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"I brought you something to eat," my best friend Eli said as he plunked a grease-stained paper bag with the Cozy Clam's logo on it onto my work desk. The little fish house’s food was the best in town, and my mouth watered when the delectable scents of garlic and seafood wafted toward me. I looked up from the sword I was currently working on and tilted my head to the left then to the right, stretching the kinks out of it.

I smiled at Eli and reached for the bag. "Thanks. This sword's been tricky. Whoever smacked the bad juju on it wasn't playing around. It doesn't help that Connell told me to put a rush on it because he's already got an interested buyer."

Eli lifted a careless shoulder. "It'll take as long as it takes. You're the best in the business, and everybody knows that. I'm sure your brother would rather wait on it than have a client get whammied with a curse or worse."

I sighed as I pulled two plastic to-go containers out of the bag and handed Eli his before I popped the lid off mine. The shrimp scampi inside looked and smelled so good that my mouth watered like Pavlov's dog. I opened up my drawer and pulled out the forks I kept there for just such occasions, then handed one to Eli and dug in.

"You'd think so, but for some reason, they all seem to think the only thing I have to do is wave a magic wand over it to make everything okay."

Eli opened his own lunch and pulled up a stool to sit beside me. "Maybe, but they'll get over it. Connell is a hell of a salesman, so if he can't keep this guy on the hook, he'll have another one soon enough. Just do your best and take your time. I'm sure your dad would rather have to hold onto it for a little bit longer than rather risk ruining the gallery's reputation by killing somebody. Besides, you can't turn dead people into return customers."

That was one of the many reasons Eli and I were best friends. We shared the same twisted sense of humor along with a low tolerance for impatient people. And people in general, for that matter. "This particular client is a vampire, so that makes your comment particularly relevant."

Eli hummed in agreement as he popped a couple fried clams into his mouth. How much more do you have left to do today? Aside from the sword, I mean."

I washed a bite of scampi down with my Coke. "Nothing. As soon as I finish the sword, I'm done. None of the fam are out looking at anything, so unless something just pops up, we'll have the weekend to ourselves."

"Yes!" He pumped his fist. "I was really hoping you were gonna say that. There's a charity ball at the university, and Mom is making me go."

Eli's mom, who was amazing, was a professor of history at our local university, and was also an archaeologist. She hosted swanky soirées throughout the year to pad her research funding, and Eli was excellent at schmoozing people.

"When is it?" I wasn't a fan of stuff like that, but considering he'd been my plus-one last time Mom and Dad had a gallery show, I sort of owed him one.

His look turned sheepish. "Tonight?"

"Eli! That only gives me like four hours to finish this, go home, shower, and make myself presentable. Plus, we have to get there."

He flapped a hand. "That's ages for you. It takes you less than an hour to get ready. I already have the perfect outfit in mind, and I picked you up a new pair of Valentino heels  on the way here.  I'll do your hair while you do your makeup."

I huffed, but the idea of new shoes, especially ones Eli picked out, wore me down a little. Yeah, I loved my flip-flops, but funky heels and boots were a serious weakness even if I only wore them occasionally. "And what if I don't have this sword done by then?"

He dragged a fry through his ketchup and popped it into his mouth. "I have faith in you. It's never taken you longer than a day, and I've seen you unstick some pretty gruesome curses."

I started to protest, but he held up his hand. "And if you don't, it's no big deal. The sword is important, and I'm not rushing you. Just, if you happen to be finished, having you there to play who's wearing the fake would definitely make the evening go faster."

Since both his mother and my family had been dragging us to hoity-toity social functions since we were old enough to know not to pick our noses in public, we'd come up with several games to alleviate the boredom. Who's wearing the fake was a particularly fun one that also kept my skills honed. Since my family owned an antiques and fine jewelry business, I was pretty good at sussing out even the best of fakes. Every once in a while, though, one got past me, so the game stayed interesting.

I slurped the last forkful of fettuccine down, then wiped my mouth. "If you want my help, you need to get out of here so I can finish this up. Otherwise, you're gonna be stuck entertaining Madame Spencer again."

I laughed at the look of horror on his face. Madame Spencer was one of his mother's biggest patrons, and though she really was a sweet lady, it was nearly impossible to have an interesting conversation with her. If you gave her two seconds, she'd whip out her phone and show you an endless stream of pictures and videos of her cats. Eli, being the kind soul that he was, was one of her favorite targets since he was too nice to brush her off.

"Relax," I said, grinning as I put my hand on his arm. "I'm sure it won't take me much longer. I’ve got the worst of it dealt with. Now it’s just a matter of cleaning up loose ends. Scoot so I can finish up, and meet me at the house in an hour and a half."

He bent down and pulled me into an exuberant hug. "I swear, you won't regret it Shmoo. Deluxe is catering, and you know how you love their nibbles."

He was right. A witch named Marcella who'd spent her life mastering both seafood and French cuisine never failed to make culinary magic. Just hearing that alone would've been enough to push me over the edge. With renewed energy, I gave him a shove. "Get out!"

With a final kiss on top my head and a squeeze of my shoulders, he rushed out the back door.

"Thanks for lunch!" I called as the door swung shut behind him.

I turned my attention back to the sword, and twenty minutes later, I figured out the strands that were holding the remaining magical yuck together. With one final burst of energy, I cleansed them from the artifact, jumping back when puff of black smoke appeared with a pop over it. Fanning in front of my face to clear the air, I grinned. There was nothing like unlocking somebody else's bad magic and making it go way. I plucked up my phone and tapped out a text to let Connell know the sword was good to go, then tucked the freshly cleaned piece back into its scabbard and took it to the safe.

I'd just finished clean my area when my phone rang. Expecting it to be Connell, I didn't even glance at the screen before I answered. "Hey! Sorry it took me so long. It was a little trickier than I'd—"

"Hey yourself," a deep, smooth voice said.

Chills ran up my arm, and my grin of victory was replaced with one of pleasure. "Oh, hey. I thought you were Connell. I just finished cleansing a sword for him, and he's been about turning himself inside out waiting on me because he has a seller on the hook."

At that, Luther, the man of mystery I'd recently started seeing, laughed. "Sorry to disappoint but it's just me calling to see if you have plans tonight. Sybil accepted an invitation to a charity function at the university, and I thought maybe you'd be willing to take pity on me and go as my plus one."

I propped my phone tween my ear and my shoulder as I tucked away the rest of my tools. "As much as I'd love to, I already promised Eli. His mom is one of the hosts, but we’ll be there. There's no reason why we can all hang out."

It said a lot about him that he didn't get his medieval knickers in a twist because I was shooting him down for Eli. That had been a sticking point in pretty much every relationship I've ever been in, but Luther seemed content to roll with it. "That'll work then. What time are you all going? You want to grab a bite to eat before we go?"

"We have to be there at the beginning since his mom's a big part of it," I replied. "And no, trust me when I say you're going to want to be hungry when you get there. Deluxe is catering, and it would be a shame if you were too full to enjoy Marcella's work."

"You’re a delight, you know that? Every time I think I have you figured out, you show me something new and impressive."

"Not sure what you find so impressive, but happy to keep you on your toes. It be a shame for whatever this is to bore you before we even figured out, well, what it is."

We’d been dancing around defining our relationship for over a month. I wasn't ready to fully commit to a relationship because there was so much I didn't know about him. I'm not talking about those little do you like great jelly or strawberry jam questions, either. Luther had big secrets, and until he was willing to share them with me, I wasn't willing to put my whole heart into it. I was sure—or almost sure—that he didn't have any horrible skeletons, but it bugged me that I didn't know his story. He'd just showed up here in Marauders Bay one day pretty as you please with Sybil, and though he was starting to answer my questions, he kept many of his replies vague.

He paused for a second because any time I brought that up, it seemed to upset him. As far as I was concerned, that was his problem though. If he didn’t like my reticence, it was his problem to fix.

"I was referring to the utter abandon with which you fulfill your appetite. So many women make a big deal about how tiny their appetite is, or even worse, they fail to enjoy themselves because they worry about gaining a couple extra pounds. When you've lived as long as I have, things like that cease to matter, and it's refreshing to spend my time with somebody who feels the same way."

"To be fair," I pointed out, if most of us want to live even a fraction as long as you have, we have to take at least semi-good care of ourselves. But to your point, I doubt you'll ever have to worry about me being more worried about a pound or two than about Marcella running out of scallops."

"The maybe I should plan on getting there ten minutes ahead of you. I'd hate for you to beat me to them."

The teasing note in his voice made me smile as I brushed last of the dust from my desk and wiped my hands on my jeans shorts. "Maybe so. I guess we'll meet you there. I'm going to head home now and maybe grab a nap before we go. These things tend to run late, and it's been a long day."

"Then maybe I'll see you in your dreams," he replied, his voice deepening.

I wasn't sure what to say to that, mainly because I wasn't sure if he was joking or not. Rather than guess since we were talking about my privacy, I decided to ask straight up. “Are you serious?” 

He paused before offering a typical Luther non-answer. “I’d never intentionally invade your privacy like that without your permission.” 

“But could you?” I wasn’t willing to let this one go. I was starting to care for him, and I was tired of beating around the bush. 

Luther sighed. “Yes, I could. But like I said, I wouldn’t. I was just thinking about the interesting possibilities and spoke my thoughts aloud. Don’t worry, Sage. Your thoughts and dreams are your own. At least until—or unless—you invite me in.” 

I had to admit, the thought of sharing dream space with him was intriguing, but it was also a little creepy. Rather than voice either of those opinions, I kept it crystal clear. There would be time to address later, when I wasn’t making a mad dash to get ready for a ball. “I appreciate that.” 
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"Ouch!" I exclaimed two hours later as Eli stood behind me twisting my hair into some sort of intricate torture design. "The French braid would've done just fine."

He huffed out an irritated breath. "French braids are for the beach. You're wearing a gown that costs more than most people make in a quarter, so you're gonna do it justice with a decent hairdo.”

I gave a resigned sigh and did my best to concentrate on something other than the fact that he was trying to yank all my hair out. It wouldn't do any good to argue with him anyway, and the stiller I sat, the faster he’d be done. I glanced at him in the mirror and smiled with pride. As always, he looked fabulous even though he'd taken off his tux jacket and rolled the sleeves up on his white dress shirt so he wouldn't get them dirty.

"So how many people are gonna be at this shindig?" Charity functions at the university ran the gamut. Sometimes they were small, private affairs, and sometimes hundreds of people attended.

He frowned as he did his best to pull his fingers through a tangle in my hair. "Not many. This one's high-end because Mom's trying to get enough money to finance a dig in Egypt. She wants to take twenty of her top students with her, and they plan to be there pretty much all summer next year. You know how it is—it’s easier to get a few people to donate big than it is to get a ton of people to donate smaller amounts, though this project will probably require plenty of both approaches.” 

I cringed just thinking about how much money that was going to take, but she'd pulled off bigger miracles before. "So what? A hundred people or so?"

"About that. Now hold still.” 

It only took him a few more minutes to finish my hair, then another ten to do my makeup. He glanced sideways at me as we made our way down the front steps of the manor in all our formal splendor. 

Despite my preference for comfortable clothes, I did like to step it up once in a while. Tonight, I’d chosen a black silk mid-length Gucci cocktail dress with a flirty hem and a halter top. The colorful design on the Sophia Webster Chiara print butterfly stilettos Eli had bought me set off both the dress and my magenta hair nicely, and I felt pretty. 

He glanced at me as I pulled the front door shut, his green eyes warm. "You look ravishing, you know. It wouldn't kill you to dress up a little more often."

I gave an unladylike snort. "Says the man who was wearing a bootylicious tank top and a pair of board shorts with a hole in the butt an hour ago."

He lifted a shoulder. “It wouldn't kill me to dress up a little more often either. We’re not kids anymore, you know."

I arched a brow at him as he handed me into the car. "What does being a kid have to do with wearing clothes that are comfortable? We spend half our time at the beach and another quarter of it working with dusty antiques. Neither of those particularly call for Chanel."

He closed my door, then went around and climbed into the driver's seat. "I'm just saying that maybe it wouldn't hurt us to start doing a few more upscale things."

I narrowed my eyes at him. "I don’t know where that's coming from, but if you bumped your head that hard, maybe we should stop at the ER on our way to the university. If you remember, I'm only going with you so that we can sit and guess who's wearing fake jewelry. That's because we hate these things."

He waved a hand as he started the car. "We’ll table it for later, but I think we should consider classing things up a little sometimes. Did you hear that Brittany Martel got robbed?"

≈ "What you mean, she got robbed?” My gaze shot to him as I adjusted my seat. “Her place is locked down tighter than Fort Knox. How’d somebody get in there?"

The Martel estate was one of the grandest in Marauders Bay, mostly because her family had even more money than mine did, and that was saying something. She was also an ostentatious, condescending snob who took joy in being a mean girl. I hoped whoever robbed her got her good.

Eli shrugged, keeping his eyes on the road. "I know, right? I about fell over when Mom told me a little bit ago. I thought maybe they'd taken something out of her car or office maybe, but apparently they strolled right into her mansion, cleaned out her jewelry box, and went their merry way."

"Just her jewelry box?" I asked. That was odd because women like Brittany had closets full of jewels, not jewelry boxes.

He flapped a hand. "I was being flip. According to what Mom heard though, the thieves were thorough and pretty much cleaned her out.” He glanced sideways at me. “And from what I understand, she was none to kind to the cops who showed up. Apparently in her pea brain, she thinks cops and private security are all the same.” 

My heart went out to James, my ex-boyfriend. Normally, I didn't make a habit of hanging out with my exes, but since Eli and I had accidentally set a bunch of cursed artifacts loose on Marauders Bay, I'd had no choice but to pull him back into the fold since he was a cop. We needed somebody on the inside, and he was pretty much the only law enforcement person we knew.

I fiddled with the strap on my clutch as I thought about it. "Do they have any idea who did it? Surely there were cameras or fingerprints or something found at the scene. Remember their Christmas ball?"

My parents had forced Eli and I to attend because they'd been in negotiations with Brittany’s father to sell them an art collection. Eli and I would've rather had our teeth pulled, but when it came to business, you did what you had to do. Since Eli and I weren’t particularly fans of Marauders Bay upper crust, we'd spent part of the time counting security cameras and guards, then making up stories about what was behind each giant, hand-carved oak door.

He nodded as he pulled out of the drive and onto the main road that would take us  to the university. "Yeah, fifty-two cameras and ten armed guards just on the main floor and front of the house. I remember, and I'm with you. I have no idea how they got in and out of the place, but apparently somebody did."

I was nosy enough about it that I was tempted to text James, but that was a tenuous situation. Not only was he still struggling to come to terms with magic and the fact that I'd set deadly objects loose in his town, he was also a little bent that I'd taken things to the next level with Luther. We hadn't talked much since he'd caught us having dinner at the Conch, Marauders Bay’s upscale seafood restaurant, not that I'd been trying to hide it from him. Shoot, for that matter, I hadn't even really intended for it to be that type of date myself. 

Before I could give the idea much more thought, we were at the university. "Speaking of Luther, I should probably warn you that he’s going to be here. He called this afternoon and asked me if I wanted to go as his plus-one, but I told him I was already committed to you."

At the semi-hurt look on Eli's face, I scowled. "Why would that possibly wound you? I'm not here with you out of obligation, and you know it."

He sighed as he pulled around in front of the university and into the valet parking area. "I know. I'm just not sure what to think of that whole situation yet. We don't know enough about him for me to be comfortable turning you over to him."

I rolled my eyes as I pushed the door open. "I had no idea we were back in the 17th century where I need to have a handler."

"Knock it off. You know exactly what I mean, and if you'd push your hormones aside, you'd agree with me. He hasn't even filled you in on who or what he actually is. Don't you think that's a little bit relevant? I mean, if you're planning on making miniature Sages and Luthers, wouldn't it be nice to know if you're going to carry a litter or maybe lay an egg?"

I laughed at his ridiculousness. "Now you're being intentionally dramatic. We’re barely past the hand-holding stage, so multiple bassinets or possibly nests aren't even in the discussion yet."

He popped a brow and tilted his head as he offered his elbow. "Keyword yet. I'll let it slide for now, but I'll be keeping an eye on the situation."

"Be sure that you do,” I replied, sticking my chin in the air as I took his elbow. “I'd hate for my wild, wicked ways to damage my sterling reputation and ruin me for future suitors."

With that, we were back to normal, and he tossed his keys to the valet. "Ready to go in and chow down on high-end food while making fun of the people who are paying for it?"

I winked and gave him my wickedest grin. "It's what I was born for."
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Fifteen minutes later, we’d made the requisite first round and mouthed all the right platitudes to help people open their wallets. After that, we loaded our plates with oysters, bacon-wrapped scallops, and shrimp cocktail and found a corner where we could both enjoy our spoils and observe the crowd.

"You look beautiful," a deep voice said as warm breath tickled my ear, sending a shiver down my spine. I startled a little as Luther came around from behind me and plucked a shrimp off my plate. 

I shoved him with my elbow and moved my food out of reach as he moved to snag another. “And you look like you're stealing food off my plate. Buffet table’s right over there, big guy."

He snickered. "But it's so much fun nicking yours. I love the way your forehead crinkles when you're defending your food. It's delightful."

Eli barked out a laugh. “Wait’ll the honeymoon period’s over. She won't just frown at you, she’ll shank you with her fork."

I shrugged because he wasn't wrong. "Lucky for you, I knew you'd be here, and I know you like to pick off my plate, so I got extra."

That wasn't entirely true, but it did explain how high I’d heaped my plate.

I took a second to admire how Luther’s tux—obviously tailored—hugged his broad shoulders and lean hips. The man seriously was sex on a stick, and the chemistry we shared made me more than a little nervous. His dark hair was just a tad too long to be fashionable, and much to my annoyance, the way it curled around his collar made it hard to resist running my fingers through it. In other words, he was trouble with a capital T.  

He caught me looking, and his green eyes flashed gold for just a second when they met mine. The room shrank around us until I would have sworn we were the only two people in it.

“Ooh, there's Brittany," Eli said, pointing across the room as I struggled to pull my gaze away from the enigma beside me. “I didn’t know she’d be here, but for once, I’m glad she is. I’m dying to hear about the robbery.” 

Sure enough, the heiress glided down the staircase with the practiced ease of a woman who expected the world to cater to her. I’d run into her at these functions many times since we lived in such a small town, so I noticed right off the bat that she was missing one ever-present piece of her wardrobe. "She's not wearing her mother's pearls. Are those part of the things that were stolen?"

The woman had never appeared at any function without them, and my heart went out to her a little bit. Even though she'd turned into a pretentious snob as she’d gotten older, we'd played together as kids. I knew how much she valued those pearls considering her mother had given them to her on her deathbed. They were probably her most prized possession, and unlike all the other gaudy pieces she’d lost, I did feel bad for her if the thieves had gotten away with those.

Eli rubbed his chin as he appraised her. "My guess would be yes considering I've never seen her without them.” 

A horrible thought popped into my head. "Was it just her most prized possessions the disappeared? Or was it everything? You said everything, right?"

“That’s what I heard,” he replied, nodding as we continued to watch her like she was a bug under a glass.

"No, it was just the stuff in one particular jewelry box," Luther said, his brow furrowing as his train of thought followed mine.

I worried my lip with my teeth for a second, thinking.

"That’s a whole other ballgame then,” Eli said. “Do you think it's one of the objects?"

Luther, his green gaze never leaving Brittany, nodded. "That's exactly what I was just thinking. Let's go have a chat with her."

I glanced at him. "And how exactly are we going to broach the subject? Eli and I aren't exactly her favorite people. Do you know her?"

He cast me a roguish smile—the same one that had gotten me to say yes to dinner with him against my better judgment. "No, but I have faith I can get her open up."

I rolled my eyes and shook my head. "The worst part about that is that I have no doubt you're right. You wanna go by yourself, or would you like for us to go and make the introductions?"

I hated that a little niggle of jealousy wormed its way into my mind. That wasn't who I was, and it damned sure wasn't who I wanted to be. Frustrated, I pushed it aside and sat my plate on a nearby side table, then strode toward Brittany. "Never mind. I want to be there to hear what she says."

Once we were close enough for the heiress to comment, she didn't waste any time. Her eyes swept over my outfit, and she smirked. "Nice Gucci. Isn't that last year's?"

She knew good and well it wasn't, but this was the game we played. "Don't be silly. If it were, you'd be wearing it."

"Now ladies," Eli said, stepping between us. "Let's not get catty. We’re here for a good cause, and Sage and I just stopped over to offer our condolences on the loss of your jewelry."

Real sadness crossed her face, giving me flashbacks to when we were ten and she wasn’t a walking, talking reflection of her daddy’s bank account. "Thank you. Mama’s necklace was part of what they stole. I really don’t care that much about the rest of it other than that they were my favorite pieces, but you know what those pearls meant to me."

And just like that, our relationship was back to what it had been we were kids, at least for a few moments. Welcome to the small-town south.

“Do the police have any leads?” Luther asked, stepping forward.

Brittany’s eyes lit up the speculation, and her gaze roamed over him head to toe like he was a prize steer as she pressed a black-gloved hand down the front of her hunter-green dress. "No, and I don't think I've had the pleasure. I’m Brittany Martel."

She held out a limp hand for his worship.

He took it and brushed his lips across the back of her knuckles. "Luther Von Drake at your service."

I rolled my eyes at the antiquated formality but didn't say anything.

She preened a little, then glanced back and forth between Luther and me with a shrewd gaze. There was a fifty-fifty shot she was about to make some sort of smart crack, so I was only a little surprised when she didn't.

"Charmed, I'm sure. As for your question, no. The police have no leads, or at least if they do, they're not telling me about them."

"Was it a smash and grab?" I asked, taking a sip of my champagne. "I mean, did they take everything in the box, or did they just steal certain things?"

She sighed. "They only stole the contents of one jewelry box. It was the one I kept my favorite pieces in, and the weird part is that they weren’t anywhere near the most valuable in my collection. I mean, the thieves made it past all of our security but only stole my pearls and a few other things when I had over a million dollar’s worth of pieces in the same vanity? It just doesn't make any sense."

I pulled in a deep breath and blew it out, puffing my cheeks. I wished with all my heart that Brittany was magical because the more I thought about it, the more I was sure this was one of ours. Coming clean and dealing with her minus any subterfuge would have made the entire situation much easier. 

"I'm sorry to hear about the pearls," Luther said with the appropriate amount of regret. "I lost a piece of jewelry my twin gave me, and my heart still hurts when I think about it."

My gaze snapped to him because I sensed the truth in his words. I didn't know a lot about him, but he had shared with me that his twin sister had died in childbirth. As a twin myself, just empathizing with his pain was a knife to the chest. I reached out and took his hand and gave it a squeeze, then shrugged when Brittany’s gaze picked up on it. Before she could comment, I plowed ahead with the million-dollar question. "Did they steal the jewelry box too?" If not, there was definitely something up and we needed to investigate further.

She shook her head. "No, which is another weird thing. It's not very big. It would've been much easier just to scoop the whole thing up. There were several rings and pendants in the mix, so it doesn't make any sense that they'd want to carry so many smaller pieces separately unless they didn’t want to get busted with something that bulky, I suppose. I guess they could've just dumped them in a bag, but then we’re back to the question of why they didn't take my other stuff. I've thought and thought about it until my brain is fried, but I can't come up with an explanation that makes any sense."

Sympathy still etched Luther's features. "When did you get jewelry box?"

"Daddy picked it up at an auction not too long ago. It's nothing really fancy, but it has a sun and moon pattern carved in onyx on its lid. I like stuff like that, so he thought I'd enjoy it.”

Bingo. I flipped through my mental Rolodex in search of a jewelry box. Since we’d been over the book backwards and forwards, it didn’t take me but a minute to pull it up. The box’s curse followed what seemed to be one of the Romani’s favorite themes—punishing people who placed too much value on material things. Not only was that an insight into what they valued, it also said a lot about the witches they were targeting. This time, the curse was designed to hide whatever was placed in the box. The weird part, though, is that somebody who didn’t hold the items dear should have been able to see them. 

"You said your father picked that up at auction?" Eli asked, apparently picking up on the same thought that I had.

She nodded. "Yeah, he brought it home a couple of months ago maybe. I think it was at some town charity benefit, not that it matters." She waved a hand. "Daddy gets sentimental at those things. He just loves old stuff, especially if it’s centered around town history, and his workshop—if you can call it that—is full of it. Mama would never let any of it in the house, but he just can't seem to help himself."

Thinking about it, that didn't really surprise me. Her dad, unlike her mother, had come up poor. Well, not exactly poor, but it was safe to say he'd earned his money all on his own. It didn't surprise me that he had a soft spot for something other than expensive watches and high-end sports cars. 

Before I could ask her any more questions, her eyes lit up as something across the room caught her attention. I glanced up to see her sister Elizabeth gliding toward us, a royal-blue chiffon dress swirling around her knees. I only knew her in passing because she was three or four years younger than I was, but if memory served, she was the typical little sister who looked up to Brittany and wanted to be just like her. I wasn't sure how that had held into adulthood though, at least until I saw her hands. 

In high school, Brittany had gone through a phase where she seemed to try to wear all her jewelry at once. Square hoop earrings, rings on every finger, and lots of bangles, both expensive and costume. Elizabeth hadn’t embraced the entire terrible style, but she had latched onto the ring fetish even though Brittany had long ago outgrown it. Each finger—thumbs included—sported a ring, and none of them really matched. They seemed to be chosen at random, or maybe each of them appealed to her in a different way.

"Eli, Sage, you remember my little sister Elizabeth," Brittany said, pulling my attention from the girl’s fashion choices to her face. 

Elizabeth’s gaze darted from me to Eli then settled on Luther. “Of course I remember your friends, but who might this be?” 

I sighed and put an almost inhuman effort into not rolling my eyes. It was like the man was a walking pheromone.

Eli, smooth player that he is, stepped up. "Elizabeth, it's good to see you. This is our friend, Luther Von Drake.”

Elizabeth’s gaze darted between us before it returned to Eli. She raised a contemplative brow. “Your friend, or Sage’s friend?” 

Eli’s eyes narrowed, and his full lips curled into an evil smile that would have made the Grinch proud. “Both.” 

I hid my grin behind my hand. Let her wonder about that.

Luther coughed, but I didn’t miss the laughter in his eyes. “We were just talking to your sister about the robbery."

I waited expectantly because if the box followed the same pattern as the other objects based on material goods, Brittany would've been the only one affected by the loss of her belongings. 

I was shocked when Elizabeth finally pulled her gaze from Luther and pressed her lips together. "It's just awful. At first, we thought she'd just misplaced the stuff or something since only the contents of the jewelry box were gone. We thought maybe one of the servants had either moved it or stolen it, but they all checked out. We turned her room inside out, but it was nowhere to be found. The security team watched all the footage, and nobody entered her room between the time she last saw her jewelry and when she found it missing." 

I pursed my lips, thinking. Maybe the pearls and other stuff were valuable to her too, or maybe this curse just worked differently. Either way, it was still weird enough that we couldn’t afford to let it pass without checking it out. "That means they had to have come through your window then, right? Aren't there security cameras on all of them? You say none of the servants came or went from your room, so I'm assuming the cameras have the hallway in front of your door covered."

Brittany sighed. "You'd think every square inch of the house would be covered with the level of security Daddy insists on, but apparently there's a blind spot around one of my windows. Daddy was livid when they told him, but even though they fixed it, it doesn't do me any good now."

Elizabeth waved her off. “Even if there wasn't a camera on that window, the alarm was on, and it’s on the third floor. How did somebody get in without setting that off?"

Brittany pulled in a deep breath, then blew it out, puffing her cheeks as she did. "I don't know. My head hurts just from thinking about it. I come to the same conclusion every time, and that's that there's no way somebody got into my bedroom. Obviously, that's not correct, but damned if I can see how they did it."

Since I knew for a fact what had happened, I let that pass. Needlessly speculating on some fictional scenario when I needed to be focused on getting that jewelry box back was a waste of time. I briefly thought of asking to see the box using my interest as a collector, but I pushed the idea away. Something told me Brittany didn’t have the same sentimental streak as her father, and asking her to show me the jewelry box would have seemed weird.

Deciding I needed time to brainstorm with Eli and Luther, I waved in the general direction of Eli’s mom. “If you’ll excuse us, ladies, Sophia just flagged us down. I’m sorry to hear about your jewelry, Brittany, and I hope you get it back.” 

She gave a wan smile as we turned away. 

“So what are we gonna do?” Eli asked as soon as we were safely away. Brittany had turned her attention to a tall, suave man I recognized from one of the other events, so I figured we were safe to drop the facade of talking to Eli’s mom.

“Simple,” I replied, smiling. “We have to get through thirty million layers of security, steal the box, and escape without being caught.” 

He gave me a Cheshire Cat grin. “Easy peasy then. I’m always down for a little B&E. We should do it sooner rather than later. What are you doing tonight?” 

Luther held up his hand. “First off, it’s a little alarming how gleefully you two disregard any law that stands in your way and jump to the first criminal method that pops into your head. We do have the power of the sheriff’s department behind us, you know. How about we go that route first rather than causing even more upheaval with a second robbery?” 

He had a point, though I hated to admit that somewhere deep in my psyche I’d apparently rather risk going to prison than dealing with James. 

Before I could venture too far down that path, a glass-breaking scream echoed through the cavernous space. Whipping around to find the source, I rushed forward when my gaze landed on Brittany. She knelt in the floor cradling Elizabeth’s head. The younger sister’s arm hung limp, and when her head rolled toward me, her vacant stare and bluish tint told me that no amount of CPR was going to help. The girl was dead, and I was terrified it was my fault. Again.
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I messaged James to let him know he needed to come investigate this one himself. I wasn’t a hundred percent sure one of our artifacts had caused her death, but I was suspicious enough that I wanted in on the ground floor of the investigation. She was young and had been healthy as a horse five minutes before dropping dead, and that didn’t exactly scream natural causes. If James picked the investigation up from the beginning, we’d have unrestricted access. That would also give us a solid in to grab the jewelry box if we got a chance.

Because the university was so close to the sheriff's office and the fire department, the place was crawling with medics, cops, and university security five minutes later. James was one of the first there.

"That was quick," I said when he approached me. I tried not to notice how good he looked in his civilian jeans and gray T-shirt. Physical attraction had never been our problem. No, his inability to accept me for who I was had stood in the way. It might also have had something to do with my lying by omission, and I owned that part of it.

He raked his fingers through his chestnut hair, answering while examining the scene. "I was just on the other side of the campus. I'm taking a criminal justice class to stay up to date. What happened?"

"I'm not sure. We were talking to her not five minutes before this happened, and she was fine. Then we heard her sister scream, and by the time we turned around, Elizabeth was dead."

He glanced at me out of the corner of his eye. Disgust and resignation warred for dominance of his expression. "You called me, so I assume this has something to do with the artifacts?"

At least he'd stopped referring to the situation as weirdness or my mess, so I suppose that was progress. "I'm not sure about Elizabeth's death, but I'm almost positive Brittany's jewelry heist is. The only thing missing were items that were in a small jewelry box. When she described it, it matches one of the ones in our book."

He scrubbed a hand over his face. "I wondered about that  briefly when I saw the report, but I wrote it off since nobody was hurt. I figured there was a logical explanation for it since nothing else was taken. Probably a crime of opportunity by a staff person."

I tamped down my irritation. "You can't do that. If something sets off your intuition, you need to follow it. Not all these things are lethal, but they still need recovered so I can cleanse them. Also, her father bought other things from that auction. It’s possible he picked up more than one of the artifacts. Brittany says he has an interest in local history and collects things related to the town. He keeps them all in a building on his property. We need to get in there, and we also need to get that jewelry box."

He motioned toward Elizabeth with his head. "What about her?"

I sighed. "I don't know. I suppose it's possible she died from natural causes, but we should talk to Brittany first. Since she was holding her when she collapsed, I assume she was standing right there with her. Let's see if her behavior was weird or if she showed any physical symptoms before she went down."

Eli glanced at me. "We’re gonna have to play the friend card on this one. There's no way she’ll fall for us being consultants. She's known us pretty much all our lives."

I rubbed the back of my neck. "We're not exactly friends, though. More like frenemies."

Taking me by the elbow, James led me gently toward Brittany, who was standing several feet away from Elizabeth's body. "That'll have to be good enough."

As we approached her, my conscience twinged. Brittany was deathly pale and fidgeting from adrenaline to the point of almost vibrating. 

"I don't know if now is a good time or not," I told Eli. "She doesn't look too hot. Her sister just dropped dead in front of her, and she doesn't look like she has the capacity to sit down, let alone accurately describe her sister's behavior or anything else that might be of help."

Eli pressed his lips together. "I suppose you're right. Luckily, there are a dozen other people around who probably saw it. Surely we can find someone."

"Okay, we need to be discrete.” I examined the crowd that had gathered and found the man she’d been talking to when we’d left her. “There's a difference between conversational and morbid, and we don't cross it."

Before I could say anything else, a hand touched my elbow. I turned to see Ms. Henkel, a nosy but mostly harmless society matron standing beside me, her hands fluttering to her pearls. "This is just awful. Whatever do you think happened? One minute, she was standing there, and the next, she grasped her throat and started turning blue. I thought at first she was choking, but she wasn’t eating anything."

I pressed my lips together and nodded, doing my best to appear as stricken as she did. Honestly, it wasn't much of a challenge because if I was right, a girl in her prime was dead because of something I'd done. I licked my lips, trying to wet them, but my tongue felt like it was coated in glue. "Did you by chance hear what she was talking about?" Maybe she’d said something mean or greedy that had activated the curse.

When she looked at me oddly, I rushed to clarify my statement into something that might sound at least remotely applicable to her death. "I mean, you said it looked like she was choking. Did she say anything to make you think that?"

Ms. Henkel shook her head, sending her gray bouffant wobbling. "No. In fact, we were discussing jewelry." She lowered her voice and stepped closer, holding her hand up to her mouth so that only I can see her lips. "I hate to speak ill of the dead, but if you ask me, wearing all those rings and necklaces is just gawdy. One, maybe two elegant rings, one necklace, and one or two bracelets is more than enough. Anything else is excessive. I thought maybe if I complimented her on one or two of her pieces, it might nudge her in that direction."

I sighed. If experience was anything to go by, those were probably backhanded compliments. That ring is lovely, darling. It would look fabulous on somebody with smaller hands. Or My, I do enjoy that necklace. My husband's first wife was buried in one just like it.

Her mention of rings, however, caught my attention. I patted her on her hand and started to make an excuse to escape.

Before I could, Eli took my elbow. "Come, Sage. Let's go make sure Brittany is okay."

Ms. Henkel frowned at him. "Of course the girl isn't okay. Her sister just passed in a most unexpected way right in front of her."

I smiled and patted her hand again, gently prying her fingers from my elbow. "I'm sure that's what he meant, Ms. Henkel. We’re just going to check on her."

Luther had kept his distance. Rather than sticking with us, he'd already made his way toward the body and was talking to James. I took note of the body language between them and was happy when I noted that though it wasn't exactly friendly, they didn't look like two roosters about to square off. Luther caught my eye and motioned almost imperceptibly with his head for me to come over.

"I think Luther found something," I told Eli. "He said to come over."

"I'm one step ahead of you. I want to catch a closer look at the jewelry before they bag her up."

I didn't need to tell him to be discreet. In fact, he was much better at that than I was most of the time. He pulled out his cell phone and opened it to the camera, then held it at his waist as if he were simply carrying it. When we were within a few feet of the body, I heard the quiet snick of pictures being taken and noticed that he was moving his hand in just the smallest of ways. The noise wasn't ideal, but nobody was really paying attention anyway.

James nodded when we got to them. "I think it's safe to say this is one of yours. According to everybody we've talked to, she just dropped dead for no apparent reason."

I pressed my lips together before answering. "Yeah, I'm afraid so. It seems Ms. Henkel was giving her fashion advice about her jewelry. It's possible she got defensive and set off a curse. We know her father picked up several items that option, so I think our next step needs to be to go home and examine the pictures that Eli just took, then compare them to our book. Hopefully, we can get a list of the other stuff he bought at the auction, too."

James tilted his head. "How are you going to do that?"

I smiled. "Remember, that's what my family does. My dad has connections with pretty much every auction house on the East Coast, and around the world, for that matter. I'm sure he can manage it."

I wasn't as confident as I sounded, mostly because we had no idea what auction house he'd used. I sighed when I saw Brittany's dad striding across the room, his expression stricken. "I have to go do something a little shameful, but I feel like it's necessary. Wait here."

I intercepted Mr. Martel before he made it to his daughter. "Excuse me. I know this is horrible timing, but this is a critical question. I need to know what auction house you bought Brittany's jewelry box from. The onyx one with the moon and stars."

He blinked a couple of times as his expression shifted from grief to confusion to disgust. "Young lady, my daughter is lying not ten feet from us dead. I hardly think now is the time to be discussing jewelry boxes."

I pulled in a deep breath and close my eyes, as disgusted with myself as he was. "I realize that, sir, but trust me when I say I wouldn't be asking if it wasn't crucial."

He curled his lip. "If it gets you out of my way so I can be with my surviving daughter, it came from Babbitt's auction house. Now if you'll excuse me."

I nodded and stepped aside. "Of course, and I apologize."

He didn't respond, and I didn't blame him. Rather than engage in nonproductive self-flagellation, I focused on the fact that we'd gotten the source, and we were in luck. We dealt with Babbitt's regularly, and dad golfed with Mr. Babbitt. The man kept immaculate records, so figuring out what all Mr. Martel had gotten at the auction would be a piece of cake.

Luther, who had been heading directly toward me, sidestepped so that he was in Mr. Mandel's path. He held out his hand as an appropriate level of condolence and sorrow crept into his expression. As he gripped the grieving man's hand, he laid his other on Mr. Mandel’s shoulder and gave it a squeeze, his gaze sharpening into one I recognized as the one he used with mind magic.

I frowned as he approached me. "What did you just do to him?" I disliked using mind magic in general, and the ease with which he did bothered me a little. 

He sighed. "Nothing serious, Sage. I just deleted the memory of your conversation from his head. It was inappropriate, and that's the last thing we need is friction between him and us. We’re going to need his cooperation at some point, possibly, and I prefer not to have to get past that."

I couldn't argue with the logic, but it still bugged me that messing with somebody's memory was a go-to for him. Still, now wasn't the time. Eli, who'd hung back in the guise of speaking with people directly around the body so that he could get as many pictures from as many angles as possible, I assumed, rushed toward us. "Let's get out here. I am convinced this has everything to do with us, and we need to get started before anything worse happens."

I scoffed. "What could possibly be worse? Somebody's dead."

He clenched his jaw and pinned me with his tough-love, get real expression. "Two people could be dead, Sage. Or ten. Now shake it off and let's get to work. Looking back isn't going to accomplish anything."

Luther laid his hand on my shoulder and gave me a wan smile, the tension draining from his face. Somehow, he managed to convey both understanding and encouragement in that one look, so I swallowed hard and did my best to put the last half-hour behind me. They were right, and I needed to look ahead rather than back.
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We'd almost made it to the door when I caught sight of Eli's mom talking to a group of professors. She caught our eye and excused herself from the huddle.

"I assume you three are leaving to try to figure this out?" she asked when she was close enough not to be overheard.

Eli nodded. "Yeah. We're pretty sure we're dealing with at least two items this time, and Mr. Mandel apparently bought several items from the same auction. We need to figure out what and then find a way to recover them."

"Do you have any idea which auction, at least?"

"Yeah," I replied, watching as the crime scene guys continued to take pictures. "We caught a break there because it's with Babbitt’s. Dad plays golf with him, so it shouldn't be a problem getting the list as a professional courtesy."

People were filtering out, and I felt bad. The whole point of this shindig had been to raise money for Sophia’s dig, and they hadn't even gotten around to the presentation. "I'm really sorry this all happened here. Well, I'm sorry it happened at all, but I know how important this night was to you."

She shrugged. "Weirdly, we raised more than I thought upfront, and my assistant is standing at the door thanking everybody for coming. She's collected several checks as people have left. I actually feel kind of bad to even be thinking about money after everything that's happened."

I laid my hand on her arm. "Don't feel bad. You put a lot of work into this, and there's nothing wrong with keeping that in mind despite the circumstances."

She gave me a quick hug. "Thanks. I needed that. Now, you guys scoot and figure out what you're dealing with."

Eli scoffed. "We already have a general idea. The hard part is going to be getting into that fortress of theirs to get it. It's not like they're magical and we can just explain to them."

She squeezed his shoulder then pulled him into a hug too. "I have faith in you guys. You'll figure it out. Good luck. Now, I need to go over and finish playing hostess."

We stopped long enough on the way out to give Katie, her assistant, the check mom had written earlier. With one final look over my shoulder, I stepped out into the cool night air. "I don't know about you two, but I could use a beer. How about we head over to the tiki and go through those pictures you just took. With any luck, we'll recognize a piece of jewelry and be able to have James bag it as evidence before the family collects her belongings."

Luther shook his head. "Not as evidence. With as much stuff as she was wearing, I think we should take our chances that the family won't miss it and just quietly commandeer it if we figure out what we’re looking for. No documentation."

I worried my lip with my teeth as the valet brought Eli's car around. "I don't know how James will feel about that. He's kind of a stickler for the rules, so we may have to come up with a better way."

Luther scrunched his nose, and I couldn't help but notice that the expression looked more aristocratic on him than it would have on most. "He's going to have to get over that unless he wants a long paper trail of missing pieces of evidence that he has to explain."

He wasn't wrong, but that was a problem for later me. Right now, I just had to worry about getting it.

Eli glanced at Luther. "Do you have a ride or did you come by... less traditional means?"

Luther's lips curved into a smile. "I could use a ride."

It was all I could do to wait out the ten-minute trip to the bar without snatching Eli's phone from him and going to the pictures. I shifted my weight in the front seat, impatient, and practically bolted from the car before Eli had even come to a full stop in the parking lot. Thankfully the bar was mostly empty aside from a few tourists playing corn hole on the other side. We took a seat at our regular stools, and I smiled when Drake, the bartender, slid our usual beers in front of us.

As soon as he turned his back, Eli pulled out his phone and opened his photo gallery. Since he was sitting in the middle, it made it easy for Luther and I to lean in from either side and watch as he zoomed in on the different pieces of jewelry.

After we'd looked at each piece at least twice, I sighed in frustration. "I don't see anything there that even remotely resembles anything from the book."

Luther scratched the scruff on his jaw. "I suppose it's possible she interacted with the piece before she came."

Eli shook his head. "I don't think so. She was fine when she got there, and so far, the curses have all been pretty much instant. I think we’re overlooking something."

"Was she carrying a handbag?" I asked. We'd already dealt with one magical purse, but there were two more left in the book.

Eli, who took fashion to an art form, shook his head. "She wasn't carrying one, and a purse isn't exactly something you check at the door. We are definitely missing something."

I took a big drink of my beer, then leaned back in. "Then let's go through them again."

We did, even zooming in on the little studs in her ears and the combs in her hair, but still came up empty.

Eli closed the pictures and flipped his phone over, irritated. "Now what?"

"Doesn't that house have fireplaces throughout?" Luther asked, leaning back in his chair and lacing his fingers over his flat stomach.

"Yeah," I replied, "but what good does that do us?"

One side of Luther’s mouth curved into a smile. "This might be one of those times when being a shape shifter comes in handy. I'll be right back."

Without further explanation, he drained his beer then headed toward the back of the bar, which led to the beach.

"Where is he going?" Eli asked as Luther disappeared around the corner. 

I shrugged. "Who knows? I'm about finished trying to figure him out, and I don't have the headspace to think about it right now."

While he was gone, I pulled out my phone and called James. "Hey," I replied when he answered.

"Hello, Sage," he said, and I could hear the exhaustion in his tone. There was also just the slightest trace of irritation. I did my best to push aside my own annoyance because I couldn't really blame him. I had made his life much harder by bringing in the one thing about myself that he hated the most. My magic.

"We can't figure out what killed her yet, but my gut is telling me it's an artifact. Is there any way you can give us access to all of her jewelry and clothes until we figure it out?"

He huffed out a breath. "You're asking a lot. All that stuff has to be documented."

Not the response I was looking for, but it was the one that I'd expected. "I realize that, but surely you could find a way around it. It is, after all, a matter of life and death."

His tone was clipped when he replied. "I'll make it happen, but I don't know how often I'll be able to do this."

"I understand, but right now let's just worry about this time." I wasn't even sure he'd heard that last line because the line went dead.

Eli shook his head when he looked at me. "Don't let it get to you. He's cooperating, and that's the best we can hope for. It doesn't help that he busted you and Luther having dinner and thinks you’re couple now. Basically, you shot him down, and even though you guys have been over for a long time, he made it pretty clear that he was interested in at least trying again."

I pulled in a deep breath and blew it slowly out. "I know. The worst part is that I'm not even sure what's going on with Luther. There's enough chemistry to create a bomb, but that's only one part of relationship."

He bumped me with his shoulder. "One mystery at a time. You're not going to figure Luther out right now, so let's focus on a problem we might be able to solve."

I ordered another round of beers for the two of us, and Luther's voice from behind me made me jump. He'd only been gone a few minutes, but he was holding the jewelry box in his hand. His face and hands were smudged with soot as he sat it on the bar. Before I could put too much thought into that, he excused himself.

"I'll be right back. I need to go wash up."

Eli and I glanced at each other, and I shrugged. "Like you said, one mystery at a time. We got the jewelry box, and that's all that matters. How he got it doesn't matter."

Luther had wrapped a handkerchief around one end of the box to avoid touching it. Careful to make contact with only the cloth, I pulled the box toward us. This was one of the more beautiful pieces from the trunk, and my collector’s eye couldn't help but appreciate the craftsmanship that had gone into it. The onyx on the top was smooth, and I was almost positive the moon and stars inlaid into it across the top were gold.

Eli gave a low whistle. "That's not some cheap jewelry box. I'm surprised the Romani’s were so willing to leave it behind, curse or no."

I lifted a shoulder. "Maybe whoever cursed it made it. They’ve been known throughout history as craftsmen, so it wouldn't surprise me."

Luther rejoined us, clean except for one smudge left underneath of his ear. Instinctively, I reached out with my thumb and rubbed it off, then wiped my finger on my cocktail napkin.

"Thanks," he said, his eyes flecking with gold as they always did when I touched him.

I  did my best to ignore the shiver that ran down my spine. "No problem. Dare I ask how you managed this in under ten minutes?"

Mischief crossed face as he lowered his voice. "Easy. I teleported to the woods behind their house then shifted into my hawk form, flew down the chimney and into her bedroom, and retrieved it. Then I left the same way I came in, shifted back, and teleported back here."

That explained the soot, at least. It also raised another question that I asked before I could think better of it. "How many forms can you shift into?"

He tilted his head at me and weighed his answer. For some reason, his pause annoyed me, but at least he answered. "As many as I want. I'm a shape shifter. It is kind of what I do. Or at least one of the things I do."

That brought about a whole plethora of other questions because there wasn't a lot of magical history on shape shifters. I made a conscious effort to push them to the back of my mind though. It was then that I realized my head felt fuzzy, as if I'd had three beers rather than one and a half. I thought back over what I'd drank at the benefit and frowned. I'd only had one glass of champagne, and I wasn't exactly a girl who couldn't hold her alcohol.

Eli put his hand over mine as I reached for the box. "Maybe we should take this back to the shop and figure out the curse on it before we go any further. Accidentally touching it and getting one of us cursed won't help us out." 

I drew my brows down when I heard the slur in his words and noticed the slightly unfocused look in his eyes. That was weird.

As much as I wanted to examine the box right then and there, he was right. I shook the fuzziness from my brain. Maybe the stress of the last hour was getting to me.

"Fine," I replied then motioned to Drake for a check. "Let's go do it and get it over with."

I tried to look at the bright side. I could feel magic coursing from the box, so we'd retrieved another item and to check it off the list. Now just to figure out what the second one was.

"Did you guys do shots while I was gone?" Luther asked, glancing between us.

Eli blinked a couple times. "No, but I feel like we did."

Luther pressed his lips together and held out his hand. "I'm going to need your keys. You two don't look like you're in any shape to drive."

That didn't make any sense, but I couldn't argue considering how fuzzy my head was.

When I stood up after paying the tab, I swayed a little. Luther put his hand on my arm to steady me. "Are you sure you're okay?"

I swallowed, unsure how to answer. "Yeah, I just got a little lightheaded."

He didn't let go of my elbow as we made our way to the car.

"Shotgun," Eli said. "I refuse to ride the backseat of my own car. For that matter, I can't believe I'm letting you drive it, but I don't feel so great."

Luther frowned at us as I stumbled into the back seat. Once he'd shut the passenger door and climbed into the driver's seat, he turned to Eli. "What you feel like?"

Eli swallowed and blinked a couple times, and I knew he was doing his best to focus on Luther's face because I was doing the same. "I feel like I'm drunk, but we only had the one beer and then we had a glass of champagne at the benefit."

Luther started the car and pulled out of the lot. The farther we got from the bar, the clearer my head became. By the time we made it to Parker's, my family's antique business where I had a shop in the back, I was perfectly fine again.

Eli studied me as I unlocked the back door. "Are you okay again? Because I am."

I took stock of how I felt then nodded. "Yeah, I'm great. My head's clear and I seem to have my balance back."

Luther shook his head. "Then let's get on with it. Maybe it was just the stress of the last couple hours."

Once inside, Luther set the box on my worktable, and I reached for the special gloves I had created and warded against magical nasties. Since all this had happened, I’d also made three extra pairs for Luther, Eli, and my twin, Jake. My official capacity at the shop was to cleanse all items before they hit the showroom floor, so putting them on before touching anything was second nature after several years.

I examined the outside of the box from every angle, top, bottom, and sides. Though it was beautiful, I didn't see any runes or other magical marks that would indicate the curse was an integral part of the box itself. I flipped the lid open and gave it a cursory glance. Without pulling out the red velvet liner, there was no way I could inspect the inside, so it was time to get to work. After the visual inspection, I sent out some magical feelers. 

"There's definitely a curse on this,” I said after a few minutes, “but it doesn't feel as complicated as some of the others. I think I can do this one myself without calling in the cavalry."

In addition to Sybil, we also had a Romani witch named Charity Small who helped us with the more intricate curses. Fortunately though, this one didn't seem like it was going to require outside help. 

"Step back and give me some space," I said as I cleared my head and focused on the box. Concentrating on the magic oozing from it, I pulled forth my own and went to work. It only took a few minutes to clear away the nasty. I gave it one more once over to make sure I hadn't missed anything then leaned back with a satisfied smile. "There. All done. Now we can get to work."

Eli and Luther each pulled up a chair and took a place on either side of me as I flipped open the lid. Gasping, I was shocked to find it full of jewelry. Brittany's pearls draped over several other smaller pieces. I glanced at the guys. "I guess that explains the curse. It was just an illusion, so anyboy looking in there wouldn’t have been able to see anything." So far, it was the least dangerous of any we’d dealt with.

I gave it one more magical once over to make sure there wasn't any surprise whammy on the jewelry inside but came up clean. I pulled everything out and put it off to the side.

Luther pulled my desk lamp closer and bent the adjustable neck so that the light was shining close to the box. I tilted it back so that we can see inside.

After a few minutes of turning the box at different angles so that we could see the whole thing inside and out, I sighed. "It looks like I got it all, and I don't see anything else unusual about it. I suppose if you're up for it, Luther, I can put the jewelry back in and you can sneak it back into her room. She will be glad to have her mother's pearls back. It’s a small thing, but it’s better than nothing."

I started to close the lid, but Eli reached over and pulled it closer to him, bending the light even closer and focusing it on the inside of the lid. "Wait a minute. What's this?"

I bent closer to see what he was talking about. There was a small slice in the velvet and a worn spot just above it in the shape of a circle. Squinting, I pulled a pen light from one of the cubbies over my desk and shined it inside.

"Something was in there. From the looks of it, it was a ring of some sort."

Luther pulled the box toward him and held out his hand for the penlight. "It's too small to be for a finger."

I frowned. "It couldn't be earrings. It's too small of a space to hold two. Maybe was a pinky ring."

"I don't think so," Luther replied, pressing his lips together. "It's too small for that, even."

I closed my eyes and did my best to keep a clear head. My gut told me we'd just found what killed Elizabeth, or at least where it had come from.

"Freaking fabulous," Eli said. "You know what this means?"

Realization washed over me along with a renewed sense of hopelessness and a fair amount of rage. "Yeah. It means were dealing with something that wasn't in the book. Those stupid, lazy witches missed something when they just chucked everything into the trunk, and if it had happened once, there's a good chance it happened more than that."

I felt the playing field shift under my feet. Up ‘til now, I'd at least had the assurance that we knew what we were looking for because we had the book to guide us. Now, all bets were off.
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Chapter Six
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I leaned back in my chair and fantasized about going back in time and flinging those witches into shark infested waters, but before my imagination got to the good part, Eli's phone buzzed. He pulled it from his pocket, checked it, then shoved it back in. Disappointment flitted across his face, and though it was quick, I knew him well enough that I caught it.

"Who was that?" I asked.

He shook his head. "It doesn't matter. We have things to do."

I raised my brows. "Really? Because the way I see it, there's nothing else we can do tonight. I need to go home and talk to Dad. I think it will be better if he calls Babbitt's than if we do. That stuff is typically confidential, so he's going to have to call in a favor. We've got the jewelry box locked down, and until we get Elizabeth's stuff, there's nothing else we can do. It's not like we can look through the book and try to find whatever was hidden in the jewelry box."

I resisted the urge to pull the book from my shelf and reread it. Or maybe throw it across the room. We'd all gone over it ad nauseam and had it memorized backwards and forwards. There was nothing new we were going to find.

Eli glanced between the two of us, indecision scrawled across his face. "Are you sure? I know you're really upset, and I don't want to leave you by yourself. It's just that guy I met at the university the other day."

I waved a weary hand. "No, you really liked him, so go. Try to have a good time and not think about this."

He stuffed his hands in his pockets. "Are you sure? You didn't drive."

Luther chuckled. "I think I can manage to get her home."

I scowled at him. "I think I can manage to get myself home, thank you very much. I can teleport as well as you can."

He held up a hand in defense. "I'm not saying you can't. I'm just saying maybe he's worried about you being alone, and I'm assuring him that I'll make sure you're okay."

Slightly mollified, I nodded. It's not like they were wrong. I didn't necessarily need to be alone in my own head right then. "That might be nice, actually."

Eli ran his hands through his chestnut hair. "Are you sure?"

I rolled my eyes. "Get out of here. Go."

His brown eyes lit with excitement. "Okay, if you're sure. I'll give you a call in the morning. If you hear anything else before then, get in touch."

I nodded and smiled. "Will do."

He bolted out the back door with a final wave and an air kiss and a waggle of his brows. "Love you! Don't do anything I wouldn't."

I shook my head, exasperated, as the back door closed. Luther, on the other hand, grinned. "I guess that leaves us pretty much wide open. What would you like to do?"

I glanced at my phone to see the time, choosing to ignore the smooth-as-honey innuendo in his voice. "Honestly? It's ten o'clock. I'd like to go home, pour a glass of wine, and sit by the pool for a little bit. I need some time to think this through."

He reached for my hand and pulled me from my chair. "I'd argue you’ve thought enough for the evening. Like you said, we’re not going to solve anything tonight, so how about we go open that bottle of wine and relax for a bit. I have a feeling there's going to be plenty of time for thinking in the days ahead."

I reached over and flipped off my lights, then flicked a hand toward the back door to lock it. "Then let's get to it. I'll drive."

By that, I meant that I'd control the teleport. That was my preference because when I let somebody else handle it, it always made me feel disoriented.

He gave my hand a squeeze and winked. "Then by all means."

Ten seconds later, we were standing in my kitchen.

Mom, who was leaning against the counter drinking a bottle of water, jumped, then scowled. "We do have a front door, you know. There's no need to give your old mother heart attack." I smiled because despite being in her fifties, she did look a day over forty. Our family was blessed with longevity and health, but I understood the sentiment.

"Sorry. I wasn't thinking, and I didn't expect anybody to be in here this late."

Her gaze shifted from me to Luther, and she tilted her head. "What are you two into tonight? Where's Eli?"

"Before we get into that, I need wine." I reached into the wine cabinet and slipped out a bottle of red, then pulled two glasses off the rack hanging above.

Mom raised a brow and tucked a strand of platinum hair behind her ear. "That bad, or that good?"

I sighed as I poured the wine. "That unbelievably horrendous."

She blinked a couple times. "Wow. I know those charity functions can be a drag, but that seems a bit excessive."

I shook my head and sighed, handing Luther a glass then draining half mine in one go. "It was a drag, okay. Elizabeth Martel up and died right in the middle of it."

Mom coughed, choking on her water. "Wait, literally?"

I nodded and took another chug of wine. "Yep. Literally. She was fine one minute and dead the next, and that's not even the end of the story. We managed to recover one of the cursed artifacts—a jewelry box—because her sister Brittany had it. Long story short, when we were examining it, we found a hidden area in the lining where we suspect whatever killed Elizabeth had been."

The color drained from my mom's face as the implications of that settled over her. "So you have no idea what it even was. That takes this whole situation to a craptastically new level."

I close my eyes and nodded. "I realize. After we get through this, we need to sit down and study the book closer. A lot of the items are straightforward and don't have ways to hide other objects. Off the top of my head though, I can think of a few that do, and we need to prioritize those. On the upside, sort of, Mr. Martel bought a bunch of other items from the same auction, and it was from Babbitt's."

Mom wobbled her head back and forth. "That’s sort of an upside. Your dad shouldn't have any problems getting a hold of the list, but that's not gonna happen tonight. Babbitt’s out of town until tomorrow afternoon, and I doubt your dad will be able to get a hold of him. He usually turns his phone off when he's with the family."

I was one of the reasons dad and Mr. Babbitt got along so well. They both prioritize family over business, and family time was exactly that—family time. Both of them always said there was no such thing as something in business worth more than family, and it helped that they’d lived most of their lives before the tech age. They hadn’t spent a lifetime being instantly available, so it was easy for them to unplug. Though it wasn't working in my favor this time, I still appreciated the sentiment and respected the man for it.

Mom glanced at the delicate Rolex on her wrist. "I have a meeting at seven with a potential buyer. She's interested in the bedroom suite that we picked up in Salem last weekend, and I don't want to be late.” She glanced back and forth between us. “Are you two going to be okay?"

I nodded. "Yeah. I think we're gonna take the rest of this bottle back to the pool and relax for a little bit."

Mom ran her tongue over her teeth as she studied Luther. "By yourself? Where's Eli?"

It was the second time she’d asked that, and it made me wonder why. "He's on a date. I'm sure Luther and I will be fine, Mom." I did my best to keep the sarcasm out of my voice.

She studied him for another few seconds. "Don't stay up too late. I'm sure you have things to do tomorrow, and we wouldn't want to keep Luther out past his bedtime."

I scratched my forehead. "Okay, that's not a weird thing to say at all, but noted."

A look passed between them, and Luther smiled at her. "Everything is all good Deirdre. She's in good hands."

Mom gave noncommittal hum as she left the room.

"What was that all about?" I asked as I picked up the bottle and headed toward the back of the house.

He followed me. "I have no idea."

Something told me that wasn't exactly the truth, but when it came to Luther, I'd temporarily given up trying to figure out his deal. Instead, I flipped on the pool lights and headed to one of the teak loungers beside of it.

After he settled in, I couldn't shake what Mom had said, or rather how she had acted. I turned to him. "Remember how we talked about this whole getting to know each other thing? I feel like I just missed something, and I'd like to know what it is."

He sighed as he stared out over the rippling, blue-lit water. "It's a long story, Sage, and not something I really want to get into when we’re both exhausted and worried. Can we table it?"

I examined him sideways for a second, then decided to face it head on. "It seems like we table more than we discuss. If this is going to go anywhere beyond a superficial flirtation, we need a little more transparency."

He finished his wine and scrubbed a hand over his face. "I know. It's just, this is all so new, and for the first time in a very long time, I have feelings that go beyond mild amusement or simple attraction. I've been alive for hundreds of years, so telling you my story is going to take more than a few minutes poolside."

"But you promise you will? Because for all I know, you're some kind of 16th-century serial killer or something. Hell, maybe you're married."

His face blanched when I said that so much that I caught it even in the dim light. "Oh my God, you are, aren't you?"

He shook his head. "No, but I was, and there's a story to it. But please, I promise I'll tell you everything, but I'd rather do it when we have a few hours rather than a few minutes."

I gave a resigned sigh. I really didn't want to argue with him, and he was right. We didn't have much time, and I certainly didn't have the emotional bandwidth right now to take on much more. "Fine, for now. But it's going to have to come sooner rather than later."

Before he could respond, the back screen door squeaked open. I turned to see my dad strolling toward us with a glass of wine in his hand. "Your mom said I'd find you two out here. I figured I'd join you considering she said you had a rough evening."

He took the chair on the other side of me from Luther, and I explained everything that had happened that night.

Rather than say anything right off the bat, he swirled his wine in his glass and gazed out over the pool. I tried to figure out his expression, but all I could see was his profile in the dim light as the reflection from the water flickered over it. 

After a few minutes, he dragged in a deep breath and blew it out through pursed lips. "I can definitely help you with Babbitt. We exchange information about buyers all the time, and he's magical. I'm sure he'll be willing to help as soon as he's back in town tomorrow. I don't trust his staff enough to ask them. I'd rather deal with him in person, but it's the rest of the story that bothers me. How many items do you think have the potential to mirror this scenario?"

I lifted a shoulder as I drained the remainder of our bottle into my glass and Luther's. "Off the top of my head, maybe five or six? I'll have to go through the book to be sure. What bothers me is that if whatever was in there is actually what killed Elizabeth, it was hidden in a relatively benign piece. We need to handle things much more carefully from here on out."

He reached over and took my hand and gave it a squeeze. "I'm sorry you're dealing with this. I wish there was a way I could make it better for you, but I guess the only way around it is through it. Hopefully you'll find several more of the artifacts in one go when we get that list, and if what Brittany told you is any indication, maybe they'll still all be in one place."

I squeezed his hand back while letting the calm of the water wash over me. "Our luck hasn't ran like that so far, but we can certainly hope."

The wine had made its way through my system, and I was enjoying the fuzzy feeling of the alcohol soothing my nerves. We sat quietly for a few minutes, each of us sipping our wine lost in our own thoughts.

Dad drained his glass. "Hey, kiddo. You're the youngster here, so why don't you go get us another bottle?"

I groaned a little because I'd finally let go of most of the stress and was enjoying just chilling, but he was my elder. I pushed up from my chair. "Sure thing. I'll be right back."

I wandered inside and grabbed another bottle. As I came back outside, I stopped in my tracks when I heard my father Luther talking.

"I already told her we'd talk about it," Luther was telling him.

"See that you do, and sooner rather than later. You know Deirdre and I respect you, and we don’t even blame you, but she's our daughter. We didn't realize things had taken a turn with you two, and if you don't tell her, we will."

I paused, shamelessly hoping to hear more, but both men fell silent. I cleared my throat as I rejoined them, then topped all of our glasses again. I didn't see the point in pressing the matter, and neither of them seemed willing to talk about it in front of me. I resolved then and there that as soon as I had the chance, I was going to drag the story out of him. Either that, or I was taking a giant step back.
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Chapter Seven
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We finished the bottle of wine then called it a night. I was exhausted both from the events of the day and from using my magic so much. Normally, I could do that much without breaking a sweat, but the additional stress had wiped me out. Between cleansing the items, dealing with Elizabeth's death, and navigating the emotional quicksand that was my new relationship with Luther, I was wiped out.

The next morning, I woke up early with a little bit of a headache. I wasn't sure if it was from the wine or the disjointed dreams but figured maybe it was a combination of it all.

I'd barely managed to shuffle downstairs and pop a pod in the coffee pot before my phone dinged. Expecting it to be Eli, I pulled it from the pocket of my pajama pants and tapped my messages button. 

Before I could read it, Jake strolled into the room. "Is that your boyfriend?"

I scowled at him. "I don't have a boyfriend. What are you doing up so early?"

He glanced at the clock on his phone. "It's not early. It's like eight o'clock."

I pulled my coffee cup from the machine and dumped some creamer in it. "That's early for you. Especially lately. You weren't here when I got home last night, so I’m a little surprised to see you."

I tried to keep the trace of bitterness from my voice. He'd been dating a professor, and I hadn't seen much of him lately. It hurt a little because we’d always been two peas in a pod, and I felt a little like he'd set me aside. Yes, I realize that sounds immature, but feelings are real no matter how dysfunctional they are.

He reached around me and slid his cup under the nozzle of the coffee pot, then popped a fresh pod in. "I'll have you know I told her I was spending the entire day with you today. I've missed you."

I glanced at him sideways. "Does that mean she has to work today?"

Hurt scurried across his face. "No, Sage, that means I told her I was spending the day with you today."

Ashamed of myself, I gave him an impromptu hug. "I'm sorry. It just been a rough couple of days. That wasn't fair, and I'm glad we’re hanging out. I miss you too."

He motioned toward my phone. "You got a message right as I was coming in. Was it Eli? I wouldn't mind hanging out with him too."

I stirred my coffee and took it to the table, plucking a bunch of grapes from the sideboard as I went. "Actually, it was Luther. I haven't read the message yet though."

He joined me at the table after he grabbed a bagel. "So are things getting serious there?" he asked as he slathered cream cheese onto it.

I shrugged as I popped a grape in my mouth. "Not sure. I mean, I like him, but I don't know much about them, and until I do, I'm not willing to commit."

He studied me for a second as he chewed. "What about James?"

He knew that relationship was a muddy mess, but he also knew that deep down, I had a lot of mixed-up emotions about it.

"I'm not sure. I think that's probably best left alone. He still has issues with my magic, now even more than ever, I think. He hasn't seen anything good that can come of it, but he’s seen a whole lot of bad. That doesn't bode well for moving things forward with him. Besides, he saw Luther and me out to dinner, and he's kinda given me the cold shoulder since then."

He sighed. "I was afraid that's the direction he was going to go, and to be honest, I'm not that upset about it. He didn't handle it well to begin with, and I don't like the way he treated you afterwards. That's probably something best left in the past. It sucks that you have to work with him now. It would be a whole lot easier had he stayed in the rearview mirror. Now, what did Luther have to say?"

I slid my finger across the screen and opened the text. "He's asking if I want to go to the beach."

A smile slid across his face. "The beach sounds amazing! Call Eli and let's get going."

"I don't know that the beach is such a great idea," I replied. "We had a murder last night connected to the artifacts, and we haven't managed to trace it down yet."

His brow popped up. "You maybe should've led with that," he said. "Who died?"

I ran through the whole story for him. "So as you can see, blowing this off and taking a day at the beach isn’t exactly the responsible way to go about it."

He huffed. "Let me get this straight. You recovered the jewelry box and you can't do anything else until Dad talks to Mr. Babbitt. What are you going to do? Sit around here and stew all day?" He held up a hand as I opened my mouth. "Don't even bother answering that. I can tell you right now what you're going to do. You’re gonna go upstairs, put on your bathing suit, and grab our beach bag. I'll text Eli and tell him what we’re doing."

I grinned despite myself. "Okay, but Eli had a date last night. He might not even be up yet, and he might have plans with him if things went well."

A glint of mischief sparked in his green eyes. "Then he can change his plans and bring his new friend along."

I laughed. "Do you really think that's fair? He just met him, and you have to admit that we're a lot. He might not want to drag him over the edge of the frying pan and into the fire just yet."

He popped the last bite of his bagel in his mouth and smirked. "Too bad. It's best to expose him now to see if he can cut the mustard."

I decided not to point out that his girlfriend regularly avoided hanging out with us. It was a point of contention, and I didn't want to break the happy mood we had going. I responded to Luther and told him to meet me here, then went upstairs to get dressed. By the time I made it back downstairs, Luther was already waiting, eating a muffin and drinking a cup of coffee.

His gaze roamed over me appreciatively. "You look great. Thanks for agreeing to hang out with me today. We’re going to have a blast."

I smiled as I glanced down at the ratty cutoffs and pink tank top that I'd thrown on over my bathing suit. "Before you get too excited, you should probably know that it's a group outing."

I didn't get to explain before Jake made his appearance. "Yep. I blocked off the whole day to hang out with my sister, so you're welcome for being included."

Even though his words sounded a little snarky, he smiled when he said them. He really did like Luther, and it bugged me a little that he didn't have the same reservations that I did. Guys were weird.

Ten minutes later, we were out the door and on our way to the beach. Eli hadn't answered, so I figured he was probably still just in bed. As it turns out, I was right. We’d already gotten the umbrella and chairs set up when he came strolling across the sand with a blond guy I'd never seen before.

"Just in time to avoid all the work," Eli said, grinning. "Guys, I'd like for you to meet Grayson. Grayson, this is Jake and Sage. They're twins, and this is Luther."

I was glad he hadn't attached a label to Luther. I held out my hand for a fist bump. "Nice to meet you, Grayson."

"You too," he replied, his expression friendly as he bumped his fist with mine. "I've heard a lot about you, and I appreciate the invite to hang out with you guys today."

Jake laughed. "Wait'll the days over before you thank us," he replied as he popped the large umbrella up. "Grab a chair."

Because I'm nosy and care about Eli, I sent out some magical feelers toward Grayson. What I found surprised me, and I withdrew my magic back into myself. He was magical too. I tilted my head and examined him, wondering if Eli had picked up on it yet.

He grinned as he flopped down cross-legged on the blanket. "Yes, he has. And no, I can't read minds. Your expression just said it all." His gaze ran over the three of us, and he turned to me. "Not to be nosy, but you started it. Is everybody here..."

I nodded and returned his grin. "Yep, everybody here. Like Jake said, don't thank us until the day's over."

Jake glanced back and forth between us. "What  that I miss?"

Grayson scratched the back of his neck. "Just that Sage marched right past the social niceties and straight to the core of things. I’m a witch too."

The fact that he didn't genderize it told me that he came from an old family. Since he was about our age, there's no way he'd lived in town this long without us meeting. "Are you local?"

He shook his head. "Well, I mean, I am now, but we moved here from Pensacola six months ago. I've heard a lot about your family since then, and I would love to see your shop. I just haven't had time to stop in. I'm working on my doctorate over at the university, and that takes up most of my time."

That caught my attention. "What in?" I opened up the cooler and offered him a bottle of water. There was beer in there too, but it was still a little early even by our standards.

He took the bottle. "Archaeology. And before you ask, my goal is to teach through the school year and explore in the summers. I'm extremely interested in the project Eli's mom has going, and I hope she cuts me in on it when the time comes."

I arched a brow. "Ah, working the angles. Get in good with the son in order to get in Mommy's good graces?"

He laughed. "Nothing so nefarious. I'm already working with his mom, which is how Eli and I met. She already knows I'm chomping at the bit to get on that project, so there are no secrets. I just happen to really like him."

That was good enough for me. We spent the next couple hours hanging out, playing Frisbee, and tossing the beach ball back and forth in the surf. We'd just settled onto the blanket to dig into the basket of fried chicken and chips we brought with us when a familiar voice caught our attention.

"Aar, mateys!" Larry, a good friend of ours who owned and lived on a sailboat called. He took us out on his boat almost every weekend to go diving, though we had been a couple of weeks. In fact, he'd been with us when we’d found the trunk to begin with.

"Hey Larry!" I called. "Hey, Michelle."

The pretty blonde woman Larry’d been dating for the last couple of months smiled and waved as they approached. "Hello, Sage, everyone."

I shielded my eyes and looked up at them from my spot on the beach blanket. "What are you two out and about doing today?"

Since they were both in their suits, it was sort of a redundant question but it filled the space.

"Collecting sea shells and just taking a break," she replied.

Jake stood from his lawn chair under the umbrella and motioned for her to take it as he plopped down on the blanket beside of me. "Have a seat. Want some chicken or something to drink?"

She took the chair he offered, and Larry commandeered the one beside of her as he reached into the cooler and pulled out a beer and a chicken leg. "Don't mind if we do. We been out all morning, and I'm starving and dry as a bone."

I laughed. "Well we can help you out with both of those. We’re probably going down to the tiki later, but this stuff will fill the hole until then."

Michelle, who was also magical, tilted her head at me as she twisted the top off her beer. "Speaking of the tiki, have you been there in the last couple days?"

I nodded as I took a bite out of my own piece of chicken. "Yeah, we were down there last night. Why?"

"Did you notice anything weird?"

I started to shake my head, then remembered the drunken feeling Eli and I had both experienced. "Yeah, now that you mention it. We went down for a little bit last night, and I felt like I drank a six-pack instead of a single."

She nodded. "That's exactly what I'm talking about. Larry and I usually sit on the opposite side of the bar, but yesterday, Drake was having problems with two guys that were sitting on the post closest to the door. They seemed fine when they came in, but twenty minutes later, they were picking fights like drunken morons. Slurring their words and stumbling."

I wiped my fingers on the towel while I thought about that. "That's weird. I haven't bothered to screen Drake. Do you think it something he's doing?"

She shook her head. "I don't think so. It was creating problems for him, and there didn't seem to be an upside."

I thought about that for a second while I chewed.

"Now that you mention it," Luther said from his spot beside me, "Sage and Eli were there longer than I was, and that's where we were sitting. They were so bad that I had to drive home last night, and we only had one beer each. Well, I guess they had two, but still not enough to make them as drunk as they appeared."

Larry pointed his chicken leg at us. "I bet it has something to do with them artifacts. Do you reckon they got hold of something and maybe set it on the bar or put it somewhere close? I can’t imagine there'd be any sort of bar tools in there, but there sure is something freaky going on."

"I don’t know," Eli said. "I don't know if we should jump to that conclusion was just two instances. It could just be the guys were doing shots before they got there. Sage and I had a glass of champagne at a function we’d been to earlier, and we'd also just had a big shock. Combine that with the two beers we had, and it could have made us a little loopy. We didn't really eat much at the function other than a few pieces of shrimp before the whole thing turned into a giant shit show."

Larry nodded. "I heard about that and wondered if it had something to do with you guys." He shook his head. "I still feel guilty about that. We knew there was something wrong with it we brought that trunk up from the ocean floor. We should have never forced the sea to give up her treasure when she fought so hard against us. Nothing good ever comes from that."

I sighed and picked at a loose string on the towel. "Yeah, we couldn't just dump it back overboard for somebody else to find, either. We had a responsibility to fish it out and deal with it, and that's what we did."

Larry scratched his balding head. "Maybe, but I still think we should check out the situation at the tiki a little closer. That ain't normal, and you know it. You don't go ignoring your gut now, girl."

He was right, and I knew it. "The maybe we should pack up and head over there now."

Grayson spoke up. "Do you mean this might be related to one of those artifacts that you guys found?"

Eli swallowed and looked a little uncomfortable. He probably hadn't planned for a lighthearted beach day with his new potential beau to turn into some heavy magical investigation. I felt a little bad for them even though Grayson seemed intrigued.

Eli cast a worried glance at him. "Yeah, it sort of looks like it. I'm really sorry to drag you into this, especially so soon."

Grayson's face lit up. "Are you kidding me? This whole thing's been the talk of the magical community since it got out. Archaeologist, remember? The entire thing fascinates me, and I'd love to be in on it."

Michelle tilted her head at him. "Are you telling me that you’re ... in the know?"

Grayson grinned. "You could say that. I confess that I already know about you. I passed you at the tiki a few weeks ago, and you were putting out some pretty obvious vibes. Apparently, something had upset you. I didn't do a deeper dive than that because I didn't want to invade your privacy, but I'm sensitive to things like that." He blushed a little and turned his gaze down

She reached out and patted his arm. “It’s fine. It's not like I hide it, and if I was sending off vibes like that, it's my own fault. I'm usually better at guarding myself, but I think I remember when you were talking about. I'd just gotten off the phone with my daughter, who's going through divorce. I’m doing everything in my power not to turn her soon to be ex into a frog."

I couldn't help it—I laughed. She seemed so put together and classy that the idea of her doing something like that was hilarious.

Jake, who'd been playing with his phone, looked up. "So does this mean we're wrapping it up and heading to the tiki?"

Luther looked at me in askance, and I nodded. "Yeah, it looks like we probably should. It's still early enough in the day that maybe nothing else has gone wrong. If it is one of our artifacts, maybe we can sneak in and examine things while the bartenders are still setting up."

I hated to put an end to the beach day, but if we could get another artifact off the streets, then it will be worth it.

With all of us there, it only took a few minutes to pack things up. I pulled on my shorts and slipped on my tank top and flip-flops, and fifteen minutes later, we were pulling into the bar. Thankfully, the place was still empty even though that didn’t mean there weren’t any customers. They were technically open, but since it was a beautiful day out, people tended to come up from the beach, get a drink, then go back to the water. 

Drake was manning the bar again and smiled when he saw us. "Thank goodness! I was starting to think I was gonna stand here by myself all day, and now I get the whole crew of you at once. I didn’t know you guys know each other."

I plopped my purse on the bar and pulled myself onto the stool. "Oh yeah. We sail with Larry pretty much every weekend. We’re huge fans of diving, and he's a huge fan of sitting on the boat napping while we do it.” 

I elbowed my friend gently in the ribs, and he grinned.

"To be fair, I’m a big fan of napping anywhere, but if I can do it with the sea lappin’ at the side of my boat and the salt air ticklin’ across my face, I'm just happy as a pig in mud."

Drake got our beer as everybody scrambled into seats then disappeared into the back and came out with baskets full of chips and salsa.

I raised a brow as he sat it in front of us. "What's with the All-Star treatment?"

Drake lifted a shoulder as he sat the last bowl of salsa down. "New house policy. Free chips and salsa. Boss man says it makes everybody thirsty and keeps them from drinking on an empty stomach at the same time. We’ve had a little bit of a problem with that lately, so he figures this might be a good way to address it."

That gave me the perfect opening I was looking for. "You have problems with people drinking too much?" 

I know it sounded like a strange question to ask at a bar, but if the owners were suddenly giving away free food after running the place the same way for years, that was a little bit too coincidental for me.

Drake nodded. "Yeah, but it's just been lately. It's like people suddenly can't hold their liquor something. They come in here, they have one drink, and they turn into a bunch of drunks."

I glanced around the bar. I knew the place like the back of my own hand because I’d been coming there since I was old enough to drink. Before that, even, because my dad loved the place. My gaze landed on an old leather flask dangling from a rawhide thong on a hook above the bar that hadn't been there before. I knew, because I surely would've noticed it. It wasn't some cheap piece of decoration like most of the stuff on the wall was, nor was it anything related to boats, which is most of what the décor was comprised of. 

"Where’d that flask come from?" I asked.

His gaze flicked to where I was looking. "Oh, I picked that up down at the flea market the other day. It looks like an old pirate’s flask, and I thought it would go good with the rest of the theme."

I moved closer to it, casually sending out magical feelers. Sure enough, it bit back at me when my magic touched it. Instinctively, I moved back, my mind racing to find a legitimate reason to take it.

Grayson cleared his throat. "That's quite the piece. I'm sort of an expert in old finds, and I'd love to take that to the university and do some age dating on it. I promise I won't damage it, but I'd love to be able to give you some more information on it if you're interested."

My gaze slid to him, impressed. Of course, Eli, Jake, Luther, and I were all also experts, but Grayson's affiliation with the university might be the tipping point for the guy. It made Grayson sounds all scholarly and legit.

Drake's face lit up. "I'd love that, actually. I picked up several things that day from the vendor. He had a whole box of stuff. Are you sure you wouldn’t mind?"

As he said that, he reached over and unhooked the flask’s leather string from the hook. "How long do you think it'll take you? I'd like to have it back because I think it looks really cool here, and I get a lot of comments on it."

I cringed a little when Grayson took it in his hand and was grateful when Luther, who was sitting beside him, plucked his napkin from under his beer and took the flask from him.

Grayson glanced at me. "It shouldn't take more than a couple days probably." 

There was a question in his voice, and I nodded. If I couldn't get the curse taken off of it in a few days, I needed my magic examined.

Drake's face lit up. "This round’s on me. I'm super excited because I think it's really old." He scratched his forehead. "I'm actually shocked it's in as good a shape as it is, but all the stuff I picked up that day was. In fact, I'm a little worried that it's a fake even though the stitching and everything on it seems hands done."

I scooted closer to Luther so that I could look at the flask. It really was a piece of art. There was a skull and cross bones painted on the front, and the leather stitching up the side was definitely done by hand. I took it from him and put it in my purse, then took my purse to the car. The last thing we needed was for all of us to be smashed before we even finished our first beer.
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By the time we wrapped things up and finished our drinks, we were heading into late afternoon. The flask was calling to me, and I was itching to get it back to the shop. With the way my luck had been running lately, somebody would steal my purse out of the car and run off with it before I had a chance to take off the curse. Or just steal the whole car. Drake had gotten busy with other customers, and that made me even more nervous.

Luther must've picked up on how antsy I was because it wasn't long before he made our excuses. "I'm not sure what you guys are doing, but Sage and I need to head over to Parker's."

Eli nodded. "Yeah, we really do need to get on that, plus we need to look at the book. We need to figure out which other artifacts might have something hidden in them, and she can take the whammy off that flask so we can get it back over here to Drake."

I glanced between him and Grayson. "There's no need for you two to ruin your afternoon. I can do that by myself, so you two go have fun."

Doubt crossed Eli's face. "I don't want to make you do that. We don't mind coming along and helping."

Grayson shook his head. "No, we don't mind at all. In fact, I'd like to see you work."

I smiled. "You can, but you’ll be disappointed. It's about like watching grass grow because it all takes place in my head. Mostly, anyway."

"She's not wrong," Eli said. "Not that what she does isn't amazing, but it is pretty boring to watch. And she really is capable of doing it by herself. In fact, there's not much we can really do to help, but I don't want her there dealing with a curse by herself."

"She won't be by herself," Luther said.

"No," Jake added. "Luther and I will both be there, so you two go do your thing. Enjoy your evening. If we need you, we’ll call."

Grayson's face fell, but to be honest, I really didn't want an audience while I was trying to focus. With Eli, Jake, or Luther, it wasn't like that, but I didn't know Grayson. I didn't need the added distraction, even though I felt bad because he was obviously interested in the process. "I tell you what. Let me deal with this, and the next time we have one, you're more than welcome to watch."

I could tell he wasn't elated, but at least he didn't push it. With a graceful smile, he nodded. "That sounds great, and I look forward to it."

Right then, all four of our phones dinged at the same time. Scooping mine off the bar, I opened it, a little surprised to find that it was my dad. He wasn't typically a group messenger type of guy, but apparently he'd wanted to make sure that if one of us was away from our phone, the others got the message. The auction house had emailed him the list of purchases, and he'd forwarded it to all of us.

I glanced at the others. "It looks like we have some new leads. Let's hope that every single one of these items is both in the book and still in Mr. Mandel's possession."

"And how are we gonna find that out?" Jake asked. "It's not like we can just call him up and ask to see them. We’re not even supposed to have access to that information. He's not magical, so it's not like that boat will float either."

I blew out a breath. "Let's cross that bridge if and when we come to it. For now, let's go do our thing."

Larry and Michelle had some things to do on the boat, so they'd already left after he'd made me promise to keep him posted. I felt a little bad that he seemed as invested in getting all the artifacts back and also in carrying the guilt. None of this was his fault, and I didn't want him thinking it was. Being the upstanding guy he was though, there wasn't much way around it.

"Are you sure you don't need my help, Shmoo?" Eli asked, his expression a combination of guilt and worry." I nudged him on the shoulder. "Shut up and go have fun. You know as well as I do that we’ve got this under control. There's no need for all of us to waste what’s left of a beautiful day. Besides, I think he digs you, and it'll be good for you to have somebody in your life."

He smiled. "I dig him too. If you need me, just call. I think we’re going to hang around here for a while. We'll go back and forth between the water and the bar, and maybe play some games. I won't drink too much in case something comes up."

Rather than protest since it would be useless anyway, I gave him a quick hug as we left.

Jake, Luther, and I headed to Jake's SUV. As soon as I was in the backseat, I opened up the list dad had sent and started to scroll through it. I could hardly believe my eyes when I picked out at least four items that could possibly be our missing artifacts.

"Don't just sit back there quietly," Jake snapped as he turned out of the parking lot. "Read out loud. I'm dying to know what's on the list, and I don't want to wait till we get back to the shop."

Rather than tell him about what I'd found, I decided to read the list to him and see if he caught them, too.

He listened carefully as I read them off. The auction house kept scrupulous records, and not only did it list the items, there were descriptions as well.

When I got to the bottom, Jake was grinning. "It sounds like there could be half a dozen on their. We need to get back and compare it to the book."

I read back through the list trying to pick up the ones I'd apparently missed but nothing stood out. It didn't take long for us to get to the shop, and Jake pulled around to the back so we wouldn't have to deal with customers going through the front. None of us were dressed according to the standards of a high-end antiquities shop even with the relaxed standards that came with operating a business in Florida. 

As soon as we made it to my desk, Luther pulled the book from the shelf and began flipping through it. He stopped at a tin cup that had two fools engraved on the side of it. "This is one. I can’t imagine there are too many just like that floating around." 

I nodded and turned a few more pages, stopping when I came to a candlestick that had twin cherubs as handles. "There's another. I've never seen anything like it, so I think it's safe to say that's number two."

By the time it was all said and done, Jake had been right—six of the items on the list were almost surely our artifacts, and three of them were on our ugly priority list. For the first time since all of this had started, my heart lifted a little. If we could get this lucky a few more times, there was a good chance the light at the end of the tunnel wasn't actually a train.

We went through the list again, but nothing new popped out. I reached for my gloves, then pulled the flask from my purse. I poked at it a little bit with my magic, trying to figure out how the curse functioned. After I was quiet for a few minutes, Luther laid his hand on my shoulder. "Is there a problem?"

I bit my lip, still studying the flask. "Not a problem exactly, but I don't understand the point of this curse. All I could pick up on is that what we saw at the bar is the extent of it. There doesn't seem to be anything nefarious at all, let alone deadly. And I’m not picking up any booby traps either."

He laughed. "That's because you've never seen a bunch of drunk witches with no oversight. Trust me when I say that in the right hands, people could have very well died. Those women got crazy once they were a few cups in. They were all jealous, vindictive, and greedy. Sober, they respected each other's boundaries just because it could have been fatal not to. Drunk though, all those inhibitions fell away. Arguments over the dumbest things often turned into curses and knife fights. The person who built this curse was so clever it’s almost diabolical."

I laughed, picturing a bunch of women in goth clothes and pointy hats breaking out the shivs. I was only moderately ashamed of myself for the stereotype because the picture that Luther had painted of these women had never been anything close to positive.

"I guess when you put it that way, I can see the danger. Honestly though, I can also see the Romani's point. Maybe it would've been best if they would've just taken each other out."

"Don't go too far down the track," Jake said, smiling. "Several of our founding families here in town come from those lines."

I scoffed, thinking of Faith and Hope, our dimwitted arch enemies. Their family had been here for generations, and there was a good chance they were related to the original coven. "Nah, my opinion stands. I can't imagine the town would be any worse off if there were fewer people like the twins."

Luther held up a finger. "Yes, but their father is a good man, and he's done a lot for this town. The twins are useless, but not everybody who’s descended from that crowd was. Now, are you going to be able to get that curse off by yourself?"

I nodded. "Piece of cake. I'm starting to get a good feel for the Romani magic. Now that I have, it's not that different from ours. Some, but it's manageable. It shouldn't take me been just a few minutes."

Jake and Luther took a few steps back from my chair. I laced my fingers together, then pushed my hands out in front of me, cracking my knuckles in preparation. 

Turning my focus to the flask, I concentrated on picking apart the threads of the spell. Whoever had woven it had been skillful, and I was careful to take my time and look for traps. A couple of the other artifacts that we’d had to deal with had been equipped with secondary curses meant to hold the spells in place or even backfire on the witch trying to cleanse the item. This one, however, was straightforward. I had it untangled within just a few minutes, and with a final spell, a little puff of black smoke exploded from the spout. I waved my hand over it to clear it, then grinned. "All done."

Luther reached for it, but Jake put his hand on his arm before he could grab it. "Give it a second. She always likes to do a second run on it just to make sure she got it all."

I smiled at him for knowing me so well. "While we’re giving the dust a minute to settle, let's talk about how we’re going to get the rest of those pieces from Mr. Martel."

"I've been thinking about that," Luther said. "While I was flying over their place last night, I noticed a building in the backyard. Since it's the only structure there, I think it's safe to assume it's where he keeps all that stuff. Why don't we just teleport in there, hunt them down, and leave?"

I thought about that for a second. It had merit, but I could also see where it might be risky.

"What about all the security?" Jake asked. "According to Sage and Eli, the place is locked down like Fort Knox. I don't think it's safe to assume that there are no cameras inside the building."

Luther arched a dark brow and held up his fingers as if to snap them. A wicked grin spread across his face. "I'll be right back."

With that, he snapped his fingers and disappeared without so much as a puff of smoke.

Jake drew his brows down. "Where do you reckon he went?"

I shrugged. "Heck if I know. I've just about given up trying to figure him out."

That was so far from the truth that I blushed when Jake pinned me with a knowing stare.

I threw up a hand. "Fine. I haven't given up. In fact, I'm even more curious now than ever. He’s hiding something big, and Mom and Dad both know about it. Mom was acting cagey last night, and dad sent me into the house to get a fresh bottle of wine while we were out by the pool. When I came back, I heard him warning Luther that if he didn't tell me about something, they would."

My brother frowned as he pulled two Cokes from my mini fridge and handed me one. "I don’t like the sound of that, but I also know that if it was something too horrible, Mom and Dad would do more than just warn him and give him the chance to come clean on his own. It can't be too hideous."

I popped open my Coke and took a long drink, trying to swallow my frustration along with the soda. "Just because it isn't dangerous doesn't mean it’s something I can live with. I know it has something to do with his marriage, or at least I think it does. Either that, or he's got two big issues that he needs to tell me about instead of one."

Jake's eyes went wide. "Are you saying he's married?"

I shook my head. "No. That was what I asked him, and he said he used to be. He also said there was a long story behind it and that he would tell me about it when we had a few hours to sit down and discuss it."

Jake started to say more, but a rush of magic that I'd come to associate with Luther washed through the room. I held up my finger. Sure enough, two seconds later, Luther popped back in.

"Where’d you go?" I asked.

"To check out the security there. Nobody's gonna think twice about seeing a raven flying over, and there happens to be a broken window in the back."

I arched a brow. There happened to be a broken window, or there is one now?"

He waved a hand, giving me an ornery grin. "Tomato tomahto. My point is that I managed to get in and verify that there are no security cameras in the building. We're good to go."

What about the guards?" Jake asked. "Surely they patrol through there."

Luther shook his head. "I don't think so. There's a padlock on the outside of the door, so I can't imagine that's part of where they go."

This day was getting better and better, and I let some of Luther's exuberance spread through me. We'd already gotten two artifacts in twenty-four hours, and now a half dozen more were within arm’s reach. Things were looking up.
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I gave the flask one more once-over just to make sure there weren't any traces of magic left, then locked it in my desk drawer. If I'd learned anything at all from this experience, it was that I couldn't leave anything lying around randomly. Even though it was no longer dangerous, Drake would be heartbroken if he didn't get it back.

As I twisted the lock, Jake's stomach growled. I laughed. "I guess it has been a while since the chicken on the beach. How about we head to the Clam for some celebratory shrimp?"

His face lit up. The Cozy Clam was a staple in our town. It was just a little local fish house ran by Larry's sister, Maris, and her husband. Unlike the chain stores, everything there was fresh and seasonal. A lot of that even came off Larry's shrimp boat.

On cue, Luther's stomach growled too. "What are we waiting for?"

As tempted as we were to teleport so that we didn't have to wait any longer, we decided it would probably be better to drive than pop in out of thin air in front of a bunch of humans. Not by much though. When we got there, I was happy to see the place wasn't too busy and that our corner booth was open.

We'd barely slid in before Maris, a smiling, portly woman, bustled over to us, patting her gray bun. "Where have you three been? I haven't seen you in days. I was about to send out the troops lookin’ for you."

"It's good to see you too," I said, scooting to the middle of the round booth. “We’ve been working our butts off, but we decided we can't wait another minute for shrimp."

She glanced at the three of us. "And where's the fourth musketeer? My all-you-can-eat clams aren’t going to eat themselves."

I chuckled. Eli was famous for eating his weight in those, and though the matronly woman teased him about eating her out of house and home, I knew she loved every minute of it. The woman was born to feed people—it was her happy place. Fortunately, one of our happy places was being fed, so it worked out well for all of us.

"He's met someone, and after we all went to the beach this morning, we sent them on their merry way. It's just the three of us today."

"That's just fine with me," she replied. "What are you guys eating today? Our special is shrimp three ways with fries, coleslaw, and hush puppies."

I glanced at the two guys, who both nodded.

"I'm in," Jake exclaimed, and Luther nodded.

"Looks like will have three of those then," I told her, my stomach rumbling at the thought.

"I'll be right back with your teas," she replied.

"And an extra basket of hush puppies?" Jake asked.

She winked, her blue eyes merry. "That's a given."

While we waited, I glanced around the restaurant. Three girls that Jake, Eli, and I had gone to school with were sitting at the bar. We were all friendly and even went out together every couple of months or so.

Catherine, the unofficial leader of their crew, caught my eye and smiled. "Sage!" she called. "Where the heck have you guys been? We haven't seen you in like three weeks."

The two other girls with her turned toward us when she spoke. Each of them picked up her cup and headed our direction. Fortunately, our table was big enough for eight, so there was plenty of room when they squished in on either side.

Janie, a cute brunette who'd had her eyes on Jake since high school, squeezed a little closer to him than was strictly necessary. Rather than move away, he smiled at her. A little niggle of suspicion wormed its way into my brain. Since he'd started dating The Evil Professor a couple of months before, he'd ditched me at almost every opportunity. She, for some reason, wasn't a fan of me, and up ‘til now, he'd kinda gone with it. 

It had caused tension between us, and I didn't like that, but Eli kept assuring me it was a phase and that it would pass. Now, taking into consideration that he'd blown her off on a beautiful day and was now accepting Janie's attention, I had to wonder if that time was near. Honestly, I hoped it was. It wasn't that I didn't want Jake to be happy, but he and I were a package deal, and I knew he didn't like blowing me off.

Catherine leaned in, then glanced over her shoulder to make sure nobody would overhear her. "I heard you two were at the charity dinner at the university last night. Were you there when Elizabeth died?"

Had it been anybody other than Catherine asking, I would've thought it was morbid, but I'd known her long enough though that I knew she wasn't asking like that. Since all three of the girls there were magical, they knew about the artifacts, so they’d probably put two and two together.

"We were," I replied. "It was awful. She was perfectly fine one minute and dead the next."

Pity washed over Katie's face. "I knew Elizabeth fairly well, and that's a real shame. Do you have any idea what happened? Do you think it was related to ... you know?"

I breathed a deep, heavy sigh. "I'm almost positive it was. What other reason would make somebody her age just drop dead? I can't figure out what it was though."

I waffled back and forth between telling them about finding the secret hiding spot inside of the jewelry box, then decided to come clean. The more people in the magic community that knew what to look for, the better. Since they were friends and were actively keeping an eye out, I wouldn't have been able to forgive myself if they came across an object and got accidentally whammied because of something hidden inside of it.

"There was a ring of some sort hidden inside of the jewelry box."

Catherine tilted her head. "What jewelry box?"

I realized that I'd started in the middle instead of at the beginning. "Did you hear about Brittany being robbed?"

All three girls nodded, but it was Stephanie, the middle girl, who replied. "We did, but how on earth did anybody get through their security? That place has more cameras and guards than Buckingham Palace."

Understanding washed across Katherine's face. "Nobody got in, did they? It was an artifact."

Jake nodded. “It was, which would've been fine if that's all it had been. We managed to retrieve the jewelry box though, and there was a slit in the fabric and a spot worn into it in the shape of a ring. Well, not actually a ring because it was too small for anything that would fit on a finger, but it was something circular. Right now, we’re running on the assumption that it was cursed. There's nothing that small listed in the book, so —"

Katie gasped. "So you're saying there might be artifacts tucked inside of artifacts that we have no clue about? The book might not have them recorded?"

I swallowed and nodded. The horror on her face reflected my own emotions, and I got sick to my stomach all over again. "That's exactly what I'm saying."

Catherine blew out a breath. "That certainly puts a new spin on things. How many possibilities are we looking at?"

Luther spoke for the first time. "I flipped through the book while Jade was taking the whammy off another item that we found this morning. All in all, there are only three other things in there that could possibly hold hidden items. There's a small clutch purse, a man's wallet, and a hat. Everything else is metal or wood."

"Okay, then," Stephanie said.

I held up a finger as Maris approached the table and sat down two large cardboard baskets full of hush puppies. I thanked her as she handed out our drinks, and when she'd left, I turned my attention back to Stephanie. 

She plucked one of the doughy treats out of the basket and squirted some cocktail sauce on it. "Let's not get ahead of ourselves. Right now, tell us about this ring. How big was it? Was it perfectly round?"

I thought about that for a second. "It was maybe as big around as the end of your pinky or just a little bigger. Maybe it was some kind of a necklace charm or something? It wasn't an earring because I don't think there would've been room for two of them in there. And besides, she wasn't wearing any small hoops. That's about what size it was, though."

"Have you just asked Brittany about it?" Catherine asked.

I shook my head. "She was a mess last night, and I'm not sure how to approach her about it. There are some other things that her dad picked up at the same auction, and we've pretty much pinned down that five of them are artifacts. We’re gonna get those back tonight, assuming he still has them locked up in his shed."

Katie's face lit up. "I have an idea of what it might've been."

I'd just popped hush puppy into my mouth, but I figured this is one of those times when it was okay to talk around it. "Do tell then."

"Was she wearing a nose ring?"

I thought about that for a second, trying to pull the pictures Eli had taken up into my mind.

"No," Luther said. "All she was wearing were earrings, a couple necklaces, several bracelets, and a ring on every finger."

Stephanie huffed out a breath and rolled her eyes. "All? I swear, I hate to speak ill of the dead, but that girl had the worst fashion sense when it came to jewelry. I'd bet my last dollar she had a nose ring in. We got our noses pierced together in high school, but it freaked her dad out. Was he there?"

Catherine shook her head. "No. He wasn't supposed to be there last night. He had a meeting with my dad and the rest of the Board of Directors for the bank."

Luther frowned. "He absolutely was there. We spoke to him right after she died."

"If that's true, there's a solid chance Elizabeth spotted him from across the room and pulled the nose ring out before he could see it. She might've been in her mid-twenties, but she very much walked the line when it came to him."

Taking a giant gulp of my tea to wash the food out of my mouth, I pulled out my phone and pulled up James's number. Thankfully, answered after just wondering. "Hey," I said. "Have you inventoried Elizabeth's stuff yet?"

He sighed. "Yes, Sage, I have. I just haven't had a chance to get the list to you yet."

"Was there a nose ring in her purse or maybe in her pocket?" I asked.

"As a matter fact, there was. It was in a small pocket in her skirt. Why? Is that the one you're looking for?"

"It is. Please tell me that nobody there touched it. Please tell me you had them follow the protocol."

I'd given him strict instructions to only allow the one magical corner on his staff to handle any of the suspicious deaths. She knew how to handle things, and I'd given her a pair of gloves identical to my own to keep her safe.

"Of course," he replied. “I don't want anybody else hurt, and my staff have strict directives to follow her orders to the letter. In fact, I called her in by herself last night."

I breathed a sigh of relief. "So they’re locked up and safe?"

"Yep, she has them downstairs. If you'd like, I can bring them to you."

"When?" I asked. "Right now, we’re all at the Clam having dinner. Have you eaten?"

"Nope, and in fact, I was heading over there myself. I heard they're doing shrimp four ways, and that's my favorite. I'll be there in a few minutes. I was just leaving, so I’ll stop down and get the bag and bring it to you."

I debated telling him that I was there with Luther, but at this point, he probably assumed it anyway. "Great. See you then."

Just as I hung up, our food came, and the girls left so we could eat in peace after drawing a promise from us that we'd all go out that weekend. I went ahead and told Maris that James was on his way and put his food order in so it would be ready when he got there. I didn't even have to turn around when he entered the restaurant because the magic rolling off whatever he was carrying was so strong I felt it from across the room.

Luther sucked in a breath. "Do you feel that?"

I nodded and swallowed. "I do. That can't be in here."

Luther, who was sitting on the outside of the booth, pushed to his feet. "I'll get it and take it and lock it in the SUV. And I’ll ward it, too."

I nodded and watched as he strode toward James. Thankfully, my ex didn't so much as bar an eye when Luther reached for the briefcase he was carrying.

Maris came with James's food just as he made it to the table, and he snatched a blackened shrimp from his plate as he slid in. "I assume this is for me?"

I smiled. "If it wasn't, it is now. But yeah, I went ahead and ordered for you."

He looked in the direction Luther had gone. "I assume we found our item? You don't even need to look at it?"

I shuddered. "I didn't need to look at it. I felt it as soon as you walked in the door. You'll also be happy to know that we retrieved the jewelry box that stole Brittany's jewelry, and we think we've found six more items that her father picked up at the same auction."

Relief washed across his features. "That's amazing. How are you gonna get them from him? I assume your dad pulled some strings to get the lists because most of the time, these auction people are tightlipped."

I grinned, my heart lighter than it had been in days. "It does help to have a father in high places. We think we've figured out how to get them, but you might not want to hear about it."

He rolled his eyes. "You're probably right, but at this point, if it keeps everybody safe, I don't really care how you do it."

I breathed a sigh of relief when Luther strode back in a few minutes later. When he joined us, James actually smiled at him. I wasn't sure what had changed, but this was turning out to be a fabulous day. I wasn't going to question it.
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An hour later, we were back in my shop. I didn't want to leave the curse on that ring for a second longer than I had to. For good measure, I decided to go over every piece of jewelry he'd brought. Considering how much she'd been wearing, that took a while. I wasn't willing to batch it, so I went over every piece individually. Luckily, sort of, the tiny gold ring was the only thing with any bad juju at all.

"How do you reckon she got ahold of it?" Jake asked. "I mean, it was hidden in there, and it wasn't even her jewelry box.” 

I shrugged. "Without coming straight out and asking Brittany, I'm not sure we’re ever going to know the answer to that. My guess is that Brittany found it in there, and since her nose wasn't pierced, she gave it to her sister."

Luther nodded. "In this case, I think the simplest explanation is probably the right one. And also, it's probably merciful that we don't tell her. That would be an awful thing to have on your conscience."

Jake rubbed his chin. “What I can’t figure is why it didn’t kill her before, though. I mean, why did it take her taking it off to activate the curse?”

I touched my nose. “Maybe that’s exactly what triggered it. She had to touch it to activate it, and when she took it off, the connection ended and the killing part kicked in.”  

It was as good an explanation as any. With all the other jewelry tested, I turned my attention to the nose ring. It really was pretty—gold with a few diamond chips around it. After putting on my gloves, I fastened it into a clamp that I reserved for small pieces. As tiny as it was, I didn't want it jumping around while I was trying to take a death curse off of it.

"Stand back," I said, then looked behind me to make sure both guys complied. As I leaned forward, magic popped in the air, and Axel, our skunk familiar, appeared.

"Holy wow," he said, his black eyes wide. "What is that?"

"What's what?" I asked.

"This entire room is covered in magical sludge. What are you working on?" He crept closer to my desk and hopped up on my lap.

I grabbed ahold of him as he leaned toward my workbench. "Stay back. It's the piece that killed that girl last night. I was just about to take the course off of it."

"I don't think you should do that. I think you need to take that to Sybil, and call Charity, too."

I rolled my eyes at him and started to push him off my lap. He bit my finger when I reached toward my desk, and I yelped.

"I'm not kidding,” he said, giving me a skunky frown. “Don't touch that. That's magic beyond what you're used to dealing with, and I can tell you right now nothing good is going to come of it if you try to mess with it. Call in the troops."

My little skunk was one of the most reckless beings I'd ever met. He was also fearless and had a blatant disregard for every rule ever written. If he was spooked, there was a reason to be.

"Fine," I said, squeezing my finger. "But you didn’t have to bite me."

He crossed his front paws over his chest. "Apparently I did. You were ignoring me while all I was trying to do was keep you from dying."

Oddly, that warmed my heart. It also emphasized how serious he was. Before I even had a chance to say anything, Sybil popped into the room. As always, she was elegant and put together. Her makeup was flawless, and her white linen pants were pressed to within an inch of their life. Her dark hair was piled on top of her head with a few curls expertly arranged around her face and nape.

I raised a brow. "How did you know?"

"I called her," Luther said.

I studied him. His hands were in his pockets and there's no way he'd tapped out a text in the past five seconds. However, I'd learned that he and she had an odd connection, so I didn't question it.

"What seems to be the problem?"

Before I could answer her, she gasped. "Never mind. I know exactly what the problem is. You weren’t seriously going to try to do this by yourself, were you, Sage?"

The implied reprimand made me bristle. "Actually, I was. Why?" The fact that I asked made me feel like a kid being chastened.

She sighed and softened her tone. Because this one is particularly nasty. I recognize the magic, and if you'd attempted to break it by yourself, it would've probably killed you. I'm sorry I snapped, but between Luther's emergency call and the feeling I got when I popped in, it scared me."

Mollified, I swallowed my pride and just tried to be grateful that I had such a great team on my side. "So what do we do?"

She stepped around me and cautiously approached my bench. "We call Charity. This isn't something even I’m willing to tackle by myself." She glanced at Luther. "Do you recognize it?"

He shook his head. "I can barely even feel it."

She furrowed her brow. "Really?"

He shrugged.. "Yeah. I mean, I could reach out and see —"

Sybil shook her head and raised a hand to cut him off. "No. Don't mess with that at all."

She pulled out her phone and scrolled through her contacts, then put her phone to her ear. Thankfully, Charity answered, and she gave her the rundown. "Okay. We'll meet you at my place in ten minutes."

"Ten minutes?" I exclaimed. "She lives two counties over."

She gave me an exasperated look and pulled a small, beaded bag from her purse. "I'm aware. I want to teleport over and bring her back. Carefully, as if your life depends on it because it does, put that ring in this, then meet me at my place. Don't drive. Teleport."

"Wait just a second," Jake said. "If this thing is so lethal, why didn't it kill Elizabeth or the people at the auction house?"

She sighed. "I have no idea. As far as the people at the auction house, maybe you have to touch it directly. As far as Brittany, maybe she didn't touch it, either. Maybe Elizabeth found it before she did and commandeered it. It's not like sisters don't do that. We should just be grateful she's safe. Now, wrapped that puppy up and get to my place, now."

With that, she snapped her fingers and disappeared.

I stepped toward the bench, and Axel put his hand on my leg. "Be careful, girlie. The thing’s nothing to mess with, and I kinda like having you around."

I pulled in a deep, steadying breath as I put my gloves on, grateful for the protection they'd obviously afforded me. I pulled the drawstring open on the pouch and carefully took the nose ring from the clamp, then dropped it in. As I pulled the drawstring tight, a little current of magic zipped down the strings, closing it.

I breathed a sigh of relief. "All right then. Who's going with me?"

I tucked the pouch into my pocket and held out my hands. Jake took one and Luther took the other while Axel scrambled onto my shoulder. Five seconds later, we were standing on the front porch of Sybil’s beachfront house, the waves crashing in the background. We’d barely landed when she and Charity appeared beside us out of thin air. 

I pulled the pouch from my pocket, but Sybil shook her head. "Not here. Let's take it to the safe room."

She had a special spot in her outbuilding where we'd removed the spells from a couple of the other objects. I knew it was warded to the nines, so I waited until we got in there before I pulled the pouch from my pocket and handed it to Charity.

She placed it on a workbench, then pulled a pair of gloves nearly identical to mine from her purse. "Let's get this party started."

Sybil put her hand on Charity’s arm. "Honestly, I don't think we should have this many people in the room. This is probably something you and I should handle on our own."

Charity glanced around the room, then shrugged. "If you say so, I'll take you at your word. You guys skedaddle."

I scowled. "Wait just a minute. You guys said you were going to teach me how to do this stuff. I'd rather stick around."

Charity glanced at Sybil. "She has a point. At least let me check it out before we shut her out."

She said a few words over the purse, and the magical unsealed. When she turned the bag upside down and the nose ring fell into her hand, she gasped and shook her head so hard her curls slapped her in her face. “No. Absolutely not. It's going to take me hours to work through this, and I'm going to need absolute focus. This isn't an item for you to learn on."

Though it frustrated me, I wasn't stupid. I'd been around magic all my life, and I knew whatever curse was on that item was a doozy. This was no time for pride. I nodded. "Then we’ll be outside when you're finished."

With that, I left the magical area, pulling the door shut behind me. Some things are better left to the professionals.

Though Luther and Jake did their best to distract me, I'd nearly paced a hole in the front porch by the time Charity came back out. Her curly hair was disheveled, and her complexion was pale. 

I rushed toward her. "Are you okay? Did you get it?"

She nodded and plopped down heavily onto a step, her colorful boho skirt spreading around her. "I did, but I have no idea how that hasn't killed more than just one person. I don't think I've ever came across a spell like that, and I hope I never do again. You have to promise me that from now on, you call me anytime an item kills somebody. I'd hate for something to happen to you, and I'm afraid if you'd attempted that by yourself, you wouldn't be standing here right now. 

Handing her a glass of lemonade from a tray on the porch, I nodded. "I promise."

Not for the first time, I thanked my lucky stars to have people like her in my corner.
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Chapter Eleven
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"I don't know about this," I said a couple hours later, wiping my damp palms on my black jeans. "Eli, are you sure none of your Spidey senses are going off?"
He closed his eyes, and I recognized from his expression that he was tapping into his magic. "I really don't. I respect your intuition, Shmoo, but in this case, I don't share it."
Luther took me by the elbow and gave it a reassuring squeeze. "I know my intuition isn't as good as his, but I'm not feeling any sense of foreboding either. Is it possible you're just a little spooked because of what Charity told you?"
I ran that through my mind, trying it on for size. It was true that brushing that close to death might've scared me a little, but I wasn't quite sure that was what was fueling my current unease. "I don't know. All I know is that something doesn't feel right."

Luther and Eli glanced back and forth between themselves. I couldn't tell whether they were trying to figure out how to tell me to suck it up or whether they were actually considering my concerns. To be fair, Eli was the intuitive among us. I'd never had much in that department other than straight gut feelings, so if he wasn't sensing any danger, I understood why he was skeptical. 

Looking at that way, I shook it off. Never once in our entire lives had Eli not got a bad feeling before something horrible happened. Shoot, a lot of times he even sensed the little stuff—losing his car keys, me flunking a science test and getting detention in high school, or getting a speeding ticket because I was flying too fast down the ocean view Drive. In fact, I couldn't think of a single time when something had gone wrong that Eli hadn't texted me or even called if he wasn't with me to tell me to be careful. He was right, and I was being unreasonable. 

That realization brought with it a whole rush of other emotions. I didn't like being afraid, and I tended to be a daredevil. If one brush with death was enough to scare me straight, I might be facing an existential crisis.
"Knock it off," Eli said, rolling his eyes. "I saw where your brain just went, and you're full of it. You're just fine. In fact, I'd be worried about you if you weren't a little spooked after almost dying from being overconfident. Luther's already scouted, the building, and you know he can teleport us there was no problem. All we have to do is get in, cast a spell to keep our light from shining through the windows, then dig through all of his treasures at our leisure."
He was right. I was being silly. "All right, then. Let's get it done. I held out my hand to Luther, and Eli took his other one. Since neither of us had ever been to that part of the estate, we had no way of getting there by ourselves. I felt the familiar tug of moving through space, and a couple seconds later, we were standing in utter darkness. I held on to Luther's hand for an extra few seconds as I regained my equilibrium. Being visually deprived made it a little tougher than usual.
Eli muttered a few words, and my ears popped as his spell settled around the parameters of the building.
"All set?" Luther asked.

"Yep. Go for it," Eli replied. Luther snapped his fingers, and a warm ball of light hovered above us, illuminating the entire space. Dust modes floated through the air, and I sneezed, wrinkling my nose at the musty smell of an old building full of stale air. 

Glancing around, I was surprised by how big the building actually was. It was about twice as large as a two-car garage, and shelves and work tables lined the perimeter. Various sized boxes were stacked on top of each other in the corners, leaning precariously. "Wow. There has to be a hundred boxes in here. How are we ever going to get through the mall?"
Eli stepped around a stack of boxes and an old lawnmower to the center of the room. "Just close your eyes and do what Sybil and Charity showed us. Let your magic find stray magic."
A couple of months before, both of them had gone with us on a similar search of another man's workshop and had taught us how to single out items with magical residue. Eli was right. I had the tools to do it, so I closed my eyes and focused. I'd barely tapped my magic before of foreign spark of energy drew me to the far corner of the building. "There!" I exclaimed, pointing. "I'm picking up something over there, and it's powerful."
I dropped my backpack from my shoulders and pulled it around so I could reach into it. Before we’d come, I’d spelled it with enough protective wards and safeguards that nothing I put inside would be able to get out. I'd stuffed my gloves in there along with two spare pairs for the guys. Pulling them out, I handed Luther and Eli theirs then slipped mine on. The little niggle of worry that had nearly paralyzed me before we'd come slid its finger down my spine again. "Before either of you touch anything, I think it's a good idea for all three of us to give it a magical once over.” 

Both men nodded, and I moved toward the signature I'd picked up a few moments before. As I got closer, the signal became stronger, and I realized it was coming from more than one source. I paused and picked apart the different flavors, so to speak. "I think there are at least five things here. Or at least, I'm picking up that many different signatures."

Since everybody on the planet and in all of time had their own magical signature, that gave me hope that I was about to find a treasure trove of bad things. I zeroed in on the top box, sending my magic through it. When that yielded nothing, I moved to the one under it. Bingo. "It's that one."

Luther moved forward and took the top box off the stack, then carefully picked up the one I'd indicated and moved it to a workbench.
Eli joined us, and all three of us used every sense we had to examine the box. After a few seconds, Eli nodded. "I'm sensing five things, too."
"Same," Luther added. He glanced at me. "Do you think it's safe to open the box? This is kind of your bit."
Carefully, I popped open the flaps of the box, taking care not to touch any of the contents. Charities warning rang in my ears. Immediately, my gaze landed on an old tiny oil can and the tin cup. I recognized both of them from the book, but they were to items that had no description of the curses. That meant I was flying blind. I pulled my gloves up over my wrists and reached into the box to pull them out. Setting them carefully to the side, I glanced at Eli. 

He grinned. "That's two."

I dug through a few random pieces of junk before I came to the bottom of the box. There, I struck gold and found the other three pieces. I pulled out the candlestick, a hair comb, and a small purse. A little thrill of relief shot through me when I realized those three were all on our critical list.

"Be especially careful with that purse," Luther said studying it. “It might have something tucked inside of it, and the last thing we need is a repeat of the last few days."

I huffed a breath out through my nose. "Yeah, got that. Been there, got the T-shirt, and almost died for it. I make a lot of mistakes, but I try not to make the same one twice."
Once I’d popped the items into the backpack, I zipped it up so they wouldn't drown out anything else in the room.
I glanced around. "Do either of you sense anything else? We’re still missing the earrings that were on the list.” 

Those were particularly important to me because they were something the girls would be interested in. If they weren’t here, we'd have to figure out a way to search the house.

Luther scowled. "It was stupid of me not to examine her bedroom while I was in there. We knew exactly where she was at, and I had plenty of time."

Eli waved a hand. "That's spilt milk. There's no need to beat yourself up, especially considering we had no idea at the time what we were dealing with."

While they were talking, I was studying the rest of the room. Though I didn't pick up any more Romani magic, I was shocked when plain old witch magic tickled the outsides my senses from a spot across the room. I picked my way through the boxes and piles of junk, pausing every few steps to rescan the room. Once I made it most of the way to the corner, I realized there was more than one item stashed somewhere on that end of the room.

Eli picked up on what I was doing before Luther did. "Are you sensing something, Sage?"

"Yeah," I replied, holding up my hand. "But it's not Romani magic. There's something else in here—two some things, actually—that have magical ugly on them."

"You mean the kind of magical ugly you work with on a daily basis?" Luther asked, moving toward me.

I nodded. "Give me a minute. I’m almost there.” 

I moved one box off a stack of four, sure that's where it was coming from. Once I had it in my hands though, I didn't sense anything in it. Setting aside, I lifted the second box. It was then that I saw a 16th-century battle ax hanging on the wall, hidden initially by the boxes. "Holy crap, guys. Come check this out."

I moved the rest of the stack of boxes out of the way so that I could reach over the workbench for the ax. Since this type of magic was completely within my wheelhouse, it only took me a few seconds to realize that it wasn't anything that was going to kill me. Just residual bad juju from all the skulls it had probably split.

Still, it wasn't something I was comfortable leaving behind.
Eli stood beside me, examining the ax. The golden light from Luther's orb gleamed off the tarnished blade. Examining it closer, I gasped. "This isn't a standard battleax. This is ceremonial. Unless I miss my guess, this is silver. The plates on the hilt, I mean. And the steel the blade is made of is of the highest quality. This thing’s worth a crap ton of money, and here it is, hanging on a wall."
Eli pulled in a deep breath, then blew it out through pursed lips. "What should we do? We can't just steal it, but we can't leave it here like that either."
Luther, gloves still on, took the ax from me, his expression reverent. "Not to date myself, but this brings back a lot of memories. I had one similar to this that I won in a contest. Unless I miss my guess, it's German made.”
I arched a brow. "That would've been a whole lot more impressive had you not told on yourself and just let me believe you knew that much about antiques."

His lips curved into a self-deprecating smile. "I'll keep that in mind for future reference. I suppose you could always take it with you, cleanse it, then bring it back."

I sighed, knowing he was right but not liking it. "It kills me to have it hanging in here where nobody can see it, unappreciated and dirty." 

In my family, that was almost sacrilege. Something like this should've been gleaming above somebody's fireplace or on prominent display in a case in a museum somewhere.

Eli shrugged. "Maybe your dad could reach out to Mr. Martel and just casually throw out that he'd heard about how he liked to collect things. After you take it, cleanse it, and bring it back, that is. That might get him an invite to examine the stuff, then he could make an offer."

It was in a horrible idea, and I resisted the urge to dig deeper through the boxes. Now that I'd found something that amazing, the treasure hunter in me was dying to know what else might be buried among the boxes and bags. Since the ax was too big to fit in my backpack, I took it back across the room and laid it beside it. 

"I sensed something else, so give me a second. You guys check other spaces out.” 

Pushing their presence from my mind, I pushed my magic through the room in search of the other trace I'd picked up. It happened to be coming from the same workbench, but a few feet down. As my magic honed in on it, I stepped closer and smiled when I found a book. I grinned when I saw it was Edgar Allan Poe. Never in my entire career—and by that, I mean my entire life since that's what my family does—have I come across a Poe book that didn't have at least a little bit of dark residue on it. 

I popped it into my bag, and after we spent the next ten minutes exploring the room, we were content that we’d gotten everything. 

“Ready to go?” Luther asked, holding out his hand.

“Ready,” Eli and I both said. 

Eli released the wards on the building and Luther extinguished his light, then we teleported out with five of the artifacts and two standardly dirty ones with nobody the wiser. It was a good night.
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Chapter Twelve
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The next day, Luther showed up at my house just in time for pancakes. It was becoming a regular thing for him, but rather than gleefully plowing through an entire stack and eating his weight in bacon like usual, he mostly just shoved his food around on the plate. 

Since my entire family was there, I didn't say anything. I wasn't the only person that noticed though. My mom and dad kept shooting him glances when they thought he wasn't looking, and Jake flat out called him on it.

"What's up with you man? I know there's nothing wrong with the pancakes because I just ate six of them. They’re as amazing as always, so if it’s not the food, then what is it?"

Luther shot a glance at me, then returned his gaze to his plate. "There's nothing wrong with the pancakes. I’ve just got a lot of my mind."

Jake raised a brow. What could possibly be so important that you can't appreciate the best pancakes in the country?"

I kicked my insensitive brother under the table and shot him a Jedi death glare. He scowled at me but didn't say another word.

Once I cleared my plate, Luther coughed into his hand. "Can we take a walk? I think it's time for us to have that talk."

I glanced at my parents, who suddenly had a million other places to look than at us. "I guess. I'm not gonna lie though. I'm a little worried. Do I want to have this talk?"

"Not nearly as bad as I don't want to," he muttered almost under his breath. "But we need to get it out of the way."

Since all sorts of horrible scenarios were running through my head, I almost knocked my orange juice over when I stood up. Just to have something to do, I picked it up and drained it. I was the type of person who preferred to face things head on, so I steeled myself and lead us into the backyard and over to a cabana on the other side of the pool. 

Motioning to one cushioned chair, I took a seat in another. "I know you said you wanted to take a walk, but I just ate about twenty pounds of pancakes. Is it okay if we just sit out here and relax?"

He nodded. "I suppose so. Considering you might not ever want to see me again, it might be better if we’re not too far away from your house."

I ran my hand over my face. "Now you're worrying me. What can be so bad that I'd never want to see you again?"

He shrugged. "I guess it all depends on how you look at it. But it's pretty bad."

Inpatient with the tension, I rolled my hands. "Then let's get on with it. The faster you tell me, the faster we'll both have answers.” 

I motioned again to the chair opposite mine.

He shook his head. "I'd rather stand. In fact, I don't even think I can do that, at least not without moving." He began to pace. "I told you I was married."

I nodded, but he didn't say anything else. After a few moments, I did. "Yeah, you did. But I'm gonna need a little more information than that. Being married before isn't a big deal. Shoot, considering how long you’ve been alive, being married four or five times wouldn’t be a big deal, unless of course you killed one of them. Then I might have a problem."

He stopped dead in his tracks and looked at me, his expression stricken and his face pale. "Why would you say that?"

I raised my brows. "I was trying to break the tension, but now I'm wondering if I hit a sore spot. How about you just spit it out and get it over with."

He sighed and ran a hand through his hair. "Her name was Mary, and I loved her very much."

This was starting to feel like pulling teeth from a dragon. I knew it had to be done, but I wasn't sure I was gonna live through it. "Okay." I wasn't sure what else to say.

"We were both very young, and we had a fight." He resumed pacing.

"People fight," I said, growing impatient.

"No, I mean we really had a fight. She was a witch, and she was fiery." His gaze took on a faraway look, and I knew he was no longer seeing my backyard. "She was magnificent. Long, flowing red hair, and green eyes that flashed like lightning. Her smile was brighter than the sun, and her temper was hotter than hellfire. To be fair, it wasn't any worse than mine. Our relationship was tempestuous."

Suddenly, I didn't like the direction this was going. Rather than saying anything, I waited for him to continue.

"She thought I was cheating on her, and when I got home from the market that evening, she was waiting on me. I'd never seen her angrier. It seems her friends saw me speaking with the cobbler's daughter and misunderstood what they saw. I was ordering Mary pair of new boots, and the girl turned her ankle on a rock outside of their shop. I picked her up and carried her inside, and that must have been what Mary's friends saw." 

He shook his head. "Anyway, as soon as I walked through the door, she through a piece of pottery at me, screaming and accusing me of cheating on her. I managed to dodge it along with several other things, but then she started using her magic. She hit me with a bolt of energy, and it opened a gash bone deep in my arm. When she saw that she'd managed to wound me, she charged at me."

The look on his face was so tortured it was all I can do not to reach out to him. This was his story to tell, though, and I'd let him do it. Cold fingers of dread slid down my spine as the scenario played out in my head. I swallowed, torn between having to know what came next and not wanting to hear it.

"Instinctively, I shifted before I bled to death. You see, I heal when I shift. My natural form is that of a wolf, and when she charged at me, I swiped at her."

He looked at me, his eyes tortured. "I didn't mean to. It was just reflex, and it happened so quickly."

My mouth was dry, and the pancakes were pushing against the back of my throat. "What didn’t you mean to do?"

"My claw caught her on the inside of her leg as she kicked at me. It hit an artery, and she bled out right there on the floor in front of me. No amount of magic could save her."

My heart went out to him, but at least now I understood why my parents insisted that he tell me. This wasn't something I could dismiss out of hand. Rather than offer immediate platitudes, I clamped my mouth shut and thought it through.

"How old were you when this happened?"

"Three and twenty. A man fully grown."

A detached part my brain noticed that his language had reverted to something much older.

"If you could have taken it back, would you have? Right then, I mean?"

His gaze shot to me. "If I could have exchanged my life or hers, I gladly would have."

I didn't have a lot of experience in this arena, and granted, this was not exactly a typical situation, but it didn't feel to me as if it was something he did in cold blood. In fact, it sounded like self-defense. "Have you ever experienced anything like that since? That level of rage or desire to hurt somebody you care about?"

I studied him carefully as he thought about the answer because it was important. Critical, even.

He shook his head, not even pausing before he answered. "I didn't have a desire to hurt her even then. I do have a temper, and I've been in my share of wars. I've killed people in them, but never in cold blood." His gaze landed upon me, pleading. "You have to believe me, Sage. I would never hurt you."

I studied him, chewing on my lip. "Have you been married since then? Or even been in a serious relationship?"

He shook his head, self-loathing etched across his face. "No. I've never wanted to put myself back in that situation. Don't get me wrong—there have been dalliances, but never anything like I felt for her. At least until now."

That was a whole basket full of emotions that I wasn't ready to unpack, and I held up a hand. "I need time to think about this, but I don't think it changes anything. It doesn't sounds to me like you did anything wrong. You were defending yourself."

"Sage, I killed my wife."

I shook my head. "I don't think you did. I think she died while you were defending yourself. There's a big difference there."

I stood and walked toward him, then placed my hand on his face. "I don't think this is something that needs decided in the span of a few minutes. I need some time to think about it, and I think maybe you should too. I can't absolve you of your guilt, and maybe you need to deal with that before you can move forward."

"So what does that mean for us?"

I sighed. "Like I said, I'm not willing to just jump forward without thinking about it, but I think it means we just continue to take things slow and get to know each other. That’s your demon, though, and I can’t fight it for you." I held my hand out to him and smiled when he took it. "Any other whoppers I need to know about?"

His mouth curved  just a little. "None like this. I figured I'd hit you with the biggest one first."

I huffed out a breath through my nose and gave him a half smile. "Good strategy. After that, there's not a whole lot you could tell me that would shock me. Now, let's go back inside. I think I have room for one more piece of bacon."

As I led him across the yard, I knew in my heart he'd never hurt me. That didn't mean he was whole, but I was willing to help him get there if he was willing to help himself. I had a feeling he'd be worth it.

* * *
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