidoscope-sized case on the counter, picked up the blue pouch, and checked it to verify he’d filled it. The pouch contained a multitude of beautiful gold coins, along with a couple rubies and emeralds. She grinned. “It was a pleasure doing business with you.”
“Yes, it was,” he replied as he opened the case and removed a yellowed, rolled-up piece of parchment. “If you require more funds, there might be something else you can handle for me.”
Thalasia tucked her payment into her purse, attached it to her belt loop, and strode over to a nearby case. “As intriguing as that sounds, I think it’s time I depart this town.”
“Oh?” Ayumu lifted the scroll above his head. A large, black-feathered owl swooped through the air and snatched the paper from his hand.
What the fuck? Where had that thing come from? She scanned the rafters. Where had it gone? A shiver shot down her spine and a sharp pain radiated from the base of her skull to the front of her head. Shit! Her mind opened as a vision flooded her brain.
The little Seelie girl stepped back. Her dirty, cinnamon-colored hair hung back over her shoulders, caked with mud. Her round, hazel eyes widened as she whimpered, “Please…don’t hurt me.”
Taking another step back, she tripped over a bloody limb torn from its body. The little girl shrieked and scrambled backward until she hit a nearby hut. She pressed her back against the wall, drew her legs close to her body, and pleaded, “Please…please, don’t hurt me.”
Tears trickled down the little girl’s swollen cheeks. “Please,” she cried. The distance between them closed. “No!” the girl screamed.
Gasping for air, Thalasia fell backward. As she landed on her butt, she bumped into the bookcase next to her and knocked over a crystal ball. It rolled a couple of feet and stopped. “No,” she muttered. This wasn’t happening. Except she couldn’t deny what she’d just seen, though she refused to respond. The gods or goddesses…whoever sent them couldn’t make her.
“Thalasia?” Ayumu’s eyebrows furrowed.
Her gaze flicked from the shaman to the crystal ball. She caught her reflection in it. A pair of deep set, bright silver eyes and an ashen face stared back at her. Not again. She hadn’t had a vision in months. They were supposed to be gone. They couldn’t have returned. “No!” Thalasia clambered to her feet and ran as if her life depended on it. Maybe it wouldn’t help her escape the vision, but maybe it would. The only way she’d find out was if she tried.
She flicked her wrist, unlocked and opened the door, and darted out of the store. Leaving it all in her wake, she rounded the corner and shot into the crowd. Her feet pounded against the pavement as she hoofed it as far away as she could get. She had to escape these visions.
They had already cost her too much.
There wasn’t anything left for her to
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