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Chaos Tryst

By Shirin Dubbin


Ariana Golde may be known for breaking and entering but she’s no thief, she’s a returner. She retrieves stolen objects and gives them back to their rightful owners. Her latest job: retrieving a statue from the Medveds. But Ari is having an off night, and she’s caught red-handed by three brothers, who don’t just get mad—they turn into bears.


Maksim Medved is outraged—the statue belongs to his parents. But Ari’s returner magick doesn’t lie: the heirloom has a new rightful owner. Ari is drawn to the surly, handsome Maks—maybe because he possesses the same chaos magick she does. But while Ariana enjoys a touch of chaos, Maks hates its destructive power.


When Ari and Maks team up to find her mystery client, their chaos magicks ignite even faster than their attraction. Can Maks learn to love a little chaos, or will the havoc they cause among the faebled creatures drive him away for good?
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Dear Reader,


What do you get when you cross summer with lots of beach time, and long hours of traveling? An executive editor who’s too busy to write the Dear Reader letter, but has time for reading. I find both the beach and the plane are excellent places to read, and thanks to plenty of time spent on both this summer (I went to Australia! And New Zealand!) I’m able to tell you with confidence: our fall lineup of books is outstanding.


We kick off the fall season with seven romantic suspense titles, during our Romantic Suspense celebration in the first week of September. We’re pleased to offer novella Fatal Destiny by Marie Force as a free download to get you started with the romantic suspense offerings. Also in September, fans of Eleri Stone’s sexy, hot paranormal romance debut novel, Mercy, can look forward to her follow-up story, Redemption, set in the same world of the Lost City Shifters.


Looking to dive into a new erotic romance? We have a sizzling trilogy for you. In October, look for Christine D’Abo’s Long Shot trilogy featuring three siblings who share ownership of a coffee shop, and each of whom discover steamy passion within the walls of a local sex club. Christine’s trilogy kicks off with Double Shot.


In addition to a variety of frontlist titles in historical, paranormal, contemporary, steampunk and erotic romance, we’re also pleased to present two authors releasing backlist titles with us. In October, we’ll re-release four science fiction romance titles from the backlist of C.J. Barry, and in November four Western romance titles from the backlist of Susan Edwards.


Also in November, we’re thrilled to offer our first two chick lit titles from three debut authors, Liar’s Guide to True Love by Wendy Chen and Unscripted by Natalie Aaron and Marla Schwartz. I hope you’ll check out these fun, sometimes laugh-out-loud novels.


Whether you’re on the beach, on a plane, or sitting in your favorite recliner at home, Carina Press can offer you a diverting read to take you away on your next great adventure this fall!


We love to hear from readers, and you can email us your thoughts, comments and questions to generalinquiries@carinapress.com. You can also interact with Carina Press staff and authors on our blog, Twitter stream and Facebook fan page.


Happy reading!

~Angela James


Executive Editor, Carina Press

www.carinapress.com

www.twitter.com/carinapress

www.facebook.com/carinapress







Dedication


Chaos Tryst is dedicated to awakenings. They are as brutal as they are beautiful, yet through the destruction of our worst selves our finest are created.


Thanks to the fabulous Julie Butcher for answering my call for help and introducing me to Joe Bearden. And to Joe for providing the Russian flavor and flair I couldn't have added on my own, for naming the magical Roma, for vorovka, and for being all around amazing.


For Leslie “L.A.” Banks, May all the love, light and hugs you've given over the years return to you one-hundred fold. You have inspired me in ways I'll never be able to fully express. Love you, lady!
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Chapter One



Where had she gone wrong? Oh right, she’d brought her phone on a B&E and now it threatened to vibrate free of one her hidden pockets. Ariana looked down at her feet and realized she’d frozen mid clandestine tiptoe across someone else’s foyer. Genius. The owners of the expansive home weren’t in, so the soft-shoe mambo wasn’t strictly necessary. Of course it never hurt a returner to be more cautious than brave, and her black-on-black leather wrestling boots kept her as silent in shoes as she would’ve been barefoot—which generally kept her from getting nabbed.

Ari caught a glimpse of her jumpsuit-clad body in the ornate mirror hung floor to ceiling on the near wall. Cute, she thought with sarcasm. Ariana Golde, the lamest Michael Jackson impersonator ever to do a point toe pose. Hee, hee. She spun in the dusk-darkened room and moonwalked a few steps backward. Lack of sleep in the form of five days of nonstop retrieval-and-returning was making her loopy. The phone buzzed again and she relaxed, lowering her heels to touch the floor.

Her second wrong turn…or maybe it had been the first. Yep, now she thought on it, bringing her phone along was the lesser of her missteps, but Ari wasn’t at fault for her first. She hadn’t chosen to be her mother’s daughter. Oh, she enjoyed a touch of chaos, but dealing with Inari—well, cataclysmic seemed a weak classification. And, no doubt, it was her okaasan, her mother, calling. Otherwise she’d feel absolutely no compunction to answer.

That was the problem with the old Faebles, especially well-known ones like Ari’s mother and father, somehow or another, through magick or coercion, you did what they wanted.

Inari had lived outside of Japan for centuries but even away from her seat of power she held an amazing sway of enchantment. Then again, maybe it wasn’t enchantment her mother wielded but classic mama guilt.

Whatever.

Ari sighed. Whenever her mother called she had to answer—was compelled to—no matter what. A quick tap to her Bluetooth opened the connection. Her mother didn’t bother to wait for a greeting.

“Your life goals finally became clear to me today, Kit. You intend to be a lonely old spinster like the lady of the Goblin-kin. Have I guessed correctly?” Inari’s softly accented voice rang sweet as tinkling bells and struck like a hammer.

Ari nearly laughed. Inari excelled at passive aggression; one of the top ten wielders in the land. “Yep, Okaasan, you guessed it. I plan on letting my nether regions wither and blow away. Talk about a dry spell. I can see it now—‘Ariana Anase Kitsu Golde, the cause of a dust storm unparalleled since the 1930s dust bowl. Click here for the full story.’” She clucked her tongue in an imitation of a mouse clicking the imagined link. “Poor you and poor Baba. No little Faeble scions to carry on your legacy.”

Ari began to pace, a learned response to her mother’s phone calls, and stepped into an ellipse of multihued light projected from the wall above the front doors onto the polished stone floor. The angle of the moon distorted the image cast by the stained glass window and caused the light to stretch into an oblong. As soon as she stood within the pattern, a heavy unease settled over her. She hopped backward quicker than thought and landed outside the design.

Her mother coughed lightly. “You inherited your sense of humor from your baba’s side and unfortunately I am not coarse enough to appreciate it.”

Ari laughed aloud this time. “Watch it, crazy lady, I have no problems telling your husband what you just said.”


She looked over her shoulder at the stained glass. It depicted a great brown bear ensnarled in flowering vines, the loveliness of the art wildly incongruent with the “yuck factor” the window projected. It gave her the heebie-jeebies. How strange the Medved brothers chose to hang such a nasty bit of business in their hall. Sure, in the world of Faebles the most beautiful things would often eat you alive and thank you for the sacrifice. It was to be expected. Expected and avoided. But from what she’d heard about the three brothers, they were old—and age implied a lack of recklessness…either that or great power.

A chill passed over her and she decided to pick up the pace, grab the object she’d come for, and get out of Dodge. She did not want to face men who could live in the shadow of a relic as dark as the stained glass. She liked breathing way too much for that.

Her mother was saying something.

“So you do want to be old and alone like the Lady Goblin-kin?”

“Okaasan, don’t try it.” Ari grinned. “You’ve told me far too often how the Grand High Oni exacts his revenge by ruining every marriage contract the Lady Goblin-kin has ever made. That’s why she’s alone.”

“Conceded. Shall we strike a bargain? I’ll relent on the husband talk for now if you’ll agree to allow your father and me to teach you more about your heritage.”

“What’s to know? I’m a regular old Faeble.”

Crickets.

“Okay, I’ll consider it if you’ll let me off the phone. I need to complete this job and get out of here. I’ve got a funny feeling.”

“Agreed.” Her mother sounded triumphant. “Call me when you’ve returned whatever object you’re seeking to its proper place. And, daughter…”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Try not to break anything.”

“Will do.” Ari tapped her Bluetooth again and dismissed all thought, allowing her returner senses to guide her. The soft tug of the item she’d come for beckoned, an unquestionable sign it did not belong in the Medved brothers’ home. The retrieval was justified and she could still count herself the opposite of goblins or thieves.

Hmm, semantics. Goblins and thieves; thieves and goblins were analogous. No difference—except goblins were a natural foil to a returner’s powers due to their appropriation magick. Goblins thought everything belonged to them. It was an arrogance born of blood and it gave them rights to anything they acquired for as long as they wanted it. Ari huffed. Inversely, returners retrieved things that were out of place and returned them to their owners. In the human world this didn’t matter much, but for Faebles—the race of folklore and faerie tales—it prevented many a magical showdown.

Ari liked the job and the peace it helped to maintain. If one of the storied folk lost something due to theft or trickery, they’d hire a returner to bring it back. This provided a far more civilized solution than ripping the offender’s throat out or cursing them with foot fungus in places they didn’t wear shoes. It cut down on retaliation too. The offender, having been caught fair and true, often took the retrieval with amiable acceptance and considered the matter finished. On the flip, a more overt action by the owner might force the offender to avenge their pride. And Faebles got even in some rather nasty ways; getting turned into a frog was a minor thing. Ari had seen folks turned into a pimple on a frog’s booty. She shook her head. Each time the frog hopped probably hurt like Hades.


The pull of the object stretched from her body in a taut band of magick. The feeling bore similarities to the pull of a person with a magnetic personality—gentle yet insistent. Ari followed it into the kitchen. Once she stepped through the arch connecting the kitchen to the foyer, the room opened up.

Harlequin-patterned tiles in two neutral shades, one lighter, the other a deeper cocoa hue, spread across the large space. The cabinets were finished in a rich, lustrous black, the counters in the same stone as the lighter of the floor tiles. Windows ran the full length of the wall over the sink and prep area. If that wasn’t enough, a massive island stood in the middle of the room, providing space for a six-burner cooktop on one side and six-seater bar top on the other.

Near the stainless steel refrigerator stood a tall bottle of—call it stereotyping but she’d guess vodka—placed on a tray with green apples and a carving knife. Cool. Ari lifted the bottle for a sniff. It promptly slipped from her fingers. She fumbled, flipping the thing around several times before she got a firm grip on it and set it down with a relieving thud. Whew. Despite her mother’s warning, Ari’s clumsiness didn’t normally make appearances on jobs. She really needed to get some sleep.

Not far from the liquor and fruit tableau, an open pizza box held the last two slices of European style pizza: fresh tomatoes, thick slices of mozzarella, basil and a crust crisp to a point Americans called burnt.

Ari sniffed and would have passed through, leaving the rest of the kitchen unscathed. She really would have, that is, if the scent of brown sugar and butter with chunks of toffee and chocolate hadn’t grabbed her by the nostrils and yanked her over to a cooling rack laden with cookies. Nummy They smelled the way she imagined the actor Boris Kodjoe would. All delicious and, um—delicious. Before she could stop herself she shoved an entire cookie into her mouth and made orgasmic noises as she chewed.

Evil. Pure, unadulterated evil. Two more cookies were gone and two others ended up in her shoulder pack. Heck, she’d eaten enough to set off warning bells as it was. She didn’t want to be at home later tonight, start craving these wicked goodies and be unable to do anything about it.

One of the Medveds had serious baking skills. The cookies were fresh, homemade and from a recipe she’d never come across before, and if Ariana Golde knew anything better than returning or breaking stuff, it was cookies. She ate another, leaving a count of eighteen. Hey, she had to even things out. That was the least she could do.

A mournful sigh at leaving the remaining cookies preceded one last glance over her shoulder.

C’mon, Ari. Work to do.

A second archway led to another room, this one quite casual, likely a family room or a den. The three bachelors definitely spent a lot of time here—as witnessed by the pool table, monstrous flat screen TV and three separate couches. Three.

The first looked as though it had been carved from a single piece of wood. It still held the shape of a tree with a bough of leaves rising from the backrest. A tree sprite had clearly sculpted the couch from a living tree. Green pillows in varying shades provided the only soft touches.

Facing the bench, on the other side of the red, blue and green geometric floor rug, sat couch number two. This one spoke of craftsmanship. Cornflower blue brocade covered a carved wooden frame with exposed arms and eight spindle legs as support to an oval back with a pediment on top.


Meh, both couches were lovely but they didn’t suit Ari’s taste. She liked something either softer than the bench or less likely to break than the settee.

At the head of the first two pieces was a third; its placement completed a U-shape. Now this was a good spot to sit and watch some TV. She launched herself at the red leather sofa. The effects of days without sleep made it irresistible. Just a few moments rest and then…ahh.

The thickly padded square arms and seat welcomed her into comfort. Ari snuggled and looked around to see a sofa table butted against the couch’s back. Spotting the remote, she had to stop herself from turning on a Yankees game and drifting off. Napping on the job would be a very silly move. Cripes, she was out of control tonight. She closed the hand hovering over the remote into a fist. That’s when she saw the object.

The sculpture she’d come for presided over the Medveds’ den from the middle of the table. It had obviously been placed in the perfect position to be admired from any vantage and viewed by each of the brothers—a stunning amber focal point emanating old magicks.

“Hello, gorgeous,” Ari whispered as she lifted the carving of bees encircling a warmly glowing honeycomb. The amber had been polished to a sheen that lent the dripping honey an astonishing realism. Ari swore she could smell the honey and would taste it if she licked her fingers. No wonder her rather mysterious client wanted the object back.

She let the single strap of her shoulder pack slide down her arm and come to a rest on the red leather seat. After unzipping the bag she reverently slipped the sculpture inside.

Chimes reverberated through the room. Ari felt the resonance clear through to her spine as the grandfather clock on the near wall struck six. Uh oh. Faebled celebrity, Cindy, often warned: “The evening chimes felt are a bad hand dealt. In other words, your night’s headed south, dear ones, and we ain’t talkin’ Georgia.” Ari refused to worry. It hadn’t turned out so badly for Cindy in the end, if you didn’t count all the drama she’d weathered before she’d gotten her man and her slipper back.

“Somebody’s been rummaging through my den.”

Ari spun around so quickly the satiny coils of her golden dreadlocks hit her in the face. Ow. The combination of her Japanese and West African heritages made for a solid grade of hair. That stung. Not as badly as getting nabbed by the Medveds would but still, Ow.

The dark-haired man facing her seemed amused; suppressed laughter sparkled within his aquamarine eyes. Oh good, amused worked for her. Of course, whenever her mother had greeted Ari’s childhood antics with a smile, Ari had known to cower behind her father’s legs, all eight of them.

The man, a Medved brother if she had to guess, stepped into the room and stopped with the kitchen archway as his backdrop. Neither of them moved further.

It wasn’t being caught that gave Ari pause. She’d wriggled out of similar situations. What made her hesitate was how much the man resembled another—the Eastern European bone structure tempered by the exotic, the swarthy olive skin, and most of all the bearing. But this man’s hair was much too long, his features too refined, almost pretty.

Her shoulders relaxed in relief and she arched an eyebrow at him now her thoughts were back on solid ground. He mimicked the expression with his own brow. Ari shrugged, grinned sheepishly and bolted for the alternate doorway leading back to the foyer. Halfway there a freakin’ ginormous figure filled the passageway. Another Medved. Another fleeting blink of, almost, recognition.


What to do? Well, she’d seen a maneuver in a movie she might as well try out now. If she timed it just right she could drop to her knees, use the forward momentum to slide between the big man’s legs and escape into the foyer.

Ready, steady, slide! Everything went swimmingly on the approach but she’d forgotten what a tall woman she was. Forgot it all the way up until her forehead slammed into the poor guy’s ’nads.

Oooh cushy, she thought as the collision knocked her backward. The big guy yelped, fell forward and smashed into the floor. Ari scrambled from between his legs and kept trucking toward the door. A smattering of what sounded like a Russian prayer followed her.

“Dude! So sorry,” she shot back over one shoulder. Turning back toward the exit, she nearly bashed into a huge brown bear. She blinked at the animal for a nanosecond, dumbstruck.

“I think I hate you guys,” she said, loud enough for all to hear. Executing a back handspring she gave herself some thinking room and pulled her staff from her bag. The enchanted wooden weapon elongated to fighting length the moment it made contact with her skin.

Jeez, the Medveds were nuttier than a cashew dipped in peanut butter. Everything was big, huge, ginormous and monstrous. She felt guilty of adjective abuse and…and forget about that. The brothers were impressive enough. They didn’t need the—well, she couldn’t call the animal anything else, adjective ahead—mammoth attack bear. Jeezy winkies. And also…why in all of the ten kingdoms did her nose itch?

A thought fought for attention at the edge of her consciousness; no time to coax it forward, though.

She blocked a vicious swipe of the bear’s claw with her staff, twirling it to slap the creature across the snout. The bear roared but she knew she hadn’t really hurt it. She checked her surroundings against the two brothers’ approach. The smaller one was too busy helping the injured one off the floor to bother with her.

The bear growled. She swiped her itchy nose with a forearm and turned back to face it. Intelligence gleamed within the depths of its turquoise eyes. What amazing eyes he had. What was she missing? Realization crystallized. This wasn’t strictly an animal, but a Faeble who also happened to be a bear—likely one of the descendants of Nikolai, Snow White’s second husband. Snow’s first husband, Charming, was a dic— Oh, of course. She’d read it in the dossier. The three Medveds were all bears. Ari would have struck herself on the forehead if she had a hand free. Who could forget that?

Sleep. She desperately needed some.

Focus, woman! Ari mentally shook herself. You haven’t had any rest, you’re facing off with a bear, and the fact he’s a Faeble makes those teeth and claws all the more dangerous… He does have really pretty eyes though. Kinda dreamy and…aw, c’mon!

Her lack of focus had given the bear the opportunity to rise onto hind legs. Ari threw her staff above her head and braced herself. The bear’s claws came down on her hands, the pressure painful. She looked up to find him smiling as he clamped his paws over her hands. He had her caught.

They struggled, forward and back, in an unwitting imitation of a waltz. One, two, three. One, two, three.


Perhaps it was the contact of skin to paw-pad that caused the magick to coalesce. Ari couldn’t be sure but she watched in awe as chaos magick swirled to life in a three-dimensional octagon-like thing between them. It hung in the air, bobbing in time to their impromptu dance. As suddenly as the magick formed it stopped and split into eight disks. The disks shot out, breaking into fractals—the pattern repeating—at varying distances before reversing. Sucking back into themselves, the disks imploded into nothingness.

Ari and the bear both sagged beneath the weight of relief.

BOOSH! The chaos magick exploded. A dizzying tumult of rose-colored particles surged in all directions. The force shattered the stained glass window above them in a rain of brown, red and green shards. Only the bear’s body and the thickness of his fur protected the pair.

Good riddance, Ari thought as the last of the glass hit the stone floor. Seizing the moment, she pulled down on her staff for leverage, planted her right foot on the bear’s belly and ran up the front of his body. Reaching his head she kicked him in the chin. He released his hold on her hands as she swung over the top of her weapon and landed a few feet away with the staff held firmly in her grasp.

The creature charged but Ari used what she’d learned from her first failed attempt and slid between his hind legs, staying low.

Clear of the bear, she ran toward one of the statues gracing the foyer. Hoping she’d timed it right she slammed one end of her staff into the sculpture’s base. The wood extended in the effort, pole vaulting Ariana Golde, Triumphant Returner, through the opening left by the shattered stained glass and outside to freedom.

Only the prudence of holding on to her staff stopped Ari from giving the bear a mean ole one-finger salute in parting.








Chapter Two



“We must go.” Maks growled at his brothers. He’d started to pace, rubbing his sore jaw as he moved. They were losing the girl while his elder brother, Dmitri, flailed on the floor.

“Toes,” Dmitri said, “I cannot feel my toes. Are they still where I left them, Kostya?”

Konstantin, the youngest of the three, stared at Dmitri for a moment, his brows drawn up into an inverted V. “Mitya, you think of toes when it is your balls you should worry over.”

Dmitri moaned again and continued to roll from this side to that, his hands firmly cupped over his groin. “I know my balls are here, Kostya.” He wheezed in Konstantin’s direction. “They are screaming at me. It is my toes I have lost all contact with.”

Konstantin looked at Maks in concern and Maks gave him a blank glare in return.

“Maks,” Dmitri said from a new angle on the floor. He’d folded himself into a fetal position, a comical pose for one so broad shouldered. Maks pressed his lips together. He would not scoff. He would not. His brother was in pain. He had never seen his, quite literally, bigger brother react to an injury in this manner. Dmitri was stoic in most situations—the apotheosis of masculinity. Why was he rolling around like his bike had been stolen and he’d taken a beatdown for it? Besides, they were losing the trail of the heirloom-stealing vixen who’d broken into their home this night.

“Maks. Maksim,” Dmitri continued, “please, brother, you must check to see that my toes are where they should be. I need them for balance.”

Dmitri suddenly sat up, clapped his hands over his ears and said, “I hear banjos. Do you not hear them? There is a bluegrass band playing in my head,” then promptly curled back into a ball and groaned.

That was it. They had no choice. Konstantin began laughing uncontrollably and Maks snorted, rubbing his eyes to conceal his amusement.

“Damn you, Mitya.” Maks walked over and leaned to slap his brother on the back. “We need to hunt the thief now. There is no time for such nonsensical nonsense.”

Konstantin laughed harder.

“Plus, the vixen barely bumped you. It cannot be so bad as this.” Maks indicated his brother’s fetal position with a sweeping hand. “We must go now.”

“You go, Maks. I will attend to the babe on the floor. Perhaps take him to a healer,” Konstantin said.

“Surely you are making the joke. I cannot go after this creature alone. Did you not sense the chaos magick within her? Did you not see what happened to that accursed stained glass?” Maks resumed his pacing.

Konstantin had to have gone mad, likely another consequence of Maks’s chaos magick blending with the vixen’s. If he went after the thief alone there would be destruction. He did not doubt.

Chaos magick was an unpredictably destructive force in the Faebled world. It made things go wrong in spectacular ways. Maks held his own chaos in check most of the time, but something in the thief’s magick called to his own and he had been unable to hold back. He considered himself a liability at the best of times but in proximity to the thief he was an unexploded grenade, pin pulled and ready to lower the boom.


Such was the way of things among the storied folk. He was not a babe to cry over hardship. Nor bear jealousy toward his brothers. He merely wished his nature fell more in line with theirs. They were born of order as their father had been. Maks’s mother imbued him alone with her gift for entropy and his brothers continued to pretend their mother’s predilection hadn’t sealed their parents’ fate.

Maks glanced behind him at the vigilant statues in the foyer. The marble faces of his parents remained unaffected by their middle son’s turmoil.

Dmitri looked to the statues, as well, but his gaze also slid to the remnants of the stained glass. He would soon start droning at Maks on how chaos was the tool of the tricksters and tricksters destroyed and remade the world so it would not stagnate and fall into decay.

“I have told you how badly you misinterpret your powers,” Dmitri said from the floor, hands still clasped over his jewels. “They are good.”

Clockwork. Maks shook his head. “So says the man who sets things in their proper order.”

Dmitri held high ranking in a faction of Faebles equivalent to the CIA with FBI tendencies. He worked for the A2O, the Agents of Order, and did the job well.

Maks revered his elder brother in the classical sense—the way such fraternal bonds were written in fiction. He’d bet light actually shone in his eyes when he looked at Dmitri, but his ego shrugged off the emotion. Embarrassing.

“I agree with Mitya.” Konstantin chimed in.

“So says the man who foresees things as they should be.”

Konstantin didn’t get a say. As an Oracle of Order he couldn’t comprehend the affliction of chaos. Their youngest brother foresaw the best ways to maintain the as-it-should-be in the Faeble world and organized the A2O into action, protecting the outcome. If you slapped him Konstantin would bruise in an orderly fashion.

Most storied folk were unaware of the identities of Oracles of Order, yet the station was as beloved as the Pope or Dalai Lama. Maks’s affection for the cub trumped all. He did not begrudge either sibling their order. He wanted a piece of it for himself. To build, not to demolish.

For years he’d contented himself with managing the family business, utilizing a daring his brothers did not possess. He would not deny the pride their chains of dance and recording studios brought him. Chaos also meant he understood the fluctuations of investing and surfed the swells and wanes adeptly.

Konstantin crossed the room to face Maks. Their features and coloring were so alike, from the chiseled slash of high cheekbones to the strong Slavic jaw lines, on to the Gypsy brown skin and hair of ebon curls. While these were classic trademarks of the Bolshebnukh Roma, the magical sect of the Roma Ruska Gypsies, Maks had to note his brother’s slimmer build and much longer hair to be sure he wasn’t looking at his own reflection.

“Maks, as surely as I am an Oracle of Order I tell you it must be you who goes after that creature and brings her back.” Konstantin returned his gaze in earnest. Maks flexed his fingers and folded them into fists then released and repeated. He turned from his brother only to turn immediately back.

“I tell you our two energies will endanger any around us.”

“You will not.”

They waited out the impasse. Against his character, Maks relented first. “What do you see, Kostya?”

Konstantin’s head drooped a hair. “Too much.”

“You are being cryptic with me now?”

A chuckle as the younger brother looked up. “You want me to unravel fate for you?” Impatience met his question.


“Same as it ever was, Maks. There are threads coming together, intersections that must be made before the future can be woven. Just as other things must fall apart.” Konstantin turned his palms out to either side to show he hid nothing. “This is what I see. What I always see.”

Dmitri broke the silence that followed with a moan. “I also know the eldest desperately needs aid from a healer,” Konstantin said.

Maks shot him a doubtful look.

“Am I no longer to be trusted, Maksim?”

Maks considered his younger brother for long moments. Without a word he turned, bounded across the glass-strewn foyer and leapt impossibly high. At the apex of the leap he sailed through the mess of the accursed window, just as the thief had done before him.








Chapter Three



Ari sipped her hojicha green tea. Placing the cup on the table, she paused, looked to see if anyone watched, and surreptitiously munched a stolen cookie. Sweet baby Buddha.

Stardust, her favorite coffee shop, seethed with Faebles—as usual. The storied folks favored tea and coffee. The leaves and beans were the fruit of the earth and therefore imbued with the old magicks. Faebles also liked sugar. A lot. Pop up a vein and mainline the sweetness a lot. Stardust’s baked goods had been awarded five coffee cups and the title “Best in the Land” on Jack Horner’s blog. Little Jack had clearly never tasted the Medveds’ cookies. Er. Or better said, cookies made by the Medveds. The assertion any treat could top the café’s sounded ridiculous, even in Ari’s head, yet truth was tru—

“Each midday I must travel from one side of Fanaweigh’s Scar to the other so my cart spends equal time on both the ogre and goblin sides.” The ovoid man at the next table sighed and rested his eggshell against the wall.

“Have you not considered climbing the blasted wall and evoking a levitation spell to lift your cart over? T’would save you hours in a day,” said the gnome he shared a plate of scones with.

“Climb Fanaweigh’s Scar!” The ovoid was outraged. “By Humpty’s fall, have you tasted ambrosia? We eggs have no luck with walls or climbing. No sir, we do not.”

Ari stifled a snort so not to offend the ovoid. They were a pompous bunch and easily set off, yet she could sympathize. The wall at Fanaweigh had blighted that community. She remembered the day, decades ago, when the barrier had sprung from the earth and split families in two as they lounged in their homes. But she’d never understood why the separated members weren’t allowed to move out of the district or to join their loved ones on the opposite side. And there were other consequences. With all the misery the structure caused it had come naturally to dub it Fanaweigh’s Scar.

Ari huffed. All this grief because the ogre king, the Grand High Oni—she glanced heavenward—had come to blows with the late Lord Goblin-kin during a poker game, and subsequently raised the magical wall to separate ogre territory from the goblins’. To hear the grapevines tell it, the Grand High Oni had also led the Lord Goblin-kin to a horrible death. One too awful to think on let alone to name. According to her mother, the king of the ogres still wasn’t satisfied and continued to exact revenge from the Lady Goblin-kin—the late lord’s daughter and heir to his throne.

Fanaweigh’s Scar really ought to come tumbling down…

Ari’s phone rang and the fact she couldn’t help but answer meant only one person was calling.

“Okaasan, are you going through some strange kind of separation anxiety?”

Ari swiped at her nose with her knuckles. It had begun to itch, and the itching led to twitching. And the twitching reminded her of him…

“Yes, Kit, your father has gone out and although you are slim comfort, I do what I must to entertain myself,” her mother replied.

“Nice.” Ari’s gaze raked the coffee shop. She couldn’t tell whether she was giddy or nauseous. Probably both.

“You thought you’d learned acerbity from your baba?”

“I was confused.” Ari’s nose spasmed in pace with her plodding heart. Don’t let it be him.

“Obviously,” Inari said dryly.


The “What do you want, crazy lady?” Ari murmured did not the match the Let it be him. Don’t let it be him. Let it be him. Don’t let it be him cart wheeling through her mind.

Inari’s robes rustled over the line and Ari imagined her mother resettling herself in exasperation as she so often did, her tiny feet curled beneath her on the chaise.

“Did you return the Grand High Oni’s necklace yet?”

“Not yet. Next stop.”

“It is important to note, the goblin-kin are often lonely.”

Ari quirked a brow. “What are you? A fortune cookie? Way to be stereotypical, Mommy. And he’s an ogre not a goblin.”

“I am Japanese, so no, not a fortune cookie. And yes, this is what I have said.”

Ari choked on a chuckle and dropped her forehead into the palm of the bent arm resting on the table. “Sure you did. Can I go now? I’m feeling funny again…”

Her mother didn’t get an opportunity to answer. Or if she did Ari didn’t hear it. She was too busy bolting to her feet as a man sat down in the chair across from her. The ungainly movement caused the front of her thighs to catch the underside of the table and it tumbled over. Teacup and pot, cookies, plates and all. Only the table survived the fall intact.

Ari clicked her Bluetooth off without another word to Inari.

The man looked from her to the floor, back to her, and down to the floor again before leaning over to right the fallen furnishing. There was nothing he could do for the other items except allow the busboys to do their jobs.

Ari didn’t care either way.

She slapped both hands over her nose, sat with a thud and slid down as far as remaining in her chair would allow.

It was him. The source of her twitchy nose. The beat her heart skipped. The purple prose in her diary.

It was like the first time she’d seen him all over again. She’d been a little one then, riding between her parents on the Orient Express out of Paris. They’d been on their way to Vienna…or Istanbul—she couldn’t remember which. The family traveled all of Europe and the Orient over and again in the 1800s. Her father avoided America in those days because appearing in his true West African aspect would have been dangerous. The deepest skin tone he could have affected without the threat of enslavement had been Arab royalty and the restriction made her baba uncomfortable.

America had been just as dangerous a prospect for her mother during the Second World War, with the peril of internment camps or bouts of suspicion-driven violence. Her parents hadn’t wanted to risk their glamour failing them in a country where the diminished perception of their worth would have sorely drained their powers, leaving them weakened enough to endanger their and their daughter’s lives. Even her okaasan and baba could perish, especially without the magick of human belief to strengthen them. Ari didn’t like to think on it, but death could find and claim the gods too—even if the search took longer than normal.

She had not forgotten her parents’ trepidation in that age of a very different United States. Nor could she forget the man. He was an indelible etching on her memory. The image of his lean muscular legs stretched into the aisle of the train car, his bearing and appearance caught somewhere between Russian aristocracy and Gypsy—odd, incongruent. Enthralling.


His seat within the car had placed him too far away to guess the color of his eyes, but his aura held gravitational pull and had set off uncontrollable facial tics. Ari had connected to his energy, to him. The sensation had been like the discovery of an unused limb, one that had atrophied but would soon become strong through use. She felt the man as a part of herself.

A hundred years or so later, somewhen during Reagan’s reign, she had seen him for the second time—Rigoletto at the San Francisco Opera. The lights in the gallery had begun to blink, signaling the audience to take their seats. Her twitching nose synced itself to the flickering lights as forewarning of a much more significant event, and the man had emerged from between a pair of arguing critics.

Black-tie Armani, before it had become passé, tailored impeccably with a red cravat to illustrate personal flare. The man was a thing of epic pulchritude.

Instant regression into that ole Orient Express shyness. Black magick indeed.

Ari hadn’t bothered to excuse herself. She’d stiffly strode to the bathroom and locked herself inside a water closet. No amount of pleading or compulsion from her mother drew her out of those chichi theater toilets that night. Only magick sufficed. She still had a burn mark on her booty as evidence of Inari’s ire.

“Am I to guess, from your silence, you did not expect to be found?”

Ari snapped out of her remembrance to meet aquamarine eyes. Their connection hadn’t faded. “Ahh, okay, you’re a Medved. Aren’t you?”

The man looked down at himself and back to her. “Could there be doubts?”

None at all. Ari cursed herself for relying on the dossier her client provided. She’d rested on her laurels because of her busy schedule rather than researching the Medveds herself. She wasn’t usually so careless. What a fine way to land in the pot, nose twitching and rear exposed.

After nearly a century of screwing up in the family business, before giving up and proving herself useful as a returner, Ari had finally grown up enough not to be intimidated by the man. She might’ve been bold enough to woo him. Unfortunately they’d been brought together on the night she’d retrieved something from his home…Hold on.

“Why did you follow me? I retrieved the statue fair as fey.”

“Stole, vorovka.” Off her puzzled look he clarified. “Vorovka means—” he rolled a hand in the air, “—thief. You stole our statue. Return it now.”

“Maks?”

“Yes.”

“I knew it. You had to be the middle Medved. You’re seriously surly. Everyone says.”

“Storied folk do not think I am surly.”

“Oh yeah they do, middleman. Mean and surly.” Ari laughed. “I’m only kidding about the mean.”

Crickets.

She shook her head and exhaled. “Take the truth like a big boy and pull up your underoos.”

“I do not wear superhero-themed underwear. I prefer the boxer briefs.”

It was bad enough beholding him in the upscale plaid shirt he wore—fitted through the waist with snapped shoulder tabs accentuating the breadth of his body, several buttons undone at the chest—the hair on his chin far from a beard but more than stubble, his dark hair windswept… Breathe, girl. Did he need to mention boxer briefs? Her nose twitched at a vision of him in his undies. Cutting off your nose to spite your face made so much sense now.

“I didn’t need to know that, Maksim.”


“I did not need to be called surly. We are even.” He relaxed in his chair. Mimicking her memory of his reclined pose on the train, he sprawled his legs beneath the table, one arm on top and the other thrown across the knee of his olive cargo pants.

A busboy carrying a tray bent to clean up the spilled dishes from the floor and Maks turned his attention away from the conversation. Picking a cookie from the aloft tray, he took a sniff and furrowed his brow at Ari.

“What kind of creature commandeers a man’s baked goods from his home?”

“One with good taste.” She impetuously swiped the cookie from his hand and chomped the treat like the cross-eyed blue monster from the famous children’s show.

Cripes, she needed a nap. Her mother would’ve died had she witnessed the “filthiness of eating food from the floor,” but Ari could flinch and possibly hurl later. Right now she needed to regain control.

Maks opened his mouth and a long feminine sigh came out. His brows drew together comically and he turned in his chair. Ari’s gaze shadowed his movement and found an ancient Faeble actually doing the sighing.

The female had the air of a Greek, from the jet waves of her hair and the warm cream of her complexion, right down to her modern one-shoulder top and its rows of ruffles, emulating draping. The Greek clearly hadn’t tasted her coffee but she stirred the cup in unceasing circuits, her eyes as empty as the cup was full. The pale blue of the skin beneath her lower lashes matched the top she wore in a sad show of fashion fabulousity.

The troubles of one so old were difficult to comprehend, yet Ari empathized with the longing the Faeble breathed out with each sigh. Ari couldn’t recall what the ancient one called herself. The word forlorn kept coming to mind in place of a name.

Maks turned back and started to speak again. Whatever he’d planned to say was lost to an escalating argument between the ovoid man and his gnome companion.

The pair stood up as though added elevation would lend validity to their viewpoints. The shouting blared incomprehensibly, enraging the gnome enough to headbutt the ovoid. The egg-man toppled. Sputtering with indignity, he waved his stumpy arms while the entire café held their breaths, waiting for the yolk to hit the fan. Tragedy lost out to back fat; rolls upon rolls of cushiony fat on the back of a corpulent Faeble broke the egg-man’s fall. The save and subsequent bounce averted a trip to the ER but kicked off another argument.

This time the gnome and the ovoid ganged up on the corpulent male for getting in the way. They gave him a piece of their now unified minds. The pair’s bullying didn’t sit well with the human woman at the corpulent Faeble’s table. She stood, letting loose a stream of litigious verbiage starting with “We’ll sue” and progressing with copious amounts of Latin. So much so the café bouncer—a pretty goblin maiden with shoulders like tree stumps—punched the woman smack in the mouth. Clearly the bouncer suspected spell casting was afoot.

Ari figured the punch was a necessary precaution. Legalese sounded a lot like ensorcelling. A serious no-no in public. Humans should be more careful. All Faeble establishments had bouncers. The concept of behaving properly was as ludicrous to the storied folk as dying of old age. The human woman clearly didn’t understand the bouncer had only done her duty. Resistance ensued in the form of more legalese, which earned the woman a black eye to go with her fat lip.

Ari’s eyes lit up with the sheer mayhem of it all. She looked to Maks to see if he enjoyed the shenanigans as much as she did.


She was sorely disappointed. The middle Medved’s expression remained serious. One might call him brooding and Ari didn’t have the kind of teenage girl fanaticism to appreciate brooding. No matter how ruggedly hot her crush happened to be.

Maks covered his face and breathed visibly. Seconds passed before he dropped the hand.

“Return the statue so I may go,” he said, projecting his voice over the cacophony.

“You know I can’t give you something that doesn’t belong to you. The sculpture has been repossessed, middleman. Let it go.” She watched him for acquiescence. There was none. “Please?”

Maks flexed and curled his fingers then released them to lay his palms on the table. “This statue was carved by my father from resin meant for the Amber Room. For him, it was a symbol of his affection for my mother. He used it to court and win her. Are you understanding?”

He paused and stood. His palms remained pressed to the table. “If it does not belong to me and my brothers it does not belong anywhere. You have stolen the heart of our family.”

Ari blinked up at him. She did not doubt his words. Could not. Something was very wrong with this job. Yet as much as she wanted to give the sculpture back, it did not belong to the Medved family anymore. Returner powers didn’t lie.

“Maks, I apologize. Something has happened. If it still belonged to you I couldn’t have taken it.”

He snarled, a decidedly ursine sound. Ari paused and cast him a sideways glance. “If you’re planning on fighting me I’d rather we skip it. Let’s just pretend we battled it out and I won.”

He looked askance. She seized the moment and held up her left wrist. The intricate glyphs of the Returner’s Creed were branded into the skin from the base of her hand to midforearm. The markings were delicate but crucial. A returner’s brand kept them honest, making it physically impossible for her to have taken an object from its rightful owner. The fact was incontrovertible. Maks had to know that.

She reached into her pack and pulled the honeycomb sculpture from it. Her markings became incandescent. Maks’s gaze went from her wrist to her face and back to his proclaimed family heirloom. The planes of his cheeks and jaw settled into lines of vexed confusion. “This cannot be. Your face reveals you believe the truth. This is my family’s treasure. How could it no longer be ours?”

Tightness spread beneath his eyes. From the stress he’d placed on certain words, Ari knew he needed her to acknowledge his honesty. Truth mattered to Maksim Medved. A lot. She’d doubted a Faeble with her bloodline could win him over. The realization hurt.

Still she nodded, affirming she believed him.

He dropped his chin in an abbreviated mirror gesture. Hidden emotion radiated from the man. Underneath ire and confusion Maks was hurt by the mystery and the loss. One wouldn’t have known it from his face. Yet Ari knew. She ached for him but quickly shoved the sculpture back into her pack before he tried to take it from her. “I have no idea why it’s not yours anymore but my client must know something.”

Maks eyed the bag. “We will go to them.”

“We won’t—”

He snarled again, his gaze narrowing on her.

“—be able to until later.” She continued, “This particular client is going to contact me with a drop-off location some time tonight. Until then you’ll have to wait and I have work to do.”

“You must sniff them out now.”


“I’m not a dog.”

“Fox, thief, liar. There is no difference.”

“Wow. Really?”

“Yes.”

“I’m not a thief either, Maksim.”

“Circumstances would disagree.”

She looked heavenward and headed for the door with an exasperated smile. She couldn’t be angry with him. First off, the loss of the sculpture troubled him. No one could blame him for that. Plus, being this close to him made her deliriously happy and a little manic. Her emotions didn’t have room for anger.

Maks quickstepped to catch up with her. “Do you run again?” he said, shouting over the escalating dust-up, which had grown to include the gnome, the ovoid, the corpulent male, the human female, the goblin bouncer, two pixies, plus four and twenty blackbirds.

Ari stopped in front of the ancient Greek’s table to shout back at Maks. “No, I do not run again. I told you I have work to do.” She resumed walking and said over a shoulder, “Go home, middleman.” You’re a serious distraction and I may start humping your leg at any moment. “I’ll call you once I hear from my client. Then we’ll straighten all this out.” She tossed him a backward wave. “Later.”

The Greek chuckled.

Maks grabbed Ari’s wrist, pulled it high over her head and twirled her back around. One waltz with a bear, one twirl with a dream, it was good to be prom queen. His forearm closed around her waist as Maks pinned her too him. Nice. Before she could shame herself by blushing, he informed her in very certain terms: “There is no goodbye. I will stay with you until your client calls. You are not for trusting.”

“Whatevs.” Ari gently pulled away and strode toward the door with Maks on her heels. When she glanced back at him swirls of rosy particles appeared, glimmering after each of their footfalls. Cripes.

Behind them the Greek shrieked as blood began to flow from her nose. Maks turned, took one look at the ancient Faeble, cursed, grabbed Ari by the upper arm and pulled her outside into the night.

***

TWO MINUTES PRIOR

The ancient Faeble didn’t want to see the arguing couple go. The tiff between the female with the golden dreadlocks and the Russian male caused a tingle of momentary excitement to fill her. She hadn’t been so thoroughly entertained in eons.

Eternity was a curse.

Nothing held any wonder after centuries had removed the shine. Same war different dynasty. Same crap different century. Always and on and on.

She craved an ending.

Wetness spread beneath her nose and between her parted lips. Tangy, salt and copper. She picked up a napkin and dabbed her nose and mouth. Redness flowered across the white paper. Could this be?

A pixie oscillated nearby, seemingly unable to decide which of the two quarrels were more entertaining. “Dear winged one, tell me what is happening to my face.”

The pixie drew closer and his mouth fell open. “Folderol, lady, you bleed. Yer like a bleedin’ faucet.”


She nodded and the winged one flew back to watch the Stardust bouncer put a human woman in a headlock.

Oh dear gods, yes. The ancient Faeble shrieked with joy. Golden-locks and the Russian turned to stare at her before the male, looking thoroughly disgusted, yanked the female outside into the night. She forgot them in her joy. To bleed was to live. To know at any moment it could all come crashing down and end.

She picked up a fork and cut into the chocolate mini-bundt cake on her plate. It had been tasteless before, simply a time pass, but now it sang with flavor. Rich, sweet and warm. She held a napkin to her nose as she noshed the cake. The bleeding gradually stemmed but she would not forget its flow. She yearned to know what else she could taste, how many ways she could bleed and know she lived.

The rows of blue ruffles rustled as she left Stardust Café in flurry of joie de vivre. The world awaited and she would relearn the answers to questions she hadn’t needed to ask in time without end. She would be reckless and wild and alive. And she would do it all under the risk of death because now she could bleed.








Chapter Four



Maks glanced at the Grecian Faeble as she brushed past him and floated down the street. Surely the vixen’s and his chaos had caused her nose to bleed, yet he’d never seen someone with blood staining her blouse look so elated. All the women he’d met this night were odd.

Speaking of odd, he towed the vixen a few more feet away from the café entrance. Maks needed to keep things calm between them to avoid flares of chaos. At least until he could right what magick had transferred the ownership of the statue and end his association with the thief for good.

He stopped beneath a streetlight and released her, expecting a fight. She didn’t look angry. She looked…lovely, her buttery skin a shade lighter than true brown, and her hair spun into tawny locks. Since she’d left his home she’d re-styled her hair back from her face and to one side in a messy bun. The glossy coils mirrored the streetlight in golden flecks. Lovely vorovka. Her slightly slanted cognac-hued eyes were wide and reflected an openness one didn’t usually find in storied folk. She patiently stood before him. Perhaps waiting to hear him out when most females would have cast a spell. Or swung at him.

“What is your name?”

There was something familiar about her, something best left unremembered. Maks forced himself to remain in the now and trained his attention on more earthy matters. His stealthy gaze traveled her body, noting the snug fit of her cobalt blue jumpsuit, the soft curves of her breasts, flare of her hips and the way her pant legs disappeared into boots made for wrestling.

Russians excelled at wrestling.

“I’m Ariana Golde,” she said, extending her left hand. “Ari is fine.”

Maks took hold of her fingers. Recognition did not solidify but she elicited a flutter in the recesses of his memory. She was a study of neither nor: neither plump nor slender, neither pale nor dark, neither excessively tall nor petite. Just right. Ariana. Ari Golde was…

“This explains so much. You are the daughter of Inari and—”

“She’s just the returner we wanted to find. Didn’t we, Trajan?” A goblin wearing a driver’s cap low over his ears stepped into the circle of light. Another leaner, taller goblin followed.

“That’s right, Corbel, just the one we wanted,” he said in a voice akin to squeaky sneakers on waxed floors.

Ari turned from Maks and stepped forward. “Why would goblins need to engage a returner?”

The one called Corbel adjusted his cap to one side, allowing light to shine on his khaki face. His visage closely resembled a well-worn ballet slipper.

“We don’t need to hire one,” Corbel said. “We need to take something from one. That one’s you, if you know what I mean?”

“Ahh,” Ari said. She glanced back at Maks with a wink, evidently comfortable with the situation. He moved closer behind her anyway. They had business to attend to and she would not be harmed as long as he still needed her. Goblins could turn on you fast as rabid dogs.

“If that’s the way of it then I’ll have to accept it,” Ari said. “But would you mind telling me what you want and why?” She made a meek gesture, allowing her shoulders to droop. “If you’re agreeable.”

“I’ll tell her,” Trajan said, his voice an irritant. Unlike Corbel his features were sharp, his nose long and wedge shaped.

“Would you be so kind, Trajan?”


“Certainly I would, Corbel.” Then to Ari he said, “We’ve come for the necklace the Grand High Oni hired you to get for ’im.”

Maks’s attention piqued and he stepped around Ari to stand beside her. A flash of puzzlement crossed her expression. She concealed it quickly, but goblins were quick too.

Trajan did a little jig and chortled. “She’s confused as to how we knew about the necklace. Goblins is smarter than returners. Ain’t we, Corbel?”

“You’re a wise one, Trajan,” Corbel said to his buddy before holding out a hand to Ari. “Turn it over.”

They certainly enjoyed the sounds of their own names, these goblins. Apparently the two misshapen henchmen had no time to inquire Maks’s name or even acknowledge him. The pair should at least be wary. Maks stood six foot two and possessed a daunting build he thanked boxing for. Mayhap they thought he was in Ari’s employ—believing him a henchmen, like themselves. Otherwise he couldn’t explain why he’d gone ignored.

“Is it wise to take from the Grand High Oni?” Maks asked. “He takes pleasure in tormenting your lady.”

Both Corbel and Trajan glared but kept their attention on Ari. Maks may as well have remained silent. He looked down at himself. He was formidable, truly. Not as frightening as Dmitri but stomping goblins was easy and, at the moment, appealing.

“Maks is right,” Ari said. “Stealing the necklace would just invite more antagonizing from the Grand High Oni. Hasn’t your lady been through enough?”

“Now, now,” Trajan said. “We don’t hold with stealing. We’re born to appropriate.”

Ari blew out a breath in exasperation. “You didn’t answer my question.”

“If you must know, nosy returner, our lady has had quite enough of the Grand High Horse’s Ass. He got hold of her latest fiancé and told the fellow she has the nasty goblin’s disease. That was too much for the lady. I mean, Corbel’s got the stinging itchies but she don’t.”

“That’s right, Trajan. Tell ’em everyone’s troubles while you’re blathering.”

“You know I will, Corbel,” said the oblivious Trajan. “Our lady figures to give The Ogre a bit of his own trouble back.”

“You’re fond of your own names,” Maks said dryly. The goblins said nothing.

“Yeah, you do use your names a lot.” Ari assessed the duo. She seemed equally confused by their refusal to acknowledge Maks.

“Why wouldn’t we? Our names is loverly,” Corbel said. “Names is the most precious thing a goblin possesses.”

“Time was we didn’t have names. We didn’t like that, did we, Corbel?” Trajan’s voice hitched up an octave as he slapped his companion on the back.

Maks made a sound in his throat, hoping Ari would take the signal and wrap up her conversation with the squat pair. He wanted her done with the night’s work when her client called. There didn’t seem to be any threat from the henchmen and his patience stretched thinner the longer they delayed with them.

Ari didn’t look at him but nodded in understanding. To the goblins she said, “Don’t tell me you steal—pardon me, take possession of your names along with everything else you acquire?” She buried her disdain beneath sweet tones.


Maks couldn’t understand her contempt. As though she had the right to look down on the goblins when retrieving and appropriating weren’t so different. At least the goblins were honest. Retrieving may have been Ari’s career but lying was in her blood. He exhaled. His thoughts were unfair. Returners were an honored part of Faebled society. It was just that the three of them annoyed him to no end. Moreover, he had no tolerance for thieves or liars.

“’Course we do,” Trajan answered Ari. He shook his head at Corbel, pointing at her as though she’d spent the afternoon sniffing Freon. “Everything we’ve got we appropriated. It’s the goblin creed. What is we, heathens that don’t steal nothing?”

Maks opened his mouth to point out their earlier censure of the word steal, but since they’d only ignore him he refrained.

“I’ve heard the grapevines say anything you claim belongs to you. Is that true?” Ari continued to play the role of an agreeable participant. Maks knew from her staunch refusal to give him his heirloom back she had no intention of turning the necklace over to the goblins. What was she up too? Conceivably nosiness had taken over. Or possibly she was buying time to plan a peaceful end to the confrontation.

“Right you are,” Corbel said.

“Well, obviously not people.” Ari’s remark was more to herself than directed at her two antagonists. What had made her say this? The smattering of rosy particles now haloing Ari answered the question. Chaos.

Corbel got a look in his eye. Something devious had suddenly popped into his head. He lunged at Ari, his teeth bared in a kind of grimace-come-poisoned smile. Both she and Maks reacted. She executed a quick backbend, having caught on a second before the goblin made his move. Before she’d thrown her hands back Corbel’s teeth had clicked closed, barely taking skin from her bared forearm but drawing a small bit of blood. Maks thumped the goblin in the forehead with a flicker of his pointer finger. Corbel staggered backward.

“What was that?” Maks asked Ari. She had pulled her staff from her bag and stood at the ready. Impressive.

“The little buzzard got the idea he could claim me by taking my blood.”

Maks was one step beyond annoyed. To attack a lady in the presence of a Medved, as though she didn’t have an escort, was a slight he wouldn’t have let pass. But to bite her…His lip curled. A lesson needed to be taught. He shuddered all over and his teeth elongated.

Corbel, who’d been rubbing his forehead, finally took a good look at Maks. The energy of imminent damage would be difficult to ignore. Even for goblins and their single-minded attentions.

“I think we made a miscalculation, Trajan.”

“I’d be for agreeing, Corbel. I thought he was a gentleman. And as such we needn’t pay ’im no mind”

I am no gentleman.

“He ain’t nothing nice. You thinking about running?”

“Uh huh.”

“What a coincidence. Me too.”

The pair tucked, tumbled and ran. Corbel moved so fast his heels struck him in the hind end as he sped away. Maks, or more appropriately Bear, caught Trajan first and knocked him into a wall. He hit the bricks head on and crumpled like a beer can. Corbel looked back with an “eep” and moved even faster. Not fast enough. Bear passed him, spun about and reared on hind legs to block the goblin’s path.


Corbel skittered to a stop just as a paw came down across his cap and face, splitting both into as many pieces as Bear had claws. The goblin touched the slices in his face in shock. “That’s gonna scar—” he looked down at his button-down shirt, and pulling the garment from his chest he stared at the bloody drips on it, “—and stain.” Bear bopped him on the head and Corbel dropped, taking a concussion nap.

Ari ran up. “I am too stupid for words tonight.” She yawned and grinned. “I don’t know why I said what I did. Aghh, I need a couple days off.”

Maks returned to his Faeble form and checked his clothes for splatter. Blood on your fur, blood on your attire. This time there was none. Good. “We must go,” he said to Ari and strode off. The ogre side of Fanaweigh wasn’t far and delivering the necklace the goblin pair spoke of would draw him closer to getting his parents’ statue back.

Instead of following him, Ari went over to Trajan’s prone figure and picked him up. His neck flopped as though his head were held on by skin alone. Ari’s eyes widened at Maks in regards to the damage he’d done. “They bit you,” he said by means of explanation, and returned to stand beneath the streetlight.

She nodded, stuffing the goblin into her open shoulder pack. The act shouldn’t have worked. The pack was half Trajan’s size. Ah, so it held enchantment. Good to know. Maks took a moment to contemplate her reasoning for collecting her attackers. When nothing rational came to mind he asked, suspecting she was mad and wouldn’t have an answer. She had an answer and she’d gone mad.

“We can’t leave them on street. They might be killed before they heal. There are a lot of ogres out and about.”

Maks took a breath and released it. “I remain strangely unconcerned.”

Ari chuckled as she bent to retrieve the other goblin. “You would be.” Then to the henchman she said, “Up you go.”

Before she touched him Corbel rose in the jerky manner of a reanimated corpse. Ari hopped back. Maks moved to knock him out again but the goblin’s eyes remained closed, his head lolling. Still unconscious.

“That’s unexpected,” Ari said.

Unexpected indeed. Maks flashed her a wicked look. “Tell him to dance.”

“Dance,” came Ari’s command. Corbel did just that. His body mimicked a decapitated chicken, erratic and ridiculous, completely independent from his lolling head.

“Yeesh.” Ari shook in disgust. “Be still.” The goblin went limp and fell. Ari caught him and lifted him into her pack. She zipped and secured the bag on her shoulder, jiggling…Do it again…a bit until she appeared comfortable. She looked to Maks. “I’m ready.”

Maks avoided looking anywhere below her neck. Her jiggling had been…invigorating. “You do not wish to examine why the goblin bends to your will?”

Her expression became stricken before morphing to nonchalance. Odd. Ari waved him off and started walking. “Not really. I’m sure the answer will come in time.”

Maks admired her pretense of Zen but didn’t buy it. Ariana Golde did not wish to think on how she’d gained control over the Lady Goblin-kin’s henchman. Maks dismissed his contemplation. It didn’t matter. Her troubles were not his problem.

“Do we go to see Wend—the Grand High Oni now?”

“Nope. We’re going to drop these annoying little pukes off on the goblin side of Fanaweigh.”

“Is this wise?”

“Probably not, but we’ll be quick. I can’t leave them out here to be killed. Okay?”

Maks nodded. “Should we take my car?”


“No. Fanaweigh is so close I’d rather walk. Plus, if I get into a car right now I’ll be lulled to sleep…and good luck waking me after that,” she said.

Maks swept out an arm in a gesture for her to precede him. Ari bowed her head in thanks and they set off.

 

The edifice known as Fanaweigh’s Scar rose before them. Not far now. Maks and Ari walked along the sidewalk, approaching the Scar from the outer edge, parallel to ogre territory. From their vantage point the wall wound back into the horizon—a grotesque stone and steel caterpillar slowly eating away at Fanaweigh. The ogre fence had been constructed of boulders and mortar with artful chunks missing to allow in sun or moonlight. The fence ran perpendicular to the Scar but was shorter by twenty feet or more.

Maks avoided Fanaweigh’s Scar as best he could. He did not like the aura of the thing. It reminded him of the accursed stained glass window hanging over his and his brothers’ home. In the same manner the crows of legend loomed over battlefields, the window had loomed over the Meveds until he’d come in contact with the returner. At least she’d done something helpful.

Thoughts of the window and the dark oppression of the Scar transported Maks to a time he normally avoided through force of will. He’d become practiced at suppressing his past, but there were catalysts—moments, scents, symbols. Ignoring the window had become rote; in breaking it the returner had inadvertently brought him hope. And hope unlocked doors.

In his head he sidestepped fetid puddles of memory. Working not to slip, he almost missed the weight of the returner’s hand on his arm. Perhaps she acted to anchor him. Useless. Soon his mind overflowed with pains of the past and he sank into the remembrances of a time before his parents became stone.

An image of the bone witch, Baba-Yaga, rose before him. She’d taken a liking to his father in those days. No mystery there. Mikhail had been an incomparable craftsman, especially when he worked in amber. Each piece his father shaped held magicks. Maks fondly remembered his brothers and himself receiving sculpted toys that moved of their own volition. In those times the bees encircling his mother’s special statue flew freely around the honeycomb or followed her in a swarm of protection.

From his understanding, Baba-Yaga had wanted his father to mold monsters for her—creatures of stone and semiprecious gem she would use to gather infants, the sustenance to appease her power along with her palate. The bone witch offered Mikhail a taste of the foul puissance she would gain as a result. He hadn’t wanted anything but to watch his wife, Valentina, dance and his children grow. If only he hadn’t told the witch his truth. Perhaps…

A shiver of regret passed over Maks. The warm squeeze of the hand on his arm fought off the chill and he continued to follow the memory.

He’d been at his mother’s side when Baba-Yaga came to collect her. A hunting expedition had called Mikhail and Dmitri away. Pride infused the memory. The common folk had begun to tell tales of the man and the bear who hunted as one. His father and brother had carved their place into folklore early on.

With the elder males gone, Valentina took Maks and baby Konstantin into the forest. Like her, Maks had the gift of dance and song. She wanted to teach him to use it.

He’d done well. Valentina had laughed as he spun by a riverbank, flowers growing where his feet struck. Her breathtaking smile lit her face as she clapped and kept time with bare feet.


Who could’ve foreseen the arrival of the bone witch? Only the babe sleeping in a basket by the tree stump their mother sat upon. And he could not yet speak. Baba-Yaga oozed from the tree line and seized Maks as he danced. She bit into his shoulder, the sting of her teeth searing. Before his mother’s name slipped from his lips, venom seeped into his body. The last he saw, Valentina had risen, her visage fierce, twin daggers twirling dangerously in her hands.

The witch must have made a bargain to convince his mother to leave her two “sleeping” babes behind. Maks guessed it was something to free him from the effects of the poison—Valentina had never spoken of it after her return. He’d awoken to Kostya’s wails and darkness, his body curled around the baby’s basket with his mother’s daggers at his fingertips.

Guilt had seized him. Chest aching, it took him a great while to bury the emotion deep within his subconscious. After Maks carefully placed the blades in the basket, Bear had taken over. He’d gripped the handles in his teeth then tracked his father and elder brother.

Mikhail had taken the news of his wife’s abduction with a curt nod of his head. He and Dmitri left the younger boys in the care of the Faebled Gypsy side of the family and left on a hunt for Baba-Yaga’s ever-moving hut. Having done his duty Maks turned his face to the wall of a wooden caravan and cried. During the following days he’d allowed no one to console him. Only the return of his mother could.

As Dmitri told it, their father had outsmarted Baba-Yaga and won Valentina back without having to craft monsters. The witch hadn’t taken the loss well. She’d cursed the couple. In time their love would rot, turning them against one another; and their children would never find succor in love nor families born of it.

Valentina’s chaos had fed the spell. Mitya recalled watching it coalesce in a rain of shimmering red particles that painted their mother’s face in stricken shades.

After his family retrieved their two younger members, they’d all returned to their home to find the stained glass mounted in a formerly solid wall. Since then it followed the family, making itself a part of each home they’d taken. His parents fought the curse until Dmitri came of age. When the time came, Mikhail and Valentina kissed their children goodbye before combining their magicks. They’d turned to marble to escape the end of their love—a horror neither of them could bear. Their three sons hadn’t fared much better. Somewhere inside, in a place Maks dared not think on too long, he believed his and his mother’s entropy had united to cause their family’s misery. He had given the bone witch an opening and his mother had enhanced the curse.

Maks shook off the thrall of his past. Could the curse have been broken when the window shattered? He pummeled his hope back down into a manageable size. Yet, if so, his brothers would be free to find mates and begin families of their own. Possibly their parents would return to them, as well. Good. Happiness had infused his life as fully as breath before Baba-Yaga. Having them back, with his brothers able to fill out the Medved ranks, would be more than enough for Maks. He would live vicariously through their joys—if the curse had truly been broken.

Maks did not allow himself the thought of a wife and cubs. There would be no family for him. The threat of passing on his propensity for chaos prevented him from risking the barest longing for those he could call his—

Ari yawned loudly. Maks erased any evidence of pain from his expression as he turned to her.

The returner trudged along beside him. Her head drooped and she barely lifted her knees with each pace, as though the joints were made of lead.

He allowed suspicion to color his voice. “What is wrong?”

She took her hand from his arm and rubbed her nose. “I’m so tired. I’ve been working nonstop for days.” She sighed but continued to move.

“This is not normal?”


“No. For some reason my entire family and all our friends have each found excuses to hire me in the last two weeks.” She scratched the top of her head. “The exhaustion is finally catching up with me. I’m dangerous when I’m sleepy.”

Maks flexed and folded his fingers. “Chaos dangerous?”

“Uh huh. You saw what happened to your window. I’m…I’m not nearly on my parents’ level but that’s part of the problem.” She looked ashamed for a moment but shook it off. “I need a nap…or a coma. A coma would be nice.” Light filled her eyes. “Hit me.”

He considered it. Bah. He could not. “I will not strike you.”

“You did it for the goblin.”

“He deserved it.”

“And I don’t?”

There was that. She did deserve it, but he still couldn’t do it. He would have to maintain calm enough for them both. “As you have told me, vorovka, pull up your underoos and handle it like a big girl.”

Ari groaned. “I did pull them up. They’ve got Wonder Woman on them and everything.” She clapped her hands over her eyes.

If it were possible for Maks to do more than gruff in amusement, he would have then. The realization caught him off guard. Normally only his brothers had the ability to bring him to the brink of laughter.

“You will be fine,” he said. “I am here with you.”

Why had he told her this? She whirled in his direction with the glee of a child who’d had a good night trick-or-treating. Oh no. Without further warning she lunged, yelling, “Hold me.”

Maks extended his arm, a steel beam between them, and caught her on the neck before she had moved more than an inch. “Control yourself.”

She leaned into him. A couple of his fingers fell across her lips and smushed them. “Deres no need ta stong armee.”

“I would not need to strong arm you if you were in control of yourself.” He relaxed his arm. She straightened and sighed. “Mean and surly. And I’m not kidding about the mean this time.”

Maks forged ahead. A thought struck. Ari had said she couldn’t go to sleep without risking her entire night’s work. She took the job seriously. Why, then, had she asked him to knock her unconscious? He looked back. Ari followed behind him with lightness to her steps and a smile on her face. When she realized he watched, the smile dissolved and the trudging returned.

He turned away lest he smile himself. The returner had sensed his mood and sought to take his mind from his troubles. Lovely and also kind.

And a liar by blood, a thief by profession, he reminded himself.

A stench saved him from examining the returner’s pros and cons further; dead plants and rot strangled his sense of smell. The closer they came to goblin territory, the worse the stink became. They had reached the Scar and would hopefully bypass the thirteen-foot width of it quickly.

Ari scrunched up her nose. “What is that stink?”

“I do not know.”

They rounded the last of the wall. Ari gasped and rushed to the hodgepodge faux-iron fence sectioning off this side of the Scar. Her fingers intertwined with ones akin to desiccated twigs. Frannie. She must have sensed their approach and come to meet them.


Maks took a place beside Ari at the fence and fisted his hands around the bars. What had once been lush bark-brown skin was rough and fallow. Hair he remembered flowing to the ground in a mane of flowering ivy had been reduced to dried and broken stems, sticking out here and there across the exposed scalp.

This could not be Frannie standing before him, the stench of her almost overwhelming. He had often admired the half wood nymph, half wood sprite and her commitment to the hills of her birth. She’d never been as strong as an earth goddess—the combined goblin and ogre territories were the extent of her reach—but she’d cared for the land for centuries, and it had blossomed beneath her loving ministrations. So much so the district had originally been called by her name. Time and egos had changed Frannie’s Way into Fanaweigh. Still it remained hers. Her charge. Her child.

She’d tended the hills, woods and fields until the Scar sprung up and displaced the central gardens. Nothing grew there anymore, as though the soil had been salted. And now this bastion of green growing things stood before him wasting away, as did the motherly power she exerted over Fanaweigh. Frannie could not leave the land yet she could no longer live there either. Vicious circles did not get much worse.

Maks had known she was not well but he hadn’t anticipated this. He’d been too involved in the day-to-day workings of his own life to worry over Frannie or her namesake. Modern life worked this way. In his mind the Scar had become another part of the Faebled world. They’d always known darkness and destruction. He hadn’t thought to make an effort to change things. Knowing the magicks within him, he likely would have worsened the situation. Lame. This was no reason not to have tried.

Did the Grand High Oni even realize he played the accomplice in the murder of his own kingdom? Maks doubted it.

Frannie would soon be dust and nothing more. What would become of the denizens of this district then? And why hadn’t Maks’s Oracle of Order brother, Konstantin, divined this outcome?

Another oddity.

The returner stroked Frannie’s face and rough patches of skin disintegrated. Ari made to pull away but the earth-spirit grabbed the hand and cradled it to her cheek.

“Is there something we can do for you?” Ari asked. Frannie shook her head sadly.

Maks said, “I will speak with the Grand High Oni. He must be made to see reason.”

“You think he’ll see reason when protests and human lawsuits haven’t changed his mind?”

Maks snarled at no one in particular. To Frannie he said, “Have you appeared to the Grand High Oni? Surely he—”

The earth-spirit shrunk back, covering her mouth with a brittle hand. The twigs on her scalp shook.

Ari forced her body as far into goblin territory as the bars allowed and reached for Frannie. The other Faeble was slow to reach back. “She’s afraid of The Ogre,” Ari said, sadness coating her voice.

Maks practiced his calming exercise three times over. It would not do for Ari and him to become emotional at the same time. The effects of their combined chaos could cause the Scar to grow or suck Frannie down into the earth for a final burial.

“As I have said, the Grand High Oni and I will have words tonight.”


Ari nodded, still focused on comforting the earth-spirit. Her care appeared to have wrought a small improvement. The patches beneath where Ari’s touch brushed the skin away looked healthier—although not quite healthy.

“Wat are you two long and ganglies doing there?” said a voice. The border patrol had caught them. Three “officers” stood in triangle formation, doing their best imitations of menacing. Their mishmash uniforms caused them to fall far short of their goal; the leader wore a policeman’s cap she’d combined with medical scrubs and a marching band jacket. The oversized nightstick at her waist didn’t give her much of an advantage either. Not when any trespasser would likely flip themselves over laughing. Her squad mates were no less comical.

Ari whispered assurances to Frannie before stepping away from the fence. The earth-spirit vanished.

Turning to her ten o’clock Ari made a show of brushing off her jumpsuit and straightening her collar. When she’d finished, the glare she fixed on the three-goblin unit could’ve served as a master class in intimidation. Sparks of chaos blazed around her.

The patrol shifted uncomfortably.

As a spectator, Maks found himself liking the returner more and more.

“We’re planning on eating you three in a pie,” Ari said matter-of-factly, her arms folded across her chest. “We’ve already felled Corbel and Trajan.” She shook her shoulder pack and the henchmen moaned. The patrol gasped.

Yes, he liked her more and more—despite her shortcomings.

Taking his cue, Maks shuddered and unleashed Bear. The goblins eased backward. Ari blessed him with a sly smile.

“Or,” she said, inclining her head, “you could save your backsides and take us to your leader.”

If it weren’t for his snout a laugh definitely would have escaped him. Maks couldn’t tell why Ari wanted an audience with the Lady Goblin-kin but he was annoyed enough with both of Fanaweigh’s factions to play along. He also needed to stick by her for the sake of his parents’ statue. She had him locked into her roller coaster and headed straight for the loop-the-loop. Interesting how he didn’t mind, was beginning to enjoy her. The goblins didn’t find Ariana Golde as amusing as Maks did. Who could blame them? He’d seen her eat cookies off the floor. He knew she’d devour goblins.








Chapter Five



The border patrol drove Maks and Ari past Crimini Road, the goblins’ flea market. Heralded as the finest in North Carolina and eight surrounding states, the marketplace hummed with life louder than the patrol’s jeep. This took some doing. The jeep sounded like a woolly mammoth having its way with a saber tooth. Maks wasn’t sure who came out on top. Much the same as when common folks traded with storied ones. Often both sides benefited from the deals. Though sometimes not.

Goblin territory had a magpie for an architect. The buildings and homes were hodgepodge, combining eras and styles in interesting compositions. Maks would not have chosen to live there. He much preferred the suburb he and his brothers resided in, even with the rambunctious Shue children living next door. Though on the verge, The Old Woman had not succumbed to a nervous breakdown—yet. Neither had the Medveds, and the Shue children were given to pranks. Despite lacking Shues, goblin territory sheltered many species of Faeble.

Maks and Ari’s surprisingly smooth ride came to an end double-parked at the doors of a department store. He’d lost twenty percent of his hearing but at least his body hadn’t sustained any damage.

“Come away then,” the patrol leader shouted as all three goblins jumped from the jeep and hustled through the glass doors.

Maks held out a hand to help the wide-eyed Ari down. She blinked repeatedly; sticking a finger in her ear, she wriggled it. “Cripes, so loud.”

He blinked this time. She may as well have blown a foghorn in his face. “You do not have to yell. I have already become deaf,” he said.

“Oh,” she replied in slightly diminished decibels.

The name Lucida’s was etched onto the glass doors, along with office hours where store hours should have been. Clever goblins. They’d appropriated well. Maks looked to Ari and realized he still held her hand in his. He let go and received a smile. “I was preoccupied,” he said, holding a door open for her. She didn’t reply.

Lucida’s clearly didn’t function as a store anymore, but with the many goblins bustling around it had to be their base of operations. Maks and Ari followed the patrol down a hallway, past customer service and through a door marked BREAK ROOM. A lounge lavish enough to do a nightclub proud met them on the inside.

The patrol leader ran over to a figure in a circular booth at the far wall. After a short exchange they were invited back to meet the lady. Halfway there, Maks got a full look at her. “Damn,” he murmured in appreciation.

Ari nodded beside him. “Even better,” she said.

No jealousy or pique at his response, and why was this “even better”? The returner continued to surprise him. In truth, the Lady Goblin-kin did not surpass Ari’s loveliness. She did, however, possess a bodacious figure a man could not help but appreciate. Her hair spiraled around her shoulders in long ringlets so dark a shade of garnet they appeared black unless light caught and illuminated the red. The ringlets led the eye to an ample expanse of bottle-green cleavage. Maks cleared his throat. He had not meant to ogle the lady, but one could not help it any more than one could ignore a four-tier birthday cake in the middle of the room. Her décolleté begged for attention.

Glancing to the side he noticed Ari laughing at him. He allowed the faintest hint of humor to touch the corner of his mouth.

“I know,” she said, “you were preoccupied.”


The Lady Goblin-kin gestured for them to join her at the table. Ari slid into the blue velvet booth and Maks followed. The lady was quite good looking, with a full mouth and well put-together features. He glanced at Ari. The returner remained the victor.

“You are Ariana Golde, the returner?” The lady’s voice wrapped them in fur.

“I am. My companion is Maksim Medved.”

“Oh yes, Maksim Medved. The surly one.”

Ari choked on laughter.

“I am not surly,” Maks said.

“I wouldn’t know. I have only heard.” The queen of the goblins remained perfectly composed, as one would expect of a sovereign. “I am Lucida, the lady of the Goblin-kin. Ariana Golde, you have something I want.”

“I do.” Ari reached into her shoulder pack, pulled out the necklace and laid it on the table—two rows of rubies varying in size set into platinum, encrusted with diamonds and emerald dust.

Maks made a warning sound in his throat. He did not like where this was going. Ari laid a hand on his leg and glanced at him. Her look begged him to trust her. How could he? She was a vorovka and a treacherous one. Only the thought of the statue stilled his tongue. His opinion of the returner teetered to and fro in a kind of Arian-o-meter. He liked her, and then he didn’t. He’d been right from the beginning. She was not for trusting.

Lucida ran her fingers over the necklace, raising an eyebrow. “I suppose you would like a reward.”

This made more sense. Ariana Golde hoped for a better price than she had already received.

The returner shook her head. “I can’t accept more money for completing the job the Grand High Oni hired me to do.”

Maks and Lucida gave her twin looks. Both their expressions cried mischief. Ari either didn’t notice their disbelief or ignored it.

“Lady Lucida, haven’t you wondered why the Grand High Oni goes out of his way to ruin every marriage contract you’ve ever made?”

The lady inclined her head. She must have been searching for the trick in Ari’s question. “I know why. The red bastard hates me with all the fire in his bloated ogre belly. That’s why.”

Shaking her head with a knowing expression, Ari answered. “My father often sings a song: ‘Thin Line Between Love & Hate’ by The Pretenders. Have you heard it?”

Lucida nodded.

“I believe the lyrics apply here,” Ari said. “When your feud started, wasn’t it because your father tossed the High Oni out on his impressive backside during a poker game?”

Leaning forward the lady replied. “Yes, but rumor had it The Ogre said something unseemly about me. Something my dah refused to repeat. Dah even threatened the grapevines with a flamethrower to keep them quiet.”

A fiendish light flickered to life around Ari, sending off rose-colored flares. The power blazed across her skin. Maks studied the lady’s lack of reaction then scanned the room. No one perceived the chaos lighting the returner’s aura but him.

“Well, as my mother tells it, your father was…” Ari paused. “Shall we say old school? He wouldn’t have taken too kindly to a proposed match between the ogres and the goblin-kin.” Ari shook her head. Lucida’s eyes grew round. Maks cultured impassivity.

Incredible.


Rosy light flickered at the periphery of Maks’s vision and he swore beneath his breath. An outline of fox ears formed on either side of Ari’s head and matching whiskers adorned her face. Vorovka and vixen, each of his names for her proved true as the evening marched on. She lied with the skill of a sea serpent. Nothing she said could be countenanced. Yet what did she have to gain from the ruse?

Lucida sat back in the booth in shock. “Why didn’t he come to me after my dah was eaten by the rabid unicorn?”

Good for you, lady. You must challenge the lies. Maks knew Lucida had longed for a marriage contract for many years, but a match between her and The Ogre took massive balls or outright idiocy to envision. He’d like to see the returner talk her way out of that one.

Ari took a beat. “I’d imagine at first he stayed away because you were in mourning and everyone thought it was his fault. Later you became so powerful his pride was at stake. What if you thought yourself above him or blamed him?”

“Ahh,” Lucida said slowly, as if the truth of it had struck her. “Goblins tend to die badly. We don’t deal in blame. The Ogre’s ego coming into play is more reasonable.”

“Yep, he is a male, my Lady Goblin-kin, and we both know how easily they can be ruled by ego.” Ari patted Maks’s arm in a gesture of commiseration. Against all common sense he wanted to hold on to her rather than pull away. Therefore, he removed her thieving appendage from his arm and dropped it into her lap.

Silence followed as Lucida weighed Ari’s claims. Tapping the necklace with glossy black fingernails, she sighed. “I know who your sire is, Ariana Golde. Your tongue is gilded by very old magicks. But to my benefit there is one lie you can’t tell. Pick up the necklace and give it to me.”

The lady was not stupid. She ran a multi-million dollar business and a larger clan. Ari gulped audibly; at least he’d heard the sound. Maks began to assess the best exit and how many goblins he’d have to kill to get them out of there.

“Of course,” Ari said, but did nothing.

Smug triumph curved Lucida’s mouth into a grin.

Twenty-five. If he knocked Lucida unconscious and killed twenty-five goblins, allowing Ari to take care of five more, the rest of the kin would become cautious enough to facilitate their escape. From there he’d put the returner on his back and run like all hell for the goblin gate.

Ari picked the necklace up from the table and held it out to the lady. She appeared calm but Maks could taste her trepidation, see the barest tremble along her left arm. As soon as her brand illuminated he would transform and—

Lucida grasped the jewels and nothing happened. What? Ari relinquished the necklace and no returner magicks flared to prevent the exchange.

Gobsmacked again.

Dammit she’d accomplished her ploy deftly. Chaos brewed strong within her, strong enough to allow her to overcome the Returner’s Creed. The predicament called for greater caution than he had exerted thus far. Further, he could not allow the returner to get to him. He held no immunity to her pull. Yet pull or no, like her or not, she would now give him his parents’ statue.

“I guarantee you,” Ari said, “if you accept this gift the Grand High Oni will tear down Fanaweigh’s Scar to come to you tonight.

More like come to her to start a war. Surely the returner had taken the lie too far.

Lucida clutched the necklace to her bare cleavage.


Perhaps not.

“Will you take the chance?” Ari asked. Her eyes shone, possessed by her delight in chaos. He needed to be away from her. Quickly.

The lady arched a brow. “I will,” she said. “If only to watch that oaf play the fool.”

The two women laughed and Maks rubbed at his eyes. Incredible. If it were not for Frannie’s state Maks would have pitied the ogre king. When he looked over at Ari, the chaos-magick ears and whiskers dissipated.

She poked him in the ribs and gestured for him to get going. As they rose she bid the Lady Goblin-kin a respectful farewell then stopped in the middle of it.

“Oh, before I forget, I have two of your henchmen.” Ari let the shoulder bag slide onto the table, unzipped it and pulled the snoring Corbel out. She laid him down before his mistress—the scars across his face had healed into pink lines. The lady grew still. Her darting tongue tasted the air and she shook her head.

“He’s no longer mine. He belongs to you,” Lucida said. She regarded Ari more closely, leaning forward. “How did it happen?”

“He bit me and got my blood in his mouth.”

Lucida chuckled, furs sliding over skin. “Little buffoon. He should not have tried to capture a bloodline so strong. He couldn’t win. Now he is yours.”

Flustered, Ari glanced at Maks. She’d been taken by surprise for the first time. Ha.

“If you don’t take him he will be a liability. I don’t suffer liabilities,” Lucida said without malice.

Of course. With Corbel subject to the returner’s will, his lady could no longer trust him. Maks touched Ari’s shoulder. She looked back up at him. “I warned you to leave him behind. Now you are responsible for his life.” Her lips parted to protest but Maks shook his head. “You are obligated to take him.”

Lucida appraised Maks on an up-down glance. When she’d finished she smiled in a comely manner. Oh no.

Ari frowned. “All right then. What about Trajan?” She put the first minion back into her pack and pulled out the second. Trajan’s head flopped in a disconcerting manner. Ari’s head followed the flounce and roll of the goblin’s. “His neck’s a bit broken.”

“It’ll heal,” Lucida said.

Unable to lift his head, Trajan’s muffled voice came from an angle. “Cheers to hoping.”

“Take him as well. He’s useless without the other.” The lady flicked a dismissive hand in Trajan’s direction.

“Oh,” Ari sighed. “All right.” Going back into her bag she retrieved a striped scarf. Once she’d wrapped it around Trajan’s neck several times over it became a brace, one end left hanging for style.

“Now, now, I like this.” Trajan peered down at himself over thick layers of scarf. “Give us a mirror, returner.” Ari handed him a compact from within the wonder she called a shoulder pack.

Maks stared, amazed by the never-ending contents. “I’d like a peanut butter sandwich,” he said dryly. Ari handed him one, wrapped neatly in wax paper, and went back to helping Trajan with his new look.

At least the returner came prepared, Maks mused. He sniffed and handed the unappetizing sandwich off to a passing goblin. No honey. No good.

Trajan preened into the compact. “I’m a dapper one. Ain’t I, Corbel?” Silence. “Corbel?”


Ari’s eyes widened. “Um, yeah. Dapper.” She snatched the goblin up by the scruff of his scarf. To Maks she said, “Let’s get outta here.”

“A moment.” Lucida gestured to delay their exit. To Ari she said, “Don’t think me disrespectful, Ariana Golde.”

The lady seduced Maks with her eyes. “The returner clearly plans to claim you for her own, but have you made up your mind, Maksim Medved?”

Chaos. “One match at a time, my Lady Goblin-kin.”

Maks allowed a quick-fire gaze to roam the lady’s body. Goblin etiquette was complicated and he wanted her to feel her attentions were honored if not welcomed. He bowed, Ari nodded, and Lucida dipped her head in return.

Sauntering out behind Ari, Maks did not feel the confidence his stride suggested. He’d followed her lead the entire night. Maksim Medved, sidekick to a returner. His lip curled yet he was forced to tag along. Mitya and Kostya owed him. Dearly.

 

On their return to the goblin gate Maks refrained from expressing the variety of issues he’d taken with Ari’s antics. She wouldn’t have heard him anyway. The jeep gurgled and bellowed—the saber tooth may have gotten the better of the woolly mammoth this time around.

Before the jeep came to a complete stop Ari jumped out, wriggling fingers in both her ears. Maks exited and waited for the patrol to pull off. He’d asked the driver to drop them a ways from the main thoroughfare, on a side road seldom used. From across the pair of empty fields, on either side of the road, came a buzzing symphony of insects. Maks sensed some type of ward around the area but he had no intention of walking out into the grasses. He wanted seclusion and he’d chosen the location wisely.

When the goblins were out of earshot, and Maks had regained a modicum of hearing ability, he faced the returner down. There was no one around, no one to be harmed by his magick.

Ari stood her ground, her visage wary.

“You are a liar and Wendell is going to kill you.”

“Who’s Wendell?”

“The Grand High Oni.”

“Oh. Heh. Wendell. Ooh, or Mortimer…”

“His name is Wendell.”

“That’s what I said.”

Patience. You’re close. “I see it now. You, Ariana Golde, are the origin of the term gold-digger. You want the Grand High Oni to pay you more to retrieve the necklace a second time.”

He had been tricked by her loveliness, by her kindness and humor. No more.

She shrugged, laying her shoulder pack on the ground. “If you say so.”

Fractals of chaos magick, each particle the size of a rose petal, stormed into being around Maks. The magick encircled him in a churning whirlpool. “It does not matter. Give me my parents’ statue and I will leave you to your deceptions.”

Her lips thinned as she faced him. “Maksim. You know I can’t give you the sculpture.”

One moment fingers and nails, the next paws and claws. “Then I will take it. I am not to be made a fool.” Flecks of chaos jumped in a frenetic pace, mimicking an equalizer fueled by sound.

Ari closed her eyes and breathed. After three deep inhales her countenance softened.

“I’m not making a fool of you, Maksim.”

“You have given the Lady Goblin-kin a necklace belonging to The Ogre.”


Mounting rage brought out his snout and fangs.

She left her pack on the ground and returned to stand before him, laying her fingertips against his chest. “Think. What do goblins do?”

Maks shuddered in were-like form—neither Faeble nor bear. He snatched her to him by the forearms, barely preventing his claws from biting into her skin. With his snout inches from her nose he growled. His rage became a living thing in full possession of him and Bear. The returner somehow brought his emotions to the surface, banishing all control.

She closed the distance between them to a greater degree. “Goblins cancel out returner magick because they appropriate.”

A bit of truth. Not enough.

Ari held his glare, her heartbeat steady in his ears. “The Lady Goblin-kin wanted the necklace once it was offered, Maksim. Not to make the Grand High Oni angry or to get back at him. She wanted it the way any female might seek a gift from a male. Lucida wants to be adored.”

True but still not enough. “Why do this?” he hissed.

Moistening her lips, she looked away from him. Bear shook her. He would not allow her time to work out more lies.

The smaller flecks of her chaos joined his. Combined, the mass swept around them and accreted. The flanking fields churned as the magick spread. A shriek of shattered glass, and the earth shook in a deafening rumble. Chunks of stone erupted, displacing grass, thatch and insects. An angry swarm amassed, boacusts, their chorus sounding off a battle cry.

Fury barred Bear from an appropriate show of concern over the swarm. He shook Ari again. She squared her jaw.

“Something came over me. I can’t say what, but I needed to give her the necklace as much as she needed to take it.”

He snarled, his teeth snapping centimeters from her nose. She neither flinched nor struggled in his hold. Her focus remained locked on his face. When she spoke, a fierce rasp trailed her voice. “If I could give you your parents’ sculpture back I would.”

Truth, untainted. Stunned, Bear pushed her to arm’s length but didn’t let go.

The buzzing battle cry escalated. The swarm approached. Their locust heads and snake-like lower appendages dodged the flecks of his and Ari’s seething magicks as they flew.

Clockwork.

Trust him to have chosen the field infested with boacusts, insects that devoured plants and small animals in an unceasing wave of destruction. Enough of them could take down larger creatures, as well. And trust the combo of the returner and him to have broken the wards holding the insects at bay without even trying.

He cursed. From within Ari’s pack, a few feet away, Corbel shouted, “Oh now, that’s not right.” Trajan screamed, “I’m allergic to stingies, ain’t I?” The bag roiled, emanating a different buzzing than the din made by the boacusts.

Bear looked at Ari for a mere second. Her confusion echoed his. They turned together, the zipper at the center of the pack peeled back, and amber bees rushed from the opening. His mother’s bees. They’d taken attack form, their bodies more freakish wasp than maker of honey.


The two swarms collided in a chitinous tumult. The boacusts wrapped snaky bodies around the bees and crushed. Crushing proved ineffective against amber. The bees clamped down on their opponents with mandibles and sunk extended stingers through the boacusts’ scales. Insect screams met stinger strikes and boacust bodies littered the landscape. It took only moments.

His mother’s bees. They had not lived since Valentina’s abduction. He clutched Ari tighter. “You have done this?”

She gifted him such a gentle smile. “No. We.”

Shifting her left arm Ari dipped her fingertips into the whirlpool of rose flecks still encircling them. The eye of the tempest realigned itself and began to flow backward, soaking into Ari’s palm when it reached her. His mother’s bees followed the flow but broke off to take orbit around the pair. Contented buzzing surrounded them. Ari hummed in concert.

“You guys were amazing,” she said, her gaze darting to follow one, then another. “Rest now.” The swarm floated lazily toward the bag. Upon reaching it they disappeared inside.

“There go my hopes of a quiet evening,” Corbel said from within the depths.

Ari snorted. “Close things up for me, Trajan. Please.”

A miffed squeak escaped the bag. “That’s what I’m here for, Madame Bossy Bits.” Zzzupp. The zipper sealed.

Ari took a breath and regarded his were-bear face. His lip curled to greet her. She sighed. “Sometimes I lie. My parents and I don’t call it lying but deception is our family business. Everyone knows this.”

Her face scrunched and relaxed several times. “My nose itches.” She shrugged in his grasp. “Can you help me out?”

Bear licked her, the roughness of his tongue meant to ease the itch. Her expression wasn’t grateful. She looked incredulous and lovely. Damn her. And she tastes good too.

A pause followed by a frown, then she went on: “I lie well but not often, and I don’t know how to trick folks into their greater good the way Okaasan’s kitsune and Baba do. I fail. I try. I fail more spectacularly. Like the time I tried to help Granny Ridinghood get her granddaughter to come over for a visit. Grandma got eaten. I stopped trying.”

Bear froze. A conundrum: should he lick her again for comfort or fling her from him? She grunted in frustration. “That’s got to be crazy embarrassing for my parents. Can you imagine? Two great, tricky gods with a fox-child for a daughter who can’t even carry on their work.”

Ari moistened and chewed her lower lip. He could lick or bite that lip for her, so it wouldn’t distract her anymore. Lovely, kind, treacherous vorovka. With Bear in control Maks had lost the ability to make up his mind where the returner was concerned. He snarled at himself. She thought he’d meant it for her.

“Why do you think I chose a job completely devoid of dishonesty?” Ari snorted at herself. “Lying is a part of me, Maks, but my parents and I never deceive each other. It is a rule in our family. And I don’t lie to you either.” Her tone and expression begged him to understand. “Do you see? All I give you is truth.”

Bear jerked her closer, searching for trickery. No fraud showed.

She kissed his black nose with a soft mwah sound. He drew back quizzically. The paws clamping her arms had become hands again. Bear receded from Maks’s physical appearance but remained fully conscious, regarding the woman from the ports of his eyes, tasting her scent and judging it good. The hunt, his purest animal instinct, was upon him and Ariana Golde was prey—no, not prey but craved.

Good, Bear whispered to him. A match. She’d merged with his chaos and calmed Bear. Maks could not refute it. He resisted anyway.


No. Liar. Vorovka, Maks answered, tampering down urges he had not expected to feel, hungers that demanded both his compliance and Ariana. Although Bear no longer transformed his features, the hunt thrashed and yearned in a way it had not before. Maks had far less control than he liked.

She smells good. Tastes better. Hunts. Fights. Has power. Good. A match. Bear’s desires fed the hunt.

Ari observed Maks silently. Once again, she waited without impatience or demands.

Chaos is nothing to play with, Bear. We will cause destruction together.

Bear ignored him. The hunt within them saw no problem with deception. In the forest they called it survival. Outsmarting others kept you alive. Stealing didn’t matter either. Their ancestors stole honey and thievery made it sweeter. Bear did not care about chaos. Not when the returner’s body should be underneath him; he knew how wonderful her moans would sound in the hush of a forest, and he already dreamt of the good strong cubs she would bear him. Against desire and the hunt, trepidations about chaos were lame. With these things in mind, Bear calmly invited Maks to kiss his furry brown ass.








Chapter Six



When Maks released her Ari nearly swallowed her tongue in relief. Kissing an enraged bear required a special brand of crazy. That. Had been. Intense. Crazier still, the peck on the nose likely saved her backside. If his eyes were any indication, she’d come a snapping jaw from being eaten, and not in the way she wanted.

Although Maks had let her go, he hadn’t gone back to his normal restrained self. His breath gruffed from deep inside his chest, his eyes vivid as flame. Tense fingers mechanically flexed and folded into fists. Repeat. And again. Somewhere inside he struggled against a beast different from the bear she had seen before. Or something had transformed the bear and brought out the predator in him.

She’d been forced to tell Maks the truth. Scared into telling it. Well, most of the truth. She hoped he wouldn’t notice she’d distracted him from the question of “why?” by revealing her feelings for him. Those feelings took precedent anyway. Despite her trembling, Ari wanted to woo Maks. To make him want her. To love him. Too bad he’d introduced fear into the equation.

She’d shown aplomb and hidden the rabbit’s beat of her heart, but Ari wasn’t sure how to deal beyond her facade. Aplomb was just another word for bullcrap. Right now she wanted her okaasan. Ari wrapped her arms around herself. Actually, she wanted to be held by her okaasan while sucking her thumb and rubbing a blanky against her cheek—and she didn’t even own a blanky.

Maks’s breathing slowed but his eyes smoldered with barely banked embers. Ari whistled in an effort to relieve the tension. Her phone vibrated and jumpy fingers clicked the hands free on.

Inari spoke without the benefit of a hello. “Your baba is still out and I remain bored. So yes, I am calling you again. No, it is not separation anxiety.”

Ari eyed Maks, hoping he’d come back to himself soon. Bending at the knees, the way she would when sneaking away from a job, she crept over to her discarded pack and sagged when she reached it.

“Oh Mommy, Mommy, Mommy,” she whispered after she’d gotten a hold of and fully extended her staff. Her lethality with the weapon and the texture of the wood comforted more than any blanky.

“What is it, daughter?” Inari asked, concern lacing the question. Gathering power zapped through the connection and coiled around Ari.

Oops, her mother might kill Maks. Could slay him without difficulty. That would be bad. Ari collected herself, lightening her tone. “Hee hee. Oh nothing. Everything’s copacetic. A good time to be had by all. Happy, happy, joy, joy.”

“Are you tossing clichés at me?”

“Hahaha.”

Inari’s robes rustled and Ari knew she’d stood up. “You sound very much like a lunatic. Should I come for you?”

“Hahaha.” Ari rolled her eyes at her own ridiculousness, but she didn’t know what else to say.

“It is best you understand, uttering this noise again will make me come to you.”


One look at Maks as he stood struggling to bring himself under control reordered Ari’s thoughts. He rubbed his eyes, one arm pinned beneath the opposite elbow. The pose exposed vulnerability in him she hadn’t seen. Maks’s unease reconnected her to him, and Ari felt him with the same intensity she had on the Orient Express. Distracted, she barely noticed the swipe of her knuckles across her nose.

If possible, and if Maks’s distrust of her allowed, she would make life better for him. Ease the torture of the battle between the order he craved and the chaos in his blood.

In spite of believing her a liar and a thief—a vorovka as he called her—Maksim Medved had protected her the entire night. He’d thumped goblins, opened doors and told her when she was wrong. Sure, he’d gone Armageddon crazy on her, but chaos did that to Faebles. Mostly he’d looked out for her. She would be grossly remiss if she didn’t return the favor.

In the span of nanoseconds she chose to love Maks. Although the decision had been a century in the making, it crystallized in that moment. Only a strategy to make him see the wisdom of accepting her love remained to be chosen. Oh, how she hoped her affection brought him joy. Rubbing her knuckles against her lower lip, she considered what she knew of the man.

Ahh. The slinky warmth of chaos on the prowl filled her. She would destroy the fortress around his joy—a corny thought but a needed outcome. Clearly he wanted to laugh. Mirth had tugged at the corners of his mouth several times during their impromptu adventure. He’d batted it aside every time. Returning the favor of his care by giving him more laughter than he could stand impressed Ari as justice.

That odd mix of glee and nausea reclaimed her.

And we have nose twitching! Good stuff. He’d scared her momentarily, but in all honesty she was not afraid of him. Ari’s staff retracted to latent length. She feared he’d walk away much more.

“I’m loaded for bear, Okaasan.”

“You plan to slay a Medved?”

A bark of hilarity burst out. “Uh. I meant I’m good to go.”

“Your clichés have caused my eyes to cross. Yet you imply you are well.” Her mother relaxed and the pressure of Inari’s magick relented. “We do not deceive one another, Kit.”

“No, we don’t,” Ari replied with sincerity.

Footsteps struck the dirt road behind her the moment she hung up with her mother. How considerate of him. Normally Maks moved in silence, but he wanted to make her aware of his approach. Clearing his throat he took a beat and gentled his voice. “My apologies. You are a creature of your birth. I should not blame you for this.”

He said it like she was a rabid animal. Ari’s cheek twitched, concealing a sulk. Any ground she’d gained with him had dissolved and blown away in the storm of their chaos. She had work to do. Giving Maks a show, she shrugged and reached into her shoulder pack.

He continued speaking. “I will maintain control until I have reclaimed the statue. Then we can be done with one another, perhaps with expedition enough to leave our city intact.”

Ari ignored the slice of anxiety his words caused. Focusing on pulling transportation from her bag lent her a few seconds to come up with a response. Her entire left arm disappeared into the opened zipper. She grasped handlebars and pulled.

To Maks she said, “I guess you don’t enjoy my company as much as I enjoy yours. That’s sad.”

His attention went to the squeaky toy softness of the marigold colored handlebars and headlight being pulled from her bag. Next came the front wheel, followed by the body.

“It is not that I do not enjoy your company. I—”


Her Vespa 180 Super Sport popped out, losing the squishy softness required for magickal storage, to become a solid bike. A classic one at that. Ari elbow shined the “A!” insignia on the front. Going back into her bag she retrieved two helmets and held one out to Maks. “You were saying it’s not you don’t enjoy my company but…”

The muscles near his temples tightened, causing his eyes to narrow. He’d thought of something and she’d bet she wasn’t gonna like it. He moved closer, affecting nonchalance the little hairs on the back of her neck warned her not to trust.

“I am not relishing the chaos we cause. Nor am I comfortable with your—” he rolled a hand in the air, “—lifestyle. Parting ways is best.”

He could say whatever he wanted but her middleman was stalking her on the sneaky sneak. Ah ha. Well, it had to happen at some point. The bigger surprise came from him not trying earlier. Which proved he was an honorable man; one at the end of his patience. Ari bent and lifted her bag in her right hand, the two helmets held firmly in her left.

Maks danced forward, took her bag and returned to his original position so quickly he left her gaping.

He smirked, gorgeous and triumphant. That’s new. Reaching through the zippered opening Maks felt around and made a horrible face. The hand he withdrew oozed with—Ari sniffed in his direction—mud.

“Lucky you,” she said. “The last person who tried that got the cow pie, extra moist.”

Taking her pack back Ari found a box of wet wipes. After Maks cleaned off the mud she shook a helmet at him. He declined. “If I wear a helmet to ride a Vespa I may as well give you my balls as adornment.”

“Are you pouting because of the mud?”

“I do not pout,” he said in all seriousness.

“Sure and you’re not surly either.”

Paying her no heed, Maks strode to the bike and sat. He adjusted the rearview mirrors, shifting his weight for comfort. The man took a lot for granted. He owned her heart, not her Vespa. Oblivious to her astonishment, he motioned for her to hop on back.

“Oh no, middleman, it’s my bike. I drive.”

“If I have to ride on the back I will become the bear so no one recognizes me.”

Payback was a mutha. She hopped on back of the Vespa so fast her boots didn’t stir the earth. Maks peeled out at speeds surpassing hers.

The moment she settled her arms around his waist he moved them up just below his chest. Oooh, his pecs felt nice.

He snarled.

Hm, had she felt him up without realizing?

Palming both her wrists in one of his hands he slid her arms way down, nearly into his lap. Even better. A rumbling rolled through him and into her. A purr? He shifted her arm position again, settling for the area one would’ve called his breadbasket—if there were any fat on him. There wasn’t. More like an energy bar basket. My, oh my, she wanted him bad.

Maks braked at a red light and coughed, changing position to put more space between them. “How do you become a returner?”

Distraction techniques, huh? She’d play along. “How did I or how does it happen in general?”

“How does it happen?”

“In some ways it’s a talent.” She changed her voice to sound sage. “The ability to discern between truth and deception must be as strong in you as the force, youngling.”


His cheek twitched but as far as she could tell he didn’t smile. He’s a tough one. “We returners are naturals at that kind of discernment as long the case or the circumstances aren’t personal. Personal entanglements make things cloudy.”

“This is true of any creature with the lack of self-preservation it takes to bond with others,” Maks said.

Ari laughed and nodded. “If a Faeble feels they have a proclivity for retrieving and returning they go to the Bridge Across building to be tested.”

He made a hm sound. “You are speaking of the bridge on North Naiad Street that disappears into mist and the appearance of nothingness beyond?”

“Yup.”

“I know this place. I went there once.”

“Ever been inside?”

“No. I felt uncomfortable with the magicks tugging at me.”

His body stiffened slightly. He glanced at her over his shoulder and turned away again.

“You really don’t like returners, do you?” Ari shook her head in amusement but scooted closer. Tightening her arms around him, she laid her cheek against his shoulder blade. If he didn’t want her touching him he’d have to fight her for it.

“The building is gorgeous once you cross the bridge. Anyway, I passed. So I trained for two years, apprenticed for another and on the spring equinox in 1996 I had my branding ceremony.”

The light changed and the wind picked up as they accelerated.

“I was there.”

Her head snapped up. Maks’s spine had gone so straight hugging a two by four would’ve been more comfortable. Whatever he’d said had been lost to the wind but it sounded like…“You said what?”

He didn’t answer. A thought occurred. “You know, you might have seen a ceremony if you were there in late March and had gone in. Maybe mine.”

Ari couldn’t tell whether Maks jerked at her words or if the forward momentum of her Vespa, once he opened the throttle, made her think he had. Either way she suddenly felt good, light and at ease.

“You’re not going to let the Grand High Oni kill me,” she said, whispering the words into his ear to keep the wind from swallowing them. At least she’d use that as an excuse if he asked.

“Why would you believe this?” he shouted back.

“Because you still have to find out who had me take your family heirloom and why it no longer belongs to you…Plus, you can’t get it out of my bag without me, middleman.”

The Vespa shot forward again. Maks pushed the magick-enhanced bike to its fastest.

“I am not liking this ‘middleman’ you keep calling me,” he shouted over roaring air. “I am Maksim Mikhail Valentin Skazkakh Bolshebnukh Medved.”

“Fabulous. You Russians really pile on the monikers, huh?”

“My brothers and I are of the Bolshebnukh Roma, Faebled Gypsies, on my mother’s side. The lengths of our names come primarily from them.”

“That’s a serious inheritance to lay on a kid.” She repeated his full name, mimicking his accent. From behind, she noticed his cheekbones rise, becoming more defined. He smiles?

“When you have a son, vixen-vorovka, mine will be his name too,” he said, his tone feral.

“Wha—huh?”


The bike wavered in what any observer would call a drunken swerve. “Oh Gods,” Maks said. “It was Bear. All Bear. I swear it.”

Ari’s brain square-danced, punctuated by a mental yee-freaking-haw. She forced her breathing and heart rate to steady. It wouldn’t do to spook the wild animal before she’d trapped him. “The bear? You sayin’ the bear wants to procreate with me?”

“Do not say it this way. You make it sound so clinical.”

It didn’t sound clinical to her. Ari tightened her arms around him by slow degrees. The thought of Maks knocking her up sounded like a great way to spend a Sunday and every day after.

“Do you have a timetable for my insemination? My father isn’t gonna let us make babies until we’re married.”

“I am not going to marry you, vorovka.”

She shrugged. He wanted her. She knew it. Something in each of them called to the other. She’d work with whatever advantage she got. Maks avoided her eyes in the rearview and began to hum a tune.

No further comment came but Ari didn’t mind. A fog of bliss expanded in her head and she floated, as high as if she’d snorted several lines of pixie dust. Of course, she played the roll of a wary woman for Maks’s benefit.

He pulled up to the curb in front of Willow the Wisps, dropped the kickstand and waited. Colleen, her mother’s friend, owned the pub and Ari had a delivery to make. She hopped off the bike and marched to the door. A second before entering she tossed a challenge over her shoulder—her answer to his refusal to marry her. “You keep your bear away from me.”

He let her get inside before he muttered his response. “As if I’d let him loose. How do you think your clothes have remained on so long?” Then he followed.

Ari grinned. She’d heard. The bear’s awakening certainly made Maks chatty, and she liked it.

 

A flash later they exited the pub. Colleen had gone out for an hour or more. They’d have to wait for her return and Ari despised the hookah smoke-heavy environment inside. She and Maks needed a spot to hang.

“Let us go there,” he said, pointing to a business down the block and across the street. “Do you know karaoke?”

“I’m half Japanese.”

He raised both brows. “Is this meant to be an answer?”

She tried again, putting extra stress on the last word and holding her arms out to her sides. “I’m Japanese.”

In mock frustration Maks looked away and back. “So you would like me to stereotype you?”

Smart boy. How would he react if she jumped into his arms and licked him? Probably not well. “You’re right. Yes, I know karaoke.”

“Then let us go.”

“Give me a sec.”

It actually took two minutes to instruct her new minions to stay at Willow the Wisps and look out for Colleen. She also asked Corbel to come get her and Maks when the pub’s owner arrived. Trajan balked but his neck still flopped without the scarf, so he lost the debate.


The karaoke parlor utilized a classic Asian set-up—various-sized private rooms with wait staff to bring drinks and snacks. The only available space, however, was meant for a party of roughly thirty. Maks rented it anyway.

Once they’d entered the room, he situated himself on the black leather sectional and tossed her the control panel. She punched in a song code and croaked a tuneless rendition of Chaka Khan’s “Ain’t Nobody.” Ari had no shame, but wounded wildebeest summed up her singing—a wounded, broken-hearted wildebeest with a chronic sinus infection. She knew how she sounded but it didn’t stop her. Afterward, Maks stared at her agape, his blinking nearly audible.

“Awful.” He blinked a bit more and looked around, apparently searching for someone with whom to discuss his horror. “Or should I say offal because I want to rip out my own guts.”

“Maks!” Ari covered her mouth to keep from going into her monkey laugh. Not sexy.

Her middleman remained shell-shocked. “I am not able to close my mouth. Your singing is…jaw dropping.”

Ari couldn’t contain it. She laughed in sharp barks better suited to a baboon. In response, the dawning of a grin tugged at one corner of Maks’s mouth.

C’mon. C’mon, sweetie. She could endure the embarrassment of the monkey laugh if he smiled for once. Almost there. Almost.

He licked his lower lip and it curved a bit more.

Closer.

His lips firmed into a line.

Aw man, chagrin but no grin.

“You saying you sing better?” she asked, allowing an edge of teasing into her voice.

Propelling himself off the couch he approached her, hand held aloft to tag her out wrestling style. She high-fived him harder than necessary and moved past to the couch.

Maks faced her, looking entirely too good. “I could scream after being impaled on the Space Needle and sound better.”

“Fine. Sing.” She sat. “But I’ll pick the song.”

“You may choose. There is no song I do not know.”

“Shenanigans.”

“Choose something.”

“You really sing that well?”

“I am part Gypsy, part boyar and Faebled.”

“Gotcha. I’ll stereotype you now.”

A slight inclination of his head. “I would say touché but touchy applies better.”

More of her monkey laugh ensued. Ari blushed, flipping through the book of songs until a sly smirk spread across her face. She took up the control panel and punched a set of four numbers in.

A funky guitar lick kicked things off. Followed by a shimmy-inducing groove—sultry and bright. The performer in Maks transformed his posture. He sneered, pinning Ari with a rock star glare.

Gulp. He’d always been graceful but this was…he swiveled his hips and…and…she didn’t have enough synapses to process such pulchritude.

Her middleman strummed an air guitar, launching into the opening verse of “She’s Always In My Hair” by Prince. As a result, Ari lost her fragile little mind.


He gave her no quarter as he strutted through and wailed on two more verses. Hand to the heavens, if they’d been in a stadium she’d have thrown her panties at his feet while still wearing them.

The music and the man culminated in a living fantasy. One she’d crafted in every solitary moment of her adulthood—wishes on stars for someone who’d understand her tricky family and odd personality. Maks embodied it all, all the desires shaping her since her once-upon-a night at the opera when she’d hidden in a water closet because she couldn’t take the pressure. Back then their connection had been an inkling, a preview of a deeper bond. Now the time for hiding had ended. Ari recognized she drove Maks nuts, she only hoped he’d gone crazy enough to love her back.

When the instrumental section came in he approached her, his intent indeterminate, thrilling. Before she took the next breath, Maks pulled her to her feet and into a ballroom stance—Ari had watched enough TV dance shows to recognize it.

One beat.

Two.

And they tangoed.

Although Ari affected the proper haughty movements to match his intensity, his body and scent conspired against her. Underneath her aplomb the threat of blacking out encroached.

Flecks of chaos switched on around them, mimicking twinkling faerie lights, and Maks and Ari danced. Her body molded to his as they spun around the private room. She lost her breath several times over but there was no stopping until the last refrains of the song faded. Maks’s ballroom hold lost all propriety. He yanked her against him with fervor, his breath warm against her cheek.

“How do you confuse me this way?”

She didn’t have an answer so held on to him.

“You are a thief.”

“No.”

“A liar.”

“Technically.”

He growled low in his belly. “Born of tricksters and chaos.”

“Yes.”

He spun her away. The violence of it caused her to lose her balance. Ari reacted sluggishly; her body hadn’t caught on to the danger of falling and her mind was mist. His hand clasped her forearm and she found herself pressed back into his body.

And then…he kissed her. She collapsed against him, tasting his passion in a rush of need. His kiss was hot and feral and sweet. Incongruous. Him. Maks sucked at her tongue and nipped her bottom lip as though consumed by the same need driving her to fully experience every sensation offered. Her fantasy didn’t hold up to his truth. This was beyond beyond.

He broke the kiss far too soon but folded her against him. The tension in his body told her he’d gone on alert, his heartbeat wild. He listened out. She heard it too, strange sounds just outside their room. They both stilled and only the flickering faerie lights of their combined chaos moved.

After disentangling their limbs he walked over to the door. When it stood open a multitude of moans and panting wafted into the room. Maks gripped the doorjamb, disappointment acute in his posture. “Chaos,” he said. “We must go.”


 

Out in front of the karaoke parlor, Ari watched Maks pace up and down the sidewalk. The chaos between them disturbed him and she had no idea why. Her parents lived happily together. Surely these bursts of craziness came more from the newness of his and her, um, thing than any real danger. Plus, not a soul had gotten hurt. Double plus, why had the crazy man gotten upset about an orgy? She thought men enjoyed the freaky stuff. She’d wanted to stay in the karaoke parlor and watch the rapturous writhing a while longer.

“We cannot happen.” He pointed from her to him, then back into the karaoke parlor. “Did you not see them? They were taken by a frenzy.” He cursed. “I am hoping those paired off at least like one another.”

Ari threw her hands into the air. “They looked happy to me, Maks, and not everyone took part. Some folks walked out. Others seemed to be dreaming.”

“We have no idea what they feel. Our energies are too strong together. This will not happen again.”

“But—”

Corbel jogged up. “Look alert, ganglies,” the goblin said, tipping his sliced hat as though he’d opened with a pleasantry. “The one you want is back.”

***

THREE MINUTES PRIOR

Rose-colored lights danced throughout the karaoke parlor and the storied folks made love. Couples on the verge finally came together in crashing passion; unspoken devotion poured from throats. Long-time lovers sparked anew while relationships hanging by the barest clinch of a fingernail lost their holds as new ones, true loves, cemented. The entire building blossomed into an anarchy of lovemaking.

The Russian bear led the female with golden locks out by the hand. As they tiptoed past, those who were not with their lovers and those who were not in love dreamed of the one who was not there or the one who had yet to appear. Not one of the patrons of the karaoke parlor spared a thought for orderly behavior, and no one would regret their actions after.








Chapter Seven



KABOOM! Bada-bada-bada-BOOM!

Maks stared at Ari as though she’d birthed the devil and promptly spanked the child for being evil.

“After you kill us all I hope to be reborn on another planet. Mars or perhaps Venus,” he intoned dryly. “You are not in possession of a wormhole jumper, interstellar space cruiser, police box or Millennium Falcon, are you? I would dislike wasting a reincarnation only to have to start over again.”

She said nothing. They had finally caused enough destruction to quiet even her gift for chatter. He batted away the burning debris falling around them and wondered why he didn’t allow a plank to bonk Ari on the head and end his suffering.

Faebles with soot-smudged faces, a few of them nursing singed wings or tails, fled in all directions as the original Big Bad blew out the fire.

Colleen walked to the edge of the flaming chasm where her business had once stood and dropped to her knees. She held the doll Ari had retrieved for her against her body. An exact replica of the woman, from the hair—gas flame blue at the roots, gradating to orange and finally to yellow at the ends—to the tapered ears, the doll even mimicked the manic expression on Colleen’s face.

Ari left Maks and made her way over to kneel beside her mother’s friend. The two women held on to one another as tears rolled down Colleen’s face and disappeared into a grimace so wide and curled it might have been mistaken for a smile.

Chaos. Everywhere they went. Chaos. Maks and Ari had entered Willow the Wisps, asked for the owner and given her the doll. All fine. Colleen offered Maks a drink and he’d pictured her a saint. He’d needed something to soften the turmoil the returner caused to churn within him.

Vodka improved all situations.

There’d been an empty spot at the bar beside a fire sprite with a hefty head start on the path drunken. The fellow had the look of a red leprechaun and partied with as much joviality. Maks liked the fire sprite despite his frequent burps and the gaseous bubbles he emitted. Every species had its drawbacks—fire sprites happened to burp when intoxicated. They’d had a companionable talk, exchanging salacious limericks, until Ari came up behind and touched Maks on his shoulder blade.

“We should probably get out of here, Maks. I’m late for the drop-off to the Grand High Oni and I’ve got some explaining to do,” she’d said.

Without doubts Wendell’s temper would not be easily allayed. But who cared? Wendell did not possess such lovely eyes—tempting as a sip of cognac. Nor was the Grand High Oni’s touch electric. Ariana Golde’s touch, however, brought Bear to the surface, the hunt in him hungry to have her. A match. Good. Need her. Bear had whined and Bear was not given to whining. Maks had fought the compulsion to draw Ari between his legs and press her against his…ahem, so he hadn’t turned to face her.

“Are you ready?” she’d asked, peering around him. “Tonight is flying past like that.” She’d snapped her fingers to punctuate the last word. In that same moment the fire sprite burped.

Maks wouldn’t have countenanced such a perfect storm if the grapevines had told him. The domino chain of events was too screwed up to call serendipity. He’d had to create a new word: fubar-dipity. The term would evoke the utter madness of the night when he related the tale to his brothers—if Ari’s antics allowed him to live beyond the rising sun.


At any rate, Ari’s hand on Maks’s back had channeled their magick. It surged through them and erupted from her thumb and index finger in a single spark of chaos. Snap. Burp. Maks had downed his vodka to ease the oncoming assault of Murphy’s Law. The shimmering bubble of gas floated toward the returner. The spark struck the bubble. Nothing happened for less than a millisecond, perhaps two, but fire sprite burps were flammable. All storied folk knew this.

He’d yelled “Get out!” in Russian. Any creature with an inkling of self-preservation took his meaning and hauled ass whether they spoke the language or not. Over his shoulder, Maks saw the bubble implode, the spark of chaos encased inside it. The memory of how their magick coalesced in his home quickened his getaway pace, and he slung Ari over the opposite shoulder.

KABOOM! Bada-bada-bada-BOOM!

Maks rubbed his eyes to chase away the memory. He could now warm his hands by the pit—a dead ringer for the entrance to Hades—they’d created. Damn her and him along with her.

“I could use a hand here.”

Maks followed the voice to the brink of the pit. A broken pipe jutted out of the side of the chasm, and from the pipe dangled the fire sprite.

“Hello.” The fire sprite waved before he realized the folly of the action and hugged the pipe to his neck. “Mind snatching me outta the jaws o’hell?” he said.

Maks dropped down onto his belly and reached into the pit. The sprite reached back but neither could grasp the other. Soft footfalls terminated at Maks’s side. “Corbel, Trajan, help Maks out,” Ari said. “And stop ignoring him, by the way.”

Both goblins scrambled to the edge and leaned over the pit at a forty-five degree angle. Trajan tsked, throwing the hanging end of his scarf over a shoulder. Corbel said, “We’d rather you order us to commit seppuku. Wouldn’t we, Trajan?” Trajan answered with a stiff nod, arms folded in defiance.

Maks pushed up onto his knees and prepared to unleash Bear. Ari spoke first. “Ritual suicide, huh?” She crouched down in front of the goblins, seemingly relaxed. “I’ve got no problems with that. How about a running leap into that hole?” Ari jerked her head toward the pit. “Hades seems like just the place for you two.”

The needle on Maks’s Arian-o-meter swung sharply to “like.”

The goblins tucked, tumbled and climbed down to help the sprite.

“She might need anger management, Corbel,” Trajan shouted loud enough for all to hear. “We was hopping to it. What is we, heathens that don’t know our place?”

“Right again, Trajan,” Corbel said, huffing. “You’ve got a knack for verisimilitude.”

Adept as squirrels, the henchmen didn’t slip once as they scampered down. Maks assumed the skill helped with acquisitions. Gods, he’d surrounded himself with thieves and he was beginning to like them. All three of them. He proved himself his mother’s son to greater and greater degrees.

Reaching the pipe, Corbel straddled it and scooted out toward the dangling fire sprite. The poor fellow had begun to sweat. Fire sprites did not burn or become overheated. Fear of death alone caused the moisture to break out across the ruddy complexion.

Trajan slid along the pipe behind Corbel. When they were both in place the later took the sprite by the wrists and flipped him overhead.

“Easy,” Maks growled.


Trajan caught the sprite by the ankles and hoisted him with perfect balance. Maks gripped sweaty fingers, Trajan kept hold of the sprite’s ankles, and Corbel grasped Trajan’s feet. As Maks lifted, the trio of three-footers rose from the hole in a chain, the ugliest set of head-over-end paper dolls ever constructed.

Maks set the chain down. Trajan and Corbel pimp walked—there was no better description of their we-rule-the-night strut—over to Ari. The sprite sprung to his feet and wrapped himself around Maks’s leg. Clutching and whimpering ensued. Uncomfortable in a magnificent way, Maks looked to Ari for help.

“Um, Mister Fire Sprite, sir. You’re making him uncomfortable with your head that close to his bits.”

The sprite leapt away and straightened the scarlet vest he wore beneath an orange jacket with glittering red pinstripes. He sputtered an apology for his decidedly unmanly behavior and stroked his baldpate. “Fark-o-flaming.” The fire sprite turned a ruddier shade. “I’ve lost me bowler.”

Ari patted the fellow on the back and cooed consolingly. “There’s an all-night haberdashery on the corner of Peters Creek and Sirens Mill Road. You could have a new hat in an hour or so.”

The fire sprite lit up. He kissed Ari’s hand, shook Maks’s and hightailed it out of there.

Ari watched the sprite go. Maks watched only her. Ariana Golde was lovely, kind and funny, also a horrible singer but crafty. His Arian-o-meter went off, blinking and dinging as though he’d struck the jackpot, the needle swinging well past “like.” Maks gave the device a mental kick and it shut down with a dissatisfied whir.

“How do you like that one, Trajan? We do all manner of acrobatics to save him and we don’t get no kisses.”

“Was you wantin’ kisses, Corbel?” Trajan’s sharp features lent him the look of a grinning cheese wedge. “Your proclivities is always been questionable.”

“Well, he wore his hat nicely.” Corbel grumbled, pushing his own bear-ravaged cap back off his face. “I could’ve used a trip to the haberdasher’s and wedda had nice tête-à-tête.”

Trajan chortled and danced his jig. “Which head was you wanting to touch, Corbel? The big one or the little one?”

Maks snorted. Nicely done. Ari burst out laughing at Trajan’s risqué translation of head-to-head. “Back in the bag, you silly buzzards,” she told her henchmen. They went without complaint. Trajan threw an arm around Corbel and happily poked his buddy’s ribs along the way.

“You know what, Corbel? You’ve gotta get rid of the stinging itchies if you want to keep a man.”

“How would you know?” Corbel looked genuinely puzzled.

Maks thought the answer would be common sense. One could not give a lover the stinging itchies, AKA nasty goblin’s disease, and expect them to stick around past breakfast, let alone to form a lasting bond. Apparently the obvious did not come to Corbel so easily. As Maks understood it one would rather have the fleas of a thousand wolves take residence in one’s pubic hair than deal with the stinging itchies. Maks did not know for sure but would ask Mitya when he returned home.

“I’ve got a girlfriend. That’s how I know,” Trajan said, continuing his discussion with Corbel.

“I haven’t set eyes on her.” Corbel stepped into Ari’s bag and disappeared.

“You ain’t never seen lady parts neither.” Trajan followed. “Don’t mean they don’t exist.” Zzzup. The zipper sealed.


Ari turned a disbelieving gaze on Maks, her eyes wide, her lips twitching. He wanted to kiss her so badly he made fists of his fingers enough times to realize the calming exercise had lost effectiveness. His inability to restrain himself precipitated a flood of annoyance.

“You could have killed us all.”

“No one died or was even injured. It’d take a lot more than singeing to take a Faeble down.”

“And what will Colleen do now?”

The returner paused and Maks could see she felt badly about their blowing up the pub. “I don’t know,” Ari said, exhaling slowly. “But she kissed my cheek and she doesn’t seem to be that upset. Look.” She pointed to where Colleen stood in conference with a pair of Faebles in navy suits and red ties. “Those insurance incubi look more worked up than she does.”

Colleen wore a heavy pink blanket and the same maniac expression she’d had just after the explosion, while the pair of incubi huffed, indignant as victims of a double cross. Maks smelled a large payoff via accidental fire insurance.

Ari was right. He knew this yet could not agree with her. He had to find the means to drive a wedge between them. Smells good. Tastes better. A match. Maks shook himself mentally. He did not have the self-control to stay away from her much longer and who knew what they’d catapult into deep space the next time they touched. He turned his back on her. “We got lucky. Still, do not touch me again.”

Far too concerned with mastering the howl and desire of the hunt within him, Maks didn’t sense her approach. He only felt her arms slide under his, her hands clasping his shoulders, her cheek against his spine. Good.

“I can’t promise you that, Maksim.” Her smooth as honey tone soothed him. So sweet. Maks snarled and closed his eyes, relaxing into her embrace. “But I can promise you other things,” she said.

Mating by moonlight. Cubs. Dancing.

“What do you promise me, vorovka?”

Another feminine scent filled the air and a voice as crisp as summers in the Hamptons broke into his thoughts. “I can promise you’re not going to like this.”

Maks opened his eyes in time to see the punch coming but not to deflect it. He staggered back from the blow and shook his head but managed to push Ari further behind him. The Grand High Oni’s younger sister stood before him. She held up her red-skinned dukes in a boxer stance. Maks keyed in on her oval cut sapphire ring to regain his senses, as a contingent of ogres bounded in from the shadows beyond.

“Bitsy, did you believe I would go down so easily?” Maks assumed his own stance. This was an opportunity to work off his frustration.

Bitsy grinned. “Magick ring, Maks.”

“You—” He felt woozy. Everything went wrong side twisted. The cobblestone greeted his rear as he slumped down into Ari’s arms.

“Maks,” his vixen-vorovka cried out to him.

“Do not worry.” He barely understood his own slurred words. “I am—”

“Sleepy,” Bitsy said. “Rock-a-bye, Maksy.”

 


Maks did not open his eyes when he awoke. Nor did he move. Instead he allowed his sense of smell to speak to him of the oni compound: sand and edamame—ogres ate soybeans until the scent leached from their pores—and mountain air. There were several ogres in the vicinity and—wait—yes, most importantly, he and Ari had been brought there together. Her honeysuckle scent calmed him.

Touch told him he rested on a stone bench with his feet in the sand he’d smelled, likely Wendell’s rock garden. Pain made it evident two sides of his jaw would be sore for the rest of the night, the underside from Ari’s kick and the left from Bitsy’s sucker punch. Odd how he chose to stay away from women and yet they would surely be his death.

The smoky perfume of incense drifted to Maks. Water trickled over stone a few yards away while Wendell spoke to Bitsy.

“Where is this reek of goblin coming from?” Wendell asked in his John Wayne burr.

“I think it must have come in with the returner.” Bitsy said, overblown disgust underscoring her words. Neither sounded particularly angry, so Maks decided he could open his eyes without the threat of attack and further assess the situation.

Wendell and Bitsy stood in the middle of the rock garden. The sister waved to Maks. Three sticks of incense were clutched between her fingers. Her brother nodded a greeting but continued to rake parallel patterns into the sand. Maks curled his lip at them both.

Where was Ariana Golde? He searched the courtyard, his gaze falling on the ogres who had accompanied Bitsy as they went about their duties.

The mountain the ogre compound had been carved from and the gentle waterfall at its base formed a backdrop to the square yard. He did not see the returner. Urgency spurred him. Where? Finally he looked down and found her at his feet. She’d been knocked unconscious, a bump forming over her right eye.

Maks fell to his knees beside her and pushed her shoulder pack out of his way. The rise and fall of the returner’s chest kept his chaos from erupting. She lived. His fingers touched the bump and judged it minor. Maks nodded. Good. She was well, if slightly battered. With more care than he figured she warranted, he lifted her and laid her on the bench. There was sand on her cheek. He brushed the granules aside with the backs of his fingers. Pausing to stare at her slack face, he tweaked her chin. Damn her.

Rising, Maks shuddered but kept Bear at bay, and turned to face the oni royals. The hunt and Bear roiled within him; bloodlust tinted his vision. The look on his face must have been a terrible thing. Bitsy raised her hands. “She forced me to knock her out, Maks.”

“Did she?” His voice sounded calm. Good.

“She did,” Bitsy said.

Maks glanced at a rangy, eggplant-hued ogre with wild orange hair and pale horns. “Chauncey, please fetch my usual gear and bring it here.” Chauncey looked to his lord and receiving a nod left to do as Maks asked. Satisfied his ire would soon be sated, Maks approached the center of the rock garden. Bitsy eyed him warily but Wendell’s thoughts remained concealed.

Moistening his lower lip, Maks continued, “How did she force you to bring her here—” he paused to gesture back at Ari, “—in this state?”

The returner was in his care and they’d dared to harm her. Did no one respect the Medved name this night? Did they not recognize how dangerous it was to hurt his—to hurt the returner? Bear reared up on hind legs within Maks’s psyche. His claws were extended and if he did not relieve the tension there would be blood.

Chauncey returned, coughed and laid a duffel bag on the sand beside Maks. The ogre waited for further orders. Bitsy took a step back. “She went nuts when you went down. That staff of hers broke more than a few kneecaps and several of my men will be gumming their meals until their teeth and tusks grow back.”


Good. Ariana Golde had not let him and herself be taken easily. Maks shrugged, his gesture an indication the broken teeth and kneecaps were earned. “We have been friends many years, Bitsy. Why did you find it necessary to knock me out?”

She screwed up her face. “It’s because I’ve known you so long that I knew you wouldn’t let us bring the returner back here. Not once I saw you two together.”

He snarled before he could stop himself. “You were wrong,” he said. “We were on our way here.” Maks jerked his head at Chauncey and held up his right hand. The ogre went into the duffle bag and pulled a roll of cloth free. When he stood he began to prep Maks’s fist with the pre-glove hand wrap.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t know,” Bitsy said. She wrapped her arms around her belly with a sigh.

“I know you didn’t. I am not angry with you. Merely puzzled.” Maks let his gaze fall on Wendell, who raised an eyebrow. The Grand High Oni stood nine foot two with skin the shade of red peppers. The mother of pearl spires of his horns—each centered on one of his brows—rose from his forehead and back over the storm cloud of his white-gray hair. “Oh ho, so I am the target of your vexation,” the ogre king said.

“Your sister did as she was ordered, no?”

“She did.”

“Then we must box now.”

Wendell chuckled, the sound of boulders being gurgled. A flick of his hand to his sister and she trotted off, Maks guessed to retrieve her brother’s gear. He and Wendell regarded one another but sheathed their thoughts in silence until Bitsy returned.

Once the sister had wrapped the brother’s meat hooks, Wendell spoke. “The thought occurs the returner is your woman, Medved.”

“Your thinking is muddled, Wen.”

A hiss cut through their conversation. Ari sat up, the heel of her palm pressed to her forehead. “Cripes,” she said, “I hear banjos.” She called for Maks and he would have answered if she hadn’t noticed her broken staff first. The splintered sections of what had been her weapon drew a sharp gasp from her. Maks felt it in his gut. He faced Wendell and called back over his shoulder.

“Do not cry, vorovka. I beg you.”

Her footsteps whispered across the sand, stopping a few feet from him. “I’m not going to cry, Maksim.” There was a sob embedded in the words. He’d seen the way she clutched the staff when Bear scared her in the fields. It had made her feel safe. Now she was injured and vulnerable, and her vulnerability whipped his chaos magicks into a furor. He breathed deep and slow.

“It sounds as though you may cry.” He still refused to look at her.

“I won’t.” The steel was back in her voice. The same hardened core she’d used against Bear when he’d bared his fangs in her face.

Chauncey finished putting on Maks’s gloves and tightened the laces. Bitsy had done the same for her brother.

“If we do not box now, Wendell,” Maks said, “I am going to kill you.”

Wendell rolled his neck. With deftness unusual in ogres he began to dance in an arch, first right and then left. Bitsy and Chauncey walked backward until they stood with Ari. Maks slapped his gloved fists together. His corner man had done a good job. He tracked Wendell and launched into his own dance, jabbing the air to warm up.


“Your anger is unfounded, Medved. I have rights to call the returner out on her duplicity.” Wendell faked left and punched right. Maks anticipated the move and dodged, opening his guard. Wendell took the bait, stepping into the opening, and Maks rolled to slam his fist into Wendell’s exposed kidney. The ogre grunted in surprise.

They broke apart and circled one another. Maks stepped in to Wendell and took a blow to the chest. In exchange he rocked Wendell’s chin in three rapid punches.

“Ow,” Ari said, though Wendell remained silent. “You guys don’t have to do this.” The two males ignored her.

“You have the right to question her but she is in my care. Any harm coming to her is a slight to me. And there is also the matter of Fran—”

“Achoo!” Ari sneezed so loudly Maks swore she’d ejected a lung. He spared her a glance. Tension made her body taut. Did she worry for him? A punch caught him on the side of the head. He didn’t get the full brunt but the blow cleared his mind.

The gathered ogres cheered. Maks and Wendell broke again, moving forward and back in a semicircle until they switched positions and Maks faced Ari, Bitsy and Chauncey.

“Have you not seen Fra—”

“Achoo! Achoo! Achoo!”

Perhaps the returner had ogre allergies and could not be around them too long.

“Your boxing is greatly improved, Medved. Less uptight, more unpredictable,” Wendell said.

Maks split his attention between his sparring partner and beyond to watch Bitsy observe Ari. Finally the ogress spoke, part question and part statement. “You love him.”

“I’ve been falling for a long time.” Ari exhaled slowly.

Stunned, Maks took a fully extended jab to the jaw. The distance mitigated the damage.

“How long?” Bitsy asked.

“Since the late 1800s. It started with a schoolgirl crush on the Orient Express.”

Bitsy was taken aback. “But he’s so surly.”

Why did everyone keep saying this? Surely not all storied folk found him surly. Uppercut—one, two to the gut. Maks staggered and Ari winced.

“I’m working on that,” Ari said, her words for Bitsy while her gaze met his. She loved him. Had more or less loved him since she was a child.

He’d suppressed it, but he remembered her. Not so much on the Orient Express as on an evening at the opera—Rigoletto, San Francisco in the 1980s. Her scent, honeysuckle and moonlight, had led him through the crowd and he’d pushed his way past two critics in the midst of a foolish disagreement.

When the critics parted he’d forgotten his own name. The returner wore an exquisite gown of Swarovski crystal beads and silver silk. Lovely returner. He or Bear or they—there was no difference—connected to her then. He had been on his way to her, to find out her name, to talk for a while…but he’d seen her mother, Inari, and realized she was the child of two legendary strains of chaos magick. The realization welded him in place. Things could go terribly wrong if he closed the distance between the lovely one and himself.

Her running away had been a relief and he’d forced the image of her down past Bear, past the hunt, beyond even the day Baba-Yaga had bitten him. He had not wanted to yearn for a future, nor for the buttery brown skin, red painted lips and cognac eyes.


That same connection had drawn him to the Bridge Across building one spring day in 1996. No, he had not gone in, had not shared in the returners’ branding ceremony, but only because he’d known it would be his undoing.

If he were honest, this was the reason he had met her as Bear in the foyer of his home. There had been an inkling of memory, a swell pushing at the barrier he’d placed on his desires for a wife. He’d suspected this woman was fated to be his.

Damn her.

He ducked under what would have been a brutal punch and pummeled Wendell in a series of body blows. The Ogre danced away and threw up a glove. “You invite the rage of an ogre, Medved. You are the best friend I have. It shouldn’t end over a woman.” They exchanged another set of ferocious punches that left them both hiding their wheezes beneath bravado. Maks’s chin probably wouldn’t heal for months. The pain blurred his sight.

Wendell fumed. “My dealing with her is non-negotiable, Medved. It is only out of deference to you I haven’t fed her to a certain rabid unicorn I have on retainer.”

Maks gave Ari an I told you so look through clearing vision. She shrugged back at him with a contrite smile and jogged closer.

“I can explain everything and it won’t harm your friendship at all.”

Chaos-magick ears and whiskers shimmered to life on her head and face, joined by a set of three flickering tails at her back. Oh no. She’d gotten an idea and it involved more deception. Maks warned Ari off with a gesture but kept his guard up in case Wendell decided to grab her. Instead the Grand High Oni relaxed. “Go on. Take a shot at entertaining us,” he said.

Things could go very badly if she tried to trick the ogres. Maks made to protest. Wendell waved him off. “No, Medved. Let her try to explain. Otherwise I’ll take my club to her and our bond will end.”

Maks allowed his claws to extend; Ari stepped up behind him and laid a hand on his forearm. “If she dies, Wendell, you follow her. Understood?”

“Hah, I know you will try to kill me,” The Ogre replied with equal ferocity. “I expect no less of you.”

Maks jerked his chin up in agreement. Wendell stomped his feet and several ogres scrambled to bring him a chair. Once he’d made himself comfortable, and had been supplied with a bowl of edamame, he gestured for Ari to proceed.

She drew herself up, appearing as proud an orator as her father. Maks wondered if she had the old trickster’s skill. She’d need it in order to pull off whatever she’d planned without getting them both killed. Maks could take Wendell but they’d never make it out of the ogre complex. He would not default to ego; delusions did not befit a Medved.

Ari cleared her throat and began. “I gave the Lady Goblin-kin your necklace because I could not deny the plea of one so deeply in love.”

Maks rolled his eyes. A hush fell over the assemblage. Incredible. He’d read of hushes in the faerie tales humans wrote but he’d never seen such a thing among Faebles.

“The Lady Goblin-kin, Lucida, carries a special feeling for the Grand High Oni and took the necklace as a symbol of his love. She knows she will never have The Ogre himself.”

Wendell let out a guffaw; it ricocheted around the courtyard, joined by the tittering of the gathered ogres. “Hilarious. Oh ho, how I will make the wench suffer for her love,” he said. The gathering laughed more.


Ari nodded, her expression encouraging. “As well the Grand High Oni should, and you’ve been the height of genius in setting her up. It’s the reason I felt so comfortable in giving her the necklace.”

Quiet descended and Wendell leaned forward. Dear gods. Maks slapped himself on the forehead, grumbled and slid the hand down to cover his face. All lies. Though Ari appeared to be selling Lucida out, Maks knew she’d liked the lady too much to do so.

“What part of my vast genius are you speaking of?” Wendell stroked his chin and relaxed back into the chair. Bah, The Ogre was confused but refused to show it in front of his people.

Taking a beat the returner bowed. “Well, obviously the Grand High Oni has taken great pains to put a stop to any marriage contract the Lady Lucida has sought to make for herself. This is why I realized the Grant High Oni has plans to visit the worst torture and agony the world has ever invented on the lady of the goblin-kin.”

“Of course, this was my plan all along.” The ogres murmured various terms of agreement, save Bitsy. She wore the strangest look. Like Maks, she seemed unsure of what to believe.

“It is a plan so diabolical even my own baba, my father, would not have thought of it.” The returner looked on the Grand High Oni with admiration.

Wendell blushed eggplant. “You flatter me but ’tis true. Any fool can see I plan on torturing the Lady Goblin-kin by, by…” He made the rolling gesture he and Maks both favored as though he couldn’t think of the right words to illuminate his genius and merely needed someone to help him with the phrasing.

Ari came to the rescue. “By marrying her and making her as miserable as husbands have been making wives through the eons.” She finished the statement innocently.

Maks stood gobsmacked—once again. He couldn’t be sure whether proximity or a riot of emotions he didn’t care to name had brought on the change in his thinking, but he’d caught on to the ingenuity of her plan. His vixen-vorovka was truly her father’s child. He could not fathom why she thought herself an unworthy heir.

Wendell looked around, bloated with superiority. “Just as you have said.”

Some of the ogres were clearly confused but others gazed at their leader in abject admiration. Bitsy’s mouth fell open.

“Regardless of her love,” Wendell said, “she did not come to me when her father died. How can I be sure she will have me now and not ruin my scheme?”

“She was afraid her status as such a powerful leader would turn you off. She thought you’d find her too manly and not possessing of the soft comforts of womanhood.”

“Any fool watching knows she’s got the best qualities of womanhood.” Wendell pantomimed large breasts by curving his mitts in front of his chest. “And I am certainly no fool.” He scoffed at Ari’s silliness.

“Just so,” she said.

“Go to the goblin side and tell the lady to come to me.”

Ari shook her head. “You’ll have to go to her, Grand High Oni, it’s the only way.”

“Nope. She must come to me and beg.”

“But, but—” Ari’s chaos-magick ears, whiskers and three tails went on the fritz, blinking on and off.


Maks shot a sidelong glance at Wendell. The spell vixen-vorovka had spun began to crack. Without a compelling closing she’d lose the ogres. Maks did not want her to fail. Not knowing what it meant to her to make her parents proud. The same need had driven him before his parents had gone to stone. He understood Ariana Golde. Therefore, Maks decided to do what he had been doing all night. To act the proper sidekick to Ari’s hero. Even if this meant he had to mislead his buddy for the greater good.

“This would not be good, Wendell.” Maks stepped up to the plate. Ari blessed him with the most beautiful smile of thanks he had ever received. He wanted her to give him more looks matching its radiance.

“Think, man. The lady fears you find her too mannish. If she comes here it will be her doing the wooing.” Wendell yawned and Maks leaned forward, rolling both hands in the air. “As though you were her ladylove rather than she yours. From that moment on she would wear the pants in your household.”

Wendell shot from the chair. “The goblin-hag wouldn’t dare such insolence as to believe me less of a male than she.”

Maks threw his arms wide. “What choice would she have?”

Wendell sat down in a rush, dropping his chin into a palm. “What must I do?” he asked dejectedly.

“Oh.” Ari bumped hips with Maks and they shared a knowing look. “We have an idea.”








Chapter Eight




“When an ogre comes to take his bride

He belts a song and goes with pride

He bellows loud and yanks her hair

Then makes a flag of her underwear…”



The ogres were on the move; their various horned shapes and hues marched in a grand parade toward the Scar of Fanaweigh. Brightly colored paper lanterns bobbled on air and odes—of questionably romantic intent—roused the denizens of the district. Soon a multitude of Faeble voices—pixies and sprites, gnomes and ovoids, dragons, unicorns and all the others—joined in to sing the ancient songs. Faebles glittered, flew and flamed in celebration. Ari danced right along with them. The Grand High Oni had done his choosing and journeyed to claim his bride.

A few hours before, Ari and Maks had played the roll of matchmakers and negotiated the marriage contract. She’d kept a generic version in her shoulder pack since her mother started in on the husband campaign. Ari liked to be prepared under normal circumstances and one couldn’t learn enough when it came to legal documents and her tricky parentage.

Anyway, they’d sent Corbel and Trajan ahead with an ogre guard; not only to keep her minions safe but also to verify the Grand High Oni truly wanted the Lady Goblin-kin’s hand. The goblins had returned with a yes and the party started.

Maks clapped in time and lent his voice to another ode that may have been a love song but could’ve been a soundtrack to domestic violence. Aghh when in ogre town…

Bitsy joined them on their march. Nodding first to Maks then to Ari, she sighed. “My how I’ve missed such sweet chaos as you two wrought here tonight.”

Trajan seized the moment to do his jig around the ogress, tossing pixie dust into the air. She obliged him with a twirl and chortle all her own. He skipped away. Her eyes followed him and she grinned. “The kitsune, the trickster foxes, of my ancestors’ homeland once did the same.” She laughed. “Which is no surprise knowing your mother, Ariana.”

Ari smiled cheerily and Maks patted Bitsy’s shoulder. The ogress suddenly crushed them in a better bear hug than Ari imagined any Medved could give—high and tight. Really, really ridiculously tight. Ari’s breath whooshed out and Maks grunted.

Bitsy carried on, oblivious to their discomfort. “If you two pull this off the ogres and the goblin-kin shall sing odes to your glory, and my children will be called by your names.” She released them.

Maks reached up—Bitsy topped him by a foot—and cupped his friend’s cheek. Ari watched him. No smiles yet, but there were subtle changes in his manner. Tension no longer shaped the lines of his shoulders or hollowed his cheeks. No signs of the finger flexing thing he liked to do either. He’d been ruggedly handsome since forever. She’d almost gotten used to it. Now he radiated a warmth and accessibility she wanted to wrap herself up in and hold on to.

The crowd swelled out to both sides, forming a semicircle in their midst. They’d reached Fanaweigh’s Scar. Wendell paced before the wall, rubbing a splayed hand across its surface. Rotating round, he gestured for the gathering to give him room.

When all were at a safe distance he drew back and with a great roar punched through the wall in one blow. Stone exploded in every direction, slabs fell away, pulverized dust filled the winds. The assault continued. Wendell grasped chunks and tore them away, sending debris flying. Ogre cheers fueled him.

As the Grand High Oni worked, a new song arose from the goblin side, its chords a chorus of welcome.


Wendell’s pace reached a whirlwind pitch. He reached through the hole he’d made and pulled with both arms. The strain outlined the veins in his biceps and forearms. The wall groaned, tottered and tumbled to the earth.

Preening, The Ogre dusted off his hands and peered through the opening. On the other side, goblin territory had been decorated with the all the best appropriation magick could supply. Lanternflies brought the celestial skies to life seven feet above the ground; they mimicked colored gas clouds and constellations. Long wooden tables were dressed in every fabric Ari could name and trenchers cut from gemstones overflowed with treats.

A troupe of goblins performed the type of elaborate choreography Ari had only seen matched in Bollywood movies. Most spectacularly, in the middle of dancing imps and decorations stood the Lady Lucida. A magical dais lifted her above the tumult.

Whoa, she was gorgeous, her bottle-green skin tinted with bronzer and her garnet tresses done up in a wind-blown array of ringlets. All her grooming accessorized the flowing gown of vermillion gossamer she wore. Layers of the faerie silk draped her body in a one-shoulder sheath, pooling at her feet.

Wendell stopped in his tracks, his gaze hungry on the lady. Collecting himself, he straightened the tanned hides and red silk of his wedding finery. “Lady Lucida of the Goblin-kin, I have come for your hand in marriage.” His voice turned menacing. “Don’t think of denying me or it will not go well.”

Lucida scowled and threw her bouquet at him. She had excellent aim. The flowers hit Wendell square in the face. “I wouldn’t be standing here all fancied up down to my bra and knickers if it were my intent to deny you, you gibbon-faced oaf.”

Maks’s hand landed on Ari’s shoulder and she braced herself.

Wendell caught the flowers as they fell and clutched them to his chest. He smiled beatifically, bounded up onto the dais in three leaps, and kissed the lady with a passion causing her hair to curl into an Afro.

Different look but just as good.

The assemblage went insane with cheers and jocundity. The earth hummed. All turned to the opening in the scar. A mound grew, swelling until green sprouted from its peak and kept going. Fifty feet later a towering evergreen stood in the gap, bringing with it the scent of Christmas and greater festivity. Nature hadn’t finished yet. The land blossomed with flowers and flora. Ivy sprung from the base of the scar, growing up and over to cover the monstrosity. From the curtain of vines stepped a figure: willowy grace, lush bark-brown skin—glistening with morning dew, and a mane of flowering ivy cascading to the ground.

“Frannie!” Ari cheered, and the celebrants echoed her cry. Fanaweigh lived anew.

Ari didn’t bother trying to contain herself. She leaped and wrapped her arms around Maks’s neck. He didn’t push her away. Instead his arms closed around her waist. “You have done well, vixen-vorovka. Your parents will be pleased.” Quietly, so low she might not have heard it without a fox-child’s hearing, he added, “As am I.”

Ari’s phone vibrated. She answered and nodded. Maks regarded her expectantly. “We’ve got a meeting place,” she said, “but it’s an unexpected one.”

***

IN THE SAME MOMENT


Bitsy searched the wedding guests and found her snuggums twirling amongst the newly grown flowers. He felt her gaze and weaved through the crowd to join her. This was a good night. The returner and Maks had no idea how much she owed them. Her children would indeed be named Maksim and Ariana and Medved and Golde and as many variations as her brood grew to need—her half-ogre, half-goblin offspring would likely number in the teens.

How dapper her lover looked. His new striped scarf giving him the air of a mushroom-colored, blond-haired Doctor Who. Dearest snuggums. He’d brought her a pair of saviors tonight, not only for her but for all of Fanaweigh. Trajan was the most wonderful Faeble ever birthed—goblin or ogre—and she could barely wait to ask her brother for permission to marry him.








Chapter Nine



Ari unlocked the front door to her and her parents’ home in a hurry. Maks had cursed when he’d seen what she assumed was her client’s car parked in the circular drive. Without a word the crazy man had charged for the entrance. She’d had to race ahead of him and open up before he broke in. Maks had no idea how many times he’d come to the brink of being murdered by her mother tonight.

Inside they heard voices in the sitting room, two males who sounded familiar and Inari. Apparently her father hadn’t come home yet. Maks started off but she grabbed him by the waist of his pants.

“Shoes, Maks. Take off your shoes.” He really wanted to die. Folks thought her mother a nice woman because she was short and demure—a fatal mistake no doubting it.

Maks popped the straps on top of each foot and flipped off his leather high-tops. Done, he gruffed and rushed into the sitting room. She followed him and plowed into his back.

“Mixing chaos magick is not so bad. Is it, brother?”

Cripes, Maks was going to beat the brimstone out of Konstantin. She could feel the menace vibrating through her middleman’s body. She peeked around him and gave the three pranksters a mean-eyed glower. She wanted an explanation too. Finding her mother having tea with Dmitri and Konstantin Medved charted among the least likely ways she expected her evening to end.

“Explain yourselves,” Maks said.

“Um yeah, Okaasan, you’ve got some ’splaining to do,” Ari added.

Dmitri chuckled. Her mother stood and held out both hands to Ari. She took them and waited.

“Daughter, Dmitri and Konstantin gave their parents’ sculpture to me as a gift for you in hopes it would precipitate your joining their family.”

Maks didn’t wait past the words “gave their parents’ sculpture to me.” With a growl he unleashed his bear. Dmitri did too, and Ari had to admit big brother made for a bigger, badder bear. He didn’t even have to growl before Maks checked himself out of respect. Jeezy Winkies. Her middleman hadn’t backed down for the king of the ogres. She counted herself lucky she’d bopped Dmitri in the nads and taken him down, otherwise dealing with him would’ve been risky.

Ari made her way to Maks. His anger peppered her skin, palpable. Slipping her fingers into the ruff of fur at the nape of his neck, she soothed him. “Don’t be vexed, middleman. Konstantin is an Oracle of Order and they all love us. Whatever they’ve done they did for our good.” The bear shuddered and she now stroked the man on the small of his back.

“Why?” she asked her mother.

“It is as you have guessed, my Kit.” Inari rounded them, lifting one hand to caress Ari’s cheek and laying the other against Maks’s rib cage. “I’ve known you’ve had an uncontrollable crush on Maksim since the opera. Konstantin foresaw the two of you together could break the curse Baba-Yaga placed on their family.” To Ari alone she said, “Do you know of the curse?”

Ari nodded. “From the dossier.”

“Yes, yet we chose not to mention the stained glass.”

“Is the curse broken?” Maks asked, his gaze lighting on each of their faces in turn.

Konstantin inclined his head to one side. “I believe so, Maks. But it must be tested.”

“Vixen-vorovka and I—”

“Vixen-vorovka?” Konstantin and Dmitri said in concert, both incredulous.


Maks curled his lip at his brothers. “Vixen-vorovka and I broke the accursed glass at the start. Why did you send us out on this charade?”

Inari took over again. Maks might snarl at his brothers but Ari suspected he wasn’t crazy enough to try it with her mother. “You and my daughter believed yourselves defective, Maksim. Konstantin divined you would help one another.”

And they had. Ari knew it. They’d done better than help each other.

Maks started to protest but her mother stood on tiptoe to lay her fingertips across his mouth. “You have done this admirably.”

Inari glided—Ari had no idea how the woman did that—over to the tea service and poured a cup, returning seconds later to hand it to Maks. He took the china, sniffed and downed the contents.

“Allow me to recount your accomplishments for you. The grapevines say an invulnerable Faeble, who no longer wanted to live, bled tonight and revels in life once more. On the opposite side of the scale, a swarm of boacusts no magick could exterminate lies dead.”

Inari paused and looked down at the floor. Ari reached out to her mother. “Okaasan?”

“I am well. Only reflecting.”

Her mother looked strange and it worried her. She glanced up at Maks and he lifted his chin. If he’d grasped the situation and wanted her to keep her head up she would.

After a few moments Inari sighed. “My great friend Colleen wished to return home to the faerie mound of her birth in Ireland. She could not. No Faeble would buy Willow the Wisps from her. We do not favor change. She could not move without an influx of funds. You two visit and she no longer has problems. She has a great deal of insurance money instead.”

Yup. Colleen had actually been smiling when they’d blown her pub to the rooftops. There you go. Something felt right about the explosion when it happened. Maks hadn’t thought so and took his turn to look incredulous.

From his stance leaning against the fireplace, Dmitri chuckled. “I have said your powers are good. My agents are reporting a miracle and I—” The elder Medved pushed off the wall and crossed the room. He looked down at his sibling, grasping Maks by both shoulders. “I am experiencing what one might call the pride.”

Try as hard as he wanted, Maks didn’t have the skills to hide what his brother’s acknowledgement meant to him. Excitement flooded Ari on his behalf.

“It’s because we went to Fanaweigh and the scar came tumbling down?” Ari bit her lip to keep the cheesy grin from spreading further across her face. “Isn’t it?” Dmitri picked her up and threw her into to the air.

“Yes, Ariana Golde.” He laughed and caught her in a cradle position. She yelped, “Do it again. Do it again!” Maks stepped forward, gave his brother an inscrutable look and lifted Ari from Dmitri’s arms.

Ari ignored her middleman. “I apologize for testing your testicular fortitude, Dmitri,” she said from Maks’s embrace.

“No problem.” Dmitri waved her off. “Mine are balls of steel.”

She snorted, then whispered to Maks, “He’s joking, right?” Maks allowed her body to slide down the front of his. Do it again.

“He had the stinging itchies once,” Maks said dryly. “Perhaps it has turned his balls to steel. I would not know.” Dmitri cuffed Maks on the side of the head. The younger of the two remained undaunted. “Hitting me is not a remedy. You may need cream or unguent.” Konstantin lost it and doubled over laughing. Dmitri cuffed them both, twice, and the room went silent.


As Ari’s feet touched the ground Inari sobbed. There wasn’t speed enough to get to her mother as quickly as she wanted and she couldn’t hold Inari close enough. “Okaasan, what happened?”

Inari used the sleeve of her robe to dab at her eyes. “You have perpetrated such trickery as to avert both the demise of a district and also a feud, via a demolition and a wedding.” Her mother hugged her back, their tears mingling on their cheeks. Ari finally realized why the crazy woman had looked at the floor earlier. There’d been so many failed attempts in her efforts to live up to her parents’ legacy; the Frog Prince was still a frog after all. Now on the night she hadn’t tried, she’d finally come into her trickster magick. She and Maks had taken down Fanaweigh’s Scar. Aw yeah! Not only had Ariana Anase Kitsu Golde pleased a goddess, she’d made her mother proud.

The comforting warmth of Maks’s body nestled up behind her as she wiped her cheeks. He didn’t say anything, but he was there and she wished it meant more than kindness on his part.

A wry smile curved her mother’s mouth. “I do not mean to toss clichés at you. Yet you two are good together.”

Ari blushed. Maks’s warmth left her as he retreated a few paces back. Yup, she’d gotten it right again. He’d expressed kindness, nothing more.

“Does baba know?”

“That you and Maks have become a cliché very much like an irreverent Valentine’s Day card?”

“No, crazy lady. Does he know about your and the Medveds’ plan?”

Inari gaped at her. “Do you believe we could orchestrate a plan so tricky, so diabolically brilliant without your baba involved?”

“Aghh, gosh. We get it. You love your husband.”

A rich thunder of mirth filled the room. The great trickster spider had come home. He stood in the doorway in the brightest golfing ensemble Ari had seen since the last time he’d played night golf. Leave it to Faebles to find impossible games to play. Leave it to her father to glow in dark. The coral of his polo shirt played nicely against the tamarind seed brown of his skin. His multihued plaid pants, however, clashed with the world.

“My arms are empty,” he boomed, throwing his hands wide.

Ari and her mother moved to fill her baba’s embrace. He kissed both his daughter’s cheeks and, holding on to Ari, shared a quiet moment with his wife. Watching her parents greet each other took the number one spot on her list of favorite things. Their wordless communication validated each of them in a way she couldn’t quite fathom but remained in awe of. She dreamed of sharing a bond like her parents’ with Maks, even knowing it wouldn’t come to fruition because of her lies.

The three Medveds nodded their greetings. “It is good to see you, Anansi,” Dmitri said. Her father bowed his head in response, releasing the hold on his family. “Sit. Take comfort,” he told his guests.

Giving her his full attention, Anansi laid his hand on her crown and rotated her head up, down and side-to-side. Repeat and ditto. Finally, he leaned in to whisper. “A thief has stolen my daughter’s heart.” Ari sighed. He continued, “Ah, but is he thief or returner and her heart now resides with its true owner?”

“Shhh, Baba. It’s bad.”

“Bad? The results of my trickery could never be bad.”

“You didn’t know I’d mess things up.”


He kissed her forehead and patted her back. “Of course I did.”

Ari snorted and her father smiled. She took a beat to think and then said to them all, “Do you really believe Maks and I are good together?”

“I know.” Konstantin rose from the couch where he’d been lounging. “I’ve foreseen it. I also know Maks was somehow drawn to West Africa in the late 1800s when you were born.”

Ari gasped, readying a reply to dispute the conclusion Konstantin had drawn. She wouldn’t allow herself to believe Maks might’ve been in Africa for any reasons that could give her hope. She didn’t want to deal with disappointment.

The youngest Medved waved her off. “But you don’t need an Oracle of Order to detect the bond you have. Maks always knows where you are in the room, possibly in the world.” Konstantin said the last part beneath his breath. “His eyes have tracked you since you arrived. If you are behind him he makes sure some part of your bodies are close enough to touch.” Konstantin shook his head. “Although he takes care not to touch you.”

“The middleman was only being kind,” Ari said. “He’s a good guy.”

“I’m aware of this.” Konstantin stood before her, his expression warm. “I also know his feelings for you are more than kindness. He didn’t like Mitya holding you, even in fun, and he allowed you to—” he punched the air with the backs of his hands, “—pet his bear.” An eyebrow lifted. “Believe me, this does not happen. You and Maks are connected. Your intertwining is a part of the great tapestry.”

Ari looked at Maks and he stared fixedly at her. There was no tightness or anger. He wasn’t inscrutable but she couldn’t tell if he agreed or didn’t.

Konstantin continued with a hold-on-a-moment gesture to prevent them from jumping to conclusions. “I don’t mean to say it isn’t your choice to be together. Only that your love would be a—” he searched for the word, “—bonus in the grand scheme.”

Ari’s feet carried her away from Maks before she knew she’d moved. She needed a little distance for honesty. “The problem is I lied to him,” she responded, her shoulders slumped. “Not trickery for his own good but an outright lie, even though I’d given him my word I wouldn’t.” Konstantin waited for her to finish. “You know your brother, Konstantin. He can’t live with that.”

Resigned, she walked over and sunk into the couch. Maks’s voice broke the silence that followed. “The stained glass, I break it many times in my childhood. Did it not reform this time?”

“Still broken. I am thinking love can find us now.” Konstantin answered.

“And our parents?” The question was more a plea.

Shaking his head, Dmitri said, “Stone. But reviving them is a different matter.” The brothers paused, their auras wistful. Maks shook off the longing and crossed over to Ari to drop into a crouch. He dipped his head to see her face. “Why did you lie to me, vorovka?”

“I don’t want to say.”

“Try.”

“I suspected my chaos magick was stronger than my returner powers. I mean, look at them.” She gestured at her parents. “Tricksters trump all.” Anansi and Inari beamed, their shoulders high, their glow like a small sun. She shook her head at their antics with wan amusement. “I could have given you the statue back at any time. I didn’t because I didn’t want to.”

His gaze remained steady. “And this was not a trick for my own good?”


“No. I just wanted to be with you, to spend as much time as I could in your presence.” Ari lowered her head further so he wouldn’t read her pain through her eyes. “I love you, Maksim.” Heat hit the back of her throat in combined queasiness and giddiness. Swallowing was out of the question. “Heh, I’ve had a massive crush on you since steam engines.”

He scoffed.

“Okay, maybe not that long. But tonight I fell in love. I’m sorry I lied to you.”

Crickets.

Girding a bit of courage, she darted a glance at his face and away. The word pensive came to mind to describe his demeanor.

“Ariana Golde…” Maks paused. “Your father is Anansi, your mother Inari. From where does this Golde come?”

Oh-kay. Talk about a non sequitur.

“When I was little I wanted to have a last name. My skin is golden-brown, my hair is sandy-gold. Golde made sense.”

“It is meaningless.”

“Maks.” Bad enough she’d exposed her feelings for him and he hadn’t spared her a thought. He didn’t have to get mean.

He sighed. “Perhaps,” he drew out the word, “you would like to choose something else. Something with more meaning?”

Had he lost it? Why was her middleman talking about last names? Who cared?

“What’s the point?”

Maks placed his hand on her knees and rubbed the length of her thighs. “I am open to helping you make a choice. For instance, how do you feel about the surname…” Another pause—this one longer than the others. “…Medved?”

Ari swallowed hard to push her heart out of her throat. How do I feel…?

“Ooh, I like it.” Their gazes met and he… Jeezy winkies. He smiles. Epic pulchritude.

Maks entwined the fingers of his left hand with her right. He took her chin between thumb and forefinger, gently tugging her mouth to his. She closed her eyes so anticipation wouldn’t send her bouncing around the room.

Schwap.

Maks was wrenched from her grasp and she blinked to find him stuck to the far wall with webbing.

“Baba!” Ari kicked imaginary dust. Maks clutched the window frames on either side of him, struggling to pull free.

“I am here. Your man dares to give you his name without asking me first.” Her father tucked his hands beneath his arms, forming a W over his chest.

“Baba, you’re being nuts.”

“I would agree,” Inari chimed in, her hammer-striking-bells tone a warning to her husband. “We have tricked them in hopes of this outcome.”

“Any son-in-law of mine will observe propriety. There is a dowry to discuss and traditions to be honored.”


Dmitri sauntered over to where Maks remained pinned to the wall. Assessing his brother’s plight he tested the strength of the webbing, plucking a strand and allowing it to pop Maks in the chest. The younger Medved winced. Another chuckle rumbled through Dmitri. “I am wishing you the luck, Maksim,” he said. “Please try to negotiate with the spider so we may keep some of what we own.” More mirth followed as big brother left the room and subsequently the house.

Konstantin hadn’t budged. Off Ari’s look he shrugged in a gesture of I wouldn’t miss this if my pants were on fire. Medveds. They were a lot to handle. Ari stalked over to her father. She’d almost sealed her betrothal with a kiss and the trickster had messed it up with his shenanigans.

“Baba, you’re being ridiculously old school.”

Within a nanosecond her father went spider on her, filling the sitting room. He pointed one great, multijointed leg upstairs. His voice thundered inside her head. “There must be something to occupy you in your room.”

She’d never yelled at her father before. Big night for firsts. “Are you freakin’ kidding me, grampy? I’m not thirteen.”

Five minutes later Ari threw herself onto her bed and texted her friends in a fury.








Chapter Ten



The sun had risen. At last. Maks balanced the covered plate he carried and rolled his shoulders. Fatigue lay over him like a fine coating of dust, but he’d finally struck a deal with the spider. Ari’s suite lay at the top of the staircase he climbed. She’d be his bride soon. Technically they were joined already. He had made her cookies to celebrate and, if he were being honest, in hopes she would look on him with the affection he craved. If cookies didn’t work she’d be happy to know Corbel and Trajan had ridden up on her Vespa an hour ago. The news would surely earn him a smile. Lovely returner.

And to think she believed herself a liar because she’d kept his parents’ statue and thus him with her through the night. Ariana Golde did not know her own power. There’d been no lie—she’d tricked him for his own good and gifted him with the confidence to utilize his chaos magick without limits. Destruction and creation were one. He understood it now. And in making him a better man she had also blessed him with a wife.

Maks reached the landing and knocked on her door. If his brothers could do for themselves what they had done for him, the Medved clan would live again. Perhaps then they could figure out a way to bring their parents back. Reviving Valentina and Mikhail while the reach of the curse was still uncertain did not sit well with any of the three. They wouldn’t risk it—even if they knew how.

A huff escaped the closed door. “Please tell me I’ve been set free.”

He entered and schooled his face lest he reveal the heart palpitations she evoked on sight. Ari lay sprawled on her bed, her chin resting in the bowl of her palms.

“You remain under house arrest but I have baked you cookies to make up for it.”

“Maks,” she breathed, giving him the smile he’d hoped for. She sprung to her feet.

He feigned indifference and sat down on the padded bench butted up to the foot of the bed. “It is nothing. Your mother suggested I do something with my hands—other than clenching them into fists—while I negotiated with your father.”

Her eyes lit up when he whipped the cloth off the plate of toffee choco-chunks he’d made her. Good.

“I do not think I can live with the man. He has given us twenty minutes and warned me not to touch you.”

Ari took her place beside him. “There’s irony there,” she said, taking a cookie. She munched her treat, moaning and swaying a bit.

He had made a mistake coming into her bedroom. The bed whispered to him of bare bodies and heat and…Oh gods, he would be spider food before lunch. His vixen-vorovka saved him—and possibly her ability to walk straight. “We’re going to live here?” she asked.

“We must. At least until my training is over.”

A question scrunched her face. “Okay, break it down for me.”

Maks lay back, half on the bench and half on the bed. “I have to pay a dowry.” He groaned.

“More than your parents’ statue?”

“Yes. Four goats, twenty-five chickens and forty pieces of gold.”

“Get out.”

Maks shook his head with a smirk. “I am making the joke.”

“You had to be. My baba and I hate goats.” Off his look she clarified: “Too long a tale to tell now—” she flashed on fiendish, “—but they’re evil.” A pause. “So?”

“I have made your father a promise.”


“Okay.”

“I am to be his apprentice.”

Her mouth fell open. “You’re going to be the trickster’s apprentice.”

“Yes.”

Her hand fell across his thigh. “You’re going to learn to lie?” she said.

Just a little higher.

“I am not going to lie, vixen-vorovka. I am going to practice whatever your family calls lying.”

Ari snorted. “You love me don’t you?”

Why did he bother resisting? Maks pulled her on top of him. Grasping her face, he kissed her in an effort to wipe away all coherence. His hands slid down her neck and over her chest until his palms found her breasts. Perfection.

“Hmm, middleman. My father is going to break all your bones and suck out the marrow.”

He shuddered, but Bear could wait his turn. “Then we should stop. You are not worth dying for.”

“Maks!”

He couldn’t say what came over him but he laughed, great belly-shaking guffaws that flipped them both across the duvet. “The look on your face.” He curled into a ball with the force of his amusement.

Ari stroked his hair. “He laughs,” she said. “He finally laughs.”

It felt good to laugh. He pushed further up the bed and flopped onto her cushions, unable to stop chuckling.

Ari moaned as though in the throes of ecstasy—if said ecstasy were projected over a loud speaker. He was not touching her. Why should she moan this way?

“Unh, Maks. Ooooohhhh. Don’t put it there until we’re properly married,” she cried.

Vixen! “J’accuse,” he told her. Maks threw his legs over the side of the bed. Anansi would be up the stairs and commence making Ari a widow in heartbeats. Jumping out of the window seemed a good option. And Maks would have tried—he definitely would have—if his vixen-vorovka hadn’t stripped off her jumpsuit. Her tawny-gold body looked exquisite in a red bra and panty set.

“You will be paying for this,” he said.

“You first,” she answered, diving for her covers as the sound of arachnid legs climbed the stairs.

“I will handle your father, Ariana Medved. And then I will come for you. After all, I don’t mind a little chaos.”
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