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Chapter One
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"Land ho!" 

I held onto the brace at the bow of the sailboat, one leg bent so I could rest my foot on the cooler, and smiled at Larry's pirate speak. Even when we hadn't lost sight of land all day, the swarthy captain always announced it anyway when we got close to shore.

"Between the cocked leg and the bandana, you look like a rum commercial," my best friend Eli called over the ocean breeze, grinning as he navigated toward me using the sail lines to balance himself. With his dark, shoulder-length hair that he'd taken to wearing in a low ponytail, his deep tan, and the two days' worth of scruff he'd decided was sexy, he didn't have much room to talk.

I shoved a chunk of purple hair that had escaped said bandana behind my ear, for all the good it did. My fingers hadn't even cleared my chin before the wind had whipped it across my face again.

I bumped him with my elbow once he was standing beside me. "Or maybe you're just thinking about the pineapple fizz we're gonna have when we get back." 

Our favorite bartender had concocted the recipe just for us. It was sweet but not too sweet and had just enough rum to give you the fuzzies but not so much that you fell on your face after just one. It was the perfect cocktail to enjoy after a day on the water, or at any other time, for that matter.

We stood together in comfortable silence for a few minutes enjoying the view of Marauder's Bay, our little seaside town, as we got closer. The Gulf of Mexico lapped gently at shores that sloped up to the boardwalk edging well-kept but weather-worn shops painted in bright pastels. In the background, the dome of the courthouse marked the center of town, and a few fluffy white clouds dotted a cerulean sky.

"Trim the mainsa'l!" Larry hollered over the luffing sound of the giant white sheet of canvas snapping behind us, and we moved to lower it so that we could motor into the marina. 

"Not much of a haul today," Larry grunted after we'd anchored, his peg leg tapping on the fiberglass deck as joined us. 

He was referring to the handful of coins and sea glass Eli and I had gathered from the sea floor, a hobby we indulged in nearly every weekend. Though we rarely found much, what we did scavenge made for good souvenirs that drew people into Parker's, my family's antique shop. 

Scooping up the small bag of loot, I climbed over the boat's safety rope and onto the short gangplank that led to the dock. "Nah, but the few things we got will make for good souvenirs, and it was a great day to be on the water." 

The grizzled old man kissed the Saint Elmo's medallion hanging from a chain around his sunburned neck.  "T'was, lass, and hopefully none o' the tidbits be cursed." 

I wasn't sure the patron saint of sailors had much say in that. Still, after the few months we'd had, I'd take a blessing from any deity he wanted to invoke if it kept us from dredging up any other magical uglies during our dives. 

"Me too, Larry, me too." 

After we'd helped tie off the Sea Urchin, Eli and I headed up the wooden docks toward the parking lot while Larry stayed behind to finish up the little things that needed taking care of. A familiar burst of longing washed over me as we left the docks. I always felt a little sad when I left the sea behind even though I knew it was always there whenever I needed to clear my head.

I'd been doing that a lot more since Eli and I had dug up a treasure chest filled with cursed artifacts a few months ago. I wasn't much for superstition, but I also didn't believe in coincidences or accidents when it came to magic. I'd spent a lot of hours sitting on the shore wondering why Fate had seen fit to saddle me with the burden. 

She probably hadn't figured I'd be dumb enough to turn them loose on the community before I'd cleansed them of the curses, though, so I couldn't hardly blame her. Then again, she was Fate. Wouldn't she have foreseen that? 

"Hurry up, Sage. I'm starving, and haven't been able to stop thinking about a pineapple fizz since you mentioned it." Eli's voice snapped me back to reality, and I shook my head and turned my attention back to my surroundings. He was standing impatiently beside the passenger door of my mustang, brows raised and tanned arms crossed as I took one final look out to sea. 

I opened the trunk and dropped in the back of goodies we'd scavenged, then slammed it shut. "Untwist your knickers. I'm getting there." 

Once in the car, I kicked the AC on high and turned it toward my sweaty face. The thermometer had to be bouncing off a hundred degrees, or close to it. The dead of summer wasn't the best time to be a Floridian unless you had a pool—or an ocean—and didn't have to do anything outside. Thankfully, we had both, and neither of us had jobs that required us to work outside.

Eli popped to attention and pointed at something across the lot. "Who's that?" 

I followed where he was pointing. A middle-aged redheaded woman in a cream linen suit was smiling toward the docks. Larry rushed toward her, smiling to beat the band, and my brows about shot off the top of my forehead when he leaned forward and kissed her smack on the lips.

Though Larry played the part of a swashbuckling pirate to a tee, in reality, he was an educated man with a master's degree in astronomy. Rather than pursue a career in academia, though, he preferred to live the simple life of a fisherman. Not that I believed the woman was out of his league, but she didn't seem to be his type.

I glanced over at Eli, who looked as shocked as I felt.

"I did not see that coming. If I had to pick a woman for him, I'd have passed her right by." He squinted and leaned forward, then gasped. "The woman's wearing Louboutins for Pete's sake!" 

Not that I was a shoe aficionado, but even I recognized the red soles when she stood on tip-toes to give him another kiss. I waggled my brows. "Don't you mean for Larry's sake?" 

Eli rolled his eyes and shook his head. "Really? We catch Larry snoggin' some fancy lady and that's the best you've got? Besides, this isn't a joking matter. Who is she, and why didn't he mention her? We were out for almost five hours!" 

"Maybe he didn't want to face an inquisition." I loved Eli dearly, but he was as nosy as ... well, as I was. It was one of the many reasons we'd been best friends since grade school, though that hadn't been at the forefront in the beginning. We'd taken it to an art form as adults, though. "And snogging? Really?" 

He shrugged. "I just did an Austin Powers marathon." 

I crinkled my nose and cringed when it felt crunchy. I was both sunburned and covered in a fine layer of salt now that the sweat had dried. "Again? You've seen them all like thirty times." It wasn't that I didn't like them, but for me, they were one-and-done. 

I turned back to Larry and the mystery woman, who was following him back toward his boat. They were holding hands and laughing. Though I was insanely curious, I was also happy for him. He was a great guy who deserved to be happy. 

Eli pinched his lips together and shoved them to the side, watching for a few more seconds before they disappeared around the corner of the marina office. "So how does Larry have a girlfriend and we don't know about it?"

"Who knows?" I put the car in first gear and headed toward the exit. "Maybe it's just new and he doesn't want to jinx it by talking about it." 

"At least he's going for it," he said with a knowing look. "You could be doin' your own snoggin' with a certain smokin' hot shifter we all know and love."

My face burned hot as an image of Luther, the enigmatic man he was talking about, flitted through my mind, and I scowled as I turned onto the road that would lead us to town. "Zip it, Cupid. I thought you wanted rum, but if you'd rather talk about some dusty old fart with a God complex, I'll drop you off at home." 

"That's fine," he said with a knowing wink. "You may not admit it, but I see how you look at him. And how he looks at you." 

I ground my teeth together, barely resisting the urge to smack him. Sometimes I hated that he knew me so well. "And now you see how I'm looking at you. One more word—" 

"Fine, okay—I'll stop." He laughed, holding up his hands. "Just don't skip the rum. Anything but that." 

"Aye, matey," I replied, grinning back now that he'd agreed to stop nagging me about my love life. "It's five o'clock somewhere, so yo-ho-ho!" 

I did my best to shove thoughts of Luther from my mind. By the time we made it to the bar, I'd almost done it. That is, until I caught the flash of a raven's wing from the corner of my eye as we were walking in. That was one of Luther's forms, and I doubted it was a coincidence that he just happened to show up at the same time we did.

Sighing, I shook my head. Some people just couldn't take the hint. I'd be sure to drop it a little harder the next time, maybe in the form of a bowling ball to his thick head. Some people just had to learn the hard way.
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Chapter Two
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Even though it was hot, I wasn't feeling like sitting inside. I whined about the heat as often as anybody—maybe more because, according to Eli, that was one of my superpowers. When it came down to it, though, I loved our summer weather, or at least, I didn't mind it. It was part and parcel of living on the Gulf of Mexico, and if putting up with a little heat was the tradeoff for living on the beach, eating fresh seafood year-round, and wearing shorts when everybody else in the country was in a parka, then I was all in.

I pulled into the gravel parking lot of a tiki bar that catered to locals and tourists alike. Jaz, my favorite bartender and the owner, was shaking a cocktail, and my mouth watered at the thought of whatever fruity deliciousness was coming to life between those two frosty tins. 

He grinned and poured the foamy yellow contents into two glasses filled with ice, then topped them with club soda, dropped in a pineapple wedge, and set them on coasters in front of our regular seats. "Heard you comin' and figured you'd be thirsty." 

"You're an angel," I said, plopping my wallet on the bar and climbing onto my stool. That was one of the many benefits of being a regular—drinks came quickly and with a smile.

One side of his mouth quirked up, and his blue eyes sparkled with humor. "How dare you? Most of those guys are wet blankets, and you can bet they wouldn't know a Mai Tai from a monkey. They wish they were me." 

Bentley, the Angel of Envy, was sitting across from us and scowled. "That's not fair. Our jobs aren't easy, and you get to work in paradise. It must be nice to just schmooze all day, then go home without a care in the world." 

I nearly choked on my drink trying to keep from laughing at the irony. The guy was the epitome of a wet blanket, which was why he was sitting alone in a bar full of people who knew him.

Jaz turned to him, his expression mild. "Present company excluded, of course." He winked at us and mouthed, "Not really." 

Eli plucked the pineapple from his drink and bit into it. "So, speaking of working in paradise and schmoozing for a living, has Larry been in here with a lady friend?" 

"If, by lady friend, you mean Gina, then yeah, they've been in here every day this week." He glanced at the Sailor Jerry clock pinned to one of the round wooden beams that framed the bar. "In fact, it's about time for them to wander in." 

I nodded as a cool ocean breeze blew through the bar and sent cocktail napkins fluttering from the caddy in front of me. I tossed in one of the hand-painted rocks a regular made to weigh them down. "Yeah, we just left the boat and saw them. She was waiting for him at the marina. What's their deal?" 

Jaz raised a brow as he stacked clean beer glasses in the cooler. "Why don't you just ask him? You spent the morning on the Sea Urchin, right?" 

"Yeah," Eli said, sighing with impatience. "But that was before we saw them together. He didn't mention a word about her all morning." 

"You do know people expect discretion from their bartender, right?" The deep voice sent an unwelcome but pleasant shiver down my back, and I turned to find Luther, the guy Eli'd been hassling me about, pulling out the stool beside me. Surprise, surprise.

The man was an enigma. The first time I'd met him, he'd been a stooped old butler barely able to shuffle through his mistress's house. Then when things had gotten hairy, he'd turned into this version of himself—tall, broad shoulders, and a way of looking at me that made me feel like a rabbit pinned beneath a lion's paw. He could also shift into at least one animal—the raven—a factoid I'd gathered when he'd admitted to spying on a private conversation I'd had with my ex, and he could read minds. To put it mildly, I had trust issues when it came to him.

"Duh." Eli leaned forward so he could see around me, exasperation written all over his face. "But inquiring minds want to know, and our boy here has the beans to spill." 

Jaz cut him the side-eye. "If we could leave my beans out of this, that would be great. Your usual, Luther?" 

Mr. Tall, Dark, and Yummy, as Eli liked to call him, brushed a lock of dark hair off his forehead and glanced at our drinks. "Nah, I'll switch it up and have what they're having." 

"How do you know what we're having?" I asked just to be perverse. "This could be battery acid and soda." The man brought out a plethora of emotions in me, mostly because he was an unknown factor who'd just shown up in my life. I was both drawn to and irritated by the whole Man of Mystery thing.  

Luther laughed. "Then I guess that's what I get for being adventurous." 

His gaze caught mine, and my heart raced a little when he held it just a beat too long. His emerald eyes darkened and luminescent gold flecks appeared, and I ground my teeth together, irritated at the heat that pooled in my belly. 

I gave him a snarky, tight-lipped smile, crinkling my eyes and titling my head to really drive it home. "Okay, then, Jaz. One more pineapple fizz. Put the side shot of battery acid on my tab." 

Rather than take the hint, Luther laughed. "You're the most interesting creature I've interacted with in at least two centuries."

I wasn't sure if that said something about me or him, but whatever. I took a long pull from my straw and focused on our view of the ocean. Seagulls drifted and dove, fishing for their supper, and a couple walked hand-in-hand along the waterline. I let the peace of the scene calm my churning emotions.

While Jaz was making his drink, the strange yet familiar smells of Old Spice and Hawaiian Tropic drifted toward me. I didn't even have to turn around to know that Larry'd arrived. I did, though, because I wanted to see if the redhead was with him. She was.

Trying not to make it obvious, I elbowed Eli and lowered my voice. "They're here."

I smiled as they took stools across from us but a few seats down from Bentley. Though the bar was decent sized, Jaz kept the tropical soundtrack low enough that conversation was easy. This was the place everybody went to hang out, chill, and catch up, not dance and party, at least during the day. The only noises you ever had to compete with were the squawking of seagulls and the whisper of the breeze blowing through.

Eli jumped up and trotted around the bar, so I followed. 

"Eli," he said, introducing himself and shoving his hand out toward her, his generous mouth turned up in his most charming smile. He motioned toward me. "And this is Sage. We sail with Larry just about every weekend." 

She smiled back and took his hand. "Gina. I've heard a lot about you guys."

That was funny considering we hadn't heard a word about her. Rather than say so, though, I tried to pick up any bad vibes from her. When I ran headfirst into a shield, it was all I could do not to react. Most people, even witches, relaxed and let at least surface stuff through in social situations. Not this chick.

She arched a brow at me and curved one side of her mouth up as if she knew what I'd just done. "It's a pleasure to meet you, especially, Sage. Your family's reputation in the art world is impressive." 

"Oh, you collect?" I asked. My family—particularly my father—had an eye for art and connections out the wazoo and brokered several high-end sales a month. It was a big chunk of our income.

"My husband did. He passed a few years ago, but he spent his life collecting rare art." She laughed. "That passion was all his. I learned a few tricks from him just because I supported him, but it wasn't my thing." 

"Oh, who was your husband?" If I could get a name, I could dig through our records for dirt.

Before she could reply, Larry cleared his throat. "So, do you two need something? Gina and I were just about to order supper." 

I shook my head, stealing one last glance at Gina, who didn't answer my question. "Nah, we just wanted to stop by and meet your ... friend." 

He bit the inside of his lip to keep from smiling, but orneriness was bright in his eyes. "Well then, ye scalawags, mission accomplished. Now, back to yer rum!" 

There wasn't much of a way around that dismissal, so we made our excuses and did as we were told. 

"Struck out, huh?" Luther took a long sip off his drink, then held it back and looked at it. "This is delightful. What's in it?" 

Eli and I looked at each other and grinned. "Rum and more rum." 

When we answered in tandem, Luther furrowed his brow and glanced back and forth between us. "Do you two use a psychic connection to do that?" 

"Nope." That time, we did it just to irritate him, sharing identical grins. Though Eli could get into my head, he never did. In fact, he actively avoided it. One of his gifts was the power of persuasion, but he hated it and never used it. 

Luther opened his mouth to say something, but my ringtone cut him off. I fished my phone out of my back pocket and frowned when I saw it was from James, my ex and a local cop who'd recently been elected as sheriff. I sighed. He was only calling me for one of two reasons: he either wanted to talk about our complicated personal relationship, or he had a case he suspected was related to the cursed artifacts. If it was the former, I didn't want to answer, but since it might be the latter, I had no choice. I slid my finger across the screen, not sure which possibility to hope for. 

"Hey, James. What's up?" 

"Hey, Sage. Sorry to bother you on a Saturday afternoon, but you're gonna want to see this. Some guy just drowned under some strange circumstances, and I think we should talk. Can you meet me at the cafe? I don't think we should meet at the sheriff's office, and there's no point in examining the scene." 

I frowned and glanced over my shoulder to make sure nobody nonmagical was within earshot, then put my phone on speaker.

"Eli and Luther are listening. What's a guy drowning got to do with us?" 

"Well, let's see," he said, and I didn't have to see the exasperated look on his face to pick up the sarcasm. "He reported his wife missing while she was standing right beside him, said he'd lost his watch when he hadn't, and he couldn't find his office building when he was standing in front of it. Pretty sure that reaches your level of weird." 

Luther growled. Like, almost an actual animal growl. He was strangely jealous of James and took offense whenever my ex used his go-to adjectives such as weird and strange to describe anything to do with me or magic. In truth, it was a little offensive, but I don't think James realized it came across that way. 

I shook my head, warning Luther to be cool. Eli, on the other hand, rocked back on his heels and nodded, lips pressed together, even though James couldn't see him. "Yep. That sounds like our kinda weird all right. We'll be there in fifteen." 

I glanced at the two new drinks Jazz had just set in front of our spots. "You said he's dead?" 

"As a hammer." 

"Is anybody else affected or in imminent danger of death, dismemberment, loss of mental faculties, or being sucked into an alternate reality?" 

"Noooo, why?" It wasn't hard to tell he was trying to follow my train of thought and losing. "And wait—an alternate reality? Is that really a thing?" That last had just an edge of panic to it. Though he was trying his best to adapt to a reality where magic existed, he was struggling.

"Probably not today, or I'd have sensed something. Make it twenty, and we'll be there." I wasn't going to waste a perfectly good drink rushing to deal with somebody who'd already checked out anyway. Besides, if this artifact worked out to be as tricky as the others, we needed to take a minute of peace while we had it.

"Wait, about that alternate—" 

I'd already moved to hang up when I heard that last, but I didn't want to answer, anyway. That would be a conversation for another day. 
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After we finished our drinks and were paying the tab, I tried to tell Luther we didn't need him, but he insisted on going. I couldn't decide if it was because he really wanted to help us or if he just wanted to torture James a little. My guess was that it was a little of both.

Eli wasn't about to give up shotgun, so Luther found himself stuffed into the backseat of a car that wasn't built for more than one passenger. Rather than argue, though, he squeezed himself into the small space, stooping because he was too tall to sit up straight. 

I checked him out in the rearview mirror, hoping to see at least a bit of irritation on his face. Instead, he looked amused. I swear, the guy took almost everything in stride even when we were in a life-or-death magical situation. I didn't get him, but I supposed when you'd been alive for centuries, there wasn't much you hadn't encountered.

I pulled out of the lot and hung a left onto the street that would take us to Sadie's, the coffeeshop where we were meeting James. "So just off the top of your head, can either of you think of an artifact in the book that would lead to this kind of behavior?" 

The witches who'd sunk the trunk in the sea to begin with had at least included a book that listed each piece and what it did. The problem was that it was in an ancient language and the descriptions were often vague. We'd been working with Sybil, a witch who'd been alive and living in Marauder's Cove when the whole thing had begun. She hadn't realized at the time that the coven had dumped the whole chest into the ocean without first removing the curses, but she felt a little bit responsible for not stopping them back then. 

Sybil'd proven to be a huge help; there's no way we could have handled the first two cases without her, or Luther, for that matter. As much as he got under my skin, I wasn't dumb enough to believe we didn't need him. One of Eli's specialties was languages, but even though he'd made progress on translating the book, we were still flying by the seat of our britches in large part. 

You'd think having a book that detailed each piece would make things simple, but there were so many items that it was nearly impossible to tell which one we were dealing with until we figured out the purpose of the curse, and that was only the beginning. It wasn't just a matter of recovering the artifacts and cleansing them of the curses, which is exactly what I did for a living. Where Eli and I were flailing was dealing with the victim of the curse once we found them. Neither of us had experience with that, so we had no choice but to work with Luther and Sybil.

Luther hunched forward so that he was between the front seats. "Just off the top of my head, it sounds like some sort of greed curse. Maybe the intention is to take away his valuables." 

Eli furrowed his brow as he looked out the window at the small shops lining the street. We'd gone from the beach side of Marauder's Bay to the quaint part of town where the shops were more what you'd expect in any small town. The pastel colors of the beach shops had faded to brick buildings with tasteful striped awnings offering shade to window shoppers who took advantage of the simple layout of Main Street.

He scratched his cheek, his fingers scraping over his scruff. "If that's the case, then how do you explain the wife thing?" 

Luther sighed. "It's not a perfect theory, for sure. I think we'll know more once we talk to the family. I don't know why we have to talk to James. We should have just gotten the information and gone to the man's home or business." 

Scowling, I resisted the urge to elbow him in the nose. The whole caveman thing was getting old, and even though I had my own issues working with James, I couldn't deny that we needed him or that his input was valuable if for no other reason than he was our connection—and our cover—when the artifacts showed up.

I pulled into an open parking space in front of Sadie's. Once I was out, I grinned at the sight of Luther battling the seatbelt while trying to squeeze out of the sliver of space between my seat and the frame. When I laughed out loud, he growled, his green eyes sparking with irritation. "This contraption isn't fit for three people. You need a bigger car." 

"Oh, then maybe we should have brought yours." Seeing as how he'd flown to the bar, I didn't think he had any room to complain. "At least I brought something with wheels." 

Rather than respond, he smoothed his navy polo shirt and pulled his khaki shorts down from where they'd ridden up onto his (very muscular) thighs. I turned and headed around the car before he caught me peeking.

Before we pushed through the door to the coffee shop, I turned around and poked my finger in Luther's face, narrowing my eyes. He didn't like James and tended to bat him around like a cat would a clueless mouse. "Be. Nice." 

His full lips curved up in a predatory smile that reminded me of the Grinch's grin. "I'm always nice." 

I squeezed my eyes shut and took a deep breath. Though I had my own problems with James, it wasn't fair that Luther, a magical, centuries-old being, baited somebody who not only didn't know the rules, he wasn't even sure what game we were playing. For that matter, when it came to Luther, I didn't either. "Then be nicer. I mean it."

I pushed into Sadie's and got a little push of energy just from the heady scent of coffee. The place was empty except for James, who was already sitting at a table in the back corner. Sadie, a fortyish brunette, was in the process of cleaning up to close.

She tossed the bar towel she was using to wipe the counter into a red bucket and wiped her hands on her apron. "Hey, guys! I was just cleanin' up. Can I get ya anything? James said you were comin', so I left the espresso machine on just in case." 

I flapped a hand at her, not wanting to put her out. "Nah, you don't have to do that. I know closing time's in five minutes. We'll take cans of Coke if you have it, and we'll do our best to hurry this along." 

"No need to rush. If I finish cleaning before y'all are done, I'll just lock up and do my paperwork. That'll take a solid half hour, anyway." She pulled the Cokes from the cooler and handed them to me, then shoved a few wisps of flyaway hair that had escaped her ponytail behind her ear. "Y'all do your thing and don't worry about the time." 

Since she was a witch and knew what was going on with the artifacts, I didn't bother putting up a silencing spell. For that matter, if she did overhear, she might have some advice. She was more than competent as well as blessed with the gift of longevity, so she'd seen things. In fact, she'd bought a couple of the items at the original auction, so she knew exactly what we were dealing with.

"What's up?" I asked as I slid into the booth across from him. Luther followed, and James scooted over so Eli could join him.

He gave the coffee in the white ceramic mug in front of him a swirl and took a drink before answering. "What's up is that Carl Emerson, a local businessman, drowned in his fountain, and I'm sure it wasn't an accident. Or at least not one caused by normal circumstances." 

"And what makes you say that?" Luther asked. "Define normal. Are you implying that something magical shoved him into the fountain, or maybe compelled him? Did he knock his head on the way in?" 

I had to hand it to him—he managed to keep almost all the condescension out of his tone.

James rubbed his face and huffed out a little breath in frustration. "I don't know about magic or whatever, and yeah, he knocked his head when he fell in, which is why he drowned in two feet of water. All I know is that the guy's been acting weird for the last few days or so, and I can't think of a better explanation than that he got caught up in your all's"—he leaned forward and lowered his voice to a hiss—"hocus-pocus woo-woo stuff." 

I bit down on my lip and took a deep breath, trying not to get irritated because of the way he'd said that. I was doing my best to give the guy some latitude since this was all new to him. Eli, on the other hand, wasn't as inclined. Technically, James had known about magic for five years now, ever since the day he caught Eli and I playing magical skeet on what we thought was a secluded beach. That was when he'd dumped me, and my bestie wasn't inclined to forgive him for breaking my heart.

Eli turned toward him and arched a brow, then waggled his finger back and forth. "Okay. One, Mr. Law Man, don't take that tone with us. Two, if you want our help, you're going to have to give us a little more than he was acting weird. What, specifically, was he doing?" 

James put out his hand, then raked it through his tawny hair. "He and his wife came into the station yesterday, except, according to the cop who dealt with it, it was like Emerson couldn't see her or something. He wanted to report her missing even though she was standing right there. She was frantic trying to get his attention, and when my guy tried to calm him down, Emerson started to get mad. The station was packed, so rather than have him cause a scene, Marc pulled him into an office and took his report despite his wife sitting right there beside him, crying the whole time." 

Eli frowned. "And you just let him go? I mean, the dude's cheese had obviously slipped off his cracker." 

"What else could we do?" James shrugged. "He might have been acting weird, but he wasn't a danger to himself or others, so the law limits what we can do." He made direct eye contact with Luther. "I mean, if acting odd were grounds for arrest, I know a lot of people I'd lock up." 

"Okaayy," I said, almost choking on my Coke when Luther's eyes turned stormy. Time to put a stop to that line of questioning before James found himself turned into a lock. "I think we've heard enough to be interested. Maybe we should go talk to his wife. Is that the only time he's been off? You mentioned something about a watch and an office building when you called me." 

James nodded. "His wife said that before he stopped seeing her, he complained that he'd lost his watch, an heirloom passed down to him from his grandfather. The thing is, it was on his nightstand, right where he'd put it the night before, when he mentioned it. She didn't know what to say, and he changed the topic before she could come up with a response." 

Luther, who'd either gotten a handle on his temper or decided the case was more important than turning James into a waterspout, cut in. "What about the office thing?" 

James shook his head, and I could see the weariness setting in around his eyes. The whole magical thing seemed to wear him thin. "I haven't been there yet. I figured I'd save making two trips and just wait and take you with me. He's a corporate exec and works downtown, but that's a recent thing. He just bought the building a few months ago. Before that, he and his partner leased a suite over on Dolphin Drive." 

I gave Luther a shove to get him to move out of the booth. "Then what are we waiting for? Let's go see what strange things he was up to when he wasn't reporting his wife missing." 

As much as I wanted his partner to tell us he'd been perfectly normal, I had a gut feeling that wasn't going to be the case. Guilt curled in my belly because it seemed that this time, my screw-up had gotten somebody killed.

"Stop that, Sage." Luther dropped some bills on the table and put his hand on the small of my back to guide me toward the door. Despite the guilt and the fact that I didn't typically like handsy guys, I was hyperaware of the shock of warmth radiating from his fingers.

"Stop what?" I asked, playing it off like he wasn't a mind reader who had no moral issues about eavesdropping in my head.

"You know what. You didn't do any of this on purpose, and it's not even entirely your fault. I've thought about it a great deal, and Sybil and I have discussed it, too." 

Sybil was an ancient witch who'd been helping me learn about the curses. She'd helped me out twice now, and I'd come to depend upon her wisdom—and strange sense of humor—to get me through.

I followed Luther and James out, and Eli brought up the rear. Once we were outside, he cut between us and brought the focus to himself, something I was grateful for. "And what have you two crazy kids come up with?" 

Luther sighed in exasperation. "We've come to the conclusion that there were too many stars that had to align just right in order to get those artifacts out into the public. The storm that uncovered it and the fact that you found it are easy to explain. We live on the Gulf of Mexico. Storms happen. You dive, and you find new stuff when the storms shift the sand. Those two are logical." 

He paused and shook his head. "But then, rather than check them as soon as you bring them in like you always do, you put the chore off until the next day. Then to pile more 'coincidence" on top, your sister, who is one of the most organized people I've ever met, messed up in grand fashion on a day that just happened to be the one where workers were coming to pick up donations for an auction." He shook his head. "It's too much. You know as well as I do that there aren't that many coincidences in the magical world." 

I took a few moments to unpack that as we walked to James's SUV. "So, what? You think somebody planned it? I agree that a whole lot of things had to happen just so for the artifacts to get loose, but it seems farfetched to think the whole thing was contrived." 

His forehead creased in consternation as he opened the front door of the vehicle for me. "That's true, too. But it just seems too slick. We don't know what to think yet, but we're not willing to call it a series of unfortunate events that just happened to lead to the perfect storm. Not, at least, without taking a much harder look at it than we have so far." 

I climbed in and buckled my seatbelt, letting that sink in. If this was a case of magical manipulation, somebody was gonna have some 'splainin' to do once I figured out who was behind it and caught up with them.
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Carl Emerson lived on the other side of Old Town, the neighborhood where people who'd been rich forever lived. The only thing that hung in the air thicker than the humidity and the Spanish moss was the sense of entitlement imbued into the very air. 

We drove past massive brick and stone mansions set back from the street on oversized lots. Unlike other parts of town where cookie-cutter houses lined treeless, middle-class streets, Old Town had centuries-old oak trees shading custom-built estates that oozed elitism and tasteful excess.

Eli craned his neck to look at the mansions. No matter how often we drove through there, neither of us ever got tired of looking. "How'd they make their money?" 

"Frozen foods," James said, flicking on his blinker to turn right onto a near-hidden brick driveway. 

"Wait," I said, craning forward to get a look at the house just to make sure I was right. "This is The Emerson House. Do you mean to tell me Carl Emerson is from those Emersons? The ice cream people?" 

Though most people would never guess it, I lived in this neighborhood, too, so I knew most of the houses, though not many of the people who lived in them. My family was richer than Midas, but we were a different kind of old money. Ours came from generations of witches and wizards trading in rare magical artifacts. To supplement our income and give us a front to run a business in the human world, we also sold non-magical antiques, but that's not where we made the big bucks.

James nodded as he slowed to traverse the narrow lane that curved around in front of the brick Tudor manor house. It formed a circle around a gorgeous mermaid fountain. "Yeah, his grandfather made it big with the ice cream and his dad continued that, but that's not the direction Carl went with the business. They do have that fortune still coming in, but Carl expanded it into diet-specific frozen meals like Keto and Paleo, made them available by subscription only, and has tripled their fortune." 

I raised my brows, surprised, as he braked to a stop in front of the A-framed entryway. What Carl had done with the family company was impressive. He'd taken what he'd been given and rather than just coast on his family money, he'd built on the empire in a way that was forward-thinking and profitable.

"So what do we think? How long will this take?" James didn't understand the nuances of magic, so he thought we could just go in, deal with it, and leave. I wished it were that easy.

I cast him a sideways glance. "You realize we're just here to get the deets, right? We don't even know for a fact yet that one of the artifacts is involved. He could have just gone fruit loops and fallen into that fountain while he was in some sort of mental haze or something. This is a fact-finding mission. Anything we learn above and beyond that is gravy, so if you think we're going to come out with a resolution, you're gonna be disappointed." 

He hadn't been around for the end of either of our first two cases and had no clue about magic, so it didn't surprise me that he expected us to walk in, grab the artifact, and call it a day. I suppose that was a possibility, but it wasn't likely. 

"Wait a second," I said, glancing at my crew. "Eli and I can't go in there like this. We're gross. I'm sure they expect their servants to dress better than we are." 

Though James and Luther both looked presentable, Eli was wearing pink board shorts and a faded tank top with a leering pirate that had the text Show me your booty wrapped around it. I wasn't much better in my Metallica tank top and cutoffs. In short, we both looked—and probably smelled—like we'd been on a boat all day. 

I glanced at James. "Don't freak out, but this has a quick fix." 

I didn't have time to explain, so I just went ahead and whispered the glamour spell that made me look like I was clean, made-up, and dressed in designer linen shorts and a silk blouse. A little pop of energy from the back told me Eli'd done the same thing. His chestnut hair was neatly pulled back, and he was wearing a neat pair of dress slacks and a green short-sleeved button-down. 

James sucked in a breath but managed to stay composed other than that. "How did you do that? You can just magic yourself showered and clean? Holy crap. Then what used to take you so long to get ready when we were dating?" 

I curved one corner of my mouth up. "It's called a glamour—it's an illusion, Underneath it all, I'm still unshowered and dressed like a beach rat." 

He narrowed his eyes at me. "How often did you do that while we were dating? You know, like all those times I thought you put a lot of effort into getting ready, and I told you how beautiful you looked?" 

Leave it to him to take it personally. Before I could say anything, Luther spoke up from the back. "What does it matter? She looked beautiful before she glamoured herself. I would be proud to take her anywhere just as she was." 

Though that was probably a bit of an overstatement, I appreciated the effort. 

Shaking my head, I shoved the door open. "I don't have time for a stupid conversation about whether or not I cared enough to take the time to clean up for you. It's just silly." 

I hopped onto the brick, then waited while Eli, Luther, and Jame joined me. 

Eli put his hands in his pockets and rocked back on his heels. "How do we want to play this?" 

"I'll introduce you as consultants," James replied, facing the house. "Ask whatever questions you need to, but try to keep them logical to somebody who doesn't know anything about magic." 

Eli summed up what I was thinking and rolled his eyes. "Well, duh. Believe it or not, this isn't the first time we've dealt with non-magical people in magical situations." 

James scowled at him. "Yeah, remember I'm one of those people, and your methods left a bit to be desired. I'd prefer to let this woman live her life without knowing about any of this." 

When Eli opened his mouth to respond, I was surprised when Luther laid his hand on his arm and shook his head, disgust scrawled across his face as he cut a sideways glance at James. "Let it go. It's not worth it." Ah, there was the jab I'd been expecting.

I took a deep breath and started toward the house. "Let's do this." 

We stepped through a vine-covered portico toward the massive double front doors, and James rang the doorbell instead of dropping the heavy gnome door knocker. Rather than a butler, a forty-something blonde woman with dark circles under her eyes answered the door several minutes later, right as James was reaching for the doorbell again. I could tell she'd been crying, and I applauded her effort when she attempted a watery smile.

James inclined his head. "Mrs. Emerson, I hate to bother you, but these are my consultants, and we have some questions about your husband's behavior in the days before his death." 

She stepped back and motioned for us to come in. "Of course. It's good of you to come, and please, call me Carmen. I'm sorry to make you wait, but I gave the staff the day off. I just couldn't deal with them hovering and needed some time alone."

The entryway was about what I'd expected. A teardrop chandelier shed warm light over the polished wood floors and shone off the tongue-and-groove paneling. A few tasteful landscapes graced the walls, and two Victorian-era entry tables on either side of the room showcased a few small but spendy statues and other pieces of art. Twin curved staircases on either side of the foyer mirrored each other, leading up to a second-floor landing.

There were a ton of antiques, so even though my arm band—a payment from a witch I'd worked for—wasn't sending off any warnings, that didn't mean there wasn't any there. Since its sole job was to detect magic that was going to harm me, I couldn't depend on just it to tell me whether or not magic was present, so I used my own internal detector. I didn't find so much as a drop in any of the rooms that she guided us through.

We followed Carmen into a sitting room decorated in simple colors that complemented each other. Mauve throw pillows added pops of color to a gray chenille furniture set sitting in front of a faux-fire that crackled in the fake fireplace. A near-empty bottle of red wine sat beside a half-full stemless glass on the marble top of the Victorian end table. With the couple of days she'd had, I couldn't blame her for drowning her sorrows.

Carmen waved to the sofa. "Please, have a seat. Would you care for anything to drink? Jacinta is off like I said, but I think I can manage to fetch a bottle of water or soda." Her lips curled into a wry smile. "Or more wine glasses. It seems I need a fresh bottle, anyway." 

"No thank you," I said, taking a seat on one and of the couch. "We just have a few questions we'd like to ask you so that we can help figure out what happened to your husband." 

My heart went out to her. It was bad enough she'd lost her husband, but she had no way to come to terms with the circumstances surrounding his death. The sad part was that even when we were finished, she still wouldn't get a truthful explanation to help her move on. 

The weight of that settled on my shoulders, and Eli, who'd taken the spot next to me on the sofa, nudged me with his shoulder.  He shook his head when I looked at him, and I knew he'd figured out what I was thinking. It was nice that he knew what was going through my mind, but that didn't make me feel any less guilty.

Carmen tilted her head, examining us, and her gaze settled on me. "Before we move forward, may I ask who you are? You don't look like police." 

Eli flapped a hand and introduced us. "Definitely not police. We're behavior specialists, and we assist in cases such as your husband's. It's more common than you might think, especially with people who are in high-stress jobs. Was your husband on any medications?" 

Leave it to him to come up with something that could explain the entire episode. He was hands down better at thinking on his feet than I was, and I was grateful he was there.

She reached for her wine glass. "He was. A few, actually, He was on a couple anti-anxiety meds and a sleeping med, though he only took it as-needed." She rattled off the names, and I jotted them down on my note app.

I picked up on the direction Eli was headed."And did he drink?" 

Carmen's lips curved into a small smile as she swirled the wine in her glass. "Like a fish, I'm afraid, though I suppose I'm not one to talk." 

"No judgment," Luther said. "We all enjoy a cocktail or two after a rough day. Had he been drinking more than usual lately." 

She furrowed her forehead in thought. "I suppose he had. He was in the middle of rolling out a new gluten-free line, and there were a lot more hoops to jump through than he'd anticipated. It stressed him out. He started smoking again, too." 

"Ah, so nicotine in addition to the alcohol and meds." I nodded as if that added up to something.

Her face pinked. "Well, maybe not just cigarettes." 

James's lips turned down in a frown—surprise, surprise—but Luther held up a hand and added a gentle smile to it. "Again, no judgment. It's a perfectly acceptable treatment for anxiety, but maybe he should have talked to a professional about using it with his other meds." 

"Maybe so." She nodded and bit her lip. "Do you think that's what caused the weird behavior?" 

I lifted a shoulder. "It's hard to tell. Why don't you tell us about the last couple of days? That's when things changed, correct?" 

She nodded. "It started the day before yesterday. He complained that he'd lost his watch—the one his grandfather had given to him when he handed over the reins for the company. Carl's parents died in a car wreck when he was young, so his grandparents raised him. That watch was one of his most prized possessions." 

"That's a shame. It must have been devastating to him." Eli's eyes softened in commiseration. 

She sighed. "That's just it, though. When I went to get dressed a bit after he'd left for work, the watch was on his nightstand, exactly where he puts it every night. I called to tell him I'd found it, and he swore he'd looked there." 

"We all do that sometimes," James said, leaning forward and resting his elbows on his knees.

"Yeah, we do, but I went out of my way to leave it there when I left for work—I'm an accountant. He came home on his lunch break and called me to ask where I'd put it, and when I told him it was on his nightstand, he argued with me." Carmen sighed. "He swore he couldn't see it." 

"And then there was you. When did that start?" I dropped my hands into my lap, trying to appear relaxed because she sure wasn't. The more she talked, the more she resisted the urge to fidget. 

She wiggled a little, adjusting her position, then took a gulp of her wine."Yesterday, but that wasn't the only strange thing he did. As usual, he was up and gone before I even got up. He called at seven-thirty all panicky. He said his office building was gone." 

I almost choked on my own spit. "Gone?" 

Carmen nodded, then tossed back the rest of her wine and upended the remainder of the bottle into her glass. Her eyes were starting to look glassy, so I figured it was best to hurry this along while she was still sober enough to give us straight answers.

"He built that building from the ground up. Designed it himself, with the help of an architect, of course. It was his pride and joy because he saw it as a sign that he'd taken the business that his grandfather built to the next level. I told him to go to the coffee shop next door and wait for me. I didn't think he needed to be in his car. When I got there, it was like he couldn't see me." Her eyes teared up, and it was all I could do not to go to her and put my hand over hers.

James's face creased with pity. "And that's when he went to the police station?" 

She swiped at the tears. "Yes. We were at the coffee shop for probably ten minutes. I was talking to him, but he kept calling my phone. When I'd answer, he couldn't hear me or something. He paid for his coffee and went straight to the station." 

I was starting to see a pattern, but I didn't want to jump to conclusions. "And how did the fountain play into it? Or did it?" 

"He built me that fountain for our twentieth anniversary. We met at the beach, and he said I was like a beautiful mermaid who'd brought magic into his life." Her eyes swam with tears and her chin quivered. She sniffed before she continued. 

"When he got home—I rode with him rather than leave him by himself—he started ranting about the fountain being gone. He rushed to it but didn't slow down. He ran straight into it, and when his legs hit the edge, he fell forward, cracked his head, and fell in. It took me a full minute to drag him out because his sleeve caught on a piece of plumbing. By the time I got it loose, he was unresponsive, and his head was bleeding badly. I called 911, but by the time they got here, he was gone." 

Carmen was shaking and crying openly, and all my instincts and my sense of decency were driving me to leave her so she could mourn. I couldn't yet, though. The more I heard, the more I was convinced he was under some sort of curse.

James pulled in a deep breath and released it. "We hate to keep imposing, Mrs. Emerson, but I have to ask, were you and your husband having any problems?" 

She pressed her lips together, and at first, I thought she was going to deny it. Instead, she gave us the smallest of nods. "I don't know if problems is the right word, but he's been putting in sixty and eighty hours a week for the last year. His whole life centered around his work, and it was taking its toll. He kept saying that once he got the new line up and running that he'd be able to cut back, but I can't even tell you the last time we ate a meal together." 

She glanced at me, her expression pleading. "Please don't think he was a bad husband, though. He wasn't, or at least not until recently. Our entire marriage, he was devoted to me. We weren't able to have kids, so he turned all that love on me. He was the love of my life." 

Luther sighed beside me. "Just one more question, ma'am, and then we'll leave you to grieve. Did you or your husband recently purchase anything at an auction, or did you buy any new antiques?" 

She shook her head. "No, we haven't had time to even have lunch, let alone go antiquing like we used to." 

Well, damn. So much for an easy way out. "What about gifts? Any new acquisitions at all?" 

She turned her hands up in a helpless gesture. "No, nothing. Like I said, we haven't had much of a social life, so there hasn't been any sort of gift-giving events." 

I sighed, trying to keep my disappointment from her. "Okay, then. We'll get out of your hair now." 

Luther fished a business card out of his wallet, and I craned my neck to see what was on it. Professional Pain in the Patooty, maybe? Or Guru of Grumpiness? I couldn't imagine what his claim to fame would be. 

He raised a brow at me and intentionally handed it to Carmen in a way that prevented me from reading it. That brought about a few more alliterations in my head that weren't fit for polite company. 

"If you think of anything else, that's my cell," he said. "Please, call day or night." 

She nodded, then looked at each of us in turn. "I have to admit, I'm not sure why you're giving this so much attention, but I'm glad you are. I want to know what happened to my husband." 

"So do we, ma'am," I told her as I stood from the couch. "So do we." 

When we left, she was curled up in her chair with her feet tucked under her, gazing into the fire and sipping her wine. I swore to myself then and there that though I couldn't bring her husband back, I could—and would—give her some kind of closure. It was the least I could do.
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Once we were back in the car, I sighed and released my glamour. "Well, that was a bust." 

Eli buckled his seatbelt as his fancy clothes sizzled back into his board shorts and grubby tank top. "Maybe not. I'm almost certain we're dealing with a curse. Now we just have to figure out where he came into contact with it." 

"That shouldn't be too hard," Luther said. "From what she said, it almost had to have happened at work. We need to go check that out." 

I shook my head as we circled the fountain. "No, before we do that, I want to go to the house and check the book. This has something to do with greed or something, and if we can narrow it down to even a handful of objects, we'll better know what to look for." 

James glanced over at me as he navigated the driveway. "That means you're going to have to wait until Monday. His partner's gone, and I don't want to ask Carmen to leave the house."

Eli huffed a breath out his nose. "Carmen's in no shape to go anywhere. Give her another hour, and she's gonna be passed out cold right there on that chenille couch, which is probably the best thing for her right now." 

"So you want to go to your house?" James asked as he reached the main road.

I nodded. "Yeah, we can go through the book and try to zero in on what we're dealing with."

"And I'm taking you back to town?" He looked at Luther in the rear view mirror.

"No, thanks. I'll go to Sage's house as well. I can help them look." 

James pinched his lips together in irritation but didn't reply. In fact, we were almost to the manor before anybody said a word.

As James flicked on the blinker to turn onto our drive, he glanced over at me. "You know I didn't mean anything by the comment about how long it used to take you to get ready, right?" 

I waved a dismissive hand. My mind was in no place to deal with his insecurities at that moment. It was all I could do not to drown in my own guilt. "Don't worry about it. We have bigger fish to fry right now." 

"But I—"

"She said she doesn't want to talk about it," Eli snapped. He'd liked James when we were dating, but when James ditched me like dirty laundry after he found out about the magic, that had been it for Eli. He was my bestie for a lot of reasons, but loyalty was right at the top of the list.

James clicked his teeth together, flexing his jaw but not saying another word. I sighed. The tension with him was wearing on me, and when you added Luther into the mix, I just wanted to tell them both to take a flying leap. They had to turn everything into a pissing contest, and they were dancing on my last nerve. The problem was that I needed them both, as much as I hated to admit it. I thought James and I had gotten to a place where we were good, or at least on the same page, but that didn't seem to be the case anymore. 

He pulled in front of my house, a large Victorian that had been in my family for generations. My mom made sure the wraparound porch was always bursting with baskets of colorful flowers, and our gardener took care of the rest. Tall, thick privacy hedges lined the entire property just in case somebody slipped over the nine-foot black wrought-iron fence.

My father's sense of humor shone through with the giant gargoyles that stood sentry at the beginning of our driveway, but the best part of our yard was behind the house. Like everybody else in the neighborhood, our front lawn was shaded with giant oaks, but it was mostly just a plain space that we didn't use much. Having magical kids was a great incentive to have a secluded backyard with lots of room to play and practice, so that was where Mom and Dad had put their focus.

As soon as the SUV came to a stop, I was hopping out. "Thanks for driving. Hopefully, we'll find something in the book and will be able to move on this. I'm almost certain there's a curse involved somewhere, but right now, I'm in the dark. I'll call you if we need anything." 

He drew his brows down. "How about you call me if you learn anything? I'd like to be kept in the loop." 

"Sure," I said, not meaning a word of it. Despite the fact that we needed him to keep us in the loop, he was way too negative about magic for me to want to draw him too far into the process. And let's be honest—he was way out of his league with this stuff.

Eli poked his head in the passenger window once he was out. "Catch you later. We'll do our best to bring Mrs. Emerson some closure and get whatever this is off the street before it hurts anybody else." 

I gave a little wave as he drove off, thankful to have his negative vibes behind me. I got why he was so tense, but that didn't mean I was comfortable with the constant tension. The worst part was that he was a nice guy in a rough spot. His introduction to magic hadn't been the best, and so far, his experience hadn't improved. He'd shown some interest in it and had even expressed how cool it must be, but he still had a way to go before he was comfortable with it.

I skipped up the steps and across the porch, then followed the guys inside. 

"Hey! Where have you been? I've been blowing your phone up." Jake, my twin brother, met us in the foyer, a frown marring his tanned face. He usually went out on dives with us, but he'd stayed behind today to help my brother Marshall clean some paintings. We didn't do that very often, but it was super cool watching the colors emerge from under decades of dust, nicotine, and other yuck that dulled them.

I pulled my phone from my pocket and winced when I saw I'd missed four calls from him. "Oh, crap. I'm sorry. I turned it off while we were interviewing Carmen Emerson." 

"Who's that?" He trailed after us as we made our way to the kitchen. 

"A woman whose husband died. We think maybe there's an artifact involved." The scent of burning charcoal and cooking meat wafted past me, and I stuck my nose in the air. "Is Dad grilling?" 

"Yeah," he replied as he reached into the fridge. "It's Saturday. Jules is off, and it's beautiful out. Everybody's here." 

Though all four of my brothers still lived at the manor, too, it was rare lately for us all to be there at once. Eli had already snatched a six-pack from the fridge and handed them around, keeping two for himself. "Awesome! I'm starving. We could use some insight on this case, anyway." 

I glanced at Luther. He'd met most of my family one at a time, but that was much different than having them all piled on at once. "What do you think? Ready for some family barbecue time? My people can be ... a lot." 

He popped the top off his beer and grinned, and my stomach did a little flip-flop when his green eyes lit with mischief. Sometimes those eyes made him look centuries old, and at other times like now, they made him look young and vibrant. "Bring it on. I had ten brothers and sisters way back before there were warning labels." 

I laughed as I headed down the hallway toward the backyard. "Or birth control, apparently! Don't tell me you rode bicycles without a helmet and played lawn darts." 

He rolled his eyes. "We did neither of those, but only because they weren't invented yet. We did, however, race our horses bareback at breakneck speeds, practice swordplay without tips, and leave each other in the forest overnight as a prank. Oh, and we played a rough equivalent of baseball with sticks and rocks. Every single one of us made it to adulthood relatively unscathed." 

Eli had been tagging right along, and I could see his love of history trying to do some math. "Wow, so you are old, then."

I arched a brow at him. "A lifetime of training and a formal education in history, and that's your professional assessment?" 

"Hey, I can tell you he was a kid before 1817 because that's when the bike was invented. Beyond that, it's a mystery. Swords and youthful stupidity have always been around." He bounced out the back door and over to the grill where Dad was flipping brats. I smiled when he handed my father a beer, then reached around him and snatched a hot dog off the plate. 

"I envy you your family," Luther said as he watched them. "I'm the only one left, though I do have Sybil. She's my family now." 

That was a relationship that I'd tried to ask about before, but aside from saying they'd been an item a couple centuries ago, he'd always stonewalled me. I figured it was something he'd tell me about if and when he was ready. 

I led him to a wrought-iron patio set near where Dad was grilling and motioned for him to take a seat. The shade provided by the umbrella was great, and the smell of sizzling meat made my mouth water. I plucked a carrot from the veggie tray sitting on the table and dragged it through the ranch dressing in the center, then waved it toward where three of my brothers were playing frisbee in the yard. "They make me crazy sometimes, but I wouldn't trade them for the world." 

Jake slid in beside us and dunked a piece of broccoli in the dip. "We feel the same about you, except we put more emphasis on the crazy." 

As my twin, we were the closest in looks, but all of us except for my sister Willow bore a striking resemblance to my father. It's one of the reasons I died my hair every color under the rainbow; I didn't mind looking like them, but I did want to stand out a little. Jake reached out and tugged on a strand of my purple locks. "But we love you despite your insanity. Now, tell me about this murder." 

"Wait, what murder?" my dad asked, pulling out a chair and sitting down with us after he slid a platter of burgers, brats, and dogs onto a side table.

"Oh, it wasn't a murder." I gave them the rundown as we made plates. 

Eli'd made a plate and flopped down in a chair when I was halfway through the story. "We haven't had time to think much about it, but maybe it has something to with greed. He was super driven." 

Dad steepled his fingers and tapped them to his mouth, his forehead furrowed in thought. "I don't think so. He lost sight of the things most important to him." 

My brain hadn't worked its way around to that yet, but he was right. 

Eli put down his burger, then leaned forward and put his elbows on the table. I could practically see the gears turning. "That makes much more sense. So far, it seems like the artifacts are more lessons than they are punishments." 

I raised a brow as a popped a cherry tomato in my mouth and shooed off a gnat. "I don't think we can call them lessons when the person doesn't live long enough to turn themselves around." 

Dad held up a hand. "We don't know it's not possible, though. I mean, maybe it's a matter of degrees. The diadem might have been a perfect storm because she was so deeply insecure on top of being covetous, but we don't know that this one would have been lethal. I mean, what if he would have realized what was going on? The item, whatever it is, didn't make him bash his head." 

Mom, who'd been sitting in her glider reading, finally popped up to fill a plate and heard what we were talking about. She wagged a slender finger at us. "Down that road lies madness. You can't approach them like that. We need to assume that every single one of them is lethal." 

Luther nodded as he scooped up a huge bite of potato salad. "I agree one-hundred percent, but Sybil and I have discussed this.  Our thoughts are that the artifacts were cursed specifically with witches in mind. It's likely others in the coven would have realized what was going on and turned them around before anybody was hurt. Even in the case of the diadem, witches would have known how to counter that before she died." 

I'd been eyeballing the three deviled eggs on Eli's plate. I really wanted one but didn't feel like getting up again. Instead, I reached across and swiped one of his, barely dodging his fork as I stuffed it in my mouth. We didn't kid around about food in this family. "Plus it's important to understand the motivation behind the curse so we can break it. Otherwise, we're shooting in the dark." 

Mom glared at me as she plucked a few pieces of fruit from a platter, though I don't know if it was for stealing Eli's food or for talking with my mouth full. "That's academics, though. It's a good idea to work it out as you go in case you need to lift a curse from a person as well as the artifact, but the most critical task is retrieval. Get it off the street and back here so  Charity can take a look at it. She and Sybil have been working together, right?" 

I nodded. Charity was a Romanian woman who'd volunteered to help us. She wasn't a witch exactly, but she was magical. Romani magic was different than witch magic, so even though my specialty was cleansing spells from artifacts, we were dealing with a whole other ballgame. I was confident in my abilities, but I was also smart enough to know when I needed help. We were still new at this, so until—unless—Sybil and Charity managed to get me up to speed on Romani magic, we needed them.

"So, do you have any idea what the item even is yet?" My dad glanced between us, and Luther shook his head. 

"Not yet. We went to his house, but I didn't pick up on any magic." I glanced at Luther and Eli to see if they had, but they both shook their heads. "I think we need to go check out his office because I scanned that whole house while we were there, and there wasn't so much as a hint of magic." 

Luther brushed his hands off and looked at the time on his phone. "That's an excellent idea, but it's surely closed by now, if they even opened today. It's five on a Saturday." 

The corner of Eli's mouth curved up into a smile I'd long associated with mischief. "That's the best time to go, don't you think?"

Luther grinned back. "No humans and free rein? What are we waiting for?" 

I sighed and wondered when I'd turned into the good girl in the group, then gave a little laugh. Who was I kidding? I was as down as they were for a little Saturday night B&E.
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Chapter Six
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It was a piece of cake to look up the address of Carl Emerson's office. Since Old Town wasn't that big and we were trying to fly under the radar, we decided to port to our gallery, which was only a couple blocks from Emerson Foods, and walk from there. We needed to go through the book anyway to see if we could find an object that fed on somebody's lack of work/life balance, for lack of a better description. I'd thought about what Dad had said, and it felt right.

"So," I said once we were in my office, a little back room behind the public portion of the gallery, "Do either of you two remember an object that would punish somebody for losing sight of what was important to them?" 

Eli pulled the leather-bound book that had been in the chest with the artifacts from a shelf and chewed on his lip as he flipped through the pages. Something fuzzy bumped against the back of my leg and I about jumped out of my skin.

"Holy crap on a cracker!" I exclaimed when I spun to find Axel, our spotted skunk, hopping onto a chair then leaping over to the desk where Eli'd opened the book. He'd done all that on three paws because the fourth was clutching a grilled hot dog. I reached over to flick him on the white dot centered right between his beady little black eyes. "Where did you come from? I haven't seen you since yesterday, now you come in here without so much as a word and scare the daylights out of me? I thought you were a freakin' rat." I smoothed the goosebumps on my arm.

His whiskers twitched as he dodged my hand. "I followed you from the house. Frankly, I'm a little hurt you didn't think to include me in your little crime spree. You know that's right up my alley." 

His voice was as gravelly as a nineteen-twenties gangster's, and I suspected he'd just woken up, no doubt because he'd been playing Friday night poker at the Jolly Roger until the sun rose.

Eli shoved his fuzzy rump off the corner of the book so he could flip the page. "That's hard to do when we don't see you." 

He waved a paw. "No worries. I stumbled through just as you were leavin'. I even managed to grab a dog on the way." 

"Yeah, so I see," Eli replied, scowling at him. "Don't get grease on the pages. It's hard enough to decipher without having the ink smudged to boot." 

"Yeah, yeah," Axel grumbled but stepped back from the book as he took a bite of the purloined meat.

Luther had leaned over and was reading over Eli's shoulder, basically ignoring the exchange. He pointed to a picture of a lantern. "There. If I'm translating this right, it could be exactly what we're looking for." 

Since the book had been written in not only one ancient language but a weird mix of two, I had to go off what he and Eli said. Though I spoke a few different ones, all of them but Latin were modern. Still, I leaned over to get a better look at what he was talking about. 

I sighed. "Great. whoever drew that either didn't have the greatest skill with charcoal, or it's utterly unremarkable." The lantern at the head of the page looked like every other generic lantern from the period that I'd ever seen. For that matter, they hadn't changed much over the centuries.

"It's it, though." Eli jabbed his finger at the page and translated. "Spell appears to curse the bearer with taking away those people and items they hold most precious." He slid his fingers down a few lines, then paraphrased. "At first, they thought it was benign—just a random item the Romani had left behind, but one of their coven who was, in today's terms, a workaholic got hit with the same symptoms Carl did." His lips curved into a smile.

"What's so funny about that?" I asked when I noticed Luther was smiling, too.

He picked up where Eli'd left off. "Times were simpler back then. Apparently, she lost sight of her milk cow and her three lovers. It seems she was a nympho of sorts and kept multiples on hand for her different ... proclivities." 

Axel waggled his eyebrows. "A witch after my own heart."

I laughed and rolled my eyes. "At least we know why this coven managed to run off the puritans. It's a wonder they didn't burn the town down on their way out. 

Luther arched a brow. "I imagine they knew that wouldn't be in their best interests. Remember, the town started as a pirate city. It wasn't exactly conforming to those standards even then, so imagine the sort of witches it took to scare them out of town. They weren't weak-kneed, hiding-in-the-shadows types, to be sure." 

I gave another chuckle. "No, I guess when you put it like that, I suppose they weren't. I kinda wish I'd have been around to see it." 

Luther's face took on a faraway look, and it was obvious he had fond memories of whatever he was seeing in his mind's eye. "Times were a lot harder then, but a lot simpler, too. That was back when magic was everywhere. There was none of this hiding who you are. This town was magnificent once it was established. Terrible sometimes, but magnificent." 

"So you were here." I was getting his life in bits and pieces, it seemed, like a puzzle. I knew I only had a few inside pieces and none of them fit together, but it was something.

"I was. I'm actually the one who convinced Sybil to come I'd been coming here for a couple years before she joined me." His mouth curved into a nefarious smile.

Eli's mouth fell open as he looked at Luther through all-new eyes, then his face lit up with a mixture of delight and disbelief. "Oh, no, you weren't!"  

Not dropping that ornery smile, Luther nodded, his green eyes glittering with mirth. "Oh, yes, I was." 

"Say it!" Eli prodded, then smacked him on the arm.

Luther laughed, and it took my mind a minute to catch up. He'd been there before Sybil. Before the witches, maybe? The pieces of Marauder's Bay history clicked into place, and I joined their fun. "Yeah, say it!" 

Luther rolled his eyes, then drew his brows down and threw his fists on his hips. "Arrrrr Matey!" 

A vision of him with longer hair, a tricorn cap, and a full pirate's uniform sprang to mind. An earring, maybe? I tilted my head. Yeah, he'd look good with one. Two, even. What did it say about me that imagining him as a pirate turned me on a little? Maybe that I shouldn't trust my own taste in men.

Eli gave a fist pump. "I have SO MANY questions!" 

"You know, we didn't really say it like that, right? Well, I mean, we did, but it wasn't a catchphrase or anything back then. The life wasn't nearly as romantic as people make it out to be."

Yeah, romance wasn't what that image of him brought to mind, but I was pretty sure that wasn't how he was using the term.

"I don't know," Eli said, his gaze drifting to me as he grinned. "I guess it depends on how broadly you define romance, right Sage?" 

My face got hot and I coughed because I knew he was picturing exactly the same thing I was. "Okay, then, so back to doing stuff like, you know, saving lives from evil curses and stuff." Yeah, I realize I used "stuff" twice in one sentence when my Mom was constantly on me not to use it at all, but sometimes some words are better than no words, and my mind wasn't quite on task right then.

Luther gave me a knowing grin and winked at me before turning back to the book, and I wondered if he'd climbed inside my head again. He'd promised to stop doing that, but the man just didn't seem to grasp the concept of boundaries unless it suited him.

"Back to business, then." Eli turned to Luther and wagged a finger at him. "For now. But once we get this lantern out of circulation, you and I are gonna have a long chit-chat, Mr. Booty Boy." 

I barked out a laugh and the tension in the room popped like a bubble. His ability to come up with the most amazingly inappropriate double entendres was a superpower that never failed to make me giggle.

Luther, who wasn't always blessed with the best sense of humor, surprised me. "Sounds good. But that's Mr. Booty Man. I graduated beyond boy way before your great-great-great grandaddy was a gleam in his daddy's eye." 

Eli tilted his head and narrowed his eyes, giving him the once over. "Meh. I like alliteration, and the absurdity of it amuses me. Boy stays." 

"I concur," Axel said, sitting back on his haunches. "Mr. Booty Man reminds me of a bad seventies song." 

Luther arched a brow. "As long as both you realize it's absurd." 

I reached out and gave them both a pinch and scowled at Axel; otherwise, I didn't think we were ever going to get anything done. "You're all little boys. Can we please bring this back around from the ridiculous and focus?"

Eli cleared his throat as he turned back to the book. "Aye, aye, Capt'n. I guess we know who runs this ship." 

I crossed my arms and gave a satisfied nod. "And don't ever forget it." 
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Chapter Seven


[image: image]


Now that we had a general idea of what we were looking for, it was time to head to his office. The sun had dipped down below the tree line, so the air was cooling down just a little. A nice breeze played through the streets, making it a nice evening for a walk. 

Eli looped his arm through mine as we strolled down the sidewalk. We were taking our time just in case anybody had gone in on a Saturday. "I wonder if these are ever going to be easy. Just once, it would be nice to just find one sitting on a shelf somewhere." 

I lifted a shoulder. "That kind of happened with the ones Sadie got. She recognized them for what they were, cleansed them, and now they're just pretty decorations. For all we know, that's not the only time it's happened. There are a lot of magical folks in this town."  

Luther sighed as he adjusted his long stride so that he stayed beside us. "Somehow, I don't think it's going to work that way much. It seems like magic like this does everything it can to find a way to wreak havoc. We can hope for the best, but it's definitely best to be prepared for the worst." 

That was my take on it, too, but I didn't want to burst Eli's bubble, not that he was prone to be fanciful. 

Axel, who'd hopped onto my shoulder, had been uncharacteristically quiet. "I'm almost afraid to ask, but what's goin' on between those furry little ears up there, big guy?" 

He pulled in a breath so big I could feel his little body expand against my neck. "I don't like to meddle in the ways of people much because over the years, I've noticed one thing—you don't change, as a species, I mean. Century in, century out, you do the same thing. Your species is a ton of work for not much reward, and outside of our family, I don't have much interest in anyone." 

I laughed. "Thanks, I guess. I feel like there's more to the story, and since I can't read your mind, you're gonna have to spell it out for us." 

He paused so long that I didn't think he was going to continue. 

"Larry. He's come to feel like family to me, too. And now he's dating this redheaded dame, and I don't trust her." 

Ha! Finally, my suspicions were confirmed. "What makes you think that? Just a gut feeling? Because I got the same vibe." 

He pulled far enough away from me to give me a look that clearly asked what was wrong with me. "No, not just a gut feeling. See? That's why I'm not a fan of humanity. You just jump to conclusions and go with your knee-jerk response because you don't want to put the time in. I met her at the bar with Larry a few nights ago, and she seemed okay. But I was napping in the marina office yesterday, and she came in askin' all sorts of questions about the Sea Urchin. What size, what year, what brand ... just nosy stuff." 

Eli cast him a sideways glance as we slowed in front of the Emerson Foods building. "Why didn't she just ask Larry all of that?" 

"That's what I'm wondering. Like I said before, humans are predictable. They're greedy and very rarely do things that don't benefit themselves, so why does she need that information about Larry's boat?" 

I ground my teeth together while my mind flipped through the few possibilities and settled on the most likely one: she wanted to know what it was worth without flat-out asking him. "I don't know, but you can bet I'll find out." 

"We're here," Luther said, pulling us around to the side of the building. It was big for Old Town—four stories, which was as big as the city would let you build because they wanted to keep the small-town, exclusive vibe. 

As required by code, there was a fire escape up the side of the building with landings on all three floors. 

I didn't want to explore the whole place trying to find the right room. "Where do you think his office is?" 

"Top floor," Luther replied with confidence. "This was his baby. I promise you he has a whole suite up there complete with glass walls and a corner office with million-dollar views." 

Even though we were only a couple miles from the beach as the crow flies, he probably couldn't see it for the trees, but he'd be able to see the large green with its fountains and walking paths that Old Town took such pride in.

"Top floor it is, then," I said, closing my eyes and teleporting to the top platform of the fire escape. 

It would be a whole lot easier to magic our way into a side door than the front. I waved my hand over the knob, and when the lock clicked, I pulled it open and motioned for the guys. Axel hopped off my shoulder and darted into the building. He was a scavenger at heart and by nature, so this job was right up his alley. 

The door had opened into a hallway that led down rows of—Luther had called it—glass-walled offices. A light shone from a central area, but I figured that was probably one they left on for security.

The guys and I hadn't made it ten feet through the door before a woman's scream broke the silence. Luther bolted past me in the direction of the sound, and Eli and I followed tight on his heels. As it turned out, the light was coming from a central lobby-type area, and a twenty-something blonde woman with a stylish bob stood there screaming and pointing at axel. Her other hand was grasping the mauve scarf at her throat like it was a lifeline, and her legs were spread so far apart in fight-or-flight mode that I feared the seam on her gray pencil skirt was going to give.

Luther rushed forward and grabbed her by both arms, forcing her to look him in the eye. "You're okay. We're supposed to be here, and the little skunk is friendly. You like skunks. You're going to give us honest answers and helpful information." 

Something in his soft tone tugged at me, and I took an involuntary step forward. Eli pinched me on the back of my arm, hard, and I snapped out of it. The girl, however, was putty in Luther's hands. She'd gone almost limp and was staring into his eyes slack-jawed. "I want to help you. I like skunks." 

He held her look for a few seconds longer, and Eli stepped forward, his face pinched in anger when she wobbled on her feet. "That's enough! You've got her where we need her, now get out of her head." 

Luther sucked in a breath and stepped back, shaking his head a little.

"As old as you are, I'd think you'd have that under control by now." Eli's tone was sharp, but I had no idea what he was talking about. I did know, though, that he took a hard stance on mind manipulation, which is what it looked like Luther had been doing.

"I know," Luther growled, clenching his jaw as he stepped back from the girl. 

"What's your name, sweetie?" Eli asked, laying his hand on her arm. 

She turned to him, her gaze still slightly unfocused. "Candy. Candace." 

"Okay, Candace. We need to know where Carl Emerson's office is. Maybe you could come with us and help us out. We need to figure out what happened to him." 

"Of course. Right this way." She seemed to be coming around and led us in the opposite direction than we'd come, then stopped in front of a large corner office.

Luther grinned, and it seemed he'd shaken off whatever had just happened. "Told you so." 

"It's locked, though." Candy motioned toward the glass door that had Carl Emerson, CEO etched into it in blocky, no-nonsense letters. 

"That's okay," I told her with a smile. "He gave me a key." 

I stepped up to the door and, with my back to her, waved my hand in front of it to unlock it. I concentrated on the tumblers inside the lock, and satisfaction washed through me when I heard them click into place. Picking locks by magic wasn't much easier than doing it with a set of lock picks, which I was also adept with. You still had to know what type of lock you were dealing with in order to get it open. It had taken me years to perfect it.

"You know, it's a little terrifying how good you are at that," Luther said, arching one raven brow.

"Come in handy though, doesn't it?" I gave him a sassy smile as I pushed the door open.

Everybody entered the office, and I scanned it in search of the lantern. When I didn't see one, I did another scan, this time magical. There wasn't so much as an enchanted flower in the room, though, and my armband was cool as a cucumber. I huffed in frustration.

"Candy, can you tell me if Mr. Emerson had a lantern here?" Eli asked, shooting a near-lethal glance at Luther when started to ask.

"Oh, Carl has lots of lanterns. Would you like to see them?" Her gaze had turned from loopy to puppy-like, which I assumed was her normal expression.

I nodded and returned her smile. "We really would." 

"Found 'em, and you ain't gonna believe it!" Axel's raspy voice was barely audible, but we were already heading in that direction. She turned into a conference room, and a table long enough to seat at least twenty people guided my line of vision to the wall at the far end of the room. 

My head spun as I stared at what had to be 50 lanterns glowing from the effects of the inset lighting inside a floor-to-ceiling, wall-to-wall cabinet. The shelves were decorated with thick nautical rope and fishing net, and I couldn't seem to find the buttons in my brain to make my feet move forward. 

"Carl and Rob—Thompson, the president of Emerson Foods—have a running joke." Her blue eyes teared up. "Or had, I guess. They both love fishing and antiques, so they go to auctions and sales a lot. Way back when they were starting out together and Carl had just taken over from his grandpa, Rob got Carl an old boat lantern when his first original ice cream blend hit the shelves, then Carl did the same for him. It sort of turned into a tradition to mark successes, and"—she waved toward the wall—"here you are." 

I pulled in a deep, steadying breath and joined the guys at the end of the table in front of the display. There were all sorts of lanterns in all colors and sizes. There were even some mini ones like you'd use to go camping. The longer I looked, the more differences I was finding in the shape of the handle or the glass, but the picture in the book hadn't been much to go off of. Unlike the pictures of the diadem and the necklace, it had been generic. 

I shook out my hands. "We can do this. All we have to do is check for magic, right?" 

Luther examined the lanterns, rubbing his chin in thought. "In theory, yeah." 

Since finding yucky magic was my specialty—it was my official job at the gallery—I took a deep breath and did my thing. Nothing. I went over each of them individually, and aside from a little residual energy on two of them that was likely just from being owned by people who had died, the second sweep came back a big fat goose egg, too.

I shook my head. "It's not here." 

Eli turned toward Candy, who had stayed by the door. "Are these all the lanterns here?" 

She moved a little closer and examined the shelf, then furrowed her brow. "This is the only place we keep them, but there's one missing—the newest one that Mr. Thompson got Carl for launching the gluten-free line is gone. It went there." 

She pointed a long peach-painted nail at a spot toward the bottom. "That's strange. It was there this morning. Carl just put it there yesterday." 

I scrubbed my hand over my face and paced in front of the shelves. "I need you to think, Candy. Who would have taken it? Who had access to this room? Carl Emerson wasn't in today, correct?" 

Her eyes were wide and brimming with tears, and I couldn't figure out if it was from grief or because she thought she was in trouble for something. "It's okay. As far as we know, nobody did anything wrong. It's just important that we find it. Do you understand?" 

She nodded but pressed her hand to her mouth. "I honestly don't know who would have taken it, but it's going to be hard to narrow down. Even though it's Saturday, there were at least twenty people in and out. You see, Carl and Rob liked to keep things fluid." 

When she didn't say anything beyond that, I gave her a little nudge. "I'm not sure I understand." 

Candy smiled. "We're not like most traditional corporations. Carl believed happy employees made for a successful company, and most of the staff have been here for years. Everybody knows what they need to do, so aside from a few administrative staff who have set schedules, most of the execs set their own schedules. There are, of course, mandatory meetings, group think sessions, and stuff like that that aren't fluid, but aside from that, people manage their own time." 

Luther raised a brow. "That's ... progressive." 

She nodded. "And insanely successful. Since he instituted the policy five years ago, production is up twenty percent, staff turnover is almost non-existent, and sick pay has been converted to quarterly bonuses. We still get personal days, of course, but after the first year when he was weeding out the people who took advantage, it's been a seamless transition." 

"But that means that there's no real way to tell who was here today," Eli said. "If people come and go as they please, then there's no record." 

"Oh, there's always a record. Carl and Rob are progressive, but they're not stupid. Everybody has to swipe an ID badge to get through the turnstiles downstairs." She tilted her head and narrowed her eyes at us. "Speaking of, how did you three get in here without badges?" 

Luther stepped forward and touched her elbow, and her eyes went a little out of focus again. "You want to help us, and there's no concern with how we got here or who we are." This time, he released her as soon as he said it.

Her eyes came back into focus, and she shook her head, smiling. "I must need something to eat. I feel a little lightheaded." 

"We won't keep you much longer," I said. "But we really need to know where that lantern went." 

She furrowed her brow and shifted her weight on her mauve stilettos, then her face lit up. "I don't know why I didn't think of it before. Rob had to have taken it. He and Carl are the only ones with keys to the cabinet." 

I resisted the urge to roll my eyes in frustration. Rather than listen to the wonderful results of progressive management, we could have already been jumping down the next rabbit hole in search of the lantern.

"We need Rob's information," Luther said, "Do you know where he's at?" 

She glanced at the nautical clock hanging halfway down the wall. "Probably halfway to Orlando. His daughter goes to UCF, and she forgot her backpack. He's just running it over to her, spending the night, and coming straight back in the morning. " 

"Thank you," I said, brushing past her.  

As an afterthought, I decided to go ahead and take the lanterns with the residual energy just in case. I still wasn't familiar enough with this type of magic to know for sure what to look for, so I figured it was better safe than sorry. I turned on my heel and rushed back to the cabinet, casting the magic to unlock it on the way. It was a simple lock that didn't take any thought at all. I pulled open the doors and, after casting a protective spell on my hands, scooped them out by the handles then headed back toward the door.

"Wait!" She rushed forward. "I didn't catch your names, and I don't think you should take those without permission." 

I paused and turned. Luther moved toward her, but Eli put a hand on his arm. "I'll do it."

This was the second time I'd seen Eli use his mind magic to keep Luther from doing it, which reminded me that I had never asked him about the last time. Something was going on with Luther that Eli hadn't shared with me, and I made a mental note to find out what it was as soon as this was over.

#
[image: image]


	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Eight
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Since there was nothing we could do until Rob Thompson got back from Orlando, we decided to call it a night. Even though it was still relatively early, I felt like I'd been put through the wringer. A day on the water always took it out of me, but I usually handled that with a quick afternoon nap before Eli, Jake, and I went to the Jolly Roger for drinks. Since I'd missed my recharge, I was done.

The early night was good for me, though, because I woke at seven the next morning refreshed and ready to face the day. Orlando was a solid three hours from us, so I figured I had time to eat breakfast and get some caffeine flowing through my brain before I had to call Rob Thompson. Thankfully, Eli'd thought to grab one of his cards off a reception desk on our way out the night before, so at least I knew how to get ahold of him.

"Hey, sleepyhead!" My oldest brother, Connell, was already at the table fully dressed when I shuffled in still wearing my pajamas and Pikachu slippers. "What are you doing up so early? It's Sunday. We don't usually see you until at least eight." 

I smiled at him as I poured a cup of coffee. "Early night. We're chasing another artifact, but the next guy we have to talk to is out of town 'til later this morning. I couldn't sleep any longer, though."

He glanced at me over the top of his paper. "Is Jake sleeping in again? I haven't much of him lately." 

"Me either." I sighed. He'd met a nice college professor, and since it was summer and she wasn't working, they'd been spending a lot of time together. It worried me a little, not because I didn't want him to be happy, but because I didn't want to lose the status quo. He was my twin, and we'd always been two peas in a pod. He'd had plenty of girlfriends, but this was the first time he'd sort of tossed me for one of them. Guilt flashed through me just for thinking that. 

Connell reached across and put his hand on mine. "You'll always be his number one. You just might have to share the space a little. Have you spent any time with her?" 

"Oh, yeah. And she's nice. I'm just being silly. And maybe a little selfish, though I'm trying hard not to be." I took another drink of coffee, studying the way the sediment swirled in the bottom. 

He gave my hand a squeeze. "Despite the tough-girl act, I know you don't have a selfish bone in your body. It's normal to feel a little lost when things change. If this turns out to be more than a May-September romance, you'll adjust and find your new normal with him." 

And that was why he was the next in line to be the patriarch of the family, not that Dad was going anywhere any time soon. He always knew just what to say.

Jules, our cook and the best maker of pancakes on the planet, pushed backwards through the swinging door leading from the kitchen, a huge stack of those magical discs in one hand and a steaming plate of sausage links browned to a crisp all the way around in the other.

"You're an angel," I said, hurrying over to clear a spot on the sideboard so she could set them down. 

"I know." She winked and grinned at me as she slid the plates into the spaces I'd made. "But sometimes I think you only say that because I make you blueberry pancakes." 

"I take offense to that." I winked back and returned her smile as I sat back down with my coffee. She'd been with us for years but hadn't seemed to age a day. "You also make me creme Brule, grownup mac-n-cheese, and that amazing chicken with the goat cheese and lemon-butter sauce." 

On her way past, she leaned down and kissed me on top of my head like she had when I was little. She was more another family member than an employee. "And I love every minute of it, too. Now, eat your pancakes before they get cold." 

She wasn't just saying that, either. Jules often joined us for family events such as barbecues and vacations, and even when we went camping, she was never content to let us eat canned baked beans and meat off sticks. She always managed to sneak enough groceries into our cabin so she can cook breakfasts and at least one big meal as well as sides for the nights we insisted on eating hot dogs over the fire. Food was who she was, and she'd told me once it was how she showed people she loved them.

I'd intended to drink my coffee before digging in, but the smell of hot blueberries cooked into fluffy batter was too much to resist. I piled two on my plate along with a few sausage links and some scrambled eggs, then topped it all with hot maple syrup. 

I plopped down in my chair and dug in, content to just hang with Connell and eat for a few. "So, any good swords come through lately?" 

He was the weapons expert in our family. Though he knew about most all of them, his love was medieval swords. He had all sorts of connections and always kept his ear to the ground. He'd managed to turn his hobby into a cash cow for our business because he was able to tell the good stuff from the fakes.

"Actually yeah," he replied, swirling his coffee in his mug. His green eyes lit with passion, and he leaned forward, careful not to put his elbows on the table just in case Mom came in. "I picked up one that belonged to William the Conquerer from an estate sale the other day. The metalwork on it is incredible, and with the number of jewels, I suspect it was probably ceremonial. Though back then, they did love to flout their excess, so it could have been one of his dailies." 

I raised my brows in appreciation. "And you have evidence of providence with it, or is that just the legend of the weapon?" 

He shook his head. "Nope, I actually got documented providence. He gifted it to a loyal knight upon his death along with a healthy chunk of land and title." 

"No way," I said around a bit of pancake. "How did we not already know about that?"

He lifted a shoulder. "It happens. People keep things in their vault. Not all collectors show their goods off. You know how people are, especially with stuff like that. They were probably afraid the crown would seize it, and by the time that wasn't a fear anymore, maybe it was tucked away in a private room where only the owners could appreciate it. I only managed to get it because the guy's family wanted the money when he died." 

I grinned. "Which means you got it for a deal?" 

He crinkled his nose, excitement practically rolling off him. The only thing he liked better than swords was getting good deals on them. He was a master bargainer. "I practically stole it. I made a mega lowball bid at twenty grand figuring they'd counter, but he snapped it up without even trying to get  more out of me."

"Wow. That's ... gonna be a good payday. Didn't he have anybody value the stuff before he sold?" 

"Apparently not. I talked to an appraiser while I was there, and he said he'd tried to talk the guy into working with him, but he brushed him off. He said he didn't trust anybody not to con him." 

I huffed a breath out through my nose. "They couldn't have done any worse than he did to himself. Did you get anything else good?" 

"Heck yeah. When I figured out he was basically giving the stuff away, I made him an offer on his whole collection along with several nice pieces of furniture and some paintings and coins. I tried to be fair, but the guy was so pompous and rude that I stayed on the low end of it." He lifted a shoulder. "We're a business. If the guy wanted to give his stuff away out of sheer stupidity and greed, I wasn't going to say no." 

It always amazed me when we came across people like that, and there were a surprising number of them. Like he said, though, we made our money brokering high-end deals, and Connell knew to a dime what that stuff was worth. If he didn't, he knew people who did.

Eli shuffled into the dining room, his hair still plastered to his head. "Morning, Shmoo, Connell. I smell sausage." Unlike me, he didn't need caffeine before food, so he filled both his cup and his plate before sinking down into the chair beside me.

His eyes were red and I could pack for a weekend away in the bags under his eyes. "You sleep okay?" 

He shook his head. "No, as a matter of fact, I didn't, but it's not a big deal. I just had a lot on my mind." 

I studied him because there were very few things that caused him to lose sleep. "Care to share? Two sets of shoulders are better than one to carry a burden." 

He waved me off as he dumped cream into his coffee. "Oh, it wasn't anything like that. Just weird dreams."

"Okay, well if you're sure." 

Before I could give it much more thought, Axel rolled out from his cubby under the stairs. He'd claimed a Harry Potter-style closet to sleep in and stash his collection of shinies, and woe be to anybody who touched his stuff. 

"Mornin' sunshine," I said as he arched his back and stretched. "Good haul last night?" 

He usually played after-hours poker at the Jolly Roger, and he was better at the game than most. Bert, the owner, didn't mind much, though, because unlike most of the players, Axel chose to gamble for free food and shiny things. Since the after-hours was all locals, most of them knew to bring Axel-friendly payments in case they literally got skunked at the game.

"Not bad, not bad at all. I managed to score another week's worth of wings and beer, sides included, and I also picked up a few pretties." 

I smiled. That could be anything from sea glass to solo earrings somebody's wife lost the mate to. Axel had a much different concept of value than humans did.

Connell snapped the paper shut. Though he was as tech-savvy as the rest of us, he still preferred the paper in hard copy just like my dad did. He also read most of his books in paperback. It was one of the many quirks that make him so lovable. "Anything else good happen?" 

Axel wobbled his paw back and forth. "Depends on what you call good. The twins came in for a while, so it was fun watching them hit on guys way out of their league." He drew his fuzzy brows down. "Larry came in to play, too, and when I tried to question him about that broad he's dating, he got a little irritated, I think." 

I cocked a brow. "One, the term broad is taking it a little far. I realize it was acceptable back in the day, but it's not anymore. I can deal with dames and chicks, but I'm drawing the line at broad. Two, how did you approach him?" Axel was about as subtle as a chair to the face, so it wouldn't surprise me if he'd managed to offend our friend with only a couple sentences.

Axel plucked a piece of sausage off my plate. "Just like any guy approaches another about his choice of br—women. I asked him what was up with the skirt and what her background was and if she came from money." 

Eli wagged his fork at him. "Skirt is offensive slang, too. It's no wonder you can't find a nice lady skunk to hang out with. It's no wonder Larry got mad, especially considering you all but called her a thief and a gold digger." 

"If he chose to take it that way, it's not on me." He lifted a furry shoulder. "All he said was she moved here from Ohio and is in sales. Didn't say what kind. Sound shady to me, especially since she was askin' all those questions about his boat." 

I didn't disagree, but I was trying to keep an open mind. Larry was a good judge of character.

A quick glance at my phone told me it was time to call Rob Thompson and see if we couldn't wrap this lantern thing up. All I could hope for was that he hadn't been cursed, too.
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Much to my delight, Rob Thompson was already in town and headed to a rummage sale and market at the marina. It was something they did once a month and was a huge draw to tourists and locals alike. It also gave the boating and fishing community the chance to make a little extra cash, so it was a win all the way around. We agreed to meet him there. 

Since that's something I knew Jake enjoyed, I fired off a to him to see if he wanted to go. When he didn't answer, I tried my best not to take it personally. Let him enjoy his time with Michelle.

Since both Eli and I had showered the night before, it only took us a few minutes to get ready. We decided to take his car—a sporty little convertible—since the day was so nice. Public parking at the marina was scarce, so we snagged a spot in the private lot reserved for people who owned a boat or lived aboard one. Being close friends with the marina manager had its perks. 

The market was booming when we got there, and I smiled. It was one of my favorite places, mostly because of the fair-like atmosphere. Everybody was happy, and the smells of baking bread, popcorn, and the sea wafted over the area in a cloud that seemed specially made just for me.

Rob had agreed to meet us at the shanty, a small building where people who needed electricity or had wares that couldn't withstand the summer heat could set up their booths. Even though it was still fairly early, the temperature was already hovering at eighty with the promise of ten more degrees in the next few hours. 

We beat him there, so we grabbed a couple homemade lemonades from a vendor and wandered around the nearby booths checking out the goods. I wasn't surprised when a raven flew by and settled on the edge of a tent nearly overhead. It cocked its head at me, and I knew from the intelligence shining in its eyes that Luther had arrived. I wasn't sure how he always knew where I'd be because I hadn't texted to let him know, but I was starting to just go with it.

"We're meeting him over there in just a few minutes," I said, trying not to let on that I was talking to the bird. 

He dipped his head once, then flew away. Not two minutes later, Luther emerged from behind the shanty. I grinned as he adjusted his clothes, which caught a few side-eyes from folks passing by.

He returned my smile, and I went a little weak in the knees. That grin should be considered a lethal weapon. 

"Not that I'm not elated to see that smile, but it almost feels like it's at my expense." 

Eli giggled. "It's because the way you came from behind the building, it looked like you snuck back there to take a leak." 

"Ah," he replied, nodding as it sunk in. "I hadn't thought of that, but it sure does explain why people look at me oddly when I do that." 

We didn't have any more time to discuss his changing habits because a tall, middle-aged man with a slight beer gut and sandy hair too perfect to not have come from a bottle stepped up and tapped me on my shoulder. 

"I'm Rob Thompson. I assume you're Sage Parker?" His smile was genuine, and I found myself liking the guy. 

"I am, and these are my associates, Eli Summers and Luther VonDrake. We have some questions, and though they may seem odd, rest assured that they're critical. We're trying to figure out what happened to your business partner, and hopefully prevent anybody else from harm." 

Since I wasn't as good at coming up with explanations on the fly, Eli stepped forward and held out his hand. "You see, we think he came into contact with a lantern that had toxic chemicals on it." 

He frowned. "You mean like lead paint or something?" 

I flipped through my mental catalog of poisons. Because we dealt exclusively in old stuff, I knew the symptoms of lead poisoning would fit right in even if it was a stretch. Humans tended to believe things they wouldn't normally if it explained something painful.

"Yes! Exactly like lead poisoning." That was all the explanation I was willing to give, though. Rule number one about lying: Don't give enough details that they can trip you up later.

Luther stepped forward. "We understand you recently bought him one, correct?" 

He nodded. "I did. Well, sort of. We picked up a few because we came across some especially good specimens at a sale last weekend. He put one on his boat, I put one on mine, and we put one in our cabinet at the office. We have a tradition that involves them." 

"Would you mind if we saw them?" I asked.

He cringed. "Normally, no. But his boat is in for a hull cleaning, and my brother-in-law took mine out this morning. You're welcome to see them then." 

I pulled in a deep breath and exhaled through my nose, trying not to let him see how irritated I was. I did manage to keep my smile in place. "Of course. That would be awesome. And what about the one at your office?" 

His face fell. "I'm afraid you can't see it, either. We usually keep the lanterns exactly as we find them because we think it makes them look more authentic, but this week was Carl's twenty-fifth anniversary running the company. Oddly enough, the gluten-free line is the twenty-fifth product he's introduced at the company, too, so I thought we should commemorate that. I pulled it from the case yesterday before he ... well, died, and took it to a local artist. She's restoring it and hand lettering a big 25 on it."

I was about to chew my tongue in two from frustration. Luther was right—it was almost like the objects did everything they could to wreak havoc.

Eli rubbed his jaw but otherwise didn't show any signs of turbulence even though I knew he had to be feeling the same things I was. I only hoped I was covering it as well as he did.

Luther, on the other hand, appeared completely unperturbed. He stood with his arms crossed and looked perfectly at ease. "You haven't experienced any symptoms, have you? Or haven't noticed anything strange with anybody who's handled any of them?" 

Rob shook his head, worry etched across his forehead. "No, I haven't. In fact, I just spent time with my daughter, who went to the sale with us, and she was fine. Buckled back in for another summer term after spending two weeks with us and another two backpacking with friends in the Appalachians. As far as I know, she's the only one beside Carl and me who touched them." 

I couldn't think of anything else to add, so I opened my mouth to end the conversation, but Luther spoke before I could.

"I imagine over the years that you've gained some knowledge about lanterns, yes?" 

Rob nodded. "Sure, it's sort of a side hobby. I love antiques of all sorts, but especially nautical ones. Why?" 

Luther smiled like he'd gotten the exact answer he was looking for. "Could you give us a general idea of when the three lanterns you bought were made?" 

That was impressive. I would have never thought to ask that, but if we could knock one or two of them off the list because they were too new to have been used in the 1700s, then we'd be that much closer to finding the cursed one.

"As a matter of fact, I do. You can get a general idea from the way they're made, the metal and glass that's used, and sometimes there's a maker's mark. One of those was fairly new—this century. That's the one I was having painted since it wouldn't lessen the value. We thought one was from the 1800s, and the other—the one we put on Carl's boat was a really old one. From what we could guess, early 18th century."

Bingo.

"Thank you so much for your time, Mr. Thompson. Can you tell us where Carl took his boat for the haul-out?" 

"Sure can," he said, smiling and pointing toward the far end of the marina. "About a thousand yards that way!" 

Finally, we'd managed to catch a break. Stony, a good friend of ours, was also magical, so we wouldn't have to tiptoe around what we were doing. I also knew he was fast at what he did, so if he'd started yesterday, he was probably already finished.

He must have known I was pleased because he gave me a small smile. "It was my pleasure, Ms. Parker. I'm sorry it was under these circumstances, though. Maybe we'll meet up again at another sale. You'd love my daughter—she's probably about your age." He turned to Eli. "And she's also single." 

He winked, and it was all I could do not to giggle. If he leaned that way, Eli would have been married a dozen times over. For some reason, daddies loved him.

Rather than correct him, Eli just smiled. "I'm sure she's a peach and has no problem finding dates all on her own." 

Rob laughed at that and nodded. "You're not wrong there. Just finding one strong enough to stand with her is my concern. I'm sure she'll figure it out, though. Good luck to all of you. I hope you find it before it can hurt anybody else like it did Carl." 

The smile slipped off my face as the reason for this get-together settled back on my shoulders. "Me, too, Mr. Thompson, and I think you've offered a great deal of help. I'm sorry for your loss. Good luck to you." 
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We said our goodbyes, and I pulled out my phone to check the time. Like Axel, Stony played poker at the Jolly Roger on Saturday nights, so he didn't start work until nine on Sundays. Like many locals, he worked weekends and took his time off through the week when tourists and other folks were less likely to need him. 

"Stony doesn't open for another forty-five minutes," I said. "We may as well look around." 

I loved looking at all the wares, and it wasn't uncommon to find a few pieces that would make for nice souvenirs in the gallery. We didn't make much money off them, but they drew people in so that we could sell them bigger items. 

Parker's was known for having a wide variety of antiques, and it was rare that we couldn't match a customer with something they didn't even know they wanted until they saw it. That was sort of Willow's superpower, though it had nothing to do with her magic, or at least not much to do with it. She was just excellent at reading people, which is why she ran the gallery.

We took our time strolling through the market, and I was so engrossed in people watching that I ran right into Luther's back when he stopped suddenly. 

"Look at these," he said, pointing to a small crate that held six small glass apothecary bottles in different colors and shapes. He plucked a purple one from the box and held it up.

I stepped closer to get a better look, my professional eye automatically scanning it for chips or imperfections. "Nice find. It's in mint condition and hand-blown."

He smiled. "Sybil loves glass, and her birthday's coming up. These will be perfect." He paid the vendor for them and we waited while she wrapped them up for him. 

She smiled as she did it and flirted with him a little. "Sorry to take so long. I'd just hate for them to break on you before you can get them home to your ... wife?" 

It was all I could do not to roll my eyes at her not-so-subtle fishing expedition, but Luther rolled with it, keeping it cool, but not giving her any false hopes. 

"They're for a special friend. Thank you for taking the time to wrap them." 

Her expression changed to a knowing look and all hints of flirting fell away as she handed him the bag. "Ah, of course. Well, I hope you impress your special friend with them. I'm sure he'll be delighted." 

Eli laughed and then coughed, and I giggled when I saw the lemonade shoot out his nose.

"What?" Luther asked, confused as we moved away from the table.

"For somebody who's lived so long, you're not very good at keeping up with the vernacular," he said, wiping his nose with the napkin he'd wrapped around his cup. 

"What do you mean?" Luther still didn't have a clue. 

"You sorta told her you were gay." Eli's eyes were still watering, but now it was as much from amusement as it was from the disturbance his sinuses got when he back-flushed them with the tart drink.

It was comical watching him replay the conversation in his head then nod. "Yeah, I can see how that played out now." He shrugged. "That's fine, though. I wasn't interested in her, and if that's what it takes to keep her from feeling rejected, I'm okay with it." 

Sometimes the guy gave me whiplash from how quickly he swerved between kindness and arrogance. He was, as always, an enigma.

We picked through a few more tables. I managed to find some fresh strawberries for Maris, who I knew we'd see later, and a little basket of sea glass that would go over well with tourists. They loved it, though I couldn't blame them. I had quite a nice collection myself.

Finally, it was time to head to Stoney's, and we were almost out of the market when a familiar voice called my name. I stopped in my tracks—it was familiar because I'd been hearing it since three minutes after I was born. I turned to find Jake trotting toward us from the direction of the parking lot, pulling a laughing Michelle along behind him.

"Did you guys find anything good?" He glanced at the bags Luther and I were carrying. "I thought I'd bring Michelle down for a cinnamon roll." 

I did my best not to let my hurt feelings shine through, especially considering he hadn't answered my text earlier. Mary Sue's cinnamon rolls were sort of our thing. Whenever we'd come, that was the first place we'd head. It was immature, I know, but I couldn't help the little jolt of vindictive satisfaction that shot through me when I remembered the sign that had been hanging on her regular table.

I felt even worse when I couldn't help wanting to deliver the news myself. "Aww, that's too bad. She's closed today." 

He knew me inside out and tilted his head at me, studying me. He knew something was off but didn't quite know what. 

Before he could ask, or say another word, for that matter, I decided to end the conversation. "You two enjoy the market. We have someplace to be." 

Since Michelle wasn't magical, I couldn't come out and say what, but somewhere deep inside me, the part that loved him warred with the part that was pissed at him right now. I didn't know which of them would win, so I gave a little wave, turned on my heel, and headed toward Stony's.

"Shmoo, you okay?" Eli's use of his childhood pet name for me almost made me cry. 

"Yeah, I'm fine," I said, swiping at my eyes. "Let's just go see if Stoney's done with the boat so we can get out of here." 

Though concern clouded his features, he let it go. That wouldn't last forever, but I didn't need it to. As soon as we were alone, I'd spill all my stupid emotions to him, even though he no doubt already knew at least the gist of them. I just didn't want to do it in public, and especially not in front of Luther.

A few seconds later, the man of mystery spoke up. "Did I ever tell you I'm a twin?" 

My gaze shot toward him and I threw out my feelers to see if he was lying. If he was, I had every intention of turning him back into a pig just like I had the last time he'd said something completely asinine. I didn't detect a hint of deception, though.

I shook my head as we passed in front of the marina office. "No, you didn't." 

"I am. I had a twin sister, and we were as close as two people can be." 

I chanced a glance at him and was surprised to see pain flicker across his face. 

"When our father arranged her marriage to a man who lived hundreds of miles away, it broke my heart. Then, five years later, we got word that she'd died in childbirth." His mouth twisted into a humorless smile. "I already knew that, though. I felt it when she went." 

I couldn't even imagine how that must have felt. Jake was like a piece of me, and a pang of regret shot through me at the way I'd just treated him. 

Eli's jaw was locked, and he swiped at his eye. I turned to Luther.

"I'm so sorry. That must have been terrible." 

Luther nodded. "It was one of the worst things that's ever happened to me, and that's saying a lot considering what I've lived through. I still think about her all the time." He cast me a sideways glance. "So I know what you're feeling, but just remember that you're as much a part of him as he is of you. Nobody can ever take your place." 

I sniffed and swerved to bump him with my shoulder. "Thanks. I needed to hear that." 

He smiled. "I know you did. Now, let's go find a lantern." 

We'd come to an aluminum warehouse with Stoney's painted on the outside in huge yellow letters, then underneath it in smaller letters, Boat Repair, Haul Outs, & Emergency Towing.

In addition to cleaning boats—which often required the boats to be put on a lift so he could clean the barnacles off the hulls, he also did emergency towing and repair. Between the two, he made a nice income.

We pushed through the door into a small office, and I was grateful for the blast of cold air produced by a large window unit. Nobody was there, so I opened the door leading to the rear where he worked. Sure enough, he had a cabin cruiser up on a lift scraping the barnacles off the hull.

He saw us and waved, then strode toward us, his bowlegged stride something I'd recognize anywhere. 

"Hey, y'all! Long time, no see!" He wiped his hands down the front of a grubby tee-shirt that hung off his lean frame, then held it out to Luther and gave him a gap-toothed grin. "I'm Stoney. This here's my shop. I might warn you though, if you're hangin' out with these two scallywags, you're probably headed for trouble." 

"Don't I know it," Luther responded, taking his hand. 

"Funny you should mention trouble," I said after the meet-and-greet was over. "We're here because we think a cursed artifact might have ended up on a boat you're working on." 

He took off his greasy Tom Petty hat and scratched his head, then slapped it back on. "You don't say. Which boat?" 

Eli shook his head. "We don't know her name, but it belongs to Carl Emerson." 

"Oh, that feller that died in his own fountain yesterday." He bobbed his head. "I heard about that at the bar last night. Durned shame, that. I love his Paleo meals. Real meat and potatoes stuff. Best thing since sliced bread, except, you know, bread ain't Paleo." 

I grinned and shook my head. The man was always full of surprises. "Do you have his boat here, though?"

"Yup. She's right there. The one I'm workin' on now." He strode back toward it and lowered the lift. "You'll have to be careful, but no more'n you weight, it'll be fine as long as you don't do jumpin' jacks whilst you're up there." 

Eli gave me a boost, and I pulled myself aboard without causing so much as a wobble. The boat was a nice one, and it was obvious he'd spent a ton of money on it. I opened the doors to go below and wasn't surprised to find it was finished in teak and decorated with furniture that made me scratch my head trying to figure out how they'd gotten it down there. 

The lantern was easy enough to find, except for one thing. There were six. I sent my feelers out and did my thing, but not a one of them had so much as a trace of magic on it. I bit my lip, studying them. That didn't make any sense. I turned the rest of the boat inside out looking for another, but it seemed he'd felt four was enough. 

Rather than try to suss it out in the hot, stuffy space, I found a large tote and stuffed them all into it. I had to scramble a bit to get them back above, but when I did, I sucked in a lungful of cool air. 

'Did you get it?" Eli called as I popped my head over. 

I sighed as I handed the tote overboard. "I'm not sure. There were four of them, and none of them seem to have any magic attached to them." 

Luther reached up and took the bag from me, frustration etched on his face. "That can't be. If not here, then where?" 

Eli kept me from breaking my neck with I hopped over. 

"No idea, but I snagged them just in case. It may be time to call in Sybil and Charity." I hated to call in the big guns when we didn't have the item, but I was at my wits' end. 
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Since Stoney was a shifter, it didn't much matter that Luther opted to change back into his bird form in order to go tell Sybil we needed help. She had a cell phone but left it by her bed more often than not when she was working outside. 

"Just go ahead and head that direction," Luther said before he stepped behind the boat to shift. "I'll try to get Charity there if she's not already." 

Before I could even nod, he'd disappeared behind the boat, and after a flash of bright light, a raven flew out and threw the open back of the warehouse. 

"I wonder why he didn't just teleport." Eli scratched his head as he watched Luther fly away.

Stony grinned. "Because flyin' is peaceful. There's something about losing yourself to the animal part of yerself that just puts everything into perspective." 

Considering I had no idea what that was like, I couldn't argue. It made sense, though. With the shape my mind was in lately, it sounded like a marvelous thing, and I found myself a little jealous. It would be nice to just escape and float above everything for a while.

Eli laid his hand on my arm, snapping me back to reality. "Okay, Shmoo. You ready?"

"Yep." I turned to Stoney and gave him a hug. "Thanks a ton. You're awesome as always." 

His ears turned a little red and he gave me a shy grin. "Go on, now. It weren't nothin'. You ever need help with anything again, you just let me know." 

"Will do." 

As we headed back toward the car, I enjoyed the smell of sea air and the sound of water lapping against the hulls of the boats that floated in the marina just a couple hundred yards away. I wished we had time to stop and check in on Larry, but that wasn't in the cards. I felt like I probably needed to apologize for Axel, but I also wanted to tactfully ask some questions of my own. He was a grown man, though, and ultimately, it was his life.

We were skirting the edge of the market when I caught sight of Jake and Michelle holding hands strolling past the tables. "Wait here a second." 

I hustled over and pulled him into a hug. 

Laughing, he hugged me back. "What was that for?" 

I grinned up at him. "Just because you're my little brother." 

"Only by three minutes." 

"Still, younger." I winked at him then smiled at Michelle. "You two have fun. Maybe we can all come next weekend." 

"I'd like that," she said, smiling back.

"Care to tell me what that was all about?" Eli asked. "A half hour ago, you were ready to drown him." He raised a brow as he looped his arm through mine. "That story Luther told got to you, didn't it?" 

I nodded. "Yes, it did. She's not my competition, and I'm gonna work hard to remember that." 

"If you forget, I'll remind you," he said, unhooking his arm and slinging it around my shoulders to give me a squeeze. "You're our main girl and always will be." 

Despite how silly it felt, it did make me feel better. 

When we pulled up in front of Sybil's beachfront house, I was surprised to see her and Luther sitting on the porch with Charity. He'd made good on his word to have them both there. I pulled the bag of lanterns from the backseat and carried them with me to the porch, setting them down gently as I took a seat in one of the two empty rockers. I'd stopped by the shop and grabbed the two I'd collected from the office, too.

"So this is what you found, huh?" Sybil asked, bending forward and pulling the bag toward her. As always, she looked spectacular in a form-fitting white sundress that had little pink flowers down the skirt. Charity was elegant in her own self-possessed way in a flowy yellow mumu that accented her dark skin. Her board-straight raven hair was so smooth it gleamed, and the turquoise ring and necklace she wore lent an air of earthiness to her. She was, after all, Romani, and they were known for their closeness with the Earth.  

Sybil muttered a few words to protect her hands, then pulled the lanterns out one at a time, examining each one before handing them to Charity, who did the same.

Brows furrowed, the women took their time with each of them. While we waited for Charity to finish checking out the last one, we just leaned back and watched. I assumed that since they'd made it through all six that the first five had yielded nothing. 

Charity sat the last lantern down and sighed. "None of these are the one you're searching for." 

I ran my hand over my face. "I was afraid of that, but I was hoping it had some sort cloaking spell on it that I couldn't see through.

Charity shook her head. "Not that you couldn't have been right, but you weren't this time. It is possible that you won't be able to detect all the magic yet, but these six are all clean."

"So where does that leave us, then?" I leaned back in my chair and thought about it.

Charity uncrossed her legs, then crossed them the other direction. "Are you sure these are the most recent ones? Maybe he bought one a while back and just now got around to messing with it." 

That hadn't even occurred to me because he just started developing symptoms, but it could be that the lantern had been packed away until he had time to mess with it. 

"Or maybe the partner still has it," Eli suggested.

Luther shook his head. "He seemed perfectly fine. Nothing wrong with him at all." 

I held up a finger. "But would the curse have affected him? He seems to have a solid work-life balance. He spends time with his family and takes time to do things with friends. This curse only takes root in people who've lost sight of what's important to them." 

Eli raised a brow. "So it's entirely possible that he could have it and not even know it." 

Charity nodded. "It is. I think we should probably check Emerson house again, though. That seems to be the most obvious place that he'd have come into contact with it, and that's where the curse seems to have kicked in. He couldn't see his watch on his nightstand. Did you ask what he'd done the night before?" 

I was embarrassed to admit that we hadn't, though James probably had when he'd interviewed her the first time.

My phone rang, and I dug it out of my back pocket. Speak of the devil, and he shall appear. Or call. I reflexively debated not answering, but history had taught me that would just irritate him. Besides, I needed to find out if he knew what Carl had been doing the night before his death.

"Hey. James. Anything new?" 

"I was calling to ask you the same thing," he said, and I could tell he was driving because it sounded like he was inside a wind tunnel.

I stuffed my finger in my ear and scowled. "Can you roll up your window? I can barely hear you." 

"What?" 

"Roll up your window!" I shouted. I hated it when people did that crap. That level of tech's been around long enough now that everybody should know you can't use the wireless voice in your car with the window down.

"Oh, sorry about that." Five seconds later, and the line was quiet. "Back to why I called. Did you guys find anything in that book or whatever?" 

It struck me again how out of his depth he was, so I tried to be patient. I also decided he didn't need to know that we'd gone to the office or talked to Rob Thompson. "Sort of. We think we're looking for a lantern." 

He was quiet for a minute, and I wondered if I'd lost him. At least with the wind tunnel going, I knew the line hadn't gone dead.

"What kind of lantern? I know his wife said he collected eclectic things. Is it possible he kept it in his craft building behind their house?" 

I rolled my eyes. This was what I got for trying to learn to be a detective on the fly. "It's absolutely possible. Could you call and ask her if she minds if we come over and check that out?" 

"Sure thing. I'm finishing up some paperwork here, but then I can pick you up." 

I gave myself a mental forehead slap. I hadn't exactly meant to include him in the we part of that statement, but I didn't have much choice. He was turning out to be much more hands-on than I'd have preferred. I was toeing a line with the council already. They were harsh about non-magicals knowing about our world, and if I didn't play my cards right with him, I was opening him up to a mind erase. That wasn't a sure-fire thing, but those folks didn't play. 

So far, I'd convinced them that he was working with us on a need-to-know basis, but not everybody wanted to be outted. Sybil had already agreed, and I was sure Luther didn't mind just because he used his magic to torment James. I wasn't sure about Charity, though. 

"Hang on a sec," I said, then muted him and walked back to the porch.

"This is James. He says there's a craft barn behind their house and that the lantern might be in there. He also thinks he's going with us." 

Luther arched a brow. "Why does he think that?" 

My patience with that was whip-thin. I rolled my eyes. "Uh, let's see. Because he's the sheriff and the one running the case, and I asked if he could arrange it so we could check the shed out." 

"And you didn't tell him that by we, you didn't mean him?" The superior look on his face made me want to smack him.

"No, I didn't think to phrase it that way." I turned to Charity. "I can probably find a way around this if you don't want him to know who you are." 

"And who am I?" she asked with a smile. "I'm just a poison control specialist from the next town over. He doesn't know me, and as long as he doesn't know my real name, he never will." 

That was good enough for me. Names had power in the magical world, and though stuff like demon possessions where sharing your name could get you dead or worse weren't much of a thing anymore, the tradition continued.

"Cool. Then I'll tell him we'll meet him there." 

I unmuted the phone. "Hey, I'm back. We don't need you to pick us up, but we'll meet you there. Does that work?" 

"Sure," he said, and I picked up just a trace of disappointment in his tone. "Give me thirty. I'm fairly sure after her day of drinking yesterday, she's probably not up and at it yet." 

"Thanks, James. We'll see you there." 

I sighed. When did my life turn into visits with hungover widows, hanging out with my ex, and battling the advances of a mage/shifter/whatever-else-he's-hiding?

The day I'd been stupid enough to haul up a trunk of cursed artifacts and set them loose on the town. That's when.
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Chapter Twelve
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Since we were only ten minutes from Old Town, thirty minutes gave us plenty of time to drink a glass of tea and talk strategy. We decided we'd let James lead. Hopefully, that would be enough to get us in the door without having to answer too many questions. If Carmen did want to know what we were doing, we decided to go with the lead poisoning thing, except I'd had the brilliant idea to combine it with the meds.

At first, Charity wanted to keep her first name, but somehow got hung up on Peters for a last name. Once we made her say that out loud a few times, she figured out why Eli and I hadn't been able to stop laughing, so she'd changed the first name to Sandra, or Sandy for short. When that about put us on the ground in tears, she landed on the name Sandra Smith. Generic but functional.

Fifteen minutes in, we all piled into Sybil's Men In Black-style black SUV with the tinted windows. Climbing in, I remembered the first time we'd ridden in it. We'd been in a rush because a poltergeist had been possessing a nice lady who'd gotten a haunted pendant from our gallery. 

An old-as-dirt butler had been hobbling along behind us and offered to drive, and before I knew it, he'd transformed into the Greek god we now knew as Luther. That had been the first of many surprises that day, and I still didn't know much more about him now than I had then. Of course, if he'd laid all his cards on the table, I might not have found him intriguing, so I guess there's that. 

As I buckled my seatbelt, I caught him looking at me in the rearview mirror, his eyes turned up at the corners, and I knew he was remembering that day, too. I smiled back. We'd come a long way since then, and aside from his continued animosity toward James, I found him much less objectionable than I had back then. I might even go so far as to say we'd become friends. 

Sybil had also become important to me. She'd spent hours training me how to counter different curses, and though I still wasn't comfortable with anything big, I was starting to gain some confidence that I could manage less lethal ones. 

"Wow, nice place," Charity said as we pulled up in front of the Emerson House. "What did you say these people did again?" 

"Emerson Foods," Eli replied. "You know, the ice cream and frozen meal delivery people." 

"Oh, yeah! I love their vegetarian meals. I'm on a weekly subscription." 

Holy geez. Was I the only person on the planet who didn't have my meals delivered to me?

Luther laughed. "No, princess, you have a cook." I jumped a little when his voice sounded in my head, and I scowled at him.

"Get out of my head," I thought back. As much as I wanted to yell at him, now wasn't the time to do it.

"I didn't do it on purpose. It's just sometimes when you're surprised, your thoughts practically scream at me. I'll leave now." 

I glared at him in the mirror, and when his eyes crinkled into a full-blown grin, it was all I could do not to kick the back of the seat.

He pulled to a stop behind James, who was leaning against his SUV, legs and arms crossed. 

The look on his face was almost comical, and I thought about what we must have looked like to him. A bunch of weirdos climbing out of a clown car, probably. I guess I couldn't blame him for being surprised. 

"Hey," I said as he walked toward us. "You know Sybil, and this is Sandra Smith. She's a poison control specialist visiting from out of town, and that's all Carmen Emerson needs to know." 

He gave her a bit of the hairy eyeball, but let it slide. Maybe he was starting to get the hang of our world. Or maybe he just knew he wouldn't get any more than than and decided to tolerate it in the name of getting a dangerous artifact out of the hands of his citizens. Whatever worked for him.

Carmen was a little more put together when she answered the door this time, though she was wearing designer shades that were amber enough at the top to keep the light out, but light enough through the middle and bottom that she could still see us inside. I'd been there and done that. 

"Hi, Carmen. Thanks for having us back. I know this is a rough time." I gave her a sympathetic smile and was careful to keep my voice at a level loud enough to be heard but not loud enough to set off the herd of elephants currently living behind her eyeballs.

She pressed her hands down the cream linen pantsuit she was wearing and fiddled with the rust scarf. Her lips curved into a wan smile. "It is, and thank you for recognizing that. You've been kind, and if I can help figure out what caused me to lose him, my doors are open." 

Her chin wobbled, and I got the sense that there was only grief and not a drop of drama behind it. "Follow me. The shed's out back, though I thought you said yesterday it was some sort of interaction with his meds." 

"We do think that," Eli said, and I was thankful he was the better liar of the two of us. I was fighting the urge to tell her the truth, and that wouldn't do at all. "We just want to see what he was working on so we can get a total picture." 

Charity nodded as she followed us through. "We've seen a lot of lead poisoning lately, especially in people doing crafts. They sand the paint off or dissolve it with thinner and get it on their hands and in their nasal passages. Several of your husband's symptoms fall in line with that." 

She nodded. "That doesn't surprise me, then. He's been spending a lot of time out here. I've been busy with a couple new clients, which has kept me away for a few evenings. We're not really going-out type people, so he occupied himself by puttering around in his shop restoring antiques he found at sales.

We followed her out the back of the manor and into a yard that was about the same size as ours, but rather than the family escape we'd turned ours into, they'd shot for more adult ventures for theirs. They had a putting area, a large outdoor kitchen similar to ours, and a large lawn that I suspected had seen many a cocktail party. 

Luther and James were walking in front of me, and Eli and I were bringing up the rear. James kept glancing over his shoulder and smiling at me. While I was being a bit of a pig and comparing their forms from behind, James threw me for such a loop that I almost fell down.

He clapped his hand on James's shoulder. "You know what, buddy? This yard reminds me: you and I should go golfing one of these days. What are you doing Tuesday morning?" 

Eli snatched me by the elbow, and his eyeballs were about popping out of his head as the world tilted on its axis. I couldn't decide if the crackling in my ear was leftover from a little water I'd gotten in it during my shower or if it was the sound of Hell freezing over. 

James was as surprised as we were if his expression was anything to go by, but it was the utter horror on Luther's face that confused me the most. We kept walking, and I was glad when we made it to the shed, though calling it that was a bit of an understatement. A medium-sized barn would be a more accurate term.

Carmen pulled the doors open and stood back so we could go in. "This is it. He loved to tinker. We used to do makeover projects together, but then we got on sort of opposite schedules and stopped." Her eyes welled with tears again. "I'd give anything to change that and just restore one more piece with him. I can't be in here right now; you guys do what you need to do and I'll meet you on the back deck." 

The entire place was filled with all sorts of items that ranged from junk to some nice smaller pieces that would have sold well at the gallery. He didn't seem to have been too discriminating, either. The rough-cut walls were lined with different types of tools, and cans of paint, paint thinner, and several different varnishes and stain filled shelves built under long workbenches that stretched each side of the building. One side was covered in clutter that he'd obviously dragged in, but the other was cleared and ready to provide a clean work area.

Eli and I hung back while Charity and Sybil pulled on gloves similar to the ones I had at the gallery meant to protect them from nasty magic. They took their time doing their thing, making a slow turn around the whole place. 

Charity picked up a small oil can and studied it, then carried it with her. Sybil found the lantern, and I nearly did a fist pump when she turned to us with a small nod after she picked it up. 

James stepped closer to me and bent down so that he could whisper, though I'm not sure why he felt the need to do that. "What are they doing?"  

"They're looking for curses. Dark magic, or anything, really, that can harm somebody." I figured I could give him at least that much.

"You know what you should do, Sage?" Luther said, stepping closer to us. "You should take him to dinner and explain all this." 

My mouth fell open, and I had to resist the urge to punch him in the throat. He knew what a precarious relationship I had with James, and never once had he missed an opportunity to bait or belittle the guy in front of me.

"Shmoo, look at his face," Eli said in my head. "That's not good at all. Somethin's wrong with him." 

He was right. Luther looked like he was gonna pop a vein, and his mouth was working like a fish but no words were coming out. I turned toward Charity and Sybil. Though I didn't want to interrupt them, I was scared for Luther.

He took me by the arm and shook his head. "I'm fine. Let them finish." His face was still a little red, but he'd lost the vein-bulging apoplectic expression he'd worn only a few moments ago.

"You sure?" 

He nodded. "Yes. I'm good." 

Rather than stop once they'd gone around once, they made a second round. This time, Charity didn't find anything, but Sybil scooped up a silver brush and comb set that had seen better days. 

Both women stood back and surveyed the room after they were finished, and a wave of magical energy made the hairs on my arms and the back of my neck stand up.

"What was that?" James asked, rubbing his arms and stepping close enough to me that we were touching. It was an instinctive herd move that would have usually elicited some sort of smart response from Luther, but when I glanced at him, he was staring straight ahead with his jaws locked tight. 

Sybil patted the bag she'd stuffed the lantern and the brush set in then glanced at Charity, who nodded. "Ready? We've done all we can here. The place is clean." 

Luther turned and stomped out the door, not even looking back to see if we were following. 

"What's up with him?" James asked, and I would have loved the answer to that question myself. 

Instead of answering, Charity and Sybil looked at each other and burst out laughing. 

Sybil waved a hand. "He'll be fine. It's this cursed weather. Allergies, I'm sure."

Charity laughed again, a full-out guffaw, and I knew I was missing out on some joke. 

Eli, on the other hand, seemed to know exactly what was going on and was grinning, too, and raised his brows. "Cursed weather. Get it?" 

"Ahhh," I said, both amused that Luther was apparently cursed to say nice things to James and irritated that it hadn't occurred to me as soon as he invited my ex to lunch. The dinner comment should have been a dead giveaway. 

I gave a sharp nod of satisfaction because as long as Charity and Sybil weren't concerned, I knew he was okay. As long as it wouldn't literally kill him to be nice for a minute, it might do him some good.  

I took a final look around the shed and sent out my own magical feelers. Sybil and Charity were no doubt better than I was, but nobody was perfect. Once I was satisfied there were no more nasties, I turned and followed everybody else out the door. I was glad to see the end of it.

#
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Chapter Thirteen
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As she'd promised, Carmen was sitting on their massive teak deck with a bloody mary, Hair of the dog, I supposed, and I couldn't blame her. She'd had possibly the worst two days of her life, and she was coping better than a lot of folks would.

She stood when we approached. "Did you find anything?"

Sybil nodded. "We did. A few things, actually. It's definitely lead poisoning. Our guess is that with the meds he was taking, his liver just couldn't process it fast enough. That caused the confusion, the anger, and possibly even a bit of blindness." 

That sounded plausible even to me, and I knew for a fact what had happened. Carmen nodded, misery etched on her face. "Did you get everything out of there?" 

Charity held her bag out to her. "We did. Here they are if you—"

Carmen cut her off. "I don't want to know. Just take them and get them off my property. Are you sure the shed's safe now?" 

"I promise, it is," Sybil said, putting her hand on Carmen's arm. "You can go in without worrying about anything." 

Carmen sniffed, and a tear slipped out from under her glasses. "I don't know if I want to go in there to be closer to him, or if I want to burn it down for taking him from me." 

Charity pressed her lips together, her face a mask of compassion. "That's perfectly normal. But don't burn it down until you're on the other side of this, okay?" 

Carmen nodded and gave us a small smile. "That's probably a good idea. As much as I've drank over the last two days, I probably shouldn't be breathing around fire, anyway." 

I lifted a shoulder. "We all cope the way we cope. Don't drown in it, though. Give yourself a few days' grace, but then reel it in on the booze, okay?" 

She nodded. "I know what you're saying, and I've already made plans to go visit my mother. Get some perspective. I have a lot of decisions to make, and I need a clear head to do it. Thank you guys for everything."

We left her sitting on the deck staring out over the lake, and I hoped she'd be okay.

When we got back to the cars, Luther was already behind the wheel, and James headed in his direction. 

"Wait," I said, putting my hand on his arm. "We've all had a long day. Maybe just wave to him, then catch up with him later about the lunch, all right?" 

James looked a little confused but nodded. "Sure. Tell him to call me. I think it might be good for us to bury the hatchet, and since he took the first step, I'll man up, too. After all, it seems we're going to be in this together for a while. Might as well make the best of it, right?" 

"Yep," I said, popping the p. "Might as well." 

He tossed a wave at Luther, who grinned like an idiot and returned it before grasping the steering wheel with a death grip. This was gonna be fun.

"You know he's about to explode, right?" Eli said after James was back in his SUV.

"Oh, for sure." Sybil drew her brows down and nodded, her eyes alight with humor. "I was concentrating in there, but even I heard when he told James he should take Sage to dinner. That had to have felt like acid burning his throat." 

"Good!" My voice was half an octave higher than normal. "Because I kinda wanted to pour acid down his throat for saying it. That's a ball of yarn I've been trying to wind back up since all this started, and that might have set the whole ball rolling again." 

We climbed into the SUV, and after we were buckled up and rolling, Sybil turned to Charity. What do you think, should we get the testing started?" 

Charity nodded, and Eli and I glanced at each other like Christmas had come early. Luther, however, did not look as pleased.

Sybil put her finger to her lips and studied him for a few moments. "So, is it a be-nice curse?"

I'd studied up enough to know that one kicked in whenever you wanted to do or say something mean. Instead, you'd be forced to do something nice. There were also ones that worked in reverse, so if he had to be cursed, I was glad it wasn't with something like that.

Eli was all over it. "I'm gonna take your motorcycle out when we get back if you don't mind, Luther. Is that okay?" 

Luther had a snazzy orange sportbike that was his pride and joy, so this would be a good test. "No, it's not okay. If you step within two feet of it, I'll break your knees." 

"Woohoo, then," I said, warming to the game. "So not a nice spell. Maybe an opposites spell? No, because you would have had to say something nice when you just snapped at Eli." 

Sybil turned around and looked at Charity, and understanding passed between them. 

Charity turned to me. "Maybe it would be good for you to have dinner with James, Sage. I mean, he's settling into this—" 

Luther interrupted her, his tone and expression manic but his words utterly agreeable. "She should for sure. She should give him a second chance because he's such a nice guy." 

Somehow his look expressed that there were supposed to be a whole lot more expletives and derogatory nouns in that than what ended up making it in.

Sybil's lips curved into a wicked smile. "A jealousy curse. Oh, I'm almost positive I know who placed that curse, and she was a smart one. Pretty, too, and perfectly nice until you crossed her. Fortunately, I know she wouldn't have made it deadly, and I'm sure there's a kill switch. It won't take long to straighten you out." 

"A kill switch?" Eli asked. "That doesn't sound good at all." 

I nodded. "It actually is. It means she put something in there that would kill the curse." 

Eli raised a brow and stared at Luther's clenched jaw. "If it involves mastering the lesson, I'm pretty sure we're gonna have to find another way around it."

Sybil flapped a hand. "Oh, there's no way he's gonna be able to inactivate it alone. He can't help himself. It's in his very nature to be that way, and to be honest, he does an admirable job of controlling himself most of the time, believe it or not." 

"Not," I muttered. Then I started wondering why he was jealous of James and me on such a visceral level that it would actually activate a curse. 

Sybil turned to me and shook her head. "Don't let it get in your head, sweetie. It just is what it is." 

I sighed and decided to take her advice. After all, that seemed to be my entire life's motto at this point. The only way out of the craziness was to clean up my mess and move on. 

And that's exactly what I intended to do.

# # # # #
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"Stan, what have I told you about bringing the Cupid's bow into the bar? And adjust your diaper. None of us want to see what's under that." 

I heaved a sigh of exasperation. I loved my job, but sometimes I felt more like a babysitter at a daycare center than a cocktail waitress at a magical beach resort. 

He scowled as he reached for his margarita. "It's a loincloth. And what do you want me to do—leave my bow and arrows in my room? They won't fit in the safe." 

Cyri, the faerie sitting one table over, turned to look at him. "That's easy enough to fix," she said, adjusting her lavender ponytail. She dipped her finger into a waterproof pouch hanging from the pink lanyard around her neck, then sprinkled a small pinch of sparkling dust over the bow and quiver. 

Stan watched in fascinated horror as the tool of his trade shrunk to a tenth of its size. "You can't just do that," he said, indignant. "What if I get called out to a job?" 

She snorted. "That's like your fourth margarita. You're in no condition to fly, anyway. And I've only been with Aiden a few months. It would be a disaster if he accidentally knicked himself with one of those arrows on his way to the bathroom. I'm not ready for the whole L-word scenario." 

I smiled as I walked away. Stan was in the middle of an existential crisis. His problem was that he was a romantic at heart, and his job wasn't just a job to him—it was his passion. Between the free-love movement and easy, DIY divorces, he was having a hard time believing he hadn't outlived his purpose.

So, he was on an extended vacation to find himself and decide whether or not he should retire. But just because I felt sorry for the guy didn't mean I could give him a pass on the bow. Can you imagine how the I love you, man phase of intoxication would work if a hammered cupid wanted to make the whole bar happy at closing time? Yeah, no love-laced arrows allowed.

I delivered the last drinks on my tray to a group of sunbathing selkies that were regulars, thinking how hot their seal-skin beach blankets must be. Before you get upset about animal cruelty, selkies are seals in the water but shed their skins to become human on land. The skins they were lying on were their own. 

I couldn't blame them for keeping them secure though. Julius, their leader, had left his skin unattended at the bar when he'd gone to the bathroom a while back, and we’d had to lock down the whole resort for a couple of hours. 

A beach attendant had mistakenly picked it up and thrown it into the laundry, and since I'd been the one to call for the lock-down and the one to find it, he'd granted me honorary membership in his pod. In short, when they came every few months, they requested me, and they always tipped generously. It was job security, but it made me feel good, too.

Angie, Julius's wife, passed the martinis down the row, taking a sip from the last one. 

"Divine as always," she said, licking the vodka mustache off her upper lip. "Tell Bob he used just the right amount of anchovy juice."

I bit back a shudder at the phantom flavor and assured her I would. As I picked my way through the tables back to the shade of the tiki bar, I picked up a few more drink orders along the way.

Plunking my tray down on the server's deck at the bar, I leaned over and rested my chin in my hand while I waited for Bob, the Bigfoot bartender, to finish telling a joke to a broody werewolf. I don't know why he bothered—the guy hadn't cracked a smile the whole week he'd been there. He'd eaten his weight in steak and was a fat tipper, though, so I guess Bob felt obligated. 

The big lug tended to be a people-pleaser anyway, so the more somebody rejected his efforts, the harder he tried. That alone kinda made me want to crack the shifter with my tray for being such a buzzkill.

I shifted over a couple of feet and adjusted a fan so that it was blowing in my face. The heat was brutal, and there hadn't been a mermaid or water nymph around all day. I liked it when they came because it gave me an excuse to wade out to the water bar to wait on them—a definite plus when the thermometer pushed past ninety.

We also had a huge salt-chlorinated, zero-entry infinity pool that had a direct-connect to the ocean, so it was available to everybody. Unfortunately, it was closed for cleaning; a group of unicorns had their son's birthday party there the day before and ... kids were kids. So, no wading around the edges to deliver drinks. The fan would have to do.

Bob lumbered over to pick up my drink ticket. "Man, that guy's tough," he whispered. "I'm throwin' my best material at him, and nothin’. I can't get him to look away from that laptop.”

I tilted my head and examined the guy in question as he stared at the screen like it held the secrets to the universe. Good looking, as most werewolves were, but he lacked the lightheartedness that marked most of his kind. 

"What's his deal, anyway?”

"No idea," Bob said, muddling mint and simple syrup for a mojito. "He's met with Cass a couple times, but that's it. And every time he has, his mood's seemed worse." 

That wasn't an atypical response to dealing with our boss though, so it didn't add anything to the speculation. It would have been more unusual had he come away smiling.

Speaking of ... 

"Maganti!" Somebody bellowed my last name from behind me. 

Before turning, I pulled a deep breath in through my nose and blew it out through my mouth, counting to five as I did. 

My boss, Cassiel—otherwise known as the disgraced Angel of Temperance—was a blow-hard and an idiot. I wasn't sure who'd assigned him to be the figurehead of that particular virtue, but apparently, they hadn't been practicing it themselves when they'd made the call.

It had taken a few millennia, but he'd finally pushed his luck one too many times with the powers that be and was tossed out on his ear, much to the chagrin of everybody in the mortal realm, or at least those of us who lived on the Enchanted Coast. Managing the beach bar was his booby prize, and he lorded over it like the planet owed him a living.

As usual, he was already half in the bag, which meant he was gonna be even more horrid than he was when sober. He was the only downside to this job. Well, him and sand in awkward places, but the latter was an easy fix.

Bob finished making the last of my drinks and ambled the couple of steps back to me, a concerned expression on his heavy features as he set them down. 

"Don't bait him, Destiny," he pleaded under his breath. "Just find out what he wants, do it, then ignore him. He's just looking for an excuse to can you. Again." 

"He can try," I said, lifting a shoulder. He'd fired me the previous summer, for three weeks until word spread to my regulars. It seemed I had a following that had some pull with the higher-ups. Not only had I been reinstated, but I'd also gotten a raise. Needless to say, that hadn't gone over well with Cassiel.

Still, I loved my job, and goodwill was a fickle beast. As a people person and a water witch who didn't want to live in the closet, the Enchanted Coast—a magical vacation resort on the Gulf of Mexico designed to meet the needs of paranormals—was the best of all worlds. So, in the interest of keeping the peace, I pivoted toward him, gritting my teeth and pasting on a smile.

"Yeah, Cass?" I said, putting everything I had into being pleasant. 

Not even attempting to return the courtesy, he gestured toward the outside tables. "The place is a mess. That table needs to be bussed, and there are empty cups everywhere. And those fans are for guests only—not lazy waitresses." 

I glanced around the area and ran my tongue over my teeth. "First," I said, still trying to maintain my fragile mask of civility, "that table is occupied. They're in the water. Second, there are exactly two empty cups, both of which just blew out of the trash can when you stormed by it and flexed your wings." I decided to let the fan comment drop. "But I'll get right on it." 

I had no idea what the reason was for his animosity. He'd despised me from day one, even before he’d had to eat crow and hire me back. I could get along with the devil himself if he was willing to meet me halfway, but despite my efforts, Cass refused to play nice. 

After a while, I'd given up. The only thing I could figure was I'd been offered his job before he was sentenced to it. I’d turned it down because I would have gotten paid less to do more after I added in my tips. 

"And since you have time to stand around," he sneered, foul as always, "Go clean out the unicorn pen. People can see those rainbow turds from the hotel, and the cotton-candy smell is disgusting."

Bending over to pick up the cups, I muttered an anatomically impossible suggestion for what he could go do.

"What was that?" he asked, narrowing his bloodshot eyes at me. 

I heaved a sigh. As usual, I was gonna have to be the bigger person. "Nothin' Cass," I said, waving him off as I went for the shovel. "Just ... have another drink." 

With one stroke of the ginormous ashen wings that marked him as a fallen angel, he was towering over me, swaying a little, the smell of old whiskey seeping from his pores. I straightened my spine as my magic surged. The last thing I was willing to do was to give in to a bully, even if he was an angel, and my boss to boot.

"Hey Cass," a centaur named Evan called from behind him, "cut her some slack. My drink hasn't gone empty all day, and she just finished busting her ass keeping a ten-top of gorgons happy. She's earned a minute in front of the fan." 

Fiona, the leader of the gorgons he was referencing, exited the bathroom in time to hear Evan's comment, patting her turban to make sure all her snakes were safely tucked away. She glided over to me and handed me an extra fifty, assessing the situation as she did so. Cass was no stranger to her, nor was he a friend.

"Thanks, sweetie. You were a doll as always," she said, giving me a faint smile along with the bill.

She peered down her nose at Cass, her lip curled in disgust. "Bitter angel. Unless you'd like a peek at my girls, I suggest you be nice." 

She was talking about the ones under her turban, not the ones under her bathing-suit wrap—you know, the ones that could turn him to stone. Fascinated as everybody else was with the exchange, they turned away just in case.

"That won't be necessary," he ground out, glaring at me.

"Pity," she said, flapping a hand. "The resort could use an angel statue and it would be my pleasure to donate one." She maintained eye contact for a couple of seconds, possibly hoping he'd give her a reason, then turned and strode away. 

Cass turned to me as I picked up the cups and pointed an angry, albeit shaky, finger at me. "One of these days, I'm gonna find a reason to fire you for good." 

My thin veneer of respect slipped, and I spun on him, my sense of fair play offended beyond reason. I hadn't done anything to deserve his attitude. 

"Yeah," I said, shoving the cups down in the can with more force than was necessary, "and one of these days, my fairy godmother’s gonna grant my wish and you'll drop dead for good. But until one of those days arrives, I guess we're stuck with each other." 
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