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      Don’t take a pixie on a road trip.

      

      Reg Rawlins is taking things one day at a time, which is the best way to approach life when your perception of reality has been shattered beyond recognition. Running her business, learning how to manage her new gifts, and trying to train a rambunctious kitten are about all she can manage.

      

      She definitely doesn’t need to be dealing with a magically-injured fairy, an expedition to the Blue Ridge Mountains, or getting the cooperation of yet another magical species.

      

      Like paranormal mysteries? Psychics, witches, fairies, and more! Award-winning and USA Today Bestselling Author P.D. Workman waves her wand to transport readers to the myth- and magic-filled small town of Black Sands for another paranormal cozy mystery to be solved by Reg Rawlins and her friends.

      

      A self-professed con artist practicing as a contact to the dead, a drop-dead gorgeous warlock, and a psychic cat—what could go wrong?

      

      FALL UNDER REG’S SPELL TODAY.
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      Dwarfs or dwarves? The traditional English plural of dwarf is dwarfs, though dwarves was popularized by Tolkien, a fact he regretted. So please don’t send me nasty-grams for choosing to use dwarfs in Fairy Blade Unmade.

      “No reviewer (that I have seen), although all have carefully used the correct dwarfs themselves, has commented on the fact (which I only became conscious of through reviews) that I use throughout the ‘incorrect’ plural dwarves. I am afraid it is just a piece of private bad grammar, rather shocking in a philologist; but I shall have to go on with it.” —J.R.R. Tolkien
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      Reg looked around the cottage for some sign of the small black cat.

      Starlight, her own cat, a tuxedo with mismatched eyes and a star in the third-eye position on his forehead, gazed at her, radiating irritation and displeasure. Reg looked down at the bowl Nico had knocked to the floor, scattering popcorn everywhere.

      “What happened?” she asked Starlight.

      He stared back at her. What did she think had happened? Did she think that he had somehow been involved in the incident?

      Reg shook her head. “I know you didn’t do it. But did he mean to? Or did he just—was it just an accident?”

      Starlight’s gaze didn’t shift, nor did the emotions hanging around him like a dense cloud.

      “Where did he go?”

      Starlight broke her gaze and looked around. He stopped, ears pointing at the couch. Reg walked over to it, then got down to her knees to look underneath.

      Nico, all black with blazing yellow eyes, crouched under the couch and, when she got down to his level, hissed at her, putting his ears back.

      “I didn’t threaten you, why are you hissing at me?”

      He hissed again, just to make sure she understood what would happen if she reached under the couch and tried to pull him out. Reg already knew; the scenario had been repeated enough times. She had scratches all up and down both arms from previous attempts to pull him out of a hiding place, down from the drapes, or out of some situation he had gotten himself into. He was not a cat who appreciated any interference or help.

      Starlight had spoiled Reg. She hadn’t ever had another pet, not even a goldfish. Despite his quirks, Starlight had been a pretty easy animal to deal with. He might like to get her out of bed too early, make demands about the kind of food he wanted, and bite her ankles if he didn’t like what she was doing but, dealing with Nico now, she understood what an easy cat Starlight had been. She’d had no idea how antagonistic a cat could be.

      “Why did you knock down the popcorn?”

      He stared at her. His aura was red, as it often was. She had trouble sorting out what he was feeling. Confusion? Anger? Fear? She sometimes had the feeling that Nico’s emotions were much the same as Reg’s had been when she’d been a child in foster care. Hypervigilant, always afraid of what was going to happen next, unable to trust adults no matter how nice they might seem on the outside. Because all adults betrayed her sooner or later. If they didn’t do something to hurt her, they were disappointed in her behavior, or they told her social worker that she needed more therapy. Or medication. Or hospitalization. Even the nicest foster parents were still trying to force her into a different mold, an unnatural fit. Reg had been the typical square peg people tried to jam into a round hole.

      Was that what she was doing with Nico, expecting him to be like Starlight? Was she expecting his behavior and personality to be like a cat who was much older and had grown up in a different set of circumstances and had a different personality or needs from Nico’s?

      Before the arrival of the nine kattakyns, the magical black cats that the Witch Doctor had sent his self into, Reg had assumed that all cats were the same. People talked about them as if their natures were all the same. But she had found the nine identical black cats were not identical at all. They all had completely different personalities, some of them sleepy and some of them energetic, with different affinities for magical or psychic gifts, preferring different activities and social contact even when Nicole (pronounced NEE-cole in her owner Francesca’s charming creole), the cat who had adopted them all as her own kittens, expected them to do the same thing—taking a nap, play hunting, or eating.

      Nico was particularly distractible, always off doing something different from the rest of the cats. Chasing Reg’s shoelaces when it was time to sleep or hunting for mice when there was food in his bowl. Then, of course, he would want to eat in the middle of the night and was very vocal and insistent that he be fed immediately.

      Francesca was Nicole’s owner and had taken on the job of taking care of the kittens. But Nico was getting to be too much for her and Reg had agreed to take him for a few days to see if she could do something with him. She had been pretty sure it was just a matter of persistence and paying attention to catch him being good, but he was wearing her down too. She was no longer sure that she was going to be able to do anything with him.

      Detective Marta Jessup came back from the bathroom. She looked at the popcorn all over the floor and at Reg, on her knees in front of the couch. “What happened?”

      “Well, that’s just what I was asking him, but he isn’t in much of a mood to discuss it.”

      “You know he’s a cat, right?” Jessup inquired.

      “I know. But that’s no excuse.”

      “Do you want me to pop some more?”

      “I don’t know. You can check in the cupboard to see if there is any left, but I don’t think there is.”

      Jessup shook her head. She went to the kitchen and looked through the cupboards.

      “You see?” Reg said to the cat. “You ruined our girls’ night. We were going to do popcorn and a movie, but how do you do that without the popcorn?”

      “We could have something else,” Jessup suggested as her search petered out. “There’s a bottle of wine and some pretzels.”

      Reg grimaced. Who knew how long they had been in the cupboard. Wine might improve with age, but that was when the bottles were properly stored in a cool cellar, on their sides and turned regularly, or whatever you were supposed to do with wine. Not when you just shoved it into a warm cupboard in Florida and hoped for the best. And the pretzels might have been there from the time she had moved in. She couldn’t remember buying any. Sarah, her landlord, lived in the big house at the front of the lot. She might have purchased them, but usually, the stuff that Sarah bought for her was nutritious. Sarah tried to get Reg to eat properly instead of just snarfing down convenience foods whenever it was… convenient. But Sarah might have bought pretzels for herself and then decided she didn’t want them, so she had gifted them to Reg.

      “How about in the fridge? I think there might be ice cream in there.”

      Jessup opened the freezer door and pushed a few unidentified packages around.

      “Yes, there is ice cream,” she agreed, pulling out a couple of small tubs. Reg was of the opinion that if she bought the small, expensive containers, she wouldn’t eat as much and wouldn’t put on weight, but she had already noticed her skirts starting to get tight. She gave herself the excuse that she had been too skinny before, living hand-to-mouth and barely keeping herself off the streets, but she had a suspicion that if she were to weigh herself, she had put on a bit more weight than she hoped.

      “Why don’t you get the popcorn cleaned up, and I’ll dish up the ice cream,” Jessup suggested.

      Reg sighed and got back to her feet. There was no point in dragging Nico out from under the couch. He would scratch her, and she wouldn’t be able to explain to him what he had done that was wrong. He would growl and yowl and try to squirm out of her grip and, eventually, she would just let him go. He would slink off to pout in some corner. Or back under the couch.

      She got out the broom and dustpan and started to sweep up the popcorn.

      Starlight, who had an irrational fear of brooms and dusters, immediately bolted, running to hide in the bedroom.

      Then again, Reg didn’t know much of Starlight’s history. His pathological fear of brooms might be totally logical. Maybe a previous owner had hit him with one. Or maybe witnessing Sarah beating down the garden with a broom as she tried to chase Nicole out of the yard had traumatized him.

      Who was to say what a cat thought or why they did the things they did?

      When Reg was finished cleaning up the popcorn, Jessup presented her with a large bowl of ice cream, several scoops of different flavors, complete with a spoon. Reg sat down on the wicker couch and sighed in satisfaction. She regretted the loss of the popcorn, but she couldn’t deny the comfort of a bowl of ice cream.

      Jessup sat down beside her, and they turned on the TV.
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      While Reg was trying to train Nico to be a good kitty, Davyn was training her.

      As Reg had grown up, any sign of psychic or magical gifts that Reg might have shown had been quickly beaten down. People didn’t like unexplained things and, when something didn’t make sense, they would alter their memories to a more logical explanation. The things that Reg heard in her head were easy to pass off as a wild imagination in the early years or psychosis as she got older and should have been leaving her imaginary friends behind. Reg being able to find lost items was easily explained; not that she had a gift for finding lost objects, but that she was the one who had stolen them in the first place.

      When they saw something that wasn’t easily explained, like glass breaking without anyone touching it, their memories were revised. The window hadn’t just broken spontaneously, but Reg had thrown something or hit it with something. Other things that happened when she was upset were easily explained as violence originating with her temper tantrums and uncontrolled anger issues. A child obviously couldn’t break things or fight someone without touching them, so she had touched them. And that was what everybody remembered.

      Since she had arrived at Black Sands, things had been different. Instead of people denying what was going on and telling Reg that it was just her imagination, they told her that the voices in her head were the spirits of people who had passed on and that things breaking or falling down when she was angry were not just bizarre coincidences, but telekinesis. She had thought that the reason she was so good at fortune-telling was that she could cold-read people really well, but the witches and warlocks that she had met in Black Sands told her that she had actual psychic gifts.

      While they had encouraged Reg to use her gifts, no one had ever trained her in any of them. They had given her bits of advice or told her that she could do things she didn’t think she could, but the idea of someone training her to control and develop her innate gifts was new.

      Davyn, the leader of one of the warlock covens in Black Sands, happened to be a fire caster—among other gifts—and having seen in Reg the signs that she shared this gift, he had taken her under his wing to teach her to use the gift without putting herself or others in danger.

      “You don’t want to be practicing fire casting without any instruction,” he had told her. “That’s just going to lead to injuries. Either to you or those around you. Or maybe you just burn down the cottage.”

      Remembering the way that the box of Yule candles had burst into flame when she had tried to send out her fire, Reg had been quick to agree. She didn’t want anything like that happening without an experienced fire caster there to help her.

      “You can teach me how? Is that… something that is done? Do I need to sign a contract with you or pay a retainer…?”

      “Younger practitioners are traditionally mentored by those who are more experienced,” Davyn assured her. “You don’t have to sign in blood or mortgage your soul.”

      Reg had been a little worried about something along those lines, so she nodded in relief, laughing it off. “Okay, good. But I’m not exactly that young. I mean, I’m adult, I’m not a kid.”

      “You are younger than me.”

      Reg found it difficult to assess the age of the magical practitioners around her. They all seemed to possess a youthfulness that belied their actual age. She would think that someone was fifty, only to find out that they were centuries old. She didn’t think that Davyn was centuries old… but she believed that he was older than he looked, which was maybe his late thirties or early forties, like Corvin. Of course, Corvin too looked younger than his age, though she wasn’t sure how old he really was. It was disconcerting.

      “Besides,” Davyn went on, “mentoring doesn’t have anything to do with your chronological age, but with how long you have been using your gifts, or how much training you’ve had.”

      “Which is none.”

      He gave a grave nod. “A situation that needs to be remedied, especially with a fire caster. I’m surprised you haven’t had any serious accidents in the past.”

      Reg nodded, frowning.

      “Maybe you have, but you just haven’t told me about them,” Davyn suggested.

      “No. I mean… not that I can remember. When I was in foster care, there were a few kids who were firebugs.”

      He raised his eyebrows. “Firebugs?”

      “Kids who light fires. They would do it whenever they were feeling stressed or overwhelmed. Like kids who cut themselves. It’s a safety release valve; helps them to feel better.”

      “I see.”

      “Not because they were fire casters; just because it made them feel in control, and to put on a show for people. They liked the attention. Seeing how much they could do without getting caught.”

      “You seem to be very well-versed in the situation.”

      “Well, yeah. You get to be if you live in the same house with one of these kids. You have to be aware of where they are at all times and what they are doing. You can’t assume that just because things are quiet, you are safe. A fire can cause a lot of damage or injury before people discover it.”

      “Yes, it can.”

      “So I had to know about them. Why they did it and what to watch for. So I could help and get an adult if anything happened.”

      Davyn held his hands a foot or so apart, and slowly conjured a ball of fire between them. Reg watched it intently, feeling it call to her gift. She wanted to hold it and control it, to add to it.

      “Are you sure that the other kids in your house were firebugs?”

      “What?” She turned her attention to Davyn’s face with difficulty, having a hard time prying her eyes away from the fire.

      “Are you sure that it was one of the other children who was a firebug, and not you?”

      Reg blinked at him. “Of course I’m sure.”

      “Were you ever around when they lit a fire?”

      “No. Not there in the same room.”

      “So you never saw one of them light a fire.”

      “No. But why would they do it while I was there? They would hide it from me.”

      “Did they admit to lighting the fires?”

      “No.” But that was a ridiculous idea. Any kid would deny it. They didn’t want to get in trouble.

      “Then how can you be sure that they did it?”

      “Because they were firebugs.”

      “Maybe you were the firebug. But you didn’t light fires in the room you were in, because that would get you in trouble. So you sent it out farther away from you. And someone else took the blame.”

      “No…”

      He squeezed the fireball into a smaller space, compressing it between his hands. Reg reached out to take it from him, eager to handle it herself.

      “You went your whole life without lighting a fire?” he challenged.

      “Of course I’ve lit fires. But just… the conventional way.”

      “And you never got in trouble for it? Or had one get out of control?” Davyn passed the fireball to her slowly, his movements small and deliberate.

      Reg held the fire between her hands, feeling the warmth radiating from it. Not dangerously hot. She didn’t fear that she was going to burn. It just felt… friendly and healing. Like sitting next to a fireplace on a chilly day. Or roasting marshmallows over a campfire. That warm, safe, welcoming feeling.

      “Reg?”

      Reg tried to focus on Davyn again. He had asked her a question, but she wasn’t sure what it was. “Sorry, what was that?”

      “You’ve never lit a fire that got out of control?”

      The burning that came to Reg’s cheeks didn’t have anything to do with the fire in her hands. “Well…”

      Davyn chuckled. “Yeah, that’s what I thought. Maybe more than once?”

      “I’m just… really good at lighting fires. If you wanted someone who could light a campfire at a youth camp or in a furnace that kept going out… I would be the one to call.”

      “Because you’re really good at lighting fires.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Even with damp wood? Even when others had tried and hadn’t been able to get it going?”

      “Yes.”

      “And every now and then, maybe it’s gotten a little bit larger than you intended it to?”

      “Yeah, maybe. But… I was just a kid. Kids don’t know…”

      “I think you did know. You might have wanted to control it and keep it small, but you also wanted to burn. You wanted the fire to get bigger and bigger, and to consume all of your problems…”

      The ball of fire in Reg’s hands flared. She tried to keep her focus on it, to make sure that it stayed small and in control. Davyn’s hands hovered around hers, not touching her, but shadowing her position and taking back some of the control over the fireball.

      “Don’t,” Reg protested, “I can do it.”

      “One step at a time. You need to learn to keep your focus.”

      “How am I supposed to do that when you’re talking about fires getting out of control?”

      “I want you to feel the difference between when you have the fire under control, and when you let go.”

      “I didn’t let go.”

      “You were close. You were losing control.”

      Reg made the ball smaller, trying to show him that she was still fully in control. The fireball quieted, letting her take back her control. Just like that. She could control it. It only took a little more focus. And Davyn not talking about how many other fires she had lost control of before.

      It wasn’t possible that the firebugs she had known in foster care hadn’t really been firebugs. They had a history.

      Didn’t they?

      It wasn’t like her foster mothers had ever sat her down and told her about their history of fire setting. There had been discussions about staying safe and monitoring what was going on in the home, about everybody playing a part in keeping the family safe. But talking about the history of another foster child would have been a breach of confidentiality.

      “Stay focused. I want you to put your hands together.”

      Reg inched her hands closer together. The fireball stayed steady, glowing between her hands.

      “All the way together.”

      Reg wasn’t sure what would happen if she did that. Was it possible that she would get burned? Would Davyn tell her to do something that would be dangerous to her? She cast a sideways glance at him. “All the way?”

      “Press them together, palm to palm.”

      Reg was anxious about pressing her hands into the flame, but she had seen Davyn press the fireball into Starlight when he was sick and needed healing. It hadn’t hurt him. She took a deep breath and pressed her hands closer and closer together. Eventually, the flames were licking at her hands, but it just felt like the warm tickle she got when she passed her finger quickly through a flame. She had loved that trick when she was a kid, scaring the others by passing her finger right through a fire. Was that something all kids did, or just those with an affinity for fire casting?

      She looked at Davyn. He nodded. She kept moving her hands closer to each other until the palms were pressed against each other, the flames disappearing. She didn’t know whether she had smothered the fire, or if it was still there, inside her hands. She looked at Davyn for his next instruction.

      “Good,” Davyn approved. He didn’t tell her to do anything else.

      Reg parted her hands slightly to see if the ball of fire was still there, between her hands. Her hands glowed a little, but the flame was gone.

      “You can safely take the flame within yourself, if you are properly focused,” Davyn advised.

      “What if I’m not focused?”

      “Then it might be a little hot.”

      Reg grinned. It wasn’t really funny, but she couldn’t help smiling at his dry tone.

      When the training session with Davyn was over, Reg saw him to the door. In the beginning, she hadn’t been sure whether to allow him into the cottage. She’d had bad experiences with Corvin, another warlock, and was leery of inviting any others into her home. Nobody had warned her to stay away from Davyn as they had about Corvin, but what if there was some reason they wouldn’t tell her he was dangerous? Sarah and others had neglected to inform her that Corvin could take away her powers if she allowed him to because it was a taboo in the community. What good did it do to tell her to stay away from him without telling her why?

      Maybe other women would have heeded the warning without knowing the reason, but Reg had never been one for blind obedience. She liked to make her own choices based on what she knew and experienced for herself.

      And nothing had prepared her for what she would face with Corvin.

      “I’ll see you next Wednesday, then,” Davyn confirmed.

      “Right.” Reg had made sure to write it down in the appointment book on her kitchen island so that she wouldn’t forget about it or schedule a psychic reading for the same time. “See you then.”

      “No practicing on your own.”

      Reg hesitated. How was she supposed to get better if she didn’t practice? If she only practiced once or twice a week when Davyn was there, her progress would be at a snail’s pace. She could advance much further if she could put what she learned into practice during the week and be ready to learn new things when she met with Davyn instead of going over the old ground.

      Davyn raised one eyebrow and gave her a hard look. “No practicing on your own,” he repeated. “You are not to do this without another fire caster present. You want to burn the whole place down?”

      “I wouldn’t. I can control it. I did really well today.”

      “You did well. But you needed to be reminded to focus, and you needed extra control more than once. You are not ready to practice solo.”

      Reg felt deflated. She thought she had done well.

      Davyn patted her on the shoulder. “You will be able to in time,” he promised. “Just not yet. You’re still a toddler. You’re not ready to go running races and climbing the monkey bars.”

      “Toddlers still get to practice toddling. Walking.”

      “Give it time. This is a safety issue, Reg. Promise me you won’t.”

      What would he do if she refused to promise? Or promised but then broke her word? He couldn’t exactly stop her from doing what she liked once he was gone. She stared past him, not meeting his eyes. “Fine.”

      “You will not play with fire until I come Wednesday?”

      “What constitutes playing with fire?”

      “Reg!” His voice was exasperated.

      “Can I light candles?”

      “No.”

      “Not even with matches?”

      “No.”

      Reg rolled her eyes and folded her arms.

      “Not even matches, Reg.”

      “Fine.”

      “What you can work on is meditation. The better you control your thoughts, the easier it will be to keep your fire under control.”

      “I don’t like meditating.”

      “Use your crystal ball. Get Starlight to help you. If your mind is going every which way, you will not be able to keep your focus on your fire.”

      “Okay. I’ll try.”

      “Good. See you Wednesday.”

      He finally walked out the door. Reg stood there, watching him take the pathway up past the big house to the street where his car was parked.

      A shadow darted across the yard toward her. With a yelp, Reg jumped back, slamming the door before it could reach her.
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      Reg wasn’t fast enough. Something caught the door before it could latch properly, making it bounce open, back toward Reg.

      She was prepared for Corvin or even a draugr or the Witch Doctor. She didn’t have time to think, and the pictures that jumped into her mind were not all logical. She feared Norma Jean or Weston or some other shadow from her past. There were too many possibilities, too many dangers she had discovered since moving to Black Sands.

      The peril that she faced when the door bounced back open was a boy, rosy-cheeked and short, with unruly brown hair and clothes that were dirty and patched, topped off with a dark hoodie that was new since she’d last seen him in person.

      “Ruan!”

      Despite his youthful appearance, the pixie was an adult, maybe even Reg’s senior, though he looked about ten. Reg immediately looked past him for Calliopia, the fairy Reg had helped to rescue from the pixies, only to have her run off with one of them by choice. Since pixies and fairies were enemies, they were now outcasts from both of their communities.

      But Calliopia was not behind Ruan. There was no sign of her. Had they broken up, then? Maybe Ruan had come after Reg for vengeance, somehow blaming her for whatever had happened between them.

      “You are a powerful mage,” Ruan said to her, bowing his head slightly. His hands in his pockets, he slouched there, not trying to enter the cottage, not making any accusations or trying to lay a curse on her.

      Reg took a deep breath and tried to relax. Maybe there was a good reason for him being there. Maybe he wasn’t there to hurt her.

      But maybe the reason that he hadn’t tried to enter was that he could feel the wards that kept enemies and uninvited guests from crossing the threshold. If she invited him in, then the wards would be defeated and Reg would be vulnerable.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “I seek my love.”

      “Your love?” Reg repeated stupidly.

      He stood there, saying nothing, waiting.

      Of course, Reg knew who his love was. “Calliopia is not here.”

      He nodded his agreement. “But you can seek her.”

      “I can’t seek.” She hadn’t been able to psychically find an object reliably since she had been injured by the dagger currently in Calliopia’s possession.

      “You can seek her.”

      It was true that Reg had been able to seek and even call Calliopia in the past because they were magically bound together by the dagger. But Calliopia had severed that connection, or at least had tried to, the last time Reg had called her.

      “How exactly did you lose her?” Reg asked, wondering whether they’d had a fight or whether Calliopia’s eye had been caught by a taller and more handsome suitor.

      “Do you invite me in,” Ruan said, and his tone told her it was an instruction rather than a question. So he did know that the wards would prevent him from entering.

      “No. I don’t know your intentions.”

      “I will answer your questions. Tell you what happened.”

      “And then what? I don’t trust you, Ruan. You’ve lied to me before.”

      Her words reminded her that she must not look in his eyes, or he might ensorcel her. He was, despite his childlike appearance, a predator. One who had managed to get control of her once before. She didn’t think he could do anything while she was inside and he was out but, if he could still bewitch her in spite of the wards, he might be able to get her to walk out to him rather than needing her to invite him in.

      She had found the pixies and fairies challenging to read. Their feelings were not as clear to Reg as human feelings were. While she could feel some emotions from them, it was an effort, and she often wasn’t able to get anything from them. But as she studied Ruan, she started to feel emotions from him, bleeding off at the edges, as if he were trying to keep them contained, but couldn’t quite manage it.

      It was darkness. Not despair, but more than sadness. Mourning, helplessness, longing. Reg hesitated, wondering what to do.

      “Why don’t we sit in the garden?” she asked eventually.

      He looked at her speculatively, but she didn’t sense any anger or malice from him. He made another little bow. “It is your domicile.”

      Reg motioned toward the path that led to the garden. He turned toward it, and she stepped out her door and followed him. He didn’t turn and attack her. Despite their small size, she knew pixies were very strong.

      Reg looked around the garden. There were a few places to sit and, thanks to the ministrations of Forst, the garden gnome, everything was lush and blooming and beautiful. Ruan looked around, seeming unimpressed. He found a bench under the shadow of a tree and nodded to it. Reg walked over to it with him, and they sat side-by-side. At least that way, she could avoid his wide, childlike eyes. Ruan shrank his body as far into the shadow of the tree as he could and pulled the hood down over to shade his face. Reg looked up at the midday sun.

      “Sorry about that.”

      Ruan shrugged. “I can withstand the sun,” he said flatly. Pixies normally lived in the dark underground. The sun was something to be tolerated rather than appreciated.

      “So… tell me what happened to Calliopia. The two of you… broke up?”

      “No.” He shook his head firmly, sending the brown curls bouncing. “She is mine. We do not break apart.”

      Reg waited for him to answer the question. He had said that he would explain what had happened. Ruan tugged at the hoodie once more and shifted uneasily. No doubt, he would have been more comfortable indoors, but she wasn’t ready to open her house to a potential enemy. Not again.

      “On rising, I entered Callie’s bedchamber to greet her. She was not there.”

      He stopped, and Reg wondered whether that was the extent of the explanation. She waited, letting the silence grow, allowing Ruan to think about what he wanted to tell her. She was going to need to know more than that.

      “Her sheets were in disarray as if a struggle. And there was blood.” He swallowed audibly. “Much blood.”

      Reg’s breathing became restricted. She put her hand over her heart, trying to calm the pounding. It was not a mere break-up or even a lover’s quarrel. Calliopia had been injured. Or someone had been injured in her bedroom.

      “And you don’t know where she is? There was no sign of which way she had gone?” Reg hesitated to suggest it. “A blood trail?”

      “No. She had not left the room on foot.”

      “No? How had she gone, then? Where could she go if she was injured?”

      She could feel him looking at her, studying her from beneath the dark shadow of his hood.

      “You will tell me.”

      “You have no idea?”

      “It was fairy magic.” Ruan shook his head. “I have not fairy magic. I could not read it.”

      “Do you think she was kidnapped? Taken by force?”

      He nodded. “She would not choose to leave me.”

      Reg doubted that. She didn’t know much about fairy relationships. Maybe fairies mated for life and it was rare for them to break up. But Calliopia was not mated to another fairy. She was mated to a pixie, and that had to be a problematic relationship. Calliopia, no matter how old she was, was still an adolescent, barely ‘come into her own’ as a fairy. Like the adolescents in many species, a teenage fairy’s behavior was unpredictable, her magic difficult to control.

      But blood in Calliopia’s bed did not suggest that she had just decided to leave Ruan. There had been violence.

      “You shall seek her,” Ruan said firmly.

      Reg conceded. She needed more information than she had. If she could seek Calliopia, she could decide whether to share that information with Ruan.

      If it turned out that he was the one who had hurt Calliopia and he was trying to deceive Reg, she would know.

      She closed her eyes and thought about Calliopia. It helped that she had just been working on focusing and training her mind with Davyn. Her mind was still close to a meditative state.

      Calliopia.

      She envisioned Calliopia’s face, transformed from the rather homely visage of the pixie race she had been born into to the glowing beauty of a fairy as the magic of her adoptive parents had come to fruition. Reg tried to remember the bewitching melody Calliopia had sung when the pixies had kidnapped her in an effort to prevent her final transformation. Karol said that Calliopia meant beautiful voice, and Callie definitely had that. When she sang, all movement around her ceased while every soul listened. Reg hummed to herself, trying to find the notes and the melody.

      It had been too long since she had heard Calliopia’s song.

      Beside her, Ruan sang a few of the notes in a voice like a choirboy’s. Reg picked it up immediately. She pressed her fingers to her temples, humming the song and picturing Calliopia, trying to reach out with her mind to touch Calliopia. They had been connected once.

      All at once, she was doubled over with pain.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      It was excruciating.

      Reg clutched at her side, trying to find the wound and put pressure on it, hoping that her touch would dull or mediate the pain.

      Her breath came in short, panicked pants, and she cried out as another stab of pain lightninged through her. She tried to find something to hold on to, aware that she had fallen to her knees, unable to see through the blinding pain.

      There was a touch on her shoulder, a small, warm hand, which eased some of the pain. Reg tried to focus on her surroundings.

      She was no longer seeing through her own eyes. One wall of the room was filled with floor-to-ceiling windows. The last time Reg had been there, the blue velvet drapes had been closed and the room had been only dimly lit. This time, despite it being a sick room, the draperies had been pulled open, and sun streamed into the room. There were several plants arranged around the bed that Reg didn’t remember being there before.

      The pain was a steady throbbing in her side, better controlled, but still nearly overwhelming. She pressed both hands to it, breathing shallowly.

      “Where is she?” Ruan asked. “Show me where.”

      Reg wanted to know more first. She needed confirmation that Ruan hadn’t been the one to hurt Callie. It was horrible to think of Ruan intentionally hurting her, but Reg was only too aware of domestic violence. Even a man who seemed devoted to his partner could hurt or kill her.

      It was Ruan’s hand on her shoulder, somehow lessening the pain to allow her to focus on her—or Calliopia’ s—surroundings.

      “What happened?” Reg asked, barely able to raise her voice above a whisper.

      Gentle hands changed the damp cloths on Calliopia’s forehead, attempting to cool her fever.

      “Shh, Callie. Rest thyself,” a woman’s voice murmured.

      “What happened? Who did this?”

      “It is a mortal wound. You must be still and allow us to work healing magic.”

      Reg’s mouth formed a name, and she forced herself to still it, not to voice it aloud to Ruan and give Calliopia’s location away.

      “A mortal wound,” she repeated.

      Ruan gave a strangled cry. “Take me to her,” he insisted. “I must be at her side.”

      “No. I need to know what happened.”

      Reg pulled her consciousness away from Calliopia’s mind, the pain slowly falling away until she was able to breathe and to look around and see her own surroundings again.

      She was on her knees, hands clawing at the ground. She slowly climbed back onto the bench and rested there, feeling weak all over.

      “Where is she?” Ruan demanded. “You saw.”

      “I can’t tell you yet. Not until I know what happened to her.”

      “I will find out. Show me where she is. I will discover what happened.”

      Reg shook her head.

      “It is a mortal wound,” Ruan repeated, his voice taking on panic. “I must be at her side.”

      “Not until I know what happened.”

      He grasped her arm with fingers as strong as iron. “Tell me! Take me to her!”

      “No.”
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      The emotions Reg had seen coming off of Ruan were now not just seeping out from Ruan’s carefully composed demeanor. They billowed out like clouds of steam—rage, despair, alarm. Reg had no doubt that he loved Callie, but love could lead to violence just as surely as hate.

      “You must not refuse me!”

      “I want to find out more. But I can’t do that with you here. You need to go away. Let me investigate further.”

      “Take me with you. Do you go to her?”

      “I don’t know. But I can’t take you. Not until I know what happened.”

      He stamped his foot, fear transforming to anger. “You must take me to her.”

      Reg got to her feet, knowing how strong and violent pixies could be. She didn’t want to have to defend herself against him alone. She didn’t even have the cats with her; they were both shut in the house, where they could not help. Reg started back toward the cottage. Ruan jumped to his feet and grabbed at her once, but missed, Reg’s arm slipping out of his grasp as she pulled quickly away.

      “Leave here,” Reg commanded, hoping that he would heed her if she were stern. If he wanted her help, then he would have to do what she said, even if he didn’t like it.

      Ruan stood still for a moment, scowling at her, then slunk off without a backward glance. Reg kept on eye on him as she went back to the cottage and let herself in, not wanting to be tricked into allowing him to enter with her.

      The last time Reg had gone to the Papillon estate, she had been with Jessup. Detective Jessup had been the one who had involved her in the case of the missing fairy daughter in the first place, hoping that Reg’s psychic gifts would allow her to guide the investigation in the right direction. Reg had succeeded in seeing Calliopia in her prison room, and they had eventually been able to unravel what had happened and to rescue her.

      This time, Reg didn’t know if she should recruit someone else to go with her or to just go on her own. She didn’t exactly have a great relationship with fairies, and knew very little about their protocols and traditions. They seemed to be very rigid people, and if Reg did anything wrong, they might not allow her in the house or let her help. They would probably deny that Calliopia was there.

      Reg considered her options. Sarah might know some of the fairy traditions. She had known some of the folk at the ball she and Reg had attended together. But Sarah had said that she had something to go to out of town. Reg hadn’t paid much attention and wasn’t sure if it was a witching conference or a singles event. Either way, it would be a couple of days until Sarah would be back.

      Davyn had already been there to help Reg out and would undoubtedly have other things to get done.

      She couldn’t be alone with Corvin.

      Damon, then? Or was she overlooking someone who might be of help? Francesca? Another witch or medium that Reg got along with? She could try asking Harrison, but he had a habit of wandering off or disappearing when she needed him.

      Eventually, Reg decided that Damon was the best bet. She pulled out her phone to give him a call.

      Damon accepted Reg’s invitation to go out with her, despite the fact that she didn’t expand on where she was going or why she wanted him. She met him at the cottage door.

      “Do you know much about fairies?”

      Damon pursed his lips and considered. “Aside from what I learned in school, not much. We covered general fairy history and treaties. I know some of the traditions and practices.”

      “Enough to keep me out of trouble?”

      The corner of his mouth went up. “I don’t know about that.”

      “Well, you’re not likely to make it much worse, anyway. Are you?”

      “I haven’t caused any riots while providing security services. I deal with the kin and many other peoples in that work. You know that one of my gifts is in calming emotions.”

      “And that works with fairies too?”

      “Just because they don’t show their emotions easily, that doesn’t mean that they don’t feel just as deeply. In fact, sometimes I wonder if those who mask their feelings better actually feel things more deeply.”

      It might have been helpful to have had Damon there while she was dealing with Ruan. Reg looked around as she and Damon walked out to his truck, squinting in the falling light.

      “What are you looking for?”

      “I just think…” There was a shifting shape in the trees beside the pathway, and Reg focused in on it. “I knew it. Ruan.”

      Damon frowned at her like she’d lost her mind. Reg had seen that look often enough before.

      “Ruan,” Reg repeated sternly.

      The shadowy figure made a motion like pulling back a curtain, and became visible to both of them, making Damon jump. Ruan’s expression was not a happy one.

      “You have not gone to see Callie. Where is my love?”

      “I will go see her. You need to stay away, or I won’t.”

      “Not acceptable.”

      Reg folded her arms stubbornly. “Really? How are you going to make me go?”

      He glared at her, his pupils wide pools of blackness that almost obliterated the blue irises. Reg looked quickly away before he could ensorcel her. She bumped Damon’s arm to make sure that he was not taken in either. “I guess we’ll just go inside.”

      “No!” Ruan moved toward her at a lightning-fast pace.

      Reg’s hand went up automatically to defend herself. She had been working hard at defensive spells, and Ruan
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