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I should have listened to my instincts. Something felt off when I added the ground celestial feather to the phoenix ash. I couldn’t quite put my finger on what it was, but there was a distinct sense of wrongness. Fortunately, I did listen to my instincts when the mixture began to fizz. I dove under the workbench and was quickly accompanied by Wispy - just in the nick of time, too. The mixture exploded with a rather impressive array of colour. The explosion itself was almost musical in the way it began with a deep thrumming boom and ended in a high-pitched shriek. Unfortunately, the mess it made of my lab was equally as impressive, and difficult to clean up. The knocking on the floor from the apartment below wrapped up the entire experience. 

“Yes, Mrs. Frank, I know, stop making things explode,” I muttered to myself as I crawled out from my safe space under the desk. 

Wispy remained under the desk, watching, waiting. I rolled my eyes at the will-o’-the-wisp. He could be so melodramatic sometimes. Just because I’d blown up the previous lab didn’t mean I was going to do it again. The powder that had coated the work benches and walls began to pop and fizzle. Maybe Wispy had the right idea, after all. I didn’t quite make it back under the desk before the entire apartment rattled and shuddered and then heaved a great sigh. Everything went deathly silent for one beautiful moment before an awful high-pitched wailing began. I covered my ears and cursed out Kal. He must have given me faulty celestial feather. It was my own fault, I should have checked it more closely. I could hear Mrs. Frank banging on the floor below me, even over the wailing. It was one of those days.

By some miracle, the wailing only lasted fifteen minutes. It took me the rest of the day to clean the lab, though. One of the benches had a number of small holes in it, and the wall had a new crack running down it. My landlord would be glad to be rid of me. It wasn’t my fault. If the alchemical guild would stop getting in the way of my paperwork and allow me to buy my own lab without joining their stupid little club, I wouldn’t keep ruining apartments. I was absolutely exhausted and ready to watch my favourite TV show with the super sexy Elle Kyne front and centre by the end of the day. 

Elle was just about to put an end to the bad guy when my phone rang. Wispy flew around the living room at high speed, which was entirely unhelpful. He stopped dead over the red cushion with the phoenix on the front. He began spitting out small sparks and fluttering. I lifted the cushion to find my phone. I’d missed the call, though. 

“Thank you, Wispy,” I said.

It wasn’t his fault I’d been too slow. I returned to my favourite spot on the sofa and returned the call to my uncle. I hadn’t heard from him in a month, and I hoped he wasn’t in trouble thanks to me. Again. 

“Kaitlyn, how have you been, darling?” 

“Not bad. Truth be told, I’ve been a bit bored.”

“As it happens, I have a cure for that.”

I perked up at that. Wispy buzzed around the phone trying to listen. I shooed him away. 

“Oh?” I enquired.

He chuckled. 

“I have a job proposition for you. I have a friend over in Prague. He’s looking for someone to acquire artifacts for him. There will be a private lab in it for you. The only catch is you have to do a little something else for him first…”

“When do I leave?” I asked.

“6am. It’s not too short notice, is it?” 

“No, no, I’ll manage. Do I have a weight limit?” 

“No, you’ll be travelling with the knowledge merchants. I’ll let Fein know.”

“I can’t wait, Uncle. Thank you!”

“You’re welcome. Ciao.”

“Ciao.”

I danced around the living room with a huge grin on my face. Wispy flew around with me shooting small blue and lilac sparks out in his wake. 

“Oh, Wispy! We’re going to Prague, I’ll have my own lab!” 

Mrs. Frank banged on the floor once again. I rolled my eyes. The old bat wasn’t going to stamp on my excitement. I stopped and looked around the living room. 

“What do I pack? What time is it?” I asked Wispy, who flew over to the clock.

It was already 11pm. I hadn’t eaten yet. I tried to collect my thoughts: lab essentials first, then clothing. I could buy more clothes in Prague, after all. Yes, that made sense. I rushed into the storage room and pulled down my cases. I’d sleep on the transport. 

Wispy tried his best to help. He carried the small things, the delicate pens and tiny vials, but he was smaller than my fist and not entirely corporeal. I tucked him away in his small copper cage to sleep for the rest of the night. I didn’t need him being tired and grumpy at the knowledge merchants. The last time he’d been in such a state, he’d set someone’s coat on fire. 

I rushed around the lab, trying to be logical about what had to come with me and what could stay. Most of the equipment could be replaced in Prague. I hadn’t asked Uncle if the lab came with equipment or not. I didn’t know what would happen to the apartment or the belongings I’d left in it. I’d been so excited at the prospect of a new country and my own lab, I didn’t know very much at all. 

Fretting and panicking wasn’t going to get me anywhere. I packed up the expensive ingredients and absolutely essential equipment before I did the same with my clothing. How I envied Wispy sleeping peacefully in his cage on his bed of reeds and leaves. My bed seemed so very far away as the sun rose, but adventure awaited and I could sleep later.
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A knocking came from the front door at exactly 6am. I opened it to find a rather handsome man with chocolate-brown hair and inquisitive blue-green eyes. 

“Kaitlyn Felis?” he enquired.

“I am indeed. Air house?” I asked.

He bowed low with a charming smile on his face.

“At your service. Your uncle booked your passage to Prague with us.”

I stepped aside to allow him into the apartment. Wispy proceeded to buzz around his head at high speed. The man stood still with an eyebrow raised and a small smile on his face. 

“You have a will-o’-the-wisp?”

“I do, he’s called Wispy.”

He laughed and shook his head.

“You called your wisp Wispy?”

Wispy puffed up to twice his usual size and took on a red hue. He shot sparks at the man’s immaculately styled hair. 

“Yes, and he’s rather fond of that name. Tell me, are you fond of your name?”

Wispy paused in front of the man’s face where he vibrated and made chittering noises. 

The man tilted his head a little before he finally said, “Yes. I rather like being called Liam. I feel it suits me.”

Wispy huffed and deflated before he returned to me where he hovered near my shoulder in his usual pale blue colour. 

“Now that that’s out of the way, shall we depart?” I asked.

Liam’s easy smile returned to his face. “All of these cases?” 

He gestured to the small heap of bags and cases.

“Think you can manage?” I said with my own smile.

His eyes didn’t leave mine as he rolled his hand over to be palm up and slowly moved it up just an inch. All of the cases floated up off the floor. 

“In my sleep,” he said.

I attached Wispy’s copper cage to the belt of my jeans, picked up my purse with the essentials, and left that apartment for the last time. I’d sent correspondence to my landlord, along with two months’ rent to ease the jolt of having to patch up the apartment. Liam followed behind me with the cases comfortably floating behind him. I went to start down the stairs, but he took my hand, causing me to turn and look into those beautiful blue-green eyes. His magic tickled the palm of my hands, a gentle breeze that kissed my skin. Everyone’s magic is different and unique. I adored exploring the sensations and tastes of people’s magic. Liam’s was light and delicate, a delight for my senses. 

“Allow me,” he said.

I didn’t have a chance to question or argue. A cushion of air formed beneath my feet, and we slowly floated down to the ground floor. 

“Now you’re showing off,” I chided.

“Why Prague?” he asked.

I smirked. He was a knowledge merchant. Knowledge is power. The air house was split into two main factions: the knowledge merchants who gathered whispers, secrets, and any snippet of knowledge they could, which they then sold on to the highest bidder, and the other half that focused on the art of air working. 

I pursed my lips and looked Liam up and down. He was a good-looking man and no doubt had his pick of women. 

“Now, now, you don’t expect me to give information for free, do you?” I teased.

He ran his fingers up the back of my hand. “You can’t blame me for enquiring about you, given we will be spending a number of hours together.”

“How did you come to join the knowledge merchants?” I asked.

His smile never faltered, but his fingers did. He didn’t say a word. We left the building together, where we were greeted by more merchants. London was grey, as usual, with a fine misty rain filling the air and coating everything. I’d be glad to leave for brighter, more colourful climes. London had provided a good education, but I wouldn’t miss it. 

“It was a comfortable fit and gives me everything I might desire,” Liam finally said, a playful note to his words.

“Oh, I’m sure it does that,” I returned.

“Flirting already, Liam?” the older man with auburn hair said with a grin.

Wispy didn’t like the damp air and huddled closer to me, trying to hide under my curls. Given he came from a swamp, he was very precious about being wet. I shook my head and opened the door to his cage, which he gladly went into. I put the little cover over the top half to give him some comfort. The merchants paused to watch me, each with bemused expressions on their faces. 

“I don’t believe I’ve ever met someone with a pet wisp before,” the young blond said.

“It’s an interesting story, if you’re willing to pay for it,” I said.

Liam laughed. 

“Shame you’re an alchemist, I’ve no doubt you’d do well with us,” he said.

I smiled at the compliment. Given the option, I’d jump at the chance to be a knowledge merchant. To travel the world exchanging information and knowledge, what a wonderful way to live. 

“Perhaps one day I will join you. I’ve heard that you do occasionally take non-air-elementals into your ranks.”

“Exceptional and determined people have managed it,” the auburn-haired man said cautiously.

I smiled as we approached the air-ship. 

“Do you not think me exceptional and determined?” I asked sweetly.

“I suspect you’re a little too much of both,” the auburn-haired man said with a laugh. 

He led the way onto the ship, no doubt made by the local tinker’s guild. It was a truly beautiful specimen. Sleek dark grey lines bled seamlessly into pitch-black curves. Its great sails were made of the finest linen, the white shimmering faintly silver and pale blue to better blend into the skies. I reached up to run my fingers over the fabric and feel the magic woven into it, but Liam took my hand and gently pulled it away. 

“Now, now, we don’t need an alchemist running away with our secrets,” he said with that smile of his.

I fluttered my eyelashes and pouted, which only caused him to laugh. 

“Come along, Miss Felis, we need to get you settled in so we can get moving,” the auburn-haired man called out.

I followed behind Liam, walking over the well-worn wood and metal floors with soft dips where the merchants had walked the same paths time and time again. Liam led me through an elegant glass door, edged with pitch-black metal woven into delicate knot-work, and gestured for me to sit on a plush heather-grey sofa. 

“I’ll be accompanying you on this journey, as I was warned you like to figure things out,” he said as he allowed my cases to rest in the storeroom. 

I gave him my most innocent look. “I don’t know what you mean.”

He raised an eyebrow and gestured at the sofa. “If you’d sit down so we can take off without you falling over.” 

I took the seat closest to the window and gazed out at the city of London with its drab grey palette and looked forward to the adventures before me.
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Liam sat as close as possible to me, much to Wispy’s irritation. The wisp puffed up to fill his cage and chittered grumpily at the knowledge merchant, who ignored him entirely. 

“How did you come to have Wispy as your pet?” Liam asked.

“And what will you pay me for the story?”

He leaned in a little closer. “What would you like?”

I closed the space between us. His breath curled over my lips. 

“To know the secret of your sails.”

His mouth curved into a smile before he leaned back against the sofa. 

“No deal.”

I shrugged and looked out the window and watched London pass by below. We weren’t flying particularly high. I watched the mermaids cavorting around the smaller ships that were crossing the ocean to who-knew-where. I’d travelled quite a lot over my twenty-six years, and the view below was nothing new, but it still entranced me. Someone had jokingly said that I could make a life treasure hunting. It had quickly become a challenge, and then a bet. A bet that I won. I sighed and wondered if, perhaps, I was home in that moment, up in the skies where I was free.

“A feather for your thoughts,” Liam said, bringing me back to the real world.

I turned to look at him. He held a small, delicate cream feather in between his thumb and forefinger. 

“It’s an under feather from a harpy,” he said.

“And all you desire in return is my thoughts?”

He trailed his fingers over mine and up my inner wrist. 

“Thirty minutes of thoughts. No holding back,” he said.

Harpy feathers were certainly useful, and that one looked to be in fine condition. It was the ‘no holding back’ part that I didn’t like. Thirty minutes was a long time to talk without restraint. I’d be tempted to distract him, but the contract was specific. He’d take the rest of the time once we were done with less verbal distractions. 

“Deal,” I finally said.

Liam leaned back against the back of the sofa and stretched out his arms, extending them along the top of the sofa back. His eyes flitted between my eyes and my lips. A smirk sat on his lips. I started off quite well, with a commentary on the beautiful colours of the view outside. The blues were painted in broad strokes across the horizon with flicks of grey and dashes of white. Of course, I couldn’t keep that up for thirty whole minutes, particularly when I wasn’t allowed to restrain myself. 

First, my thoughts turned to the very first time I stepped foot on an air transport ship; uncle had always preferred that method over commercial flights. Going through customs and such was a hassle that the knowledge merchants had a wonderful way of avoiding. The night had been dark and stormy. Thunder had crashed around the little ship and lightning split the sky in two. I’d been enraptured. I’d had my nose glued to the window for the entire journey. Awe filled me and never quite went away. 

Liam smiled politely as he listened, no doubt filing away any important details that I’d accidentally let slip. I watched the clock. Ten minutes left until I was free again. The bargain wasn’t seeming quite as good as I’d originally thought. 

My thoughts stepped dangerously close to my hopes and dreams, things that would be far more valuable to Liam than a single harpy feather. I focused on the feather and gave him a technical and truly boring analysis of what I could and likely would do with it. Being an under feather gave it a softness which would change the type of air magic it pulled in and worked with. The fact it was from a harpy, however, meant it would still do well with water workings. I didn’t have any set plans for it. I’d wait and see if someone ordered something and go from there. I didn’t like planning too far ahead; it felt too restrictive. 

Liam held the feather out for me. “Well played, Miss Felis. I’ll have a word with Sean about you.” 

“Sean, that’s the older auburn-haired man?” 

He grinned. “The captain of this fine crew, yes. You’d do well with us, and I believe you’d enjoy your time among our ranks.”

He’d leaned in again, his lips almost caressing my ear. 

“What sort of woman do you think I am?” I asked.

I couldn’t keep the smile from my face. Any attempt at feigning offence I might have made was entirely shattered.

“The type who enjoys life,” he said.

Well, he wasn’t wrong there.
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Prague was everything I’d hoped for and more. Beautiful red rooves filled the view below me, an array of spires striving towards the sky. It was one such spire that the captain landed our small airship on. The tinkers had done wonderful work making the platform blend in with the old gothic spire. The struts merged seamlessly with the dark stone beneath. It was a glorious day. Any concerns over exhaustion I may have had vanished with the gentle breeze. The delicate scent of lilac caught my attention. It had always been my favourite scent, and it felt like an omen to find it there. 

“Come along, Miss Felis, I’m to deliver you to Mr. Thyrin,” a brunette woman about my age said.

She took control over my bags from Liam with an elegant swiping motion of her hand. She stood tall, her back straight, and her mouth in a firm line. The air elementals were known for their light attitude and fun-loving ways. She stood out, and that made me curious. I tucked the harpy feather away safely inside my jacket and walked up to the woman who stood a few inches taller than me, much like most beings. 

“In a rush?” I enquired.

She looked down her small nose at me, her eyes storm grey and growing darker by the moment. “We have a schedule to keep.” 

“Do lead the way, then,” I said.

The woman walked to the edge of the platform at an efficient clip and proceeded to form an air cushion beneath my feet with neither permission nor warning. I floated down to the ground at a quicker pace than Liam had made, although I landed softly and without harm. The woman was marching off down the narrow street without so much as a glance backwards to make sure that I was still following. The pavement suddenly changed to smooth cream, leaving behind the small stones in neat black and white patterns. I paused and looked around me. 

The buildings shifted from simple cream walls with ornate decorations around the windows and trimming the red rooves to extravagant silver and black affairs. I hadn’t done any research into Prague. My travels had been focused around the Americas. It seemed that Prague was one of the rare cities that was partially magic born. What a wonderful discovery. 

The air elemental stopped and turned to glare at me. “I’ve a schedule to keep, Miss Felis.” 

I smiled sweetly and stepped over the threshold between the old city that had been formed on the natural-born Earth into that which had been created within the magical plane. Some time before I was born, something happened, no one knows exactly what, but there was a large shift. People refer to it as the falling of the veil, or the merging of the worlds. On one fateful day, the magical plane merged with our own, and that brought huge change. New cities were born, forged entirely on the magical plane. Magical beings popped up within our societies and cultures, the magical houses appeared. The world changed overnight, and no one blinked an eye.

There are many theories as to what exactly happened, but no one has quite pinned it down just yet. It was believed that the gods or some other incredibly powerful collection of beings wove a spell that tweaked the very consciousness of all who were involved to accept their new reality. People woke up with magic that they never knew was possible. It was an event I wish I could have witnessed. Still, I was glad to have been born in the time where the rough edges had been smoothed out and I could enjoy all the benefits that I had. 

I caught up with the air elemental woman and followed her down the opulent street to the grand house at the end. The elemental gently placed my bags and such on the pitch-black floor outside the forest-green door at the front of the house. 

“If you require transport again, please contact Sean or Liam,” the elemental said before she pivoted on her heel and positively marched away.

The door opened before I had a chance to use the simple brass knocker in the shape of three leaves. A distinguished elf stood before me, his hair the colour of freshly cut oak, his eyes a rich green, and his skin the colour of autumn sunshine, burnished and gemlike - ideal for blending in with the foliage. I’d only met one other wood elf in my life, and he didn’t compare to the man before me. The elf’s mouth curved up into an elegant smile that danced in his eyes. 

“Miss Felis. Your uncle said you’d be arriving. I’m your new employer, Mr. Thyrin,” he said.

His voice was rich and melodic. I’d love to hear him sing. I smiled, more to myself than anything, before I regained composure. I held out my hand, eager to feel his magic. 

“A pleasure to meet you. I’m afraid I jumped on the transport before I asked for any details about this arrangement,” I said.

Mr. Thyrin’s smile took on a sharp edge. He didn’t take my hand. 

“Not to worry, I’m sure everything will be to your liking.”

A younger elf, she appeared to be eighteen or so, emerged from the shadows. 

“If you’ll follow Mr. Thyrin, I’ll take your bags to your room,” she said.

She stood in complete contrast to my new employer. Her hair was pure white, her eyes the colour of northern ice and her skin the colour of fresh starlight. A snow elf. I hoped that they would allow me some questions. I hadn’t had many opportunities to study elves. 

Mr. Thyrin gestured down the wide hallway. “If you’ll follow me, Miss Felis.”

He moved without sound over the burnished wood floors. People often forgot that elves were predators. I had no such fear with him.
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“I have few rules in my house. Number one: You will keep your hands off Isla,” Mr. Thyrin said.

I’d followed him down a series of hallways, each covered in a different type of vine. I was completely lost in the heart of a predator’s den. Life would be horribly boring if we always played it safe.

“I trust Isla is the young woman I met a minute ago,” I said.

Mr. Thyrin inclined his chin just enough to acknowledge I was correct. 

I wasn’t sure whether I was supposed to be offended by his command. She wasn’t my type; as much as I’d love to question her about many things, I preferred my women to be out of college before I took them to bed. 

“Secondly. Do not harm or move any plant in this house or the grounds upon which it sits.”

I nodded in understanding. That was unsurprising, but still a shame. I was sure that many of them had rather interesting alchemical potential. 

“Finally, call me Fein. I may be your employer, but I’m also a friend of your uncle’s, and I’d rather we formed a friendly relationship,” he said.

The words didn’t quite match the hardness of his eyes. 

Mr. Thyrin, Fein, opened the pale-silver wooden door before us to reveal the lab of my dreams. No, that wasn’t fair, it was better than I’d ever constructed in my fantasies. I fought to compose myself and retrieve my jaw from the floor as I stepped into the large room. Cupboards with clear glass fronts covered the walls, large lab tables evenly spread throughout the floorspace. I was at a complete loss for words. 

“I trust it’s to your satisfaction,” Fein said.

I turned to face him and caught the smirk on his pretty mouth. 

“Yes, I believe it’ll do just fine,” I said in what I hoped was a calm tone. 

Inside I was dancing with glee. I stepped around the elf and looked more closely in the cupboards. They were bursting with top-of-the-range equipment and every ingredient I could possibly wish for, including some that I’d never seen in person. I couldn’t help running my fingertips over the smooth counter tops and giggling. It was absolutely incredible. 

Fein cleared his throat. “As we’ve established your working conditions are suitable, I have your first task for you.”

I spun around to face him and tucked my hands behind my back to stop myself from stroking the cupboards or something equally embarrassing. He covered the space between us with predatory efficiency. His eyes never left mine. My heart skipped a beat as my prey instincts kicked in. My feet rooted to the spot and my breath caught. Logically, I knew that he wasn’t going to harm me, but in that brief moment, that certainty fled. 

He retrieved an ornate collar from his pocket and held it out to me. I could see the colours of the magic interlocking over and within the collar. There was alchemy there, but there was something else, too. 

“You have twelve hours to devise a way to break the alchemy on this collar and produce something that can be applied to a number of people wearing said collar, quickly and safely.” 

I looked between the collar and those leaf-green eyes, once again at a loss for words. I’d hoped to get a good night’s sleep before I began work, or at the very least to explore the lab fully and see what I had access to. I smiled politely and took the collar from him.

“I’ll start right away,” I said with false cheer.

Wispy buzzed in his cage groggily. Fein raised an eyebrow and looked down at him, seemingly seeing the wisp for the first time. 

“Make sure to control your pet while on my premises. Isla will leave food on a spare table for you soon. I’ll be back in the morning,” Fein said as he turned.

He was standing in the doorway with the deep purple vines framing him when he turned back and said, “Do not fail me, Miss Felis.” 

The hardness of his tone struck me and raised my hackles. I’d never been one to do well with authority. I smiled sweetly and reminded myself that the beautiful lab I was standing in was at stake. 

“Of course not. My reputation was hard earned,” I said. 

The elf inclined his chin before he closed the door leaving with nothing but the faint hum coming from Wispy. The exhaustion overwhelmed me almost immediately. I hadn’t slept in longer than I cared to admit. It was the quiet that really ate at me, though. There was no noise other than Wispy. 

I walked around the room looking for some way to play music, a radio, something. Each wall was covered in pristine white cupboards with glass frontages. Elegant bottles and expensive silver equipment filled each cupboard to the brim. 

“Oh, Wispy, what have I gotten myself into?” I asked as I slumped down on one of the remarkably comfortable lab stools. 

The wisp rolled over in his small cage and buzzed in a low rhythmic pulse. He was snoring. 

“Well, it’s alright for you,” I grumbled. 

I unhooked his cage and placed it on the table I was leaning against before I began looking at the collar with some interest. It was a remarkable piece of craftsmanship. Whoever had constructed it had done so with great care and precision. The exhaustion slowly slipped away and was replaced by curiosity. That was what had gotten me where I was - my love of adventure and a good challenge. Life was too short to sit back and accept the mundane. There were far too many experiences to be savoured out in the world.

“Failure isn’t an option,” I told myself. 

“You understand that your wisp won’t respond, don’t you?” a quiet feminine voice asked.

I looked up to see Isla placing a large tray piled with food on the table closest to the door. Her icy eyes bored into me, her small mouth pressed into a tight line. There wasn’t a scrap of humour within her. 

I gave her my friendliest smile and a shrug. “Is there a way to play some music in here?” 

She exhaled slowly and her gaze intensified into something close to a death glare. 

“I’ll bring you a player,” she ground out.

“Well, she’s a charming individual,” I muttered to myself.
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The collar certainly was an intriguing challenge. Isla had given me a music player, which I wasted no time in turning on and tuning to my usual music provider. Some of the tension slipped away when the music washed over the lab. Of course, that woke up Wispy with something of a jolt. He shot out of his cage and did a highspeed circuit around the lab while turning all sorts of interesting shades of yellow. 

“Oh, stop being so melodramatic,” I said as I rolled my eyes. 

The wisp puffed himself up to twice his usual size and flickered around the edges. I ignored him. He was just grumpy because his sleep pattern had been disturbed. The collar sat on the white bench before me. It had an interesting rose and lilac shine to it. The metal itself was ornate silver so pale it was almost white. The delicate threads had been twisted into swirling shapes that formed a thin choker-style collar with a heavy clasp at the back. The magic shifted under my touch and took on a faint haziness which made it more difficult to pick out the components. 

“You want to play it like that, do you?” I asked out loud. 

The thing about working alone most of the time is, you develop all sorts of odd quirks. I wasn’t even aware that I was talking to myself half of the time. 

Wispy floated over and nudged the collar with the edge of himself. The collar sparked and burnt hot in response. I dropped it with a frown. Wispy skulked away and hid under a lab table. 

“Oh, really,” I said to him. 

I’d taken him around the world looking for artifacts, and he was sulking because of what? I chewed on my bottom lip. He was acting bizarrely. Perhaps the vines and such were bothering him. They were very different to his home habitat, and we didn’t usually have quite so much greenery around us. 

“Come here,” I said gently and patted the lab table. 

He couldn’t talk, but I quite enjoyed his company. 

The wisp sighed, a soft sound much like a breeze running through long grass. I shook my head and left his cage open on the table near me. I had work to do. I couldn’t afford to spend all night coddling him. 

Once again, I picked up the collar and slowly moved it around my hands. The magic within glowed with different colours and textures, much like a semi-transparent puzzle. Each colour and texture told me something about the magic that comprised it. The sharp lemon-yellow shard that sat at the heart, right between the twists of silver, must have come from a strong solar magic. The lemon rather than gold told me that it wasn’t pure sunshine, and that it related to the very essence of the wearer. The pale blue band that sat just behind the yellow tied into the wearer’s magic, and the emerald green spots bound it all tight so that no one could take it off. The ink magic that was buried behind it all seemed to relate to shadow. I didn’t know how they were going to break that. Of course, I could do it, but it would take me the minimum of a week, and it had been made clear that I didn’t have that time. 

Wispy had returned to me during my inspection of the collar. I smiled and ran my fingers over the cool edges of him, happy to see him a little more settled. 

“I’d be lost without you, you know,” I said to him.

He gave a quiet humming sound of acknowledgement. No one could claim that he lacked in confidence or ego. 

I tied my hair back into a ponytail. As much as I loved my long red curls, I couldn’t risk them falling in my face at a bad moment. 

“I need to break the yellow first. It’s solar magic, which is best countered with earth to smash it open, or perhaps some dew to fracture and weaken it,” I said to Wispy. 

He’d fallen asleep again, not that he’d have answered me anyway. 

I headed back to the cupboards furthest from the doors and began looking for spring dew and mountain stone. The exhaustion was beginning to push in around the edges of my curiosity, making it more difficult to read the labels and discern what exactly I wanted. 

“Maybe they put some coffee in here somewhere for me,” I mused. 
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They had not left me any coffee. They had, however, left me plenty of alchemical ingredients to make my own very potent wake-up tablets. The taste left something to be desired, but, my word, I was very awake. Once I’d bounced around the lab for twenty minutes straight, I was able to get down to the real work. 

Having access to only one collar and needing to make the solution in a form that could be applied to multiple people safely was quite a hurdle. At first, I thought about making a spray based around phoenix feather to break down the shadow portion, but then I realised there was a fifty-fifty chance of that setting someone on fire in non-alchemist hands. 

After a few failed attempts, I finally figured out the solution. It wasn’t my most elegant work, but by the gods it worked. I ground up drake scale to block the collar’s access to the wearer’s magic, then added in phoenix ash (far less likely to set someone on fire), powdered nymph blood, a dash of starlight, and finally gryphon feather to make it drawn to the collar. 

The final result was a rather beautiful emerald-green powder that I put into a large bottle. There was more than enough powder for some thirty collars in there. They hadn’t told me how many collars it needed to break, and no one was around when I peered out the door to ask someone. I didn’t dare try and wander the halls. Who knew how long it would take me to find my way back!
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The sun had risen a few hours prior to when Fein entered the lab to check on my work. I presented the collar, complete with broken alchemy, to the elf with an entirely un-businesslike grin on my face. 

“I’m afraid a tattoo magician won’t be able to break that ink magic, you’ll need someone quite special,” I said as he took the collar from me. 

Fein’s mouth quirked up at the corner before he pulled out his phone and summoned someone. He pulled a small silver knife from a sheath that I hadn’t noticed on his hip. I looked what was probably a little too closely at his hips and pants, trying to pick out the outline of some illusion magic. He cleared his throat and I blushed, realising he likely thought I’d been staring at his crotch. 

“Your hand, Miss Felis.” 

I frowned and looked down at my hand and back to his knife. 

“You wish to push me into a blood contract?” I asked. 

It was usually only blood magicians that could work with blood, apart from alchemists, though we worked with it in an entirely different way. My mind was racing from the alchemical wake-up tablets. I took a breath and calmed myself. Elves were also capable of weaving blood contracts. It had something to do with their connection to life networks. 

“Yes. Now kindly hold out your hand, palm up,” Fein said, his eyes hardening. 

Blood contracts weren’t that unusual in my line of work, but they were usually accompanied by a written contract that contained blood magic. To have him slice into my palm and form something there and then was far more unsettling. 

I held my palm out for him and watched as he slipped the tip of the blade down the centre of my palm while speaking in soft elvish. 

“You will not speak a word of our business with the collar, or the magic involved in breaking them to anyone outside of my business and command,” he said calmly. 

It wasn’t a command, it was an explanation of the contract I had just entered. It wouldn’t matter how drunk I got or how desperately I wanted to tell someone about what I was doing, my tongue wouldn’t form the words and my hands wouldn’t write them. I smiled politely and nodded in understanding. 

“The man who will arrive in a few short minutes is an ink magician,” Fein said.

My jaw might possibly have hit the floor. Ink magicians were myths, fables… the idea of having one in the same lab as me was absolutely incredible. Oh, the questions I could ask him, and the potential for alchemy should he allow me some of his magic, or his blood. The possibilities flew around my mind. 
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I don’t know quite what I’d pictured for the ink magician, but the tall, broad, brooding man that entered the lab wasn’t it. His mouth looked as though it had forgotten how to smile, and his eyes held many secrets. His t-shirt and jeans were quite the contrast to Fein’s beautifully tailored suit, but both men wore their choices well. I pulled myself together and tried to remember that I was a professional. I was not going to embarrass myself when I spoke to a living myth. 

“You must be Mr. Corbeaux! Come in, I’d love to discuss ink magic with you,” I said, perhaps a little too enthusiastically. 

He gave me a small tight smile and said, “Another time, perhaps, we’re on something of a schedule here.” 

“Yes, we have twelve hours before the ritual. My people are out trying to track down the location of the ritual as we speak,” Fein added.

Mr. Corbeaux turned slightly to nod at Fein before he returned his focus to me. 

“The collar?” he asked. 

I was really regretting taking that second batch of wake-up tablets. It was difficult to keep calm and business-like. 

“Of course,” I said before I led him between the lab tables to the collar. 

The table in question was still half covered in the things I’d needed to make the powder. I hoped he didn’t judge me too harshly. Gods be with me, I really shouldn’t have taken that second set of tablets. I was making a complete fool of myself. 

“I’ve made a large dose of the required powder, so you don’t need to be too accurate,” I said as I handed him the bottle of powder. 

He glanced at the powder and placed it back down before he picked up the collar. His brow pinched with concentration. I watched in fascination as his ink magic slipped into the collar and dug its way between the small cracks and crevices. It must have been an incredible experience from his end of things. I would have loved to know what it felt like. Alchemy was my passion, my life blood, but to wield magic the way the magicians did was something I dreamed of. 

The collar crumbled in his hands. 

“That was remarkable!” I said with a large grin on my face. 

He gave me another of those tight smiles before he picked up the bottle of powder and turned back to Fein. 

“I have received word that this ritual will require a weaver to stop it. Due to the delicate nature of the situation, the pool of potential candidates is rather small. Caiden recommended the chosen weaver. He should be arriving at your apartment in ten minutes,” Fein said.

The ink magician went rigid, his back tensed and his hand clenched around the bottle of powder. There was clearly something about the weaver that bothered him. 

“Does that mean I’m done here?” the magician asked.

“Yes. Return home, you’ll be notified as soon as we have the location of the ritual,” Fein said.

“It was nice to meet you,” the magician said over his shoulder as he neared Fein in the doorway. 

He squeezed Fein’s shoulder as he passed him. 

“We’ll bring him home,” he said quietly.

I couldn’t help wondering what the relationship there was and whom they were going to bring home. My curiosity had been piqued.
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Once the ink magician had left, Fein turned his attention back me and said, “I will escort you to your room, where you will find adequate amounts of food. I’m afraid that I am in the middle of a delicate situation. There will be a list of alchemical items for you to produce waiting for you when you are ready to return to your lab.”

I smiled politely and picked up Wispy in his cage and went to follow Fein through the maze of hallways. Of course, I was horribly disappointed to hear I was being given a list of things to make. On one hand, I was glad to have such a wonderful lab to produce them in; on the other, my heart was crying out for a new adventure. The wake-up tablets were wearing off very quickly, and the exhaustion hit me hard. I almost stumbled up the stairs to my room. Fein kindly caught my arm and guided me the rest of the way. He was gentle in his touch, despite the tension that ran through his muscles. Whatever situation he was in the middle of was clearly bothering him greatly. 

The hallway that my room was located on had bare white floorboards and delicate vines with pale pink leaves. It had a feeling of peace and serenity. I couldn’t help but wonder if the vine exuded some form of chemical that altered my mental state, relaxing and calming me. In that moment, I didn’t really care. I was ready to sleep on those smooth white floorboards. Bed could wait. Fein opened the powder-blue door for me and revealed my room. Much like the lab, it was much more than I’d dared hope for. The room was almost as big as my entire flat had been in London. It came complete with en-suite bathroom and a very large four-poster bed. 

I must have frozen in the doorway in absolute awe. Fein gently pressed my lower back and I stepped inside. Everything from there on out is a little blurry. The come-down from the wake-up tablets was intense and brutal. I can’t say I noticed the plate of food on the golden wooded table, or even the fact that Wispy snuggled up to my cheek as I fell onto the bed. 

“Oh, wonderful, glorious bed, how I’ve missed you,” I whispered as I sank into the soft embrace of the blankets and descended into a deep sleep. 
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I woke up with a groan. My head was killing me, and someone had left the curtains open for the light to pour in. Wispy buried himself deeper under my hair as I grasped onto the closest blanket and pulled it over my head. 

“Markers have been placed in the hallways so you can find your way to your lab and back,” a female voice said.

I blinked and it all came flooding back. It hadn’t been a dream. I was in Prague, with the most exquisite lab, and I was sprawled out on a four-poster bed. I lifted the blanket to see Isla standing with her arms crossed and an expression full of distaste and bile on her pretty face. She muttered something in elvish that I didn’t quite catch. My headache was so bad I was quite sure that the sunlight was screeching at me. 

“Fein expects you to begin work today. I wouldn’t disappoint him, if I were you,” the young snow elf said before she stalked out of the room.

In the broad daylight, even though I had to squint to prevent my head from imploding with pain, the room was stunning. The ceiling had some form of illusion over it to show the night sky, complete with foreign constellations. The floors were polished wood, and each piece of elegantly carved wooden furniture must have cost more than a month’s rent in London. Wispy moved out from under my hair and wriggled under the lightest blanket. He didn’t have enough strength to move very much. I stumbled across the room to the large windows. They stretched from my knees almost to the double-height ceilings. The deep green curtains were thankfully very heavy, and thus blocked out every scrap of light, causing me to sigh with bliss once I’d closed them. 

I was a little ashamed to realise that I’d fallen flat on my face onto the bed and not even gotten as far as pulling my boots off the day before. 

“I really must tweak that formula,” I said to Wispy. 

Thankfully, the gentle light emitted by the ceiling illusion was enough for me find my way to the small round table full of plates of food and two pitchers of drinks. I pulled off my boots and stripped down to my underwear as I walked over to the table. I was absolutely ravenous. The collars had been such an interesting challenge that I’d completely forgotten to eat the day before, and who knew how long I’d been asleep? 

I pulled out one of the very well-padded chairs and filled the only empty plate with glorious pastries, fresh fruits, and some things that I didn’t recognise. I filled my glass with the pale green drink and bit into whatever my hand fell on first. The pastry I’d bitten into filled my mouth the most glorious tangy flavour, nectarine complimenting lemon and a touch of kiwi. I was glad there was no one to see me in that moment, with an expression of pure bliss as I sat in nothing but my underwear. No one said that I had to be dignified. 

Wispy emerged from under the blankets when I was eating my third small pie thing with the light filling that fizzed on my tongue. I pushed the small plate covered in fresh heather fronds and birch twigs towards him. He descended on it with relish and buzzed softly with pleasure as he ate his fill. Life was looking up. All I needed now was a good adventure, and everything would be perfect.

9

[image:  ]

 

 

The bathroom was equally as stunning as the main room. I spent a sinful amount of time enjoying the high-pressure shower. Wispy was sprawled out, as much as a wisp can sprawl, on the empty plate of twigs and such. His deep buzzing sound was quite soothing as he snored. 

“You’ll become a fat wisp if you eat like that every day,” I said with a smile.

I wasn’t even sure if wisps could become fat. I made a mental note to look into that when I had a spare moment. 

Having pulled on my favourite jeans and lace-up knee-high boots, I stepped out into the hallway and was immediately hit with the serene feeling I’d had before. I frowned at the vines covering the walls. It was such a shame I couldn’t touch the plants. I’d feel much better if I could mix up something to counter that effect. Wispy remained behind in my room as I stepped out into the hallway and looked for the marker Isla had mentioned. 

A small purple arrow had been hung on the wall some ten feet away from my door. It pointed towards the stairs with the thick black vines running down the banister. I grinned and set off down the hallway back to my lab with a bounce in my step. Fein must have given me an interesting list of things to create for him, I concluded, as I turned the final corner and saw the familiar lab door. He was clearly a very wealthy and intriguing man; surely, someone like that wouldn’t have me making anything tedious. 

The lab was immaculate when I stepped back inside. I couldn’t help myself. I spread my arms wide and spun around twice with a grin on my face as I giggled. It was really mine. 

“I thought alchemists were supposed to be uptight and boring,” an unfamiliar male voice said behind me.

My cheeks burned as I tucked my hands into my pockets and turned to face the newcomer. A lean man with thick pitch-coloured hair and bright green eyes smiled at me. Everything about him screamed feline, from the casual strength that ran just below the surface to the bored amusement that twinkled in his eyes. I pursed my lips and tilted my head slightly. 

“Shifter or Cait Sidhe?” I asked.

He raised an eyebrow and leaned back against the door frame. 

“It’s rude to ask people’s heritage,” he said with the sliver of a smile. 

I chewed on my bottom lip and gave him my most endearing puppy eyes. 

“I couldn’t help myself, I’m insatiably curious,” I said.

He shook his head. 

“Does that really work?” he asked.

I couldn’t help but smile at him and shrug. “Most times.” 

He laughed. 

“I’m Tyn, Fein’s Cait Sidhe.” 

There was a hint of something in the way he said ‘Fein’s’ that I couldn’t quite figure out. It came out like a soft growl - a warning or a complaint?

I took another step closer to him. He held up his hands. 

“No, you absolutely may not use any part of me in your alchemy. Fein sent me by to tell you that he was satisfied with your conduct, and he’ll be keeping you long term. Your assistant will start tomorrow, and you’re to have everything on the list made by midnight tonight.” 

“Are you sure I couldn’t use your breath or maybe a couple of hairs…?” I asked with my most charming smile. 

He sighed and pushed himself off the doorframe. Fein appeared next to him. 

“No, Miss Felis, you may not,” he growled.

I took two steps back without even realising I’d done it. The elf’s eyes flashed and my prey instincts kicked in, screaming at me to run away. Tyn’s fingers brushed over Fein’s, which interestingly made Fein relax instantly, although his mouth remained a rigid line. It seemed that the elf and his Cait Sidhe were very close, and quite the beautiful pair they made, too. 

“The list is behind you, Miss Felis. Isla will be here at midnight to collect the items. She will bring you dinner at 6pm. I suggest you get to work,” Fein said coolly. 

So much for us being on friendly terms. I smiled and inclined my chin in understanding before I turned and looked for the list in question. I’d expected a few items; four, maximum. It was an entire page worth, and a glance at the clock told me that it was already 4pm. 

I muttered a quick prayer to the gods to bless me before I read the list properly. 

“Oh, fucking hell,” I said. 

I couldn’t help myself. Each item was complicated and intricate. I was going to need a clone or three to get everything done in time.
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I realised, as I blew a stray curl out of my eyes while trying to balance the fae-fire orb over the small glass beaker that the weaving I was trying to finish was sitting in, that I hadn’t asked Fein about wages or payment. The orb slowly rolled down my fingers and landed directly in the centre of the golden weaving made of celestial essence and drake breath. The bright green fire consumed the weaving in a quick motion that filled the beaker before fading away to reveal a small emerald-and-black stone. I grinned and did a little dance. I’d done it. The god orb, as the ceremonials called it, was a success. The magic rippled below the surface as it settled into its final pattern. Black slid over deep blue, forming thick plates with emerald veins running throughout. The magic was perfect. Assuming the ceremonials didn’t screw something up, then the orb would grab the attention of whichever god they were trying to contact. What the god would do to them was anyone’s guess, and quite frankly I didn’t much care. I wasn’t interested in the gods. Of course, I asked them for a little blessing or guidance now and then, but the idea of really dealing with them didn’t appeal. 

It had taken everything I had, but I’d done it. The list was complete, with thirty seconds to spare, no less. The powders, orbs, liquids, and disk all sat on the table closest to the door, ready for Isla to package up. 

“I really should have asked about the money,” I said to myself as I cleaned the beaker with drake fire. 

It was best to truly purge the glassware; water and soap was good for ceramic, but the glass held onto the magic a little too keenly for that. 

“You will be paid a very generous wage. You will also be given a large expense account and an apartment that you’ll share with your assistant,” Fein said.

I jumped. I may have squeaked too. I’d been so wrapped up in the cleaning of the beaker and my pride at having made the god orb that I hadn’t heard the door open. 

Fein was smiling when I turned to face him. His well-tailored suit had been replaced with smart pale pants and a loose shirt that he’d rolled the sleeves up to the elbows on. It showed off his lean form beautifully. I looked away, in case he thought I was staring at his crotch again. 

“If you continue to perform at this standard, you’ll also receive a bonus,” he said next to me.

I looked up and wondered how on Earth he’d crossed that space so quickly, and entirely silently. Elves were notoriously light-footed, but he was something else. My heart hammered against my ribs as I looked into those leaf green eyes and wondered just how much of a predator he really was. 

“Don’t forget to eat, Miss Felis, you’re no use to anyone if you grow weak from malnutrition,” he said as he handed me a small tart. 

I was at a loss for words. I felt like he was playing with me, but I had no idea what the game was. My fingers lingered on his a beat too long as I took the tart from him. His smile broadened a fraction. 

“Go to bed, Kaitlyn. You need to be up before 4pm tomorrow to meet your assistant,” he said softly. 

I pulled myself together and wished him a good night before trying to calmly walk back to my room. 

“Dear gods, what have I got myself into?” I asked myself.
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Wispy had been very happy to see me return. He whizzed around the room at high speed, flashing all shades of yellow and orange before he settled under my hair near my left ear. I ran my fingers over his edges and smiled. I’d be lost without my little wisp. I’d stumbled across him when I was in the Scottish Highlands. An earth elemental had gotten into an argument with a nymph that resulted in a bloody fight. They had destroyed a large space of old bog and woodland, and in the process an entire population of wisps. All except my Wispy, that is. It had been a dark and stormy night, lightning streaking across the sky, illuminating my path through the destruction. I had been there to retrieve the ancient bones of a hag, which were said to hold great power. Someone had beaten me to the bones, but a faint light came from the reeds near the hole they had been in. My curiosity got the best of me, and I carefully edged into the reeds, hoping not to sink up to my waist, or worse. 

Wispy was a tiny blue orb then. He was barely bigger than a cherry. I couldn’t leave him there in the darkness, alone. He was flickering and whining as he fluttered back and forth, desperately searching for his family. I had crouched down and explained to him in calm terms that he was alone and couldn’t stay there anymore. He sank down towards the bog, but I caught him and told him I was taking him home with me. We’d been inseparable since. 

I stripped down to my underwear and ate my fill without pausing to consider the wonderful tastes and textures. Exhaustion sat in my bones, and I had to be up early in the morning to do it all again. 

“At least I’ll have someone to help tomorrow,” I said to Wispy as I sank into the divinely comfortable bed. 

Tomorrow would be a better day.
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The following morning was chaotic to say the least. I didn’t even make it down to the lab before Tyn found me and said that I was being moved to my apartment. He didn’t stick around to help me pack or move. That was left to Isla and an air magician that may as well have been mute. He refused to speak a single word to me as I jogged behind him down the street towards the large white building that would be my new home. He didn’t even look at me when he set my luggage down in the middle of the living space. Instead, he turned and walked out. 

“Your assistant is at the lab, hurry up,” Isla said. 

I didn’t even have a chance to look at my new bedroom or the kitchen before I was once again jogging down the road. Isla moved at a quick pace and didn’t so much as glance back to make sure I was keeping up. 

“Do you know my working hours?” I asked as we stepped back inside Fein’s house.

“No,” Isla said curtly. 

I really should have asked a few more questions before I jumped on the air transport, but it had sounded like such a good opportunity. 

We continued down the hallways in silence. At least I was beginning to remember my way back to the lab. I still looked for the little purple arrows, but I hadn’t been there very long. Isla held out another long list for me before she muttered something and vanished down a hallway. I blinked and looked around, trying to figure out how on Earth she’d managed to vanish like that. I couldn’t make out any trail or edge of an illusion. 

Shaking my head, I looked down at the list and was disappointed to find it just as hectic and complicated as the one the previous day had been. I wasn’t shy around hard work, but it really wasn’t too much to ask for a little breathing room. I became aware of someone else being in the room when I heard the soft footsteps. Looking up I saw who I had to assume was my new assistant. 

When Fein had said that I’d have a new assistant, I’d expected… well, I’m not entirely sure what. Perhaps a well-worn alchemist with singe marks from years of perfecting the craft. What I got was possibly the most beautiful woman I’ve ever set eyes on. 

I saw her bright caramel eyes first. They shone with a fire that I desperately wanted to experience. Her silky-smooth skin was a rich golden copper. My fingertips cried out to stroke along her razor-sharp cheekbones and down her elegant throat. Pale rose lips quirked into a shy smile that resulted in a soft blush spreading across her cheeks. I took a step forward and noted that her hair, cut in a fashionably scruffy style, was barely long enough for me to grab onto. The deep auburn roots framed her face and made her eyes even more stunning. The way the hue slowly shifted down to the flame-coloured tips enchanted me. I wanted to explore every inch of her, to see how deep that fire ran. Fein cleared his throat and broke the spell, leaving me flustered. I hadn’t realised I’d been staring. 

“Miss Felis, this is your assistant, Erin,” Fein said, amusement running through his words.

I tried to compose myself, and failed. My cheeks burned.

“I can’t say I’ve had an assistant before,” I said, looking between Erin and Fein.

“I’m sure you’ll put her to good use,” Fein said with a smirk.

My blush deepened. 

“Kindly have the list completed by 10pm, then you will be free to do as you please for four days. Erin will be sharing your apartment; I trust you’ll treat her well,” the elf said with a smile that showed his sharp teeth. 

I swallowed down my thoughts of slowly stripping Erin down and treating her very well, indeed, and gave Fein what I hoped was a polite smile. 

“Of course,” I said.

Fein’s smile widened and he laughed, a gentle laugh that made my insides squirm. 

“So, Erin, tell me, what’s your alchemical experience?” I asked.

She chewed on her bottom lip and I found myself mirroring the motion. Gods be with me, I was in over my head.
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Erin had very little inherent magic and no real experience with alchemy, but she proved to be a dedicated student. I was torn between taking my time showing her the ropes, taking the opportunities to brush my fingers over hers, and trying to get everything done in a timely manner. She blushed furiously at every stolen touch and didn’t speak much. Her subtle magic sparked like wild fire while feeling silky like fresh petals. It was exquisite. When we reached 8pm, I had to stop fluttering around her and trust that she could grind the ingredients and measure them out without my help. She was supposed to be my assistant. I scolded myself and threw myself into the work at hand. Once again, the list was complicated and intricate, but even with my spending too much time fussing over Erin, we completed it with a minute to spare. 

Fein inspected the powders, liquids, and stones with precise motions and a look of great concentration on his face. His gaze seemed to pierce whatever lay between him and the magic, where he checked its inner workings. He turned that same gaze on me, and I felt as though he could see my very essence for one agonising moment. A smile spread across his pretty mouth, and I relaxed, finding that I could breathe again. 

“Go and enjoy your time away from work. Enjoy the finer things in this city. Be here at 8am sharp on Tuesday,” he said. 

I withheld the small squee that bubbled up within me. I was a professional, and I knew to conduct myself better than that. I didn’t know what had gotten into me. I was usually far more composed, but Fein put me on edge and Erin would be my undoing. 
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I hadn’t had a chance to stock the cupboards in the new apartment, so Erin was treated to a tour of the grocery stores in the area. Fortunately, she knew Prague better than I did, so we didn’t get entirely lost. The shops in the non-magical part of the city closed at about 10pm, so we wandered down the streets of the magical area. Everything about it was stunning. The buildings were covered in pale sigils that marked them as belonging to, well, whomever they belonged to. I hadn’t been around long enough to recognise who used what symbol. The trees on the main food section were bone white with narrow limbs and pale blue leaves. I could see the soft ripples of magic that ran through the bark and went to run my fingers over it. Erin grabbed my hand and gently pulled me away with a smile. 

“Do you not have bone trees in England?” she asked.

Her fingers lingered on mine, soft and comforting. 

I glanced between her beautiful amber eyes and the white tree and said, “…no?”

Her fingers left mine and she hooked her arm through mine before she led me towards a brightly coloured shop.

“Bone trees are beautiful, but deadly.”

Like so many wonderful things, I thought to myself.

“They were once normal trees, but a fungus took hold of them, turning the tree bone white. The blue protrusions aren’t leaves, they’re the fungus. If you touch the ‘leaves’ it will slowly drain your lifeforce and leave you as nothing but a husk,” she said calmly.

I paused. “And they allow them to grow along the road?”

She laughed, a tinkling sound that made me smile despite my horror. 

“They still have many magical uses, as I’m sure you noticed. And they’re rather beautiful.” 

I looked back at the trees. They certainly were striking. The pure white stood in stark contrast to the dark cream pavement and slate coloured buildings. The only colour on the street came from the shop fronts. They were framed in neon blue and blood red. You could see them from a long distance away, which I supposed was the point. 

“I’ll give it that, they’re quite striking,” I said with a rueful smile.

Erin led me past the brightly coloured shops and down onto a wider street with broad buildings with small penned-in gardens in front of each. I had the good sense to ignore my curiosity to touch the plants infused with magic that filled each garden. 

“Tell me about yourself,” I told Erin as we approached a street market. 

She chewed on her bottom lip, and I fought to look away and focus on the market stalls. She was going to think I was creepy and desperate if I carried on. 

“Well, my mother was half nymph, half puka. My father was a fire elemental, so I’m something of a mongrel. As you’ve seen, I have no real magic of my own, but alchemy fascinates me,” she said before she fell quiet. 

She focused intently on the large deep red fruits before us, picking them up in turn and rolling them around her palm before she placed them down again. I frowned and tried to figure out what had gone wrong. 

“You think I’ll judge you because of your heritage?” I asked, horrified at the thought.

She narrowed her eyes and looked at me, daring me to say otherwise. I couldn’t help myself. I didn’t even realise I was doing it. I ran my thumb along her bottom lip and smiled. 

“I couldn’t give a damn if you came from six different lineages.” 

She blushed furiously and looked away. I cleared my throat as I realised what I’d done.

“I’ll, erm, I’ll go and get some food,” I said as I walked away, aiming for the furthest stall. 

Oh gods, I was making such a complete fool of myself. What happened to my usual charm? I was acting like a giddy school girl. I’d taken hundreds of beings to bed, and yet there I was with my heart pounding in my chest. Taking a calming breath, I focused on the food before me. I was a treasure hunter. I wasn’t going to lose my mind over a girl. Albeit a beautiful, charming, talented girl. 

Gods be with me, I was so screwed.
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I admit that I had no idea what a good two thirds of the foods I bought were. There was a nice selection of fruit, vegetables, pastries, and meat. Life would be horribly boring if we never tried new things, so I wasn’t going to let the fact that I didn’t know what these things were stop me. Of course, I was assuming that the sellers wouldn’t have sold me something that would kill me, which after the bone trees may have been a little too trusting. Oh well, we only live once. 

Erin was waiting for me at the end of the market, about where we’d parted ways. I calmed myself and moved the bags around so they were more comfortable in my hands. I may have bought a little too much. I smiled at Erin. 

“I hope you remember the way back to the apartment, because I have no idea,” I said.

She laughed and nodded in the direction we’d come. 

“I do, it’s only ten minutes from here. Fein was good to us.”

She led the way down the ornate streets and through an alleyway. We walked in something close to a comfortable silence. I calmed myself and brushed aside the foolish thoughts. I wasn’t like that. I wasn’t going to allow myself to continue acting the fool. 

Wispy shot out of the darkness when we stepped into the apartment and buzzed around Erin’s head, checking her out. She must have gotten his seal of approval, as he settled down on her shoulder. 

“I apologise for him, he’s not usually so… friendly,” I said as I looked around for a light switch. 

“It’s cute,” she said.

I admit I felt a slight stab of jealousy seeing her walk through our apartment with my wisp on her shoulder. Not that it lasted long, Wispy returned to whizzing around the apartment at high speed the moment the lights were turned on. 

“I know you’re starving, wasting away,” I said to the wisp. 

He shrank himself down as small as he’d go and slowly floated over to me. If he had a face I’m sure he’d have the most impressive puppy eyes in that moment. I laughed and stroked him, his cool magic soothing me. The long day was sinking into my bones, and the exhaustion was hitting me hard. 

I put my bags down next to Erin’s in the spacious kitchen and pulled out Wispy’s food, a selection of twigs, cuttings, and leaves. He chittered and pressed himself to my cheek, his version of a kiss, as I filled a plate for him. 

Erin and I worked around each other as we filled the cupboards and fridge with our findings. She picked up one of the meats I’d procured. 

“You eat drake?” she asked, creases formed between her eyebrows.

“I, erm… I had no idea what I was buying. It looked interesting and was a good price,” I said with a sheepish grin.

She laughed. “Is that how you approach everything?” 

I shrugged and put the meat in the fridge. 

“Yes. I enjoy adventures,” I said a little more defensively than I’d intended. 

“It sounds like a wonderful way of being to me,” she said quietly.

I worried my bottom lip and calmed myself before I turned to face her again.

“I enjoy it,” I said.

“I don’t know about you, but I don’t have it in me to cook tonight. I have some cold meats we can share, and some potato dumplings that only take a minute on the fire.” 

“That sounds fantastic,” I said as I sank down into the closest chair by the kitchen table.

“It’s a mix of ham, wild boar, and some spiced meats from Germany, is that ok?”

“I’ll eat anything once,” I said.

She blushed and set about putting dinner together. 

I was too tired to do anything but gaze out the window and take in the view. The red rooftops were bleeding rose while the wild magic lazily dripped along the rooves’ edges and fluttered around the many chimneys and spires. It was a beautiful late summer, and I was filled with a sense of contentment and peace. 

“Tell me about yourself.” 

Erin startled me as she placed a plate full of food in front of me, quickly accompanied by a tall glass full of lilac liquid.

“Lavender lemonade,” she said when I frowned at it.

“Thank you, it smells wonderful.” 

I took a long drink and found the drink to be sweet and refreshing with a mild citrus aftertaste. In short, it was absolutely divine. 

“What would you like to know?” I asked.

It was hard restraining myself from flirting. I’d already pushed too hard. She was my assistant and roommate; I wasn’t going to fuck that up with my libido. 

“Everything,” she said with a devilish smile.

Well, there went my calm and restraint.
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I can’t say I liked being asked about myself. I much preferred talking about other things. Anything, really. The way Erin was watching me with rapt attention only made it worse. 

I began by explaining that I’d never met my parents. They had put me in a private boarding school aged four, and I stayed with my uncle when the school closed for holidays. The years before then were a blur, but I was quite sure my uncle raised me. I wasn’t entirely sure who my parents were, but I did know they didn’t want me, and that was fine with me. They made sure I had more than enough money. I’d never wanted for anything. 

“What about your treasure hunting?” she asked. 

I took a deep breath and told the story I’d told what felt like a million times. 

“I’ve always been very competitive, and adventurous. Someone talked about the salamander fire amulet in school. I was sixteen. They had said how there were rumours about it having been found, and buyers were very excited about that prospect. My best friend, Logan, bet me that he could retrieve the amulet first. I’m not one to turn down a challenge, so I agreed. Logan followed a lead to China, whereas I followed one to South America. Mine was the better lead. I’ll never forget the moment I tracked down the amulet. 

“We weren’t the only ones looking for it. A local man managed to get his hands on the amulet before me. Unfortunately for him, he hadn’t done his research.”

The memory felt so real, I could picture every detail. The heat pressed against my skin. 

“It felt as if the whole world fell silent. The entire jungle froze, all eyes on the man before me. His face split into a sharp-edged grin as he lifted the necklace over his head. A voice somewhere within me screamed at him to stop, but my curiosity got the better of me. The gaudy necklace, with its thick gold chain and bright orange jewel, held within it a form of fire magic that I’d never heard of before. Some said it was a weaver’s construct gone rogue, others said it was a fire elemental that lost themselves to the fire. All I knew was that it gave the wearer the ability to wield fire like a tier one elemental. Of course, that came at a price.

It started in the man’s eyes. They shifted from a deep chocolate brown to a bright ember burning against his rich copper skin. His grin widened as fire sprang from the palms of his upturned hands and slowly spread up his bare arms. His foot paused mid-step when his grin faltered and his breathing hitched. It all happened so quickly. The elemental was supposed to slowly devour him, breath by breath. Instead, it tore him apart in a blazing inferno that burst from his chest. He didn’t even have time to scream.

The necklace sat in a neat pile of ash, an odd greyness against the vivid greens of the jungle around us. All eyes had turned to me. Would I survive the test? I put my shoulders back and strode up to the ash. Failure wasn’t in my behaviour set. The whispers began when I reached out to touch it, quiet murmurings that told me he was weak, that it loved me most of all. My hand had almost wrapped around the orange gem when I caught myself. I retrieved my long tweezers and dropped the necklace in a thick, alchemically reinforced gryphon-leather bag. It was a rather unceremonious gesture, and that somehow felt fitting.”

Erin looked at me with a huge grin on her face. 

“That’s amazing. I’m joining you on your next adventure, I’d love to go on an adventure like that,” she said.

I smiled and allowed her enthusiasm to wash over me. The butterflies in my stomach had become an entire kaleidoscope. It was taking everything I had to remain calm and aloof. 

“Hopefully, we won’t have to wait long. I’m going to crash out, though, I’m exhausted.” 

I stood and put the dishes in the cleaner before I scooped Wispy up from the middle of the plate where he’d fallen asleep. I didn’t need him waking up alone and panicking in the night. 

“Good night, Kaitlyn. Today was fun,” Erin said, her thumb brushing over my inner wrist as she spoke.

“Yea, it was,” I agreed, returning the gesture and enjoying the feel of her skin beneath my touch.

Gods bless me with restraint and calm. She was going to ruin my reputation as a professional, if I wasn’t careful. I placed Wispy down on one pillow before I closed the door, stripped down to nothing, and wriggled under the luxurious bedding. Fein didn’t do things by halves, and I was quickly growing to appreciate that. Everything that related to him screamed quality and luxury. I grabbed my phone and quickly sent Logan a rundown of my new situation, including Erin. He was in Belize at that moment retrieving some rare lizard for a collector. I refused to bring back anything live. It was far too much hassle. Logan enjoyed the added challenge, though, and always made sure they went to good homes. I’d helped him steal a crocotta cub that had ended up in a bad home once. I smiled at the memory. I missed him. He was my best friend (with many benefits), and we hadn’t seen each other in months. 

Truth be told, Logan was more than my best friend. We loved each other and slept together when we were in the same city, but neither of us was ready to settle down in one place. A quiet hope hung between us that when the time came we’d settle together. I put my phone away and pulled Wispy to me, bringing him to nuzzle against my face. No more alarms in the morning. I had four blissful days of freedom.

The memory of Erin entirely rapt with the thought of adventure filled my mind as I fell asleep. Hopefully, it wouldn’t be long before Fein had a treasure for me to track down.
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I slept through most of my first day off. I woke up halfway through the afternoon to Wispy whining and chittering at me for food. The last time I’d shared living accommodations was in college, and that was with Logan. My half-asleep brain didn’t remember that I was sharing my space with Erin, and she’d much rather I was fully-clothed when I walked out into the living area. I frowned, and looked at the tall windows which were allowing bright sunshine to pour into the room, with bleary eyes. 

“Kaitlyn… I think you forgot something…” Erin said as blush covered her cheeks and she looked away. 

“Fuck. Sorry, I’m sorry, I was… oh, gods, I’m sorry,” I said as I dove back into my room and looked for some clothing. 

I emerged a minute later in a cami and pair of shorts. It wasn’t suitable to wear outside, but it would do. Erin’s blush hadn’t left her cheeks, and her gaze kept wandering over my torso as I stumbled into the kitchen. Wispy shot back and forth between me and the cupboard where I’d put his food while whining as though I’d been starving him. 

Wispy wasted no time in leaping on the leaves and such the moment they hit the plate. I kept my back to Erin, unable to face her. It wasn’t that I was ashamed of my body, I just felt awful at making her uncomfortable. 

Once I’d put together a plate of fruits and waffles for breakfast, I had no choice but to face Erin and gauge how bad things were. She was standing closer to me than I’d expected. Her eyes held that fire that I so desperately wanted to release. 

“I was thinking we could have a movie night. There’s that new Order of Raven movie at eight, then Shadow Fox is on after it.” The smile on her face grew more confident as she spoke. 

I grinned, thankful that she wasn’t freaked out at having seen me naked out of the blue. 

“Sounds perfect,” I said. 
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I had cooked us a simple meal. It lacked elegance, but Erin didn't seem to mind. I made a mental note to take the time to cook her something truly wonderful. Cooking was much like alchemy, and I thoroughly enjoyed it on the rare occasions that I had the spare energy to try. 

Erin remained close to me, her hands lingering on mine as we prepared the meal. The delicate sparks of her magic fluttered over my skin producing a sensation that almost felt like tiny kisses. I smiled to myself and allowed the image to bloom in my mind. The meal turned out beautifully, and I was pleased to see the broad smile on Erin's face as she looked at what we'd accomplished together. She almost glowed with happiness, her skin caught the late sunlight and begged me to run my fingertips over the edges of her. I resisted, not wanting to push her. She was cautious and had an air of inexperience about her. 

We curled up on the sofa together with an exquisite bottle of wine from Moravia, the rich plum notes blending with the gentle oak finish to produce a wonderful experience. Erin sat close enough for her hip to press against mine as the movie started. I was acutely aware of her body so close to mine and the gentle heat radiating from her. It was difficult to really focus on the movie.  She didn't look at me, but her body spoke for her as she slowly relaxed against me and leaned into me. Butterflies exploded in my stomach. It was very rare for me to be nervous about making a move on someone, but it was rare that I’d spend that much time around them before we ended up in bed.

She started to lean into me about half an hour into the movie. I took that as my cue to put my arm around her shoulders. I caressed her bare shoulder and lost track of the movie entirely as I revelled in the feeling of her subtle magic beneath my fingertips. Her skin was silky smooth. Images of brushing my lips over it formed in my mind unbidden. I didn’t realise I was doing it until my lips brushed against her skin, but I’d leaned in and kissed behind her ear. Her breath caught and my heart skipped a beat as I waited to see her reaction.

Erin had tensed a little. I pulled back, giving her room to think and decide what she wanted to do. I wasn’t going to push her into anything she wasn’t happy with. After a few beats, she turned to face me, a smile on her beautiful mouth and molten fire in her golden eyes.

“I know we’re not supposed to sleep with co-workers, but…” she leaned in and brushed her lips over mine.

I retrained myself from digging my fingers into her hair and kissing her passionately. We had all night to savour and explore. I ran my thumb along her bottom lip and watched her reaction. Her breath curled over my finger and she leaned into me.

“Are you sure?” I whispered, my lips almost grazing hers.

"I haven't been with many people… you're only the third woman, and the first time outside of a relationship," she whispered, her eyes locked on mine.

I remained still and allowed her to make the decision on her own. I wasn't going to shun her if she decided this wasn't right for her after all. That wasn't my way.

She took my bottom lip between her teeth and bit down gently, her eyes challenging me to deny her.

The light pain sent a thrill through me, but not as much as seeing that fire running through her. I wanted, no, needed more of that. We took our time exploring and enjoying gentle touches, kisses, and nibbles on the sofa, the movie entirely forgotten as we gradually tested each other's limits and teased each other mercilessly. When the time was right we moved to my bed, where we continued in earnest. I was delighted to feel her magic crashing against my skin when she climaxed. She was everything I’d fantasized about and more.  We didn’t get into experimenting with alchemical pleasure and pain tinctures, but I hoped there would be chances for that in the future.

My hopes for such explorations were shattered when Erin left my bed barely ten minutes after we’d finished. She broke away from my holding her and left my room without a word. I frowned, trying to understand what had happened. She’d been so happy, and I’d been careful to have full consent every step of the way. I sighed and gave her room to get her head straight; my pressuring her for an explanation was likely to make everything worse.
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Erin would barely look at me the following morning. When I tried to ask her what was wrong, she shrugged and gave me a small smile. On the third day of it, I tried again. She sighed with exasperation and said she needed time to get her head straight, to work through everything. I can’t say I was sure what she needed to work through, but I gave her space. 

Logan was the only person I’d slept with and spent more than two days with afterwards, and we were incredibly close friends; more than friends, if I were being honest with myself. I trusted him with my life and expected to settle down with him when the time felt right. He was everything I could possibly want in a partner: kind, funny, sweet, intelligent, fiercely protective. Gods, I missed him. We didn’t usually go more than six weeks without seeing each other for a weekend or more. It had been over three months. 

Needless to say, I had no idea what to do with Erin or how to handle the situation. I gave her as much space as I could, given everything, but we still shared both a living and work space. She had withdrawn into herself and rarely smiled for the next couple of weeks. She was committed to her work and did everything I asked of her to the highest of standards, and she was a quick learner. Time in the lab was increasingly dull and oppressive. I needed something more. 
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I’d been working for Fein for a month. A whole month. And I hadn’t retrieved a single artifact. The routine of arriving at the lab and working until 10 pm every night, six days a week, was grating on me. I despised routine. 

Things had settled down between Erin and me. We shared glances and smiled now and again, but we still weren’t relaxed around each other. I looked away from her and focused on the phoenix fire dancing in the beaker before me. I needed to pull out a single thread of magic from it, and weave that into the nymph hair to produce a charm against sinking for some sailor somewhere. I frowned and took a calming breath. I’d picked out which thread of magic I wanted. The one nearest the left edge, with the pale red tint, looked perfect. It was strong and straight, which would make it easier to weave. I slowly reached my tweezers into the beaker and went to grasp onto the thread. It slipped from my grasp and danced away. I sighed. It was one of those days. 

An hour and two bleeding fingers later (I managed to stab myself with the gold needle three times while trying to weave the phoenix fire thread around the nymph hair), and the charm was complete. I ticked it off the godforsaken list Fein had left and slouched onto the closest stool with a huff. Yes, I was an alchemist. Yes, the lab was a dream come true. That didn’t mean I enjoyed being cooped up in it, even if the wage Fein was paying me was ridiculously good. 

Erin walked around the lab table behind me and leaned against the table before me. She looked at me with those beautiful eyes, and I smiled despite myself. 

“The routine’s killing you,” she said softly.

I sighed and ran my hand over my hair.

“I wasn’t made for routines,” I grumbled.

She laughed. “So I’ve noticed.”

I stood and stretched, relieved to hear her laugh. 

“I’d hoped he’d hired me as a treasure hunter, not a pet alchemist. If I see one more of those fucking lists, I might shove it down his throat,” I said.

She laughed again, and her eyes danced. I looked away, not wanting to make her tense again. That was the last thing I needed. 

“We have tomorrow off. We can head into the city.” 

“Gods, yes, I need a pair of people to screw until I can no longer stand,” I said before I remembered who I was talking to. 

I blushed furiously and couldn’t look at her. 

“I’ve finished grinding the bear bones. I’ll start cleaning up,” she said quietly.

I mentally kicked myself. What was done was done. She knew that I had an active sex life, and we weren’t going to go anywhere. Still, I wished I’d have been a little more subtle about it, for her sake.
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Erin had been polite but distant for the rest of the day. I didn’t bother sticking around for Fein to check the day’s work - it was demeaning. I knew that they were the best quality possible. I’d headed home to dress in something slinky and revealing before I went out into the city in search of one or more willing partners for a night and, if they were very talented, morning of carnal fun. 

Unfortunately, like the rest of my week, my search ended with disappointment. The raven shifter I went to bed with was unsatisfying and left me more frustrated than I began. He was far too fluttery and interested in satisfying his curiosity than me. I stalked home before sunrise and pulled out my phone to complain to Logan about everything. In a happy twist of luck, he happened to be online. I made myself comfortable on a bench in the small park not too far from home and told him everything. He laughed at me before he changed the topic out of the blue.

 

LOGAN: You work for Fein Thyrin right?

KAITLYN: Yea, why? Heard something bad?

LOGAN: Rumour is he’s been looking into the Seers Stone for the last week. He not told you?

KAITLYN: >.< … Not a fucking word.

LOGAN: He doesn’t have any other hunters on team does he?

KAITLYN: Not that I’ve heard. Fucks sake. I’m dying for an adventure. Tempted to hand in my notice. Screw the lab.

LOGAN: Don’t quit. Grill him about it tomorrow.

KAITLYN: Good plan.

LOGAN: I am the brains here ;) Heading off, have a pretty sidhe guy tied up waiting for me. Ciao.

KAITLYN: Enjoy! Ciao.

 

 

I resolved to pin Fein down and find out what the deal was with the Seers Stone once I’d slept. I was on the verge of quitting the alchemy job anyway, what harm would it do? Yes, he might spread the word of my pushiness, but there were many buyers out there. He couldn’t ruin my reputation entirely. 

The walk home went by without incident, and Erin was safely tucked in bed when I returned. At least something had gone well. The last thing I needed was to face Erin, especially having failed in my quest for good sex. I put a movie on the TV and dug out my bag of Garou candy. It was extortionately priced, as the Garou didn’t much like dealing with outsiders, but by the gods it was worth every penny. I settled into bed and watched as the kick-ass succubus saved the wolf shifter’s ass from the mermaids. The candy melted on my tongue and slowly changed from rich fig through to red currant and down into the most divine vanilla toffee flavour. Maybe life wasn’t so bad after all.
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My plans to march into Fein’s office and demand to know what was going on with the Seers Stone would have gone much better had I have known how to get to his office. As it was, I followed behind Isla, who had her customary glare on her face, through the vine covered hallways. We finally arrived somewhere at the back of the house in Fein’s office. It was full of trees and greenery, with extensive windows looking out onto a small indoor woodland behind him. The elf, himself, sat behind a broad desk devoid of any personalisation bar the small black cat that I assumed was Tyn. 

“Miss Felis, I wasn’t expecting to see you today,” Fein said with a smile.

My stomach began tying itself in knots, but I lifted my chin and strode across the space to his desk. I wasn’t going to be put off by those sharp teeth or the voice in the back of my mind screaming at me to run. 

“I’ve been informed that you’re looking for the Seers Stone,” I said while holding his eye contact.

His mouth spread into a predatory smile that revealed just how sharp those teeth were. 

“And you are upset that you’re not involved in this process,” Fein said as he leaned back and crossed his arms.

“I am a treasure hunter - one of the best.” 

“You’re very sure of yourself.”

“If you want that stone, then you should hire me.”

He laughed and pulled a dark green folder out of a drawer in his desk. He pushed said folder towards me. ‘Seers Stone’ was written in his familiar neat script on the front. 

“Consider yourself hired. You have forty-eight hours to research and pack. Now I have business to attend to,” he said as he looked pointedly at the door. 

I walked out of the office in something of a daze. I’d done it. I’d faced down the predator and come out of it intact, with the job I wanted no less. 
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Erin walked into the living room in her little shorts and cami top while I was dancing with a huge grin on my face. The Seers Stone was the thing of myths! And I was going to find it! 

“You had a good night,” Erin said with a small frown as she watched me. 

“We’re going on an adventure!”

She raised an eyebrow at me.

“Fein’s sending us to track down the Seers Stone. The Seers Stone!”

She smiled and began to relax. 

“I have no idea what you’re talking about, but I am definitely due for an adventure,” she said as she walked past me to the kitchen.

“We’re heading out in forty-eight hours. I need to research, I have to tell Logan.”

“Your boyfriend?” she called back out.

“Wait, you think I screw around on my boyfriend?” 

She appeared out the kitchen and shrugged. 

“Logan’s my best friend… I do have some morals, you know.” 

She smiled. “If I can help, let me know.”

I was hurt that she’d assumed such a thing about me. I had no interest in a monogamous relationship at that point in time, but I’d never cheat on someone. Wispy nuzzled against my cheek to try and comfort me. His purring did ease me some, but that didn’t change the dent her words had put in my mood. 

I took the folder Fein had given me to my bedroom along with Wispy and my laptop. I put Elle Kyne on the TV and read through everything Fein had managed to gather to date. 

The Seers Stone is an old artifact and the thing of myths. Many hunters and collectors would state that it simply doesn’t exist and was just a story. No one quite knows how it came into existence, but people suspect the fae. They did quite enjoy dropping magical artifacts into the world and sitting back to see what happened, particularly in the early days of the planes having been joined. The Seers Stone got its name from the first recorded story about it. A trio of hedgewitches picked up a mysterious stone, said to be the size of a clenched fist. They soon found that touching the stone unlocked latent abilities - in the case of the hedgewitches, the seer ability. It was well known that some lines of hedgewitches had a minor seer ability, so that part at least rang true. 

What happened from there is a jumbled mess. Some non-magical people were said to have touched it, only to die horrific deaths. Stories appeared in the Nordic countries that could relate to the stone; word of a mysterious object that the wolves guarded fiercely fit the concept. According to the notes Fein had given me, the wolves in Iceland were the strongest tie we had to the stone. They didn’t call it the Seers Stone, but there was a pack of witches and wolf familiars that had stated they used to protect such an artifact. Fein had booked air transport to Reykjavik for three people. I chewed on my bottom lip and wondered who the third person was. 

A knock came from the door, which caused Wispy to puff up and chitter. 

“Oh hush, you know it’s Erin,” I chided.

He returned to his spot on my shoulder, where he purred and tried to pull some of my curls around himself. 

“Come in,” I called as I began to read through Fein’s notes again. 

“I’m really sorry about what I said. It was uncalled for,” Erin said sheepishly. 

She walked into my room carrying a plate loaded with delicate little cookies and a pitcher of lavender lemonade in her other hand. 

“Are they from that selkie bakery on the corner?” I asked.

That bakery was the best thing about Prague. They could do no wrong. 

Erin grinned. “They are. Anything I can do to prepare for this adventure?”

“How good are you at research?” 

She frowned. 

“I haven’t really tried,” she said quietly.

I smiled. She didn’t have my background. 

“Why don’t you read through this half, and I’ll read the other half? We can compare notes when we’re done,” I said, handing her the bottom half of papers from Fein’s folder.

She took the papers without a word and left the plate and pitcher within reach. I hated being on poor terms with her. We’d have to talk before we left for Reykjavik. Treasure hunting was potentially very dangerous. I couldn’t afford to have her giving me the cold shoulder in a bad situation.  

I went and found her in the living room. 

“Come and sit with me. I have Elle Kyne on the TV. We’re going to have to trust each other on this adventure,” I said.

She looked at me for a long moment before she smiled and walked over to me. Her smile didn’t waver when she brushed past me and walked into my room. We were making progress.
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We got up earlier than I’d have liked the next day. I needed to take Erin shopping, ready for our trip to Reykjavik. 

“We’ll need to get you a complete wardrobe, a bag to carry it in, some good boots, and an emergency alchemical kit,” I told her as we headed into the city. 

She guided me deep into the magical part of the city, past deep brilliant-white Veesha trees with awful bulbous Veesha watching us from the twisted branches. Their whispering song called people close to them so they could drain their life, leaving nothing but a leathery husk behind. The magical section of Prague was a particularly vicious example of the phenomenon. I wondered what had caused that. We passed blood roses, and I paused to break a pair of thick, sharp thorns from one of the vines that protruded between the wrought iron fence. It was on the public path, so I claimed them as mine and tucked them safely in a pocket to put in my lab later. I caught Erin smirking at me as she watched, but she didn’t say anything. 

Erin tried to take me to the first outdoor shop we came to, but it was full of poorly constructed items with weak magic that would crumble after a few wears. I insisted that she take me to Harlequins as the first stop, a wood-elf-run shop with the finest adventure wear money could buy. It wasn’t cheap, but it was worth every penny. 

A trio of young wood elves (they wouldn’t allow anyone or anything else to work in their shops) turned to face us when I strode into the immaculately ordered shop. I grinned at them. 

“We need to fit my friend here out for a trip to Reykjavik,” I said.

I felt Erin tense behind me. I ignored that and waited for one of the elves to reply. 

“We’ll start with the bottom layers and work out,” the female said.

“Perfect!” I said and gestured for Erin to step around in front of me. 

“You’ll need to be fitted,” I said quietly.

She frowned. 

“They want me to strip down…?” she whispered back.

“No, they can do it in your jeans and shirt,” I reassured her.

She relaxed and approached the elf cautiously. They whisked her away to the fitting rooms, and I looked around the shop to see what I might want for myself. 

The magic woven into their jackets was beautifully done. Some people had a talent for such weaving; I was not one of them. I had moments where I envied the alchemist that possessed such skill and dexterity. The jacket had good sturdy drake essence woven around earth elemental magic to make it resistant to extreme weather and hardy against sharp objects. The air elemental breath made it lightweight and helped make sure it never made the wearer too hot or cold. It was made in a flattering cut and elegant enough to wear to mid-range restaurants, should the need strike. It cost close to two thousand pounds, but that was hardly unexpected, and I had the money. 

Erin looked entirely lost while the elves brought her good jeans, trousers, and boots. She tried on everything she was told to and visibly paled when the total was given. I added a jacket, some alchemical vials, and a leather pouch that a weaver had imbued with magic to make sure no one could steal the bag or the contents from me. I wasn’t going to risk that stone going missing. I paid the total with a polite smile, and hoped Erin didn’t think I was flaunting my bank account. That certainly hadn’t been my intention. I simply wanted her to be comfortable on the trip. 

We continued on to a nymph-run shop, where I bought a large collection of leaves and twigs for Wispy. They were traditionally sold for hedgewitch supplies and other more traditional animals, but Wispy didn’t care about any of that. Erin came out of herself a little bit as she guided me around the city and pointed out shops that were more to her tastes. She took me into a brightly coloured shop that was bursting with scented candles. It had everything from vanilla to the desert, Garou wine, and more. 

“I’m half fire elemental, I can’t help being at least a little drawn to fire,” she said with a smile as she picked up a raspberry and rose scented candle. 

I resisted the urge to buy it for her. My uncle had made it very clear at a young age that I absolutely could not buy someone’s affections. That, and it seemed unkind to continue throwing money around when she clearly didn’t have the same means I did. 

We retired to a quiet café run by a pair of bear shifters once we’d purchased everything we needed. Erin insisted on ordering for me, which resulted in three plates bursting with decadent cakes and a wonderful drink that I was later told was the bears’ own invention. It was the perfect end to a successful shopping trip.
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Fein had summoned us to his office late in the afternoon the day before we were due to fly to Reykjavik. Erin partially hid behind me as we stood before Fein and his desk. Tyn was in his human form leaning against Fein’s desk with a friendly smile. It didn’t put me at ease. 

Fein pushed two contracts towards Erin and me. “Kindly sign these.” 

I skimmed the contract and found it to be pretty standard. The object must be handed to Fein directly, failure to do so would result in the second payment not happening. If it was found that I tried to sell said object I was obligated to give him a percentage of the profit. I signed it with a flourish. I’d done this many times. 

“Tyn will be joining you on this trip,” Fein said as he stood.

I gave Tyn a friendly smile. I was looking forward to getting to know the fae cat. 

“Do not try and screw my Cait Sidhe,” Fein whispered in my ear. 

My blood ran cold and I froze. I hadn’t seen or heard him approach. 

I nodded numbly and he stepped away with that predatory smile on his face. 

“Good girl,” he said softly.

I’d have punched anyone else who dared say that to me, but I was still trying to compose myself. 

“Tyn will be staying with you tonight. The flight leaves at 6am. Do not miss it,” Fein said before he returned back behind his desk. 

Tyn picked up his bag and led the way out of the office. 

“Well, that was scary,” Erin whispered to me.

“You’re telling me,” I whispered back.
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I was dying to ask Tyn hundreds of questions about Cait Sidhe and why he had a white paw. He had led the way back to the apartment with a swift efficient gait that was so elegantly feline. Erin nudged me when she caught me watching the way his ass looked as he walked. I gave her a big smile. 

“It’s not my fault he looks good in those pants!” I whispered.

She shook her head, but I didn’t miss the smile on her face as she did so. Fein said ‘don’t screw him’ - that didn’t mean that I couldn’t look. None of us said a word on the way up to the apartment. The questions were practically burning my tongue by the time we stepped into the living room. 

“What’s it like being a Cait Sidhe?” I asked casually.

Tyn turned to face me with a small smirk and one eyebrow quirked. 

“What’s it like being an alchemist?” he asked calmly.

I gave a small shrug and a smile. 

“There are worse things. It’s hardly uncommon, though.” 

Tyn sat down in the armchair and threw his legs over one arm while watching me. 

“Ask the question you really want to ask,” he said with a long feline blink.

“Why do you have a white paw? Cait Sidhe are supposed to be pitch black with a single small white patch on their chest.” 

Erin’s mouth dropped open as I asked the question. 

She blushed furiously and said, “I’m sorry, she doesn’t mean to push.” 

“Yes I do,” I said with a devilish smile.

Tyn snorted. 

“I fucked up. The white paw shows that I no longer have the connection… the ability to escort people to the other side.”

There was a story there. The playful smile on his mouth didn’t match with the way his eyes had hardened. 

Wispy finally woke up and hurtled towards Tyn at full speed. The Cait Sidhe raised an eyebrow and held his hand up in front of his face at the last second, late enough that Wispy bounced off it and sprayed furious sparks over Tyn. 

“Wispy, this is Tyn. He’s a guest,” I said calmly, “and you’re a hopeless guard wisp,” I added.

The wisp puffed up as big as he could go and chittered loudly while throwing out red sparks around himself. I crossed my arms. 

“If you keep that up, I’m cutting your evening ration in half,” I said.

He immediately shrank back down to his usual size and flew over to me, where he proceeded to brush himself against my cheek and make purring noises. I didn’t know if all wisps were as food obsessed as Wispy was, but it was useful at times. 

“The wisp stays here,” Tyn said.

“He always comes with me,” I said, levelling a glare at him. 

“Not this time. He’s too conspicuous. He’ll be looked after.”

Tyn looked away and turned the television on. The conversation was over. Or at least that’s what the Cait Sidhe thought. 

“No. I am one of the best treasure hunters in the world. He’s coming with me,” I said as I stood in front of Tyn and stared him down. 

Tyn raised an eyebrow and returned the stare. We remained that way for a few minutes before he finally relented. 

“Fine. He’s entirely your responsibility.”

I gave a nod of acknowledgement and returned to feeding Wispy, feeling triumphant.  

“What happens once we’re in Reykjavik?” Erin asked with a smile on her face.

“I’ve made contact with one of the wolf familiars. We’ll speak to him and hopefully get an audience with the leaders.” 

“I haven’t met a familiar before, are they very different from shifters?” Erin asked.

Tyn muttered something. 

“What was that, Tyn?” I asked sweetly. 

“I said they’re pompous dickheads who could all benefit from being knocked down a few dozen pegs,” Tyn said equally as sweetly. 

Erin and I looked at each other. 

“Surely they’re not that bad…” Erin said.

Tyn levelled a dark look at her before he returned to watching the TV.

“Well, this ought to be fun, then,” she said with a shake of her head. 

“I do hope you’re not going to cause trouble,” I said to Tyn.

“I wouldn’t dream of it,” he said drily. 

I believed him. He was clearly very attached to Fein, and the elf wouldn’t react well to any type of trouble.
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Fein has booked the first flight of the day to Reykjavik. I was not a morning person. Judging by the way Tyn was giving the coffee a stern glaring while he waited for it to brew, I didn’t think he was either. Erin, on the other hand, was positively bouncy. She was beaming as she made pancakes for breakfast, but she had the good sense not to try and engage Tyn or me in conversation. She’d learnt pretty quickly that the best she’d get out of me before my coffee was hand gestures and possibly a single word response if she was lucky. Wispy hadn’t bothered to crawl out of bed; he wasn’t a fan of the precise crack of dawn. Luckily, he wouldn’t take much preparation. I’d just have to usher him into his cage. 

“Have either of you been to Reykjavik before? I haven’t really been anywhere,” Erin asked.

I couldn’t help but smile. She was so vibrant. Her whole face lit up at the prospect of this adventure. I hoped she never lost that. 

“Once, a few years back,” Tyn said.

“No, this is my first time. It’s been on my ‘to visit’ list, but I hadn’t really gotten around to it. Other things kept popping up,” I said.

Erin chewed on her bottom lip as she heaped the pancakes onto a plate. I fought against the urge to mirror her and sighed. Tyn smirked at me.

“They say forbidden fruit is the sweetest,” he said while holding my gaze.

I leaned over the table towards him and said, “Then I’d love to take a bite out of you…”

His nostrils flared before he leaned back and looked as though I’d actually bitten him. I held back the delighted laughter and heaped pancakes on my plate. Erin looked between us with a raised eyebrow but said nothing. Surely, she was used to my antics by now?

Tyn refused to look at me for the rest of breakfast. He curled into himself and didn’t say another word. Guilt gnawed at me. I’d only meant it as a little fun. He picked up his bag and headed to the door the moment we’d finished breakfast. 

“We can’t miss the flight.”

“I can’t leave dirty dishes lying around, and Wispy needs to be cared for,” I said.

He exhaled slowly and set his shoulders back, apparently having some internal fight. 

“Five minutes,” he said softly when he turned to face us.

I couldn’t bear it, I walked over to him and placed my hand on his upper arm. He jumped like I’d scalded him.

“I wouldn’t hurt you…” I said, offended at the thought and worried that I’d missed something.

He squeezed his eyes shut and breathed out through his nose. 

“You’ve done nothing wrong. This is my first trip without Fein,” he said in barely more than a whisper.

“We’ll look after you. Just… tell me if I do something wrong, ‘kay?” I said gently.

He smiled and gave a sharp nod. 

“I don’t much like being touched,” he said as he looked between my hand and the window behind me.

I stepped back to give him room and held up my hands.

“No more touching unless absolutely necessary,” I said with a smile.

He returned the smile and began to relax. He’d clearly had a shitty time of it in his past. I wondered if that was connected to his white paw. My curiosity was certainly piqued, but I wasn’t going to re-open those wounds. I wasn’t cruel.
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I’d had to bundle a selection of leaves and twigs into Wispy’s cage to wake him up enough to get him into it. He’d shot in there like his life depended on it the moment he saw the food. Erin was positively glowing with excitement. She couldn’t keep the smile off her face as we walked down the quiet roads to the air transport dock. We were travelling by mainline air transport. It was too much of a risk to take the knowledge merchants. We weren’t going to be the only ones chasing the Seers Stone. We had to keep what little advantage we might have to ourselves. 

My phone buzzed as we walked around the corner to the air dock. Logan had messaged.

 

LOGAN: You have competition. Thyrin hired me to go after the stone, too. Starting with a lead here in Paris.

 

I wasn’t going to deny that Logan was a damn fine treasure hunter, but that didn’t stop me from being a little upset that Fein had felt the need to hire both of us. It made sense from a business perspective, two hunters are more likely to succeed than one, but it still stung. I tried to think up a casual reply to Logan, but nothing formed in my mind. It wasn’t the first time we’d been competing for the same artifact, and we’d always ended up working together and splitting the profits in the past. I opted to leave it until we got to Reykjavik and focus on the research we’d managed to do thus far.
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A small crowd had gathered in the docking area as we waited to be loaded onto the airship. I’d done this enough times to know how to handle the situation. I gestured for Erin to stay close to me while I watched the little old witch. It wasn’t the young passengers you had to watch, it was the supposedly frail old ladies. 

True to form, the old witch tried to hook her cane around Tyn’s ankle so as to trip him and get in front of him when the doors opened. Tyn rolled his eyes and stepped forward half a step, putting himself more firmly in front of the woman. She wasn’t done yet, though. She shifted her weight and turned slightly sideways, trying to get her hand on the bar to Tyn’s left, thus giving her leverage to bodily push past him. Tyn gave her a very pointed look and stepped in front of her entirely, giving Erin and me room to step into. The old witch huffed and muttered under her breath as we stepped onto the transport and claimed the first seats. It was a small victory, but it still felt good. 

Tyn wove his way between the small wooden tables and chairs (all securely bolted down) to one of the longer slender tables near the large windows. He claimed a bench seat with a wide smile of victory. I couldn’t help but laugh as I joined him. Erin sat opposite us and gazed out of the oval window looking out over the city. There wasn’t much to see just yet. The dock was positioned relatively low so as to make it easier for passengers to embark and disembark. There were none of the fancy air pillows here, everyone walked on and off the ship. 

The rest of the passengers soon crowded into the space, making it feel almost claustrophobic as they squeezed into every last seat. The sound soon washed over me and broke whatever calm I may have had. Erin was too absorbed in the view between the spires and over the red rooves to pay any attention. Her mouth wore a delicate smile that made me smile with her. It was contagious. Her expression was full of wonder and hope.

A woman who appeared to be a similar age to Erin and me sidled up to our table and gave Tyn a charming smile. 

“I don’t suppose I could squeeze in with you, could I?” she asked.

I’d been hoping to continue my reading on the history of the stone and the wolves we were meeting in Reykjavik. I wouldn’t be able to do that with a stranger at our table. She leaned over the table a little allowing her top to slip and give Tyn a clear view. 

The Cait Sidhe rolled his eyes and said, “Sorry, but no.”

She sniffed and glared at him before she turned her attention to me. 

“I’m only little. I’m sure you won’t even notice me,” she said with honeyed tones.

I shrugged. “Sorry.”

A quick glance around the cabin showed me that there was a perfectly reasonable space on a table with what appeared to be college students. 

I smiled and gestured over to their table. “I’m sure those gentlemen would be happy for you to squeeze in,” I said.

Her expression tightened, and I caught the flash of silver at her hip - a small knife. It wasn’t unusual for people to carry knives. You never knew when you’d run into a kelpie or a particularly enthusiastic puka. Still, that only hardened my desire to keep her away from our group and the information we had. The Seers Stone would be the find of the century. There was a very real chance that she was a rival treasure hunter looking for an easy in. 

“Thank you, enjoy your trip,” she said with a false smile and clipped tones. 

Erin frowned at me. “Do you think she knew who we were?” 

I shrugged and gave her a reassuring smile. 

“Perhaps, there’s likely to be plenty of competition. We’ll just have to be careful, is all,” I said.

The airship rocked a little, which caused someone to give a startled cry. They must have been a first-time passenger. I’d been taking trips on the airships for as long as I could remember. My uncle took me around the world during the school holidays. My parents had no interest in seeing me, and I couldn’t say I had much interest in seeing them. They provided me with plenty of money and the best education said money could afford. My uncle gave me all of the love and support I needed. It had worked out rather well. 

Once the airship had levelled out and was flying across the city, I pulled out my notes and reread everything I had, trying to find something small that I might have missed. Erin reached across the small table and took the notes I’d already read, her fingers brushing mine as she did so. I clamped down the urge to smile and acknowledge her touch, instead throwing myself into reading the sparse details on the stone. 

There was no mention about how it came into being, whether it was forged or created in some way. It seemed to just pop out of the ether one day, which lent credence to the theory that the fae had dropped it into our plane for giggles. It certainly wasn’t the first time they’d done such a thing. At least the stone was controllable and hadn’t caused too much trouble. The last fae prank I had heard about had taken years to recover from. 

A small town in Germany had found itself suddenly overrun with wild pixies. At first it had started with the usual annoyances that came with pixies, shiny things being stolen, people being bitten, food being spoiled, and other such things. On the third day, something changed. The pixies became peculiarly friendly, approached people with big smiles and mutterings of friendship. It lasted a grand total of four hours. At the strike of noon every pixie in the town began to violently vibrate. On the twelfth chime of the town clock, they exploded. Well, most of them. A few of them became blackened and charred, but didn’t quite get as far as the exploding part. They were reported to sulk and mutter before they slipped away into the forest. Needless the say, the town took extensive damage and there were a high number of deaths. Pixies were never seen the same way again.
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The majority of passengers departed at Vienna. Erin had remained glued to the window for the majority of the flight. I had to smile at her enthusiasm, and the view really had been stunning. We’d been blessed with beautiful flying conditions with barely any cloud cover. Tyn, on the other hand, had been quiet and tense. He watched everyone around us with a keen eye. He wasn’t the only one to notice that the woman who had tried to join us earlier remained on the ship at Vienna. Three other people were unsubtly watching both us and the woman, which only added to my theory that she was a rival treasure hunter. 

Neither Erin nor Tyn had spoken a word about our goal in Reykjavik. When one of us spoke, it was merely to comment on the sprawling landscape below us. I desperately wanted to share my excitement at going to meet the witches and their familiars and the forest they had claimed as theirs. Where Prague had gained a section of the city when the planes came together, Reykjavik had gained a small forest on its outskirts. No one was allowed to step foot within the boundaries, not without the witches’ explicit permission, anyway. There were rumours about what was in there. All anyone knew was, it was full of incredibly potent magic that the witches guarded fiercely. A number of people had been killed for trying to get into the forest without permission. I was hoping to be granted such entry, even if only for a couple of hours. My curiosity was killing me. The potential was huge! 

“What are you grinning goofily about?” Tyn asked me.

I blinked and looked at him before I realised I’d been contemplating what could be in the forest. All the new types of magic I could find in there, the experiments I could run back in my lab, the artifacts I could create. 

I shrugged. “I’m just excited about Reykjavik.” 

He raised his eyebrow but let it slide. Erin, however, grinned at me. 

“It looks so neat and regimented compared to Prague,” she said as she gestured at the window.

I leaned as close as I could without encroaching on Tyn’s personal space. It really was very different to other European cities I’d seen from above. Neat little groupings of square buildings, most of them with white walls, had been arranged in clear-cut lines and sections. The ground around it looked harsh and wild. Even the wild magic was spikier than I’d seen in other locations. The magic cut through the air in rigid blade shapes in a mix of ice tones. The magic practically rolled off the city and washed over me, even up in the airship. It felt savage and harsh. I needed more. 

Tyn placed his hand over mine as I leaned closer to the window trying to see more of the magic. 

“Careful, alchemist, the magic here is a brutal master,” he whispered.

I frowned and realised that I had pressed my palm to the window, trying to feel the magic more clearly. I wasn’t like that. 

“Thank you.” 

He smiled and removed his hand. 

I was shaken. I’d never had such a reaction to magic before. I’d travelled the world and experienced many forms of magic. I’d been with incubi and succubi when they turned their ‘charms’ up to full, and none of it had compared to my first taste of Reykjavik magic. Some alchemists, usually the weaker, lower-tiered ones, had been said to become addicted to magic much like non-magical people did. Every gift has a dark side, and that was ours. 

I kept my hands tightly wrapped around the straps on my bag and my eyes on the mural painted onto the wall adjoining the captain’s quarters. The painting was done in rough, broad strokes. It depicted a fight between a daring airship and a pair of drakes. The small dragons were posed with their long claws out and teeth exposed as they put their wings back to attack the ship once more. The ship was battered but fearless as it faced the drakes head on. I wondered if that was a true story or something the captain would like people to think was true. It wasn’t unheard of for drakes to attack ships, particularly when the planes were newly joined. Nothing like that had happened in many years, though. 

The call of the magic intensified as the ship landed. It felt as though sharp shards of ice were slicing into my hands and forearms as it pulled me towards it, or tried to. I remained rooted to my chair and focused my mind. Taking a deep breath, I grounded myself in the physical sensation of the wood I was sitting on, the smooth leather of my bag, and the scent of salt water that filled the air. Slowly, the pull of the magic receded, and my mind was entirely my own again. I opened my eyes to see Erin giving a concerned look. I gave her a brave smile and stood up, gesturing for her to lead us off the ship out into the city. We had an adventure to be getting on with.
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Unsurprisingly, the woman who had tried to join us and her comrades exited after us and didn’t make any attempt at hiding the fact they followed us away from the air-dock. I had no idea where we were going. Tyn had been the one to make the arrangements. I stopped and looked at the square buildings around us with their small windows. The bright flashes of colour on the rooves made me smile. Some had gone as far as to have vivid new leaf-green rooves; others settled for a bold blue. Slowly, I turned a circle and took in the city around me. It was stern and well-prepared for the daily battle against the elements. It seemed interesting, but not somewhere I could ever call home. 

Wispy chittered and threw a few sparks between the delicate bars of the cage. Iceland was far from his natural habitat, and I had to think its magic was bothering him as much as it was me. I left him in his cage. It was best not to allow him to cause trouble when he was in that sort of mood. 

There weren’t that many people around, though no doubt they had other places to be. It was the middle of the work day, after all. Still, I missed the bustle of Prague and London. 

“Prepare yourself, our stalkers are making their move,” Tyn said behind me.

I looked around to see a group of people circling us. They quickly blocked our escape routes. There hadn’t been more than four of them on the ship. Where had these other eight or more come from? The woman from the ship smirked at Tyn and looked him up and down. She glanced back at the large men and women surrounding us. They were easily twice as big as any of us. Tyn slipped a pair of black blades into his hands and held them back for Erin and me to take one each. 

“I have my own defences,” I said as I unlatched the hook on my pouch of fire powder. 

“There are only four of them, the rest are illusions. My bet is on the leader being the illusionist. Break her, and break the illusions,” Tyn whispered.

Erin and I exchanged a look. There was no nervousness about her. She stood with confidence and a wicked smile on her face. The illusions closed in on us, and I palmed my own blade, a wicked kris blade coated in an alchemical concoction that would drain the person’s essence as I sliced into them, thus weakening them and reducing any healing capability. The magic of the fire powder crackled, and I smiled, waiting for the other hunters to step forward. I’d started carrying the powder after a rival treasure hunter had backed me into a corner and stolen my prized artifact. I vowed to never be a victim again. The powder would stick to whatever surface I threw it at and burn as hot as dragon fire for three full seconds. That was enough to leave a very painful hole in flesh. When I played, I played to win.

There was no doubting that Tyn could handle himself. He may have been a lean, almost delicate build, but he carried himself as an experienced fighter, a predator. The group moved in around us. Tyn rolled his eyes and shot forward at an alarming speed. Erin and I shared a glance before I shrugged and followed suit. 

The fire powder had been created with a drop of my blood so that it wouldn’t harm me. I slipped my hand into the pouch and pulled out half a handful that I threw in the closest man’s face. He screamed and clawed at his face. That was a stroke of luck: one real hunter down, three to go. I ignored the screaming man and turned my attention to the closest woman. She taunted me by side-stepping and dodging each of my blows. I only needed to connect with her once to see if she was an illusion or real. The illusionist was clearly a talented magician to be able to form and sustain entirely lifelike illusions for such a period of time. I stepped back and glanced around to see who was looking far more drained than they should have been. It would be tiring working such magic. 

Someone drove a large fist into my ribs, bringing me back to the fight at hand. I danced away from the next blow and slashed at the man’s biceps, aiming to open the arteries and damage his ability to use his hands. He blocked my next attack and kept his arms in tighter to him after my first two tries. I continued to dance around him and keep him moving and off balance. The illusions suddenly shattered around us. The change in scenery caught his eye and gave me the opportunity to slash the tendons behind his closest knee. I stepped back and glanced around to see how the others were faring. Tyn had wasted no time in shattering the other man’s kneecap, and was in the process of driving him to his knees when I shot forward and twisted around to my target’s side at the last second, making the most of his reduced movement. I plunged my kris blade deep into his side and pulled it back out with a downward motion that left him hemorrhaging blood. He gasped and dropped to the ground while clutching his side. Tyn had the man he’d attacked on his knees with his hair gripped in one hand and his knife to the man’s throat with the other.

“Who sent you?” Tyn snarled.

The man spat at Tyn. The Cait Sidhe pursed his lips and sighed. 

“You understand that I have no qualms about killing you…” he said slowly with a bored tone.

The man paled and looked at the man on the ground before me. I didn’t much like fighting, but we lived in a harsh world, and I wasn’t a fool. The best-case scenario would have had Erin, Tyn, and me severely injured and unable to continue. There were two types of treasure hunter: Those like me and Logan, who did it for the adventure - we broke laws and stole things, but we tried to be respectful of life and history – and then there were those like the man near my feet. They were in it for the money and often doubled up as ruthless mercenaries. They enjoyed inflicting pain. 

“Caspar,” the man choked out.

“You have three seconds to get out of my sight. Tell Caspar the job’s off. If I see you again, I’ll kill you.”

Tyn released him and stepped back. The man didn’t hang around, he ran as quick as his muscular legs would carry him back to the air-dock. The woman scrambled to her feet and followed him. The man with the ruined face sank down to the ground and wept. Guilt gnawed at my stomach.

“He would have taken his sweet time killing you,” Tyn said coolly as he walked over to us.

“How can you be sure?”

“Because his name’s Vince, and he’s been on Fein’s hit list for the last three months for torturing various people.” 

Tyn slit Vince’s throat and allowed his body to slump down to the floor without another word. 

I looked around for Erin to find her staring down a man with an arm hanging limply at his side and an ankle that sat at a severe angle. 

“I believe your three seconds are up,” she said drily.

The man hobbled away with as much speed as he was able. 

“They always assume I’m too pretty to be a threat,” she said as she watched the man turn the corner. 

I knew I wouldn’t be making that mistake any time soon. 

“As much as this was fun, we’re supposed to be meeting the familiar.”

I didn’t miss the venom in Tyn’s tone on the word familiar. 

“Do try to contain your excitement, you’re embarrassing yourself,” I said to Tyn with a grin.

He raised his eyebrow and gave me one of those slow feline blinks. I widened my grin in response. He muttered something under his breath, but I didn’t ask what it was. I did have some sense and restraint.
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Tyn led us around the edge of the city with the wide-open sea to our left. I wasn’t much of a fan of the water. I could swim well enough to get myself out of trouble, but I’d never trust the water or what lived in it. Erin nudged me as I watched the waves crashing against the large rough-hewn rocks. 

“Are you worried a sea serpent is going to leap out and take a bite out of you?” she teased.

I lifted my chin and smiled at her. “Of course not.”

“It’s the fear merchants you should be watching for,” Tyn said.

I narrowed my eyes at him. 

The fear merchants were a branch of the water elementals, much like the knowledge merchants were air elementals. They didn’t deal just in fear, they also traded in courage. I didn’t miss the fact that Tyn was leading us to a small port where a fear merchant ship had moored. 

“Don’t worry, Kaitlyn, we’re heading to the bar near there. I’m sure they’ll play nice with such a charming alchemist as yourself,” Tyn said with a wicked glint in his eye. 

I rolled my eyes. I knew he was just playing with me, but I still didn’t want to be in the same room as the merchants. They could steal any courage I had, or draw out my fear and drown me in it. I rubbed my arms and looked away from the sea towards the city itself. It was a harsh and rigid place, which was hardly surprising given the surrounding landscape. The people had fought tooth and nail to create lives there. That did nothing to ease my increasing nerves, though. I looked up towards the bright clear sky and thought of the freedom that came from the skies. Something about the wide-open sky soothed and calmed me. Perhaps one day I would seriously pursue the knowledge merchant career path. 

Erin hooked her arm around mine and gave me a broad smile. 

She leaned and whispered conspiratorially, “Don’t worry, I’ll keep you safe.”

Tyn smirked at me and whispered, “forbidden fruit,” in my other ear. 

I bit my bottom lip and restrained myself from replying to either of them. I was just glad they were both relaxing. I’d feared a trip full of tension and passive aggression. 
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The familiar had chosen to meet us in a small bar. Tyn led us into the dimly lit space which had dark wooden floors and heavy stools with thick metal legs. I noted that the stools had been tinker designed. A small mechanism sat on the broad feet of each stool. I stooped down to look more closely. Tyn lifted the stool quickly, and the mechanisms shot large bolts down into the floor which dragged the stool back down to its position on the floor. 

“Replacing stools on a regular basis gets expensive,” Tyn said.

I ran my fingers along the mechanism and was delighted to feel the cool zing of tinker magic. They dealt mostly with metal magic and got their name from tinkering with inventions and gadgets. They delighted in creating new contraptions.

“Must you touch everything?” Tyn asked.

I stood and grinned at him. “Yes.”

Erin laughed and took the seat to my left. Tyn shook his head and gestured for me to sit on the stool before me.

“He’s late. I’m sure he’ll be here shortly,” he said with a growl of annoyance.

I assumed he was referring to the familiar.

“Three icebergs,” Tyn said to the broad-shouldered barman. 

I watched as the barman turned and walked away, giving a very nice view of his pert ass. I could get used to a view like that. 

“We’re working,” Tyn said pointedly.

I gave him a devilish smile. “We’re waiting for your familiar.”

He shook his head. “Didn’t you get laid a couple of nights ago?” 

I shrugged. “What can I say? I have a healthy appetite.” 

“I’ll keep that in a mind,” a deep growling voice said.

I turned to see a tall muscular man with thick dark blond hair and glacial blue eyes. He held out his hand to me with a sharp smile. 

“Gunnar, the familiar your little cat mentioned.” 

I took his hand and noted the callouses. His grip was firm without trying to prove a point. 

“I must admit you’re the first familiar I’ve had a chance to speak to,” I said.

His gaze hadn’t left mine since I turned to face him. Typical wolf. 

“I’m a dire wolf familiar, bonded to Dante.”

“Do you have somewhere we can speak freely?” I asked.

It would have been so easy to flirt with him, but business came first. 

“Drink your icebergs, then we will talk.” He nodded to the drinks the barman had set behind us. 

Tyn knocked his back in one long gulp. I eyed the pale blue drink with white swirls in it with far more caution. I didn’t want to walk into an important meeting drunk. 

“I thought you were all about adventures,” Erin said as she held up her drink.

Now that was a challenge I couldn’t turn down. 

I tapped my glass to hers and drank it down in one long drink. The cold coated my tongue and fresh mint slid down my throat before the burn kicked in. I could see where it had gotten its name from.

“Put them on Dante’s tab,” Tyn said to the barman.

The familiar fixed Tyn with a predatory stare that Tyn returned. 

“Gunnar, they’re waiting,” a man said sharply.

“Be a good boy,” Tyn said with a razor-edged smile.

Gunnar handed the barman a couple of notes and walked over to the new man. Where Gunnar was blond, the other man was dark haired with lean muscles and razor-sharp bone structure. 

I hopped off my stool and approached him with a friendly smile. “You must be Dante.”

The man looked down at my outstretched hand. His mouth thinned into a line before he exhaled slowly. 

“And you must be the alchemist.” 

“Kaitlyn Felis.” 

He shook my hand quickly, too quickly for me to really feel his magic, before he turned on his heel and led us back out into the city, where the wind clawed at me and threw salt water in my face. I was getting the impression that my increasing dislike of the city was mutual.
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Dante moved at a quick and efficient pace. He held his back straight and kept his eyes front and centre. People moved out of his way and dropped their eyes when he approached. We walked the coastal path, past the dock with the fear merchant ship in its bold blues and greens. Erin hooked her arm around mine and held me close to her as we went past the boat. I’d sooner face down a herd of hungry kelpies than meet any of those merchants. 

Gunnar dropped back from Dante’s side, much to Tyn’s annoyance. The wolf familiar fell into step on my other side.

“Tell me about alchemy, not many alchemists dare come out this way,” he said.

His eyes flicked down to mine, and I weighed up exactly how to answer him. His tone had been enquiring rather than demanding, but you get more with honey than vinegar. 

“Tell me about your magic,” I said with a charming smile.

Dante glared at me. I gave him my most innocent expression which made him break out into a genuine smile.

“Fein warned me you’d be trouble,” the witch said.

“I’m sure I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I said.

Tyn snorted.

“Something you’d like to add, Tyn?” I asked sweetly.

“Nothing at all,” he replied in an equally syrupy tone.

“Your alchemy,” Gunnar pressed as we followed Dante down a narrow road towards the mountains. 

I shrugged. 

“I’m sure you heard all about alchemy in school. Do familiars go to school?” 

He smiled down at me. 

“Yes, we go to school, and yes, we were taught the basics.”

“We don’t cover familiars in school, so you’re at an advantage over me. That’s rather unfair, don’t you think?”

The wolf laughed, a rumbling growling laugh that made smile. 

“Careful, alchemist, he may appear to be gentle, but he’s still a dire wolf,” Dante said with a smile of his own.

“I do enjoy a challenge,” I said.

Dante opened the door to a boxy white building with a deep-green door and sky-blue roof. It looked much like the other buildings on the narrow street. 

“After you, cat,” Dante said.

Tyn strode through the door into the darkness with his head held high. I followed him with Erin close behind me. The lights came on and blinded me for a moment. Once my vision cleared, I saw the space was clean and efficient with off-white walls and dark wooden floors with small square windows looking out over the ocean. The furniture was all heavy dark wood with thick metal legs. It was sparse, with a long narrow table on the far side and a small selection of cupboards near the door. 

“You wish to find the Seers Stone,” Dante said.

I turned to face him to find he was standing in a wide-based stance with his arms crossed and his gaze curious. Gunnar slowly circled around us with his gaze remaining on Tyn, who tucked his hands in his pockets and exuded an air of complete relaxation. 

“You already know that, you spoke to Fein,” I challenged.

Dante gave a slow nod. 

“One of our matriarchs has agreed to share those stories with you. First, you must learn some of our ways so you do not cause offense.” 

Gunnar completed his circle and stood casually near his witch. Dante relaxed slightly with his wolf near him. I could almost feel Gunnar’s desire to touch Dante, to reassure him. 

“You will stay in a guest room tonight and meet Roslin and her familiar tomorrow. Her familiar is more prone to staying in her arctic wolf form. Do not touch her, she is not a pet. Do not try and touch their magic. Do not try and pry more information from them. Listen when Roslin speaks and do not make eye contact with her wolf. Do you understand?” 

“Yes,” Erin, Tyn, and I said as one.

Dante smiled. 

“Your room is upstairs, we will show you there now. Food has been left in the room. You’re free to wander the city, but Roslin will send for you at sunrise. Do not be late, as there will not be a second chance,” Dante said.

The idea of having a meeting at sunrise sounded like cruel and unusual torture. I began to realise how tired I already was. Although some of that fuzziness could have been the iceberg, perhaps a nice early night would be the best plan. 

Gunnar gestured for us to go to the staircase that sat on the other side of the cupboards. We headed up the steep stairs to a large sparse room with three good sized beds in it. Platters of fish, cold meats, and cheeses sat on the oval table under the middle window. 

“Have a good night,” Dante said.

“But Gunnar was going to tell me all about familiar magic,” I said to Dante with a smile.

Yes, I was pushing, but it was what I did. 

“Kaitlyn. We’re going to get a good night’s rest,” Tyn said.

“Good night, Kaitlyn,” Gunnar said with a smile.

The wolf and his witch left before I could try and get more information out of them. 

“We have one chance at this,” Tyn said.

“I’m aware,” I said as I dropped my bag onto the closest bed.

“You should have been a knowledge merchant,” Erin said with a gentle smile.

“It’s still a possibility,” I said.

Tyn looked at the beds with dismay before he dropped his bag at the foot of the bed closest to the windows and resigned himself to the situation. 

“Don’t worry, I won’t bite,” I said.

“No, but I might,” he said.

He cracked a smile, and I began picking at the food, deciding it was better to hold my tongue and leave things on a positive note.
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The building felt cold and lonely. The silence filled the space and pressed down on me. I was aware of the magic whispering to the back of my mind. As long as I remained focused, it wouldn’t go any further than a little niggling sensation during the quiet moments. The magicians had their magic networks that they were a part of, and they reported being able to connect to their magic at will. Alchemists didn’t have any inherent magic, but we could feel all magic if we could make physical contact with it. There was a theory that the reason alchemists were somewhat prone to magic addiction was because we had some form of vacuum within us, which was what allowed us to work with all forms of magic to some degree. When we did our alchemy, we were taking the component magics of things around us and forging something new. 

There was an ongoing argument between magicians, alchemists, and fae. As with most things in life, people tried to form some sort of hierarchy. Fae, such as elves and inccubi, believed they were at the top of this hierarchy, as they were born with innate magic and could also wield magician’s magic. Alchemists argued that, as we can forge new things from any form of magic, we’re superior, not beholden to some magic network. It was all very tiring. I turned my attention to the situation around me for fear of my thoughts turning too intensely to magic.

Wispy finally woke up and pressed himself against the bars of his cage while emitting a low-pitched whistling sound. He wanted to check the perimeter and make sure it was safe. I opened the door and let him out. He slowly explored the edges of the room and hissed at the windows. The magic seemed to be bothering him as much as it did me. Watching the little wisp helped me relax. It was a nice familiar experience.

I turned my attention away from Wispy.

“Did you know Fein brought in Logan on this hunt for the stone?” I asked Tyn.

The Cait Sidhe shrugged and bit into a piece of dried salmon. “I was aware that he felt you would work better if you had some competition.” 

Erin laughed at that. 

The idea niggled at me. I didn’t need competition to work to the best of my abilities. I wasn’t going to deny that I enjoyed competition, but to suggest that I required it was insulting. 

“Don’t look so petulant, it adds a little more fun to things,” Tyn said as he handed me the plate of cheeses. 

Wispy shot over when he saw that the food was being handed out. He circled Tyn’s head excitedly, having concluded that he was in charge of the food. Tyn ignored him entirely and continued filling his own plate while I put Wispy’s food onto a separate plate. 

I settled down at the table and bit into the slice of pale brown cheese, surprised to find it remarkably sweet and creamy. Food was one of the easier points to explore within a culture. How a culture dealt with food and what they produced was fascinating, although in truth I just really liked trying new things. I went to get another slice of the brown cheese, but Erin beat me to it, and Tyn took the last slice while I was focused on Erin. 

We each ate what called to us of the food the witches had left for us. Tyn was unsurprisingly taken by the salmon and caribou, whereas Erin preferred the sweeter foods. I wondered if that was her fae blood. The fae were fond of sweet things. I didn’t ask her. As much as my curiosity was strong, I did have some sense of decorum and limits. 

Once we’d eaten our fill, I texted Logan. 

 

KAITLYN: Any luck?

LOGAN: I found a water elemental who’s rather eager to help me relax, but otherwise, none.

 

Well, that wasn’t bad news. That meant there was still a chance that the witches either had or knew where the stone was, which would mean a quick and easy retrieval. I chewed on my bottom lip at that prospect. I’d been so looking forward to an adventure. Was it so bad that I’d be disappointed, if it were as simple as that? 

“Bad news from Logan?” Erin asked.

I put my phone away. “No, he’s not had any luck in Paris.” 

“Jealous, then?” Tyn asked, that feline smirk was back on his lips.

I raised an eyebrow.

“Jealous of what, exactly?” I enquired.

“Something bothered you. He hasn’t found the stone, so that leaves him screwing some other person…” he pushed.

I rolled my eyes and dug out my nightclothes. 

“We both sleep around, I haven’t been jealous to date.”

He tilted his head and watched me. His jaw had tightened and a sadness crept into his eyes. 

“Your past was that shitty, huh?” I asked as I pulled my cami top and shorts out of my bag. 

He shrugged. “What’s done is done.”

Judging from the fact he’d shut down tighter than a ceremonial’s vault, he was far from over his past. My guess was he’d been intensely sexually abused. The sadness in his eyes and spikey way of pushing me when the topic of casual sex came up suggested that he wasn’t anywhere near healed yet. I wanted to hug him and help him work through his issues, but he’d been explicit on his boundaries. 

Erin gasped when Tyn removed his shirt and revealed a network of crisp white scars on his back. They sliced through his lean muscles and painted a picture of incredible agony. Judging from the colour differences between the scars, it looked as though the abuse went on for an extended period of time. He turned to face us. The scars continued over his abdomen and upper arms. 

“I was in a blood brothel. They were careful to only scar the places that could be easily covered,” he said bitterly. 

Erin and I looked at each other. What did we say to that? My instincts told me to hold him, but that would only make it worse. 

“I thought blood brothels were a myth,” Erin whispered, her eyes glued to Tyn’s scars. 

He snorted and bared his teeth. 

“Fein has shut down all blood brothels in the Czech Republic and Germany, but there are many left throughout Europe and no doubt around the world.”

With that, he shifted into his small cat form and curled up on his bed. The conversation was over. 

I couldn’t imagine what he’d been through. Blood brothels were nightmarish establishments. They catered to the darkest, most sadistic clients. The inhabitants of the brothels were used to vent the client’s need to inflict pain, be that through blades, their fists, teeth, claws, or whatever else they could think of. I took a calming breath, pushed the images that knowledge formed from my mind, and wished that Tyn could have done the same.
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The local magic crept into my dreams, adding sharp edges and biting winds to the periphery of my otherwise-mundane dreams. Something shifted unexpectedly, the world tilted before it solidified. An increasingly sharp pain blossomed on the sensitive part of my throat. I couldn’t quite decide if it was pleasure or true pain. Suddenly, the dream dissipated, and I opened my eyes to find that I was freezing cold and no longer in my bed. I frowned and realised that the pain in my neck had been Gunnar biting me, not hard, more akin to something I’d have enjoyed at a more appropriate moment. 

The wolf familiar smiled at me, his calloused hands running over my bare arms as I wrapped them around myself, trying to warm up while I figured out where I was and what had happened. The darkness felt as though it were draped over me, clinging to my skin, almost suffocating. The dirt and small stones dug into the bottoms of my feet, and my eyes slowly adjusted to the night. 

“The magic was calling to you, wasn’t it, alchemist?” Gunnar asked softly.

I frowned at him. “You bit me.”

He laughed. “You didn’t respond to your name, and we can’t have you stepping foot over the boundary, so I took a more… fun approach.” 

“The boundary?” I turned around slowly and took in the broad-trunked trees before me, the barren rocky ground behind me, and the narrow dirt track that I was standing on. 

“I’m at the forest?” I asked, a flicker of fear forming in my stomach. 

“Gunnar caught your scent as we were heading home for the night. You were lucky he did,” Dante said from behind me. 

I’d never been called by magic in such a way before. I swallowed down the increasing fear and put on a brave face. 

“Thanks, remind me to return the favour,” I said to Gunnar with a grin. 

He wrapped his arm around my shoulders and guided me away from the forest. Each step felt far more difficult than it should have been, as though small weights had been tied to my ankles. Something deep within me desperately wanted to run into that forest. I leaned against the sturdy strength of Gunnar and focused on the feel of his muscles and his musky scent of wolf and pine.

A small voice said that I should hit on Gunnar, to lighten the mood and take control back. It felt wrong, though, as much as I desired a distraction and didn’t want to leave the safety of his embrace. I didn’t pay much attention to my surroundings on the walk back. I was too focused on keeping my feet moving and how I was going to make sure nothing like that happened again. The feeling of something else controlling me scared me more than I could possibly put in words. 

To my surprise, Dante walked up to me and brushed his knuckles over my cheek in a slow affectionate manner. 

“Don’t worry, alchemist, we’ll keep you safe,” he whispered with a gentle smile.

In that moment, I saw there was far more to the witch than sharp edges and ice. 
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 I woke up feeling tired and drained. Tyn had already shifted back into his human form and gave me a sympathetic look before he went looking for coffee. Taking a long slow breath, I calmed and balanced myself. When I opened my eyes, my vision was clearer and my head with it. I was in control, and I was not going to bow to some deep-seated desire in my psyche. 

Erin woke up with far less bounce than she’d had the previous morning. Her hair stood up at every angle and she blearily joined us at the table, where Tyn had placed a pot of coffee. None of us spoke. It was still dark out. Words came after the sun had risen, ideally a few hours and pots of coffee after the sunrise. 

Wispy didn’t wake. He had slept in his cage on the pillow next to me. I didn’t want to risk the magic getting to him, too. I decided it’d be best to leave him behind rather than risk him upsetting the head witch. He’d be safe in his cage. 

We were all packed up and got ready to greet the witches. Well, as ready as you can be in that situation. Dante walked through the door looking wide awake and ready to tackle the day. Whatever he’d had, I wanted. 

“Come along, Roslin is ready for you,” he said.

Even his voice was crisp, without a trace of half-asleep gravelly-ness. Damn him. His gaze held mine for half a beat longer than was entirely necessary. Sympathy filled his expression before it was gone again. 

“I think it’d be best if I left Wispy here for the meeting,” I told him.

He looked at the small copper cage in my hand as though seeing it for the first time. Slowly his eyebrow rose before he gave a sharp nod. 

“One of the younger wolves will put it in a café for you to collect later.” 

He reached for the cage. I didn’t like the idea of leaving Wispy in the hands of a stranger, but I couldn’t risk losing the opportunity to speak with this Roslin. I handed him the cage. 

We followed Dante down the stairs and out into the city, where the sun lazily returned to reclaim its dominion above us. An eerie quiet filled the streets and put me on edge. Silence had never been my friend, and it was no different then. A large wolf with a dense pale-grey coat and smudges of slate along its lower legs and muzzle emerged from a side-street. It trotted over to us and greeted us with a large toothy grin. Tyn dug his fingers into the wolf’s scruff and held its eye as he did so. Dante glared at him with an intensity that suggested he was trying to explode Tyn’s heart in his chest. The Cait Sidhe ignored him and continued to pet the wolf until he relaxed. 

“You should take better care of your familiar,” Tyn said sharply to Dante. 

Dante turned to face him fully. 

“Fein isn’t on those good of terms with us,” Dante warned.

Tyn lifted his chin.

“I shouldn’t have needed to balance him like that, that is your job as his witch,” Tyn spat.

Dante looked down at the dire wolf. Its shoulder reached the bottom of the witch’s ribs. The wolf walked to his witch and rubbed its face against Dante’s hip. 

“Thank you,” Dante finally said quietly. 

“My lack of connection to the other side allows me a stronger connection to those like me, familiars and such. It’s not something I indulge or acknowledge very often, but the familiar was suffering,” Tyn said quietly to Erin and me.

“Why didn’t Dante realise?” Erin asked as we continued down the road towards wherever Roslin was waiting for us.

“Because I have been very busy dealing with witch business,” Dante ground out.

He rubbed behind Gunnar’s ears and along his cheek as the wolf walked at his side. 

“I would never knowingly harm Gunnar.” 

“He wasn’t suggesting you would,” I said, trying to smooth over a potential issue.

Tyn tensed, but said nothing.

 29

[image:  ]

 

The building that Dante led us to was much like the other buildings we’d passed on our way there. It stood apart from the other buildings, but maintained the white walls and small square windows of its brethren. Dante handed Wispy over to a rangy young woman and said something in Icelandic to her. I watched her jog down the road before following Dante through the wide hallway into a large open room, where a remarkable blonde woman stood with a stunning white wolf at her side. 

“Roslin, the alchemist, the Cait Sidhe, and the assistant,” Dante said gesturing back to us. 

He kept his eyes lowered, as did Gunnar. They stopped some ten feet before Roslin and waited for her response. She smiled. 

“Come, I have tea, we will discuss the matter Fein sent you here about.” 

Her voice reminded me of the waves crashing against the rocks on the coastline. I smiled and focused on Roslin’s collarbone, hoping that would be appropriately polite without showing too much submission, thus losing any negotiating power I might need. She led us through to another smaller, and equally sparse, room. Three paintings hung on the white wall, each of dense pine trees with one under a full moon, another under a crescent moon, and the final under a lunar eclipse. 

Roslin took the seat at the head of the oval table with her wolf lying at her side. Dante and Gunnar took the seats to her right, and so I took the one to her left. This was supposed to be my retrieval mission, after all. I waited patiently for Roslin to pour everyone some of the pale gold tea. Once everyone had a cup of tea, I smiled and began. 

“We were told that you have information about the Seers Stone.” 

“You cut straight to the chase, I like that. Yes, we have information. Unfortunately, your journey does not end here. The stone is no longer with us. Had you have come to us last week, we would be negotiating the transfer of ownership,” she said.

I took a sip of the golden tea and found it light and refreshing. 

“You had the stone as recently as last week?” I asked, trying not to sound too enthusiastic.

The door to the main room burst open and a young man was thrown into the room with us. He landed hard on his knees and remained there with his head bowed. 

“His accomplice is no longer in the country, but we caught him trying to steal the moonstone,” a gruff male snarled.

I looked between the man on the floor and Roslin, trying to understand what we were supposed to do. 

“If you’ll pardon us, I’m sorry, I didn’t catch your names…” Roslin said.

“Kaitlyn.”

“Erin.”

“Tyn.”

“I’m afraid we have witch business to deal with. Gunnar will sit with you in the main room,” Roslin said. 

I didn’t miss the ice in her voice or the fact her gaze never left the man on the floor.

My curiosity had kicked into overdrive. I desperately wanted to know what was going on. I’d never had a chance to deal with those witches before. I could learn so much, if they’d let me. I stood. Erin and Tyn did so as well. No one said a word as Gunnar shifted into his human form. Thankfully, he was able to shift his clothes; the social situation was awkward enough as it was without my trying to figure out where to look. 

The door slammed shut behind us, removing any chance for me to catch what was being said. Gunnar directed us to sit in the stiff-backed chairs that were lined up against the longest wall. 

“Witch business can be messy,” he said with a growl.

I smiled politely and hoped it didn’t take too long. I hated waiting. I wasn’t made to wait. I was meant to be out in the world exploring.
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It was incredibly difficult to remain calm, quiet, and still while we waited. Tyn relaxed back into his chair and half-closed his eyes. Waiting was nothing for a cat. It was Erin who did something about it. 

“Why don’t we play a little game? We’ll give you a piece of information, in return for information from you,” she said to Gunnar. 

I didn’t miss the sugar in her tone or the way she smiled at him, her nymph blood shining through. Gunnar matched her smile and stretched, flexing his well-developed muscles. 

“You’re in my world, so I’ll ask the first question,” he said. “What are you?” he asked Erin, his eyes fixed on hers.

She didn’t look away, and to her credit her smile didn’t falter either. I knew she despised that particular topic. 

“My mother was half nymph, half puka; my father a fire elemental. Now, tell us what’s going on in that room.” 

Gunnar laughed a hearty laugh that lit up his entire face. 

“You have spirit. They are dealing with a traitor. The stone you seek was stolen by a dismissed witch and familiar. He is the familiar in question; the witch got away with the stone. Tell me of alchemy,” he said, turning his attention to me.

“Alchemy is the science of weaving various magics together to form something new. It requires a good understanding of the core components of each item,” I said.

He growled at me, “You know that is what we were taught in school.”

“Then you should have worded your demand better. What did you mean ‘dismissed witch and familiar?’” I said.

Tyn tried to restrain a grin at Gunnar’s frustration.

“Not all witches or familiars are worthy of status. They may be offspring of a strong pairing, but the goddess didn’t bless them with enough ability to stay within our ranks, thus they are dismissed to live outside in the city or wherever they please,” Gunnar said with a nonchalant shrug.

“If you’ve quite finished, Roslin is ready to continue speaking with them,” the gruff male from earlier said to Gunnar.

Gunnar flashed his teeth at the gruff male and nodded towards the room where Roslin sat. 

“This young familiar was partly responsible for the Seers Stone leaving our protection,” Roslin said, as she pointed at the very sorry looking young man stood with his head bowed. 

“Tell them,” Roslin commanded of him. 

“It was worth good money, and we deserved better. They threw us out like rotten meat, so we took what we were owed.” Dante cuffed him around the back of the head. 

“Give them details about the stone, not your bullshit whining,” Dante snapped.

The familiar lifted his eyes and stared at Tyn. 

“There are buyers in Barcelona. Jan has taken it there. You don’t have a chance of stealing it away now, it’s already gone,” he said.

“Tell us about these buyers,” I said.

His hard gaze shifted to me. I stared him down and waited. 

“There are many options. Jan didn’t tell me any more than that.”

“You have your information. Now kindly leave us to deal with our problems,” Roslin said.

Gunnar escorted us out of the building and firmly closed the door behind us. 

“Looks like we’re heading to Barcelona,” I said to Tyn as I pulled my phone out. 

Logan and I had worked together on many previous hunts, and I wasn’t going to let him waste his time chasing a bad lead. He had been hired by Fein; I saw no reason why we couldn’t meet up in Barcelona and work together. I texted Logan.

 

KAITLYN: Stone confirmed Barcelona. Many buyers. See you there?

 

Tyn stepped away to speak on his phone, I assumed with Fein. Erin frowned and stepped closer to me. 

“I’ll be glad to leave this place. I’d expected something wild, but it’s an unrelenting wild that chills me to the core despite the sun shining,” she said, her eyes fixed on the horizon. 

“You and me both,” I said. 

Tyn returned with a resigned look on his face. 

“Fein is making arrangements for us to get to Barcelona. We’re to work with Logan there.”

I smiled. It seemed Fein had thought the same as I. 

“Do either of you know which café we’re going to, to collect Wispy?” I asked.

“It’s on the ocean-front road. Keep going straight, you’ll see it,” the woman who had taken Wispy earlier said.

I smiled and thanked her before heading off that direction. 

My phone buzzed. Logan had texted back. 

LOGAN: On my way there this afternoon. Fein confirmed. See you there. Xx

I smiled and Erin nudged me with her elbow. 

“You look happy to be working with Logan,” she said.

“I haven’t seen him in three months, I’ve missed his company,” I said.

Tyn muttered something.

“You really should just speak up,” I said sweetly.

He rolled his eyes. 

“We’re supposed to be bringing back the stone. I don’t expect us to have much time to screw your lover.”

I understood his tension around sex, and I felt bad about it, but that wasn’t going to dampen my happiness to see Logan again. I hadn’t realised how much I’d missed him, and I definitely missed his talents in the bedroom. 

“The airship will pick us up in two hours. We’re free to wander until then,” Tyn said.

I looked around the city and felt the tug in my lower abdomen towards the outskirts. My feet practically itched to take me inland. I got the impression it was the forest calling to me. The magic there must have been incredible, and what an opportunity it would have been if I could have explored it. No one other than the witches knew what was in there. I gritted my teeth and headed towards the coast. I was not going to give in to the forest. I was stronger than the pull of magic. I was better than that.
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We had found the small café without too much trouble, but Wispy wasn’t on a table or the counter as I’d expected. I tamped down the growing panic and asked an employee about him. He smiled and said that an older man with a scar on his hand had taken the wisp; he’d assumed the man had been sent to collect him for me. 

“Was there anything else about this man?” I asked, trying to stay calm.

“Sure, he was one of those merchants,” the employee said as he gestured towards the dock.

I thanked him and walked out of the café, where I took long deep breaths. The fear merchants had stolen Wispy. 

There weren’t many things that scared me, but those merchants were one of them. They were almost literally fear personified. They dealt in courage, too, and there were stories of the amazing things they’d done, but my mind had firmly latched onto the fear end of things. There was a black spot in my memories from when I was a little girl, and I was quite sure a fear merchant was to blame for it. 

“I am going to get Wispy back. I’m not going to ask either of you to join me,” I said as I began walking over to their boat. 

I had sworn to care for Wispy on that dark night, and I was going to do whatever it took to get him back. 

“We’re not going to let you face them alone, Kaitlyn,” Tyn said.

“Surely, they’re not that bad,” Erin said.

“We’re going to find out,” I said.

I focused entirely on their ship. Wispy was on there somewhere. It was a simple design painted in deep blue and rich green, the usual fear merchant colours. A pair of crewmen loitered on the dock, laughing about something as we approached. I was painfully aware of every little detail, from the way the waves crashed into the rocks to my left to the biting pain of the magic in my fingertips. Fear began to fill the back of my mind as I got close to the ship. No doubt it was some defensive system of theirs. My feet slowed as I desperately wanted to turn back and leave the ship be. I wasn’t going to do that.

“What can we do for you?” an older man asked me as I came up level with the ship.

I pulled myself up to my full height and glared at him. 

“One of your people stole my wisp.”

A razor-sharp smile cut across his face. 

“We were taking bets on if you’d have the balls to come and get it back. Pretty little thing. It’ll make a good bit of money.” 

I took a step closer to him and unlatched the top of my fire powder. I’d take on every merchant on that ship if I had to. 

“He’s mine, and I’m not leaving without him.” 

“Ya hear that, Bjorn? The scrappy little woman wants her wisp back!” he called out to a blond man on the deck of the ship. 

“Let her aboard, she can have it if she wants. ‘Course, she’s got to really want it,” the blond said.

Bjorn stretched his arm out and pointed to the dark green door to the cabin.

“You heard the man, go and take your wisp back, if you can.”

I stepped onto the boat and focused on keeping my breathing calm and steady as the fear washed over me. My heartrate was already rising, my lungs were constricting, and it was only going to get worse. 

“No, you stay here,” Bjorn said.

I looked back to see him blocking Tyn and Erin from getting onto the boat. 

“He’s my wisp, I’ll be fine,” I said with confidence I didn’t feel.

The deck stretched out before me. My vision began to darken around the edges, and the feeling that I was entirely alone in the world wrapped around me. I lifted my chin and walked to the door. Each step felt as though it was my last. A voice told me I’d never make it, that it was a worthless endeavour to even try. I gritted my teeth and wrapped my hand tight around the door handle when I made it. It was going to take more than a little fear to stop me. 

I threw the door open and stepped into a small black space. My chest constricted, breathing became difficult as it felt like the darkness was filling my lungs and throat. I closed my eyes and breathed through my nose. It was all in my head. Fear would not stop me. I opened my eyes and walked into the darkness while reminding myself that Wispy was in there, and who knew what the poor wisp was suffering? 

My uncle’s voice began to whisper around me. 

“You’re a failure. No one ever wanted you. Look at you, a disgrace. You’ll never be loved. You screw around because you know you’re not good enough for a relationship.” 

Every word felt like a deep cut. I’d stopped moving forward. Tears had begun to run down my cheeks. Once again, I breathed through my nose and pushed on. Fear was not going to stop me from achieving my goals. 

My uncle’s voice got louder as I pushed on down the hallway. It was soon joined by Logan’s telling me that I was a worthless fool, a failure, and more. I refused to acknowledge the voices. Wispy was in there, and I wasn’t leaving without him. 

Eventually, the hallway opened into a large room with a table in the middle. Wispy was fast asleep in his cage, entirely oblivious to the group of merchants barely feet away from him. I lifted my chin and slipped my hand into my pouch of fire powder. If they wanted a fight, I was going to give it to them. 

“Settle down, alchemist. You can take your wisp, it’s a shitty pet anyway,” a woman said as she picked up Wispy’s cage. 

She threw it at me and turned her back to me in disgust. I caught the cage and ran my fingers over the cool edges of Wispy, feeling the calming comfort wash over me. 

“Piss off, already, we want to leave this rock,” a male merchant said.

I turned and left the way I’d come and was relieved to find it was a perfectly normal hallway on the way back. 

“I told you she’d be boring,” a woman said above me.

Bjorn said something in a language I didn’t recognise and reached past me to hand her some money. They’d been taking bets on my reaction. I held Wispy’s cage to my chest and continued to stroke him as he buzzed peacefully, the wisp could sleep through anything when he wanted. 

The familiar bump of the drake scale attached to the bottom of Wispy’s cage caught my attention and made me smile. I stood down as though to redo the laces on my boots and quickly unstuck the small disk. It was something I’d made a few years back, a last resort. The disk shimmered with the blues of the deepest oceans. It was half as thick as my finger and a third the size of my palm. Its lack of size hid the sheer destructive power I’d packed into it. Phoenix saliva and ash had been bound to drake heart and fire elemental blood, before I added in ten ticks taken from a tinker-made clock. I pinched a tiny thread from the edge of Wispy, causing him to grumble in his sleep. Pressing the thread against the disk activated it. It began to warm against my skin. I quickly pressed it into a gap in the wooden floor, stood, and strode to the edge of the ship with my head held high. 

I jumped off the ship and walked in the direction of the café, with a grin on my face. 

“You’re really quite something,” Tyn said to me with a smile.

I laughed and said, “You have no idea.”

He looked at me with mild bemusement. We were almost to the café when the disk went off. The fireball arced high in the sky. The merchants went flying into the ocean. They should have known better than to screw with an alchemist.
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 We claimed a corner table in a new café after we’d gathered our bags. We ordered multiple cakes and pots of coffee. I was feeling the need for copious amounts of sugar and caffeine. Fein had told us the original airship that had been sent to collect us had been sabotaged. A new airship was on its way. We had three hours to kill while waiting for the airship. Tyn had been withdrawn since his phone call with Fein. The Cait Sidhe was growing on me. I didn’t like seeing him distant and closed off. 

“Everything ok with Fein?” I asked him casually.

He raised his eyes to look at me, his expression sullen. “Fine.”

I raised an eyebrow and bit into the multi-layered cake I’d picked up. The taste was rich and warm, and entirely unexpected. The shortbread layers were thin and crisp with cardamom flavouring that stood in glorious contrast to the vibrant plum jam between the layers. I closed my eyes and smiled, savouring the taste. 

“You can talk to me,” I said gently to Tyn.

He sighed. If he were in his cat form, his tail would have been twitching. 

“I miss him,” he said, before he looked away. 

“You’re very close, that’s natural and understandable,” Erin said.

Tyn relaxed a little. I could see him rolling the thoughts and words around his mouth, trying to arrange them in the way that he was happy with. 

“We’re not as close as I would like.” 

I looked to Erin. I was shit with things like this. 

“Is that his choice…?” Erin asked.

Tyn sighed and took a drink of his strong black coffee. 

“No. It’s my past getting in the way,” he said bitterly.

“Talk to him,” I said gently.

He raised his eyes to mine.

“I can’t,” he growled.

“You don’t have to tell him everything, just, ‘I want more’. Then let him make the next move,” Erin said.

Tyn narrowed his eyes at her. 

Erin shrugged. “No one’s going to push or force you. I just think you’d be happier if you said those three words.” 

Tyn sighed and bit into his cake. He held the food in his mouth and frowned at the rest of the cake on his plate. 

“Not your thing?” I asked.

“It’s… sweeter than I’m used to,” he said.

I reached across the table to take the plate from him, as he didn’t seem like he wanted any more. He pulled the plate closer to him with one hand while his other hand shot across the table and speared a piece of my cake. 

“Mine’s better,” he said with a smile once he’d eaten his stolen piece of my cake.

We laughed and the tension dissipated. 

“Tell us about this airship,” Erin said.

Tyn rolled his eyes and took another drink of his coffee. 

“They procure desirable objects in return for a healthy fee,” he said.

“You work for Fein and you don’t approve of criminals?” I said with a grin.

“I enjoy the company of criminals, but these particular criminals are distasteful.” 

Now he’d piqued my curiosity. I was dying to know what the problem was with this airship crew.
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The airship was a small affair with a crew of some six people. We were greeted with large grins and offers of the finest coffee in Europe. Tyn stood in the middle of the pale wood deck, crossed his arms, and stared down the older woman with her hair in a tight bun. 

“What’s the payment?” Tyn demanded.

The woman’s grin widened. She tilted her head in my direction. 

“You have an alchemist; I’m sure she has something worth our time,” the captain said.

Tyn looked between me and her. I didn’t have much on me. I’d packed light with the expectation of needing to move quickly. I unhooked the fire powder from my belt and held it out for Tyn. 

“It adheres to whatever touches it and burns for three solid seconds. It burns as hot as drake fire,” I said.

I didn’t like the idea of strangers having that powder. It was dangerous and potent. Still, we needed to get to Barcelona, and these were our best chance. 

The Captain took the powder from Tyn and turned to the man at her left, a lean man with a strong jaw and pale grey eyes. 

“Looks like we’re making that stop on the way after all,” the captain said.

The man’s grin became razor-sharp. 

“I’ll prep the crew,” he said before he headed into the cabin area. 

“Hold on, kitten, we’re taking off,” the captain said to Tyn.

“Do not call me ‘kitten,’” Tyn spat.

The captain shook her head. “Sorry, name’s stuck now.”

Two women with long blonde hair pulled back into intricate braids took up positions on either side of the deck. Like the rest of the crew, they wore a mix of pale blues and soft silvers, the fabrics all lightweight and cut to allow maximum movement. Each woman faced outwards and began moving their hands in slow methodical patterns. The air moved around us and the ship bringing us to lift off the ground and begin our journey. I’d never seen a purely elemental-run ship before. I’d only travelled on those that used tinker-made engines with assistance from the elementals. 

One of the crew had formed a bubble around the airship that stopped everyone from being buffeted by the strong winds and allowed us to continue breathing and moving normally. Erin and I strolled somewhat casually to the edge of the ship and watched the ocean below us as we ascended and flew towards Barcelona. In that moment, I was incredibly jealous of those air elementals and their freedom.
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Once the airship had evened out and settled into its path, Tyn joined Erin and me. 

“They’re making a stop in Dublin, it’s supposed to be brief and shouldn’t inhibit our trip to Barcelona,” Tyn said.

“What’s the stop for?” I asked.

Tyn pursed his lips. “They’re acquiring a new item.”

I laughed. “And they’re not doing that legally.”

“It’s getting cold out here. There’s food and comfort in the cabin,” he said before leaving for said cabin. 

Erin rubbed her arms. “It would be nice to sit and enjoy a hot drink.”

I hooked my arm around hers. “I’m sure the view will be just as stunning from in there.”

We were almost to the cabin when the light caught the silver rail around the deck. Something dark was inscribed into the metal. 

“I’ll see you in the cabin in a moment,” I said.

Erin shook her head and left me to run my fingers over the sigil inscribed on the railing. There were strings of them in small clusters all around the ship. I didn’t know how I’d missed it before. The air magic brushed my fingertips when I allowed them to rest on an individual sigil.

“You didn’t think blood and tattoo magicians were the only ones to use sigils, did you?” a younger woman with pitch-coloured hair and vivid violet eyes said. 

“I can’t say I’ve ever looked into it, you can’t put a sigil into alchemy,” I said with a smile.

“They help us with our workings. The sigils smooth out the air magic and reduce the amount of energy we need to expend to run the ship.”

She put her finger up to stop me from asking the myriad of questions that popped into my mind.

“Go and join Kitten and your little friend, no questions,” she said firmly. 

I grazed my teeth over her fingertip, causing her to remove it quickly. I stepped around the woman and walked up to the captain, who was leaning against the railing watching the world go by beneath us. 

“Did you form the sigil marked into the ship? And while we’re on the topic, how does that magic work?” I asked her as I leaned against the railing next to her.

The captain laughed and looked at me with merriment dancing in her eyes. 

“I didn’t personally form the sigils, no, and as I’m sure you’ve already been told, the magic smooths out the air magic. Now go inside with Kitten, neither I nor my crew will answer any more of your questions. We’re not fools, knowledge is worth a lot of money.” 

I pushed aside my frustration and joined Tyn and Erin in the cabin. It was plushly decorated with soft seats and extra cushions. The coffee smelled absolutely divine. I wondered if they’d added a little something to it. Tyn was lost in his own world as he gazed out the window, watching the greenery of Ireland pass by below. I sat next to Erin and let everything slip away as I sank into the seat. It was good to relax when the opportunity arose.
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The entire crew gathered out on the deck, all six of them, as the ship began to descend over the grey rooves of Dublin. 

“Zeva, Dan, you’re up!” the captain shouted.

A younger woman with rich cinnamon-coloured skin and black hair down to her waist stood to attention with an older man at her side. 

“The alchemist says this will burn as hot as drake fire for three seconds. Make the most of it.” The captain tossed the pouch to the woman. 

The ship hadn’t finished moving when they jumped off the side of the airship and ran across the copper roof towards a small door. The captain joined the two elementals in weaving the air around the ship. She helped it land softly on the adjacent grey roof where we waited. Everyone was tense, all eyes focused on the small door across the pale green roof. 

After a few minutes, shouts erupted from within the building, which caused Tyn to sigh. 

“Professional,” he said drily. 

Zeva and Dan burst out of the door and sprinted across the roof. The woman had something in her hand. They jumped the gap between the copper and grey rooves and threw themselves over the railing of the airship as it began rising once more. 

“Quicker!” the captain shouted. 

A cluster of earth elementals was racing across the copper roof. Their deep-green clothing suggested they were high ranking. The gold pins adorning their chests said they were leaders in the local earth elemental guild. 

“You stole from the guild…?” Tyn demanded.

The captain grinned. 

“’Aim big’ is our motto,” she said.

“Rise! We need to get out of their reach!” the captain shouted.

Three elementals were focused, feet spread wide and rooted to the wooden deck as they moved their hands in quick, smooth motions. The air billowed around us as the airship rose at a quick pace. It began to rock back and forth.

“They’re calling to the wood! Come on, you can do better than this!” the captain shouted.

I grabbed onto the mast when the ship began leaning heavily to one side. Tyn wrapped his arm around Erin’s waist and pulled her to the cabin doorway, which she grasped onto. 

The ship levelled out and a victorious cheer went out from the crew.

The cheer was cut short when a full-sized gryphon appeared below us.

“Fuck! Prepare for incoming gryphon!” the captain shouted.

The gryphon must have been a tattoo on one of the earth elementals. I’d never seen a full gryphon before, though pygmy gryphons were common as both pets and feral creatures in London and Prague. Logan had tried to convince me get a corvid pygmy gryphon in college, but I didn’t think it would adapt well to my lifestyle. 

Unlike the pygmy gryphons, which are the size of a large house cat, the full gryphon was as big as a pony. It screeched as it flapped its huge wings and cut the distance between itself and the ship with remarkable speed. The elementals were working hard. Sweat dripped from their brows as they wove the air magic as quickly as they could muster. The gryphon pinned its wings back and dove for the ship. An older woman picked up a large club from a lockbox near the cabin before she braced herself and held the club at ready to take on the gryphon. 

The beast pulled up at the last second and tried to sink its long claws into the shoulders of one of the elementals that was keeping the ship moving. The woman lost her concentration and dropped to the ground at the last second. The airship dropped like a stone. I clung onto the rope nearest me and prayed to the gods. 

Another elemental stepped in and stopped the alarming descent, but the gryphon was coming back around again. 

“Give me a weapon!” I called out.

The captain threw a long staff with a wide curved blade on the end at me. I caught it and spun around, looking for the gryphon’s next approach. The airship had swung around closer to the earth elementals that were all standing out on the copper roof. The older man working to my right suddenly stopped moving his arms. He stood staring into space with a look of extreme distress on his face. The gryphon dove once more as the airship began plummeting towards the rooves. It wasn’t supposed to end like this.
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The captain and the woman who had stolen the artifact were both desperately using their air magic to try and get the airship away from the earth elementals. Three of the other elementals were staring numbly at nothing, while the last one was up in the ropes with Tyn, brandishing a wicked-looking blade. 

Erin ran across the deck to the closest frozen elemental. She placed her hands on either side of his face.

“The earth elementals are memory merchants. They’re blocking their memories of how to use their air magics!” Erin said.

I was torn between watching her as her entire body relaxed and trying to find a way to take down the gryphon. Her gaze fixed on the eyes of the elemental before her, and she began to sing. It was a soft haunting sound that slithered between my bones and called to something deep within me. I looked away and slashed at the gryphon as it tried to sink its claws into one of the frozen elementals. The blade on the end of my staff cut through the pale feathers on its throat, but I was too slow. I didn’t manage to bury the blade in its flesh. It was distracted, though. It flapped and snapped its large beak at me. I thrust the blade at its throat once again and watched in horror as Tyn dropped from the ropes above and landed on the beast’s back. It shot upwards, screeching as it did so. Tyn clung on and bashed it over the head with his club. 

The gryphon swerved and almost unseated Tyn, but he hit it over the head again, causing it to drop from the sky. The elemental Erin had been singing to snapped to and immediately started helping with the air magic that manoeuvred the airship. By some miracle, they moved the ship under Tyn just in time for him to land on his feet, in typical feline style. There were enough elementals working together to get the ship away from the earth elementals and snap the remaining two from their trance. The earth elementals shouted at us, but the crew was back on form, and the airship left Dublin far behind it in only a couple of minutes. 

Tyn retreated back to the cabin almost immediately, apparently unscathed. The crew thanked Erin. It was the captain who asked what she’d done.

Erin blushed. 

“Really, it was nothing. My mother’s half nymph, she taught me some of their songs. I have enough nymph magic that I could make them focus on me, which formed a mental barrier that drove the memory merchants out,” she said with a small shrug, as though she hadn’t just helped save us. 

The crew gathered around her, at least those that could move, and thanked her. I slipped away into the cabin to find Tyn gazing back out of the window as he had been before.

“Are you ok?” I asked.

“I’m not injured. I’ll be glad when we’re off this cursed ship and those assholes stop calling me Kitten,” he said.

I held back my laughter. I had thought only the captain called him Kitten as a term of endearment. I hadn’t realised the entire crew used that instead of his name. 
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We had spent the rest of the journey texting and emailing our contacts, trying to find out who the buyer of the stone might have been. Tyn was growing increasingly frustrated at being stonewalled, and my people weren’t being much more useful. I’d texted Logan to see if he was having any more luck, but he hadn’t gotten back to me. 

Barcelona sprawled out beneath us as the sun was setting. The peaches and oranges of the sunset made the red rooves below us glow. The city was set out in neat and tidy squares so unlike London and Prague. I found myself smiling as Erin was rapt with the view below us. The mountains and greenery were fading out of view as the ship descended closer to the packed streets and gorgeous old buildings. The city had a vibrancy that could easily be addictive. Everything about it felt so alive. 

The ship took a sudden turn, and the turquoise sea was suddenly filling the narrow window we were all looking out.

“Sorry, Kitten, last second change of plans. We’re dropping you on the beach,” an older man said.

Tyn didn’t acknowledge him. His body went tense, but he didn’t say a word. 

“Time to hop off!” the captain called out a few minutes later.

The airship was hovering over the crisp white beach below. The crew looked exhausted. Dark shadows sat beneath their eyes, and those working had lost the crispness in their hand gestures and motions. It had been a long day. 

The captain gestured towards the railing. We were expected to jump overboard. Tyn went first. He swung over the railing and landed six feet below as though he’d done it hundreds of times. He casually strolled up the beach towards the city proper, leaving Erin and me to hop over the railing and scramble after him. I ran up the beach, the sand shifting beneath my feet and making it incredibly difficult. 

Tyn paused and smiled at us over his shoulder. “I’ll take you to my favourite tapas place, you’ll love it.”

We caught up with him, and I took a second to take in the city before me. Colour filled the city. The walls of the buildings closest to us were pale apricot with terracotta borders around the windows and door. 

“The city is full of dance magicians. Have you seen a dance magician show before?” Tyn asked as he strolled down a narrow road. 

“No, I haven’t,” I said, trying to take in every detail.

Black balconies perched outside the higher windows, noise burst out of doorways and windows on either side of us. It sounded so alive. I closed my eyes and breathed in the salt air with the sweet scent of freshly picked orange blossom, such a refreshing change of pace after Reykjavik.
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We followed Tyn through the narrow streets into the more bustling centre of the city. He got us an outdoor table at a tapas restaurant full of smiling people and laughter. I kept checking my phone, waiting for Logan to get back to me. As much as I was enjoying a little down time, I didn’t want the stone to slip through our fingers. We ordered a range of dishes from paella to razor clams and the most divine acorn-fed ham. I declined offers to partake in wine, instead opting to keep a clear head. Logan finally texted back, saying no one was talking to him, but he could meet us at a dance magician place called El Sol. 

Tyn knew the place and wasted no time in paying the bill and taking us there. I hadn’t been able to relax knowing that the stone was so close. We wove our way through the groups of people, many far from sober, and finally reached the dance magician place. It was an open-air affair with tables and chairs sitting below orange trees and bright orange umbrellas that glistened in the firelight of the torches that were dotted around the space. In the centre of it all was a tiled space. I assumed that was where the dance magicians would perform. 

I stood looking for Logan among the people around the area. He should have stood out. Being a half incubus, he was strikingly handsome, and his 6’3” frame meant he’d be a head above most of the other people in the city. 

“Did you miss me?” a familiar voice whispered huskily in my ear.

Goosebumps ran down my neck where his warm breath curled against my skin. I turned around and wrapped my arms around Logan’s neck with a grin before I leaned in and kissed him with increasing passion. The familiar feeling of calm happiness slipped over me as his strong arms held me close to his firm chest. I was home. 

We broke the kiss and smiled at each other, the world around us forgotten for the moment. 

“You must be Kaitlyn,” a female voice said.

I glanced over to see a dance magician in a stunning flame-coloured dress with a multitude of layers and ruffles on the skirt, and a tight bodice displaying lots of bare skin. Logan held me close to him as I moved around to his side, his hand slipping down to my hip.

“Yes, I’m Kaitlyn,” I said with a broad smile. 

The dance magician looked me up and down slowly. Her mouth thinned as her expression showed she found me wanting. I lifted my chin and stroked my fingertips over Logan’s hand, feeling his warm, soothing magic slide over my skin. It reminded me of a hearth fire during the middle of winter.  

“So, you’re the mysterious woman he hasn’t stopped talking about,” she said with a smirk.

I had no come-back. Logan and I didn’t usually interact with each other’s lovers. She snorted and rolled her eyes before she vanished into the crowd. 

“You must be Logan, Kaitlyn’s friend with many benefits. I’m Tyn.” Tyn extended his hand and held Logan’s gaze as he introduced himself. 

Logan shook Tyn’s hand and released me. “A pleasure, I’m sure.”

“And this is Erin,” I said, gesturing for Erin to come and meet Logan. 

She blushed as Logan appraised her. “I’ve heard many complimentary things about you, Erin. I fear Kit held out on me.” 

Erin’s blush deepened as she looked away. Tyn shook his head and laughed to himself.

“I see you’re as bad as she is,” Tyn said, tilting his chin at me.

“Bad’s a matter of perspective,” Logan said with a smile.

The dance magicians began making their way into the square. 

“I have a table, you don’t want to miss this,” Logan said.

“Then we talk business,” Tyn said.

“Of course,” Logan replied as he guided me between the people and the tables to a small square table with a perfect view over the square. 

Logan pulled me into his lap as he sat on the bare wooden chair. Erin sat next to me, her eyes fixed on the dancers as they formed a loose circle. The women wore tight-bodiced dresses with multitudes of flame-coloured layers that rippled in the light breeze. The men wore tight pitch-coloured pants and bold purple and blue silk shirts with long white and silver ribbons dangling from their wrists. A beat came from somewhere. It filled the air, and I found myself unable to look away from the dancers as they began. They started with small subtle movements, the bold fabrics and ribbons catching the light like sparks. Their motions increased in tempo until they were twirling and spinning between and around each other. Arms reached skywards and ribbons fluttered, their faces entirely blank, lost to the dance. 

A feeling of increasing happiness swelled within me. I felt as though I was watching something far more than an intricate dance. Love was blooming somewhere before me, the delicate sensation of hope and potential blossoming into a rich passion and intense lust before suddenly, it was over. The crowd erupted into a standing ovation as the dancers bowed and smiled at their audience. The feeling of happiness remained firmly rooted in my mind. I couldn’t shift the broad smile from my face or the feeling of hope and excitement at what could happen.

Logan nibbled down my throat and gave me a gentle smile that softened his silvery green eyes making me melt into him with a contented sigh. I knew it was the magic, but that didn’t make it feel any less real.

36

[image:  ]

 

 

We remained in a happy haze for some ten minutes before Logan took us to the hotel. It was a small hotel with sweeping archways and flames dancing in alchemically refined glass. The shadows skittered into the corners and soft rose light filtered through the tinted windows giving the space a feeling of gentle warmth. 

“I got two rooms. I assumed you two were ok sharing.” Logan gestured to Erin and Tyn. “Separate beds,” he said.

Erin blushed and looked down and away for a moment. Tyn said nothing, instead looking pointedly at the elevator buttons. 

“We have business to be getting on with,” he said.

Logan’s thumb rubbed small circles over my hip. 

“Are you always this… focused?” Logan asked.

Tyn smirked. “When there’s a deadline.”

“How are we going to find who the buyers are?” Erin asked.

“That’s a very good question,” I said.

We’d all been through our contacts and had no luck getting anyone to talk. The stone was too valuable. People didn’t want to give up that chance. Logan gave her his most charming smile. 

“Someone knows something, and we’re going to coax that information out of them.” The words sounded sinful. 

I elbowed him. 

“Don’t be cruel,” I hissed.

It wasn’t fair of him to use his incubus charm on her. He didn’t have the full charm, as he wasn’t pure-blooded, but he had enough to get what he wanted out of people most of the time. 

Erin raised an eyebrow at him and held his gaze. 

“I may blush easily, but I’m not that easy,” she said coolly. 

Logan grinned. “I like her.”

“Don’t we all,” Tyn said before he stepped out of the elevator into a wide terracotta coloured hallway. “Which are our rooms?” 

“At the end, there,” Logan said, pointing to the doors near the intricate stained-glass window depicting a pair of dancers in their full finery. 

The dancers appeared to move as the light came through the glass and our angle shifted due to movement. I wondered what type of magic they’d woven into it. Illusion was the obvious choice, but it could have a thread of life magic in there, too. 

“Kit, you are not dismantling that window,” Logan said with a soft growl.

I gave him my best puppy eyes. 

“I wouldn’t have to dismantle it entirely…” I tried.

He held me closer to him and guided me into his room. I wouldn’t have dismantled it, I just wanted to run my fingers over it, but it was fun to play the game. 

“You didn’t say you had someone hidden in here,” Tyn said cautiously.

I wondered what he was talking about before I heard the quiet footsteps approaching us from within the room. Logan slammed his hand against the light switch. Nothing happened. Tyn pushed past me and disappeared into the dimly lit room. My eyes seemed to be taking forever to adapt to the darkness. Logan left my side, and Erin moved past me. Each of them had some animal with night-vision in their heritage. 

Something crashed, the sound quickly followed by a yelp of pain and annoyance. I put Wispy’s cage down and popped a steel dragon capsule into my mouth. They were something I’d created after I got into a particularly nasty fight on one of my early hunts in Bolivia. I had taken to keeping a trio of capsules on my belt, just in case. The feeling of armour spreading over my entire body and energy flooding my system filled me. They’d burn through my energy within five minutes, but until then I’d be faster, stronger, and immune to blades and fire. My skin had been covered in a substance that looked like steel dragon scales.

I saw outlines fighting. Someone rushed me. Slender hands tried to claw my throat, but they couldn’t gain purchase against the smooth scales. I drove my knee into their stomach, causing them to double up. I took advantage and smashed my knee into the bridge of their nose. They coughed and spluttered for a brief second before punching me in the stomach. 

My uncle had been careful to train me in a number of different fighting styles. If I was going to travel the world alone dealing with the gods only knew what, I was going to be able to defend myself, he always said. I aimed for the joints with quick strikes and kept moving around my attacker, pushing them off balance and refusing to allow them to root themselves in a solid stance. They were tough. I felt their ribs break, and the punishing blows to their knees would have taken a weaker being down. 

I finally had an opportunity to punch them in the throat, followed rapidly by a hard kick to the temple. They went limp almost instantly. The room before me was in complete chaos. Erin had subdued her attacker and had them pinned down with what appeared to be a chair leg to their throat. Logan and Tyn worked as a team and delivered the final blows to a hulking beast of a man. Tyn broke the man’s good wrist before he slashed open his stomach, and Logan kicked his ribs so hard I heard them crack from across the room. 

The lights came on the moment the huge man dropped. He must have been weaving some form of energy block that stopped the electricity from functioning in the room. 

“Everyone ok?” Logan asked, looking around. 

I gasped as the scales disintegrated, leaving me on the edge of consciousness. It was always brutal using the capsules. Logan ran over to me and scooped me into his arms before he placed me on the bed and thrust a dense chocolate bar at me. 

“Eat,” he commanded.

I bit into the rich chocolate and smiled as I felt the threads of life energy caress my tongue and bring me back from the brink of blacking out. 

“We’ve talked about those capsules, Kit,” Logan growled.

“I don’t have your size advantage,” I reminded him.

I looked over to see Erin prodding the woman she’d pinned with the chair leg. 

“Who are you and what were you doing here?” she demanded.

The woman bared her bloody and broken teeth at Erin. Erin jabbed her with the pointy end of the broken chair leg and caused the woman to gasp and try to squirm away. 

“I’d answer her, if I were you,” Tyn said calmly. 

The woman spat in Tyn’s direction. Erin jabbed her again. The woman was beginning to bleed heavily from her numerous wounds. 

“Sayen sent us. We were supposed to stop you from getting to the auction tomorrow night,” she said between wheezing breaths. 

Erin glared at the woman and went to poke her again. Logan put his hand on her arm to stop her.

“Tell us about this auction,” Logan demanded.

The woman looked between Erin and Logan. 

“Eleven tomorrow night. Only the wealthiest can get in. At the plaza.” 

With that, she slipped from consciousness, and Erin tossed the chair leg aside. 

“Remind me not to get on your bad side,” Logan said to her with an easy smile.

Erin smiled and looked over to me. 

“What now?” she asked.

“Now we get a new hotel and figure out how to get into that auction tomorrow night.”
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Finding a new hotel wasn’t too difficult. We headed back downstairs and informed the manager that the room was full of corpses when we arrived. The manager apologised profusely and tried to offer a discount should we wish to return again. We politely declined. It wasn’t his fault, but we had to cover our asses.

Erin and Tyn took the room next to Logan’s and mine. Both had declined my offer to help them heal their injuries. Logan, however, was quite eager to help me undress and apply the soothing paste to my aching ribs and tender stomach. The scales had saved me from the worst of it, but my assailant had hit hard. It wasn’t long before our hands wandered and gentle kisses became fierce passionate embraces and firm bites. We finally slept a few hours later, both completely satisfied. 

I woke up in Logan’s arms with my head on his chest and his familiar scent of sandalwood and amber bringing a smile to my face. The temptation to run my fingers over his firm muscles, exploring the dips and crevices, was strong. Unfortunately, the sun had risen hours prior, and we had to prepare for the auction. I buried my face against Logan’s neck and hid from the day for as long as I could. Adventures were fantastic fun, but I’d missed him and the calm happiness he brought. He stroked the back of my neck and trailed a finger down my spine. 

“We have to get up, Kit, treasures to be procured,” he said gently. 

I gently bit his bottom lip and lost myself in his silver-green eyes before tearing myself away and preparing for the day. Voices came from the hallway before someone knocked on the door. 

“Have you finished screwing yet?” Tyn called.

Logan and I laughed.

“That depends, do you want to come in and join us?” Logan called back.

I could see the horror and embarrassment on Tyn’s face in my mind. 

“You should hold off on the innuendo and such with him,” I said quietly.

Logan looked at me questioningly. He was a thing of beauty standing in the sunlight in nothing but his black pants. I shook my head and focused. 

“He has a tragic past,” I said.

“Ah. Alright, I’ll behave.”

I pulled on a pair of shorts and a well-fitted short-sleeved t-shirt. Practical and pretty, the perfect combination. We stepped out into the hallway to find Tyn and Erin laughing about something. 

“What did we miss?” Logan asked.

Tyn shrugged and smiled. “Nothing. You missed breakfast. We need to get appropriate clothing for this auction.”

“Pretty dresses and tailored suits?” I said.

“We’ll head into the magical quarter. We need to look like social elite,” Tyn said.

“And where’s the money for this clothing coming from?” Logan asked.

The type of clothing Tyn was talking about would set us back tens of thousands. That wasn’t something to take lightly. 

“Fein will reimburse you when we return with the stone.”

I had the money sitting in my bank account. The pale colour Erin had gone suggested she didn’t. I gave her a reassuring smile. 

“I’ll cover our dresses. You’ll look gorgeous in a sage green, we’ll see if we can get something with some starlight woven in to add a silver-white shimmer; it’ll bring out those beautiful eyes of yours,” I said.

She blushed furiously and mumbled a thank you. 

“We’ll split up then. Tyn and I will go and get suits. We’ll see you back here at six,” Logan said.

He kissed my throat tenderly before leaving with Tyn. 

“You really love each other,” Erin said.

My stomach squirmed. I hadn’t really thought about it. 

“Do you know where this magic quarter is? I’m dying for breakfast and coffee,” I said with a grin.
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The magic quarter was easy to find. The blood-red and amber wild magic sprawling across edges of the buildings made a stunning marker. The magic was languorous in the warm afternoon sun. It pulsed in a slow lazy beat, moving through rippling reds and bold oranges. The area teemed with life, from the flowers tumbling from every balcony to the lyric birds that perched just out of reach. The birds were barely as big as my fist. Each had a unique coloration and was as bold as the rest of the city. They got their name from mimicking song magicians and singing snippets of their lyrics back at anyone who would pause and listen. It resulted in a joyous cacophony of broken songs and bright happy music.

Erin and I visited a good number of shops before we found one that had something suitable. The dresses before us were elegant and bursting with magic from whispering breezes that made delicate skirts flutter like feathers to sunbeams that made dresses glow. I spotted the perfect dress for Erin almost immediately. Its pale green complimented her beautiful copper skin and brought out her golden eyes. I pulled it off the rack and held it up to her. The tailoring would highlight her slender figure while remaining demure. 

I grinned at her. “You have to try it on!”

She chewed on her bottom lip and glanced at the price tag. I handed her the dress. 

“Fein will reimburse me, now try it on.” 

She accepted the dress and went to the changing room. I looked through the other dresses, hoping to find something in a rich red or perhaps a silvery blue, something striking and feminine. I was relishing the opportunity to dress in something pretty. I didn’t get the chance to be feminine often enough. Of course, I adored the adventuring, there was nothing quite like climbing up the side of a waterfall or exploring a dark forest, but I enjoyed looking pretty, too. 

Erin stepped out of the changing room and my jaw dropped. She was absolutely stunning. The delicate fabric hung to her slender curves and brought out the gold in her eyes. 

She blushed. “It looks awful, doesn’t it…”

I restrained myself and didn’t say the first thing that popped into my head, which was something incredibly lewd. 

“You look incredible. You’ll turn every head,” I said, unable to take my eyes off her. 

When I finally found a dress for myself, it was a deep red with a touch of fire magic woven in to make it flicker and shimmer. The neckline was verging on scandalous, and it was backless. It hugged my curves and required high heels to make the length of the skirt work, but I loved it. When I looked in the mirror, I saw a strong woman with a figure I was proud of. It made me feel good, and that was what mattered. 

We returned to the hotel room expecting Logan and Tyn to be waiting for us. Logan hated being late for anything, and we arrived at a minute before six. We checked both rooms and saw no sign of them. 

Where are you? I texted Logan. 

Concern began to gnaw at me when I had no reply ten minutes later. I rang him as I paced around the space between the large bed and the desk while Erin sat looking out of the window with the panoramic view over the city. 

No reply. He was only suit shopping, there was no reason for him to ignore his phone. 

Tyn burst into the room. His hair was a mess, and his shirt was torn. 

“They took him. They kidnapped Logan.”
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“Who? Where? Why? How do we get him back?” I asked.

“Are you ok?” Erin asked.

Wispy shot back and forth between me and Tyn. He knew something was wrong as he chittered and wailed, but he wasn’t helping. 

“Wispy, enough.” I turned back to Tyn. “Sorry! Yes, are you injured? Tell us everything. Fuck,” I said, dragging my fingers through my hair.

Wispy settled himself on my shoulder and pressed himself against my neck in apology. I smiled and took the solace he offered. The guilt over Logan’s being taken gnawed at me. I’d been so happy being girly; I should have stayed with them. No, that was foolish, Logan could take care of himself. I’d seen him take on entire packs of shifters before. He didn’t win, exactly, but he came pretty close. 

“I’m fine, I’ll heal. I don’t know who they were, but I saw they had matching tattoos - a navy-blue star on the back of their left hand. They didn’t say anything, not a word. They grabbed him as we were coming back to the hotel. They must have had a shadow walker in their number, I didn’t see or hear them until it was too late. We fought, but he was gone,” Tyn said.

I took a deep breath and teased out the important information. They only took Logan, and the assailants had matching tattoos. 

“We’re going to lean on every contact we have and find out who has those tattoos,” I said calmly. 

Erin chewed on her bottom lip. 

“Surely they won’t kill him…” she said.

Neither Tyn nor I answered. We didn’t know what exactly they wanted. 

“We have to assume that they’re trying to stop us from getting the stone. This is another delaying and scare tactic,” I said.

Erin sat on the bed and picked at the edge of the satin bedspread. I pulled out my phone and went through my phone book, trying to think who would know Barcelona’s underground. Tyn was already speaking in sharp tones on the phone. We weren’t going to lose Logan. My chest constricted at the thought. I’d be lost without him. 
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After a tense hour of sharp words and threats, we had a name, time, and location for a meeting with a scryer. I hadn’t met a scryer before. They were secretive and usually hidden away from people such as myself. Scryers were very rare and only occurred in male hedgewitch lines. The hedgewitches usually guarded them. I had to wonder why this one wasn’t under such protection. Still, I didn’t know how Tyn had managed to pull that particular string, but I was very grateful. The scryer didn’t work for the assholes that kidnapped Logan, but as a scryer, he’d be able to find us information that would lead us to Logan. 

“I will do the talking. You’re too close to Logan,” Tyn said to me, “and I saw what you did to that woman with the chair leg,” Tyn said to Erin with an impressed grin. 

She smiled back. “I might not have any real magic, but I have all of my parents’ fire.”

She had more than fire, she was downright vicious when she wanted to be. Still, I wasn’t going to argue. She was on our side, and I was glad of it. 

We took a taxi across the city to the edge of a park, where a lanky man with dark blond hair and shifty eyes stood waiting for us. He played with one of the many silver and copper rings on his long fingers and kept taking small steps from one side then the other. He looked at us with a look somewhere between horror and resignation. Tyn had put his shoulders back and approached the skittish man with predatory determination. The scryer held up his hands in defence. 

“Not here. I’ll take you to my place,” he said in a faintly reedy voice.

“Anders?” Tyn confirmed.

The man gave a sharp nod before he strode across the road in front of an oncoming car, which he didn’t acknowledge at any point during the driver’s tirade in a mix of Spanish and Elvish. He took us to a less well-kept building with a dark terracotta-coloured door and more terracotta inside. The interior appeared to have been a bright sunshine colour at one point, though now it was faded and slightly grey. The stairs creaked under each step, bringing me to cling onto the wooden banister in the vain hope it would hold up better than the stairs, should they give way. Fortunately, he was on the first floor. I didn’t feel particularly good about risking a second set of stairs. 

A nest of pixies nestled in the corner at the end of the hallway. The little beings weren’t more than six inches high, but they caused no end of trouble. If they felt happy and well-treated, they did nothing more than steal shiny objects and food. If they felt mistreated, then they’d do anything from spoiling food through to cutting brake lines on cars and fucking with the electrics so someone died when they tried to turn on the light. They were fast asleep when we entered Anders’ apartment, fat little bodies piled on top of each other within the circular nest formed of a stolen bowl and who knew what else. 

The scryer’s apartment was about what I’d expected. Abused wooden furniture stood against the walls. A couch with a missing cushion sat in the middle of the pale tiled floor looking at a pock-marked wall. 

“Don’t try and get smart, Anders,” Tyn warned. 

The scryer didn’t look back at him. He stretched his long body up and reached for a round black mirror that had been perched on top of the tall bookshelf. Where someone else would have filled the shelves with books, he had filled them with small stones and tiles of every shape, size, and colour imaginable. 

“They soothe me,” Anders said as he caught me looking at them with bemusement. 

I held my tongue. We all have our quirks, after all.
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Anders made himself comfortable on the floor, which I had thought was an impossibility. How anyone could sit on the tiles with their legs crossed like he had and be comfortable enough to focus for more than a few seconds was beyond me. Erin, Tyn, and I stood in a loose semi-circle behind Anders and watched as he held the black mirror up in front of himself. The glass looked like an oil slick, and the frame had the same consistency as burnt wood. 

Scryers were the male equivalent of female hedgewitches with the seer ability. The difference was the ability to look through time. The seers could see that which had happened, or was going to happen. The scryers could only see that which was currently happening. 

Anders’ face went entirely slack as he looked into the mirror. I tried to remain still, but the waiting was killing me. Logan was out there. Who knew where or what was happening to him? After what felt like an eternity, Anders returned to us with a vacant smile. 

“He’s alive. The star born have him tied up in a small room. There’s only one guard, the rest are dressed in expensive suits. They know you’ll come for your friend. You have a decision to make. Save him, or get the stone.” Anders’ voice sounded distant and deeper than it had done before. 

“Where exactly is Logan? There are thousands of small rooms in this city,” Tyn said.

“The converted factory.” 

Tyn narrowed his eyes. 

“If you wish to receive the entire fee we agreed upon, you had better give us more details than that,” he growled.

“The basement. Follow the blue arrows and stars. It’s not hard.” 

Tyn flashed his teeth but said nothing. 

“You know how to get us there?” I asked Tyn.

“Yes. I’ll book a car now,” he said as he stepped away. 

“That was too easy,” Erin said.

“I know,” I agreed.

We left Anders and his mirror with a large amount of cash. I watched the pixie nest closely as we headed back to the stairs and out onto the street. Tyn took off at a jog without any warning. Erin and I were left with no choice but to follow him. We pushed through the throngs of tourists and ducked around dance magicians preparing for their first performance of the evening. 

“We have three hours until that auction starts. Throw your dresses in the car,” Tyn shouted as we rounded the corner to the hotel.

Erin was grinning when we jumped into the sleek black car Tyn had procured. I can’t say that I shared her happiness, as much as I could understand the thrill of the adventure. Tyn pushed the car’s limits and broke every speed limit as we tore through the city towards the mountains. We were on a rescue mission.

The landscape changed around us, from dense colourful city to a well-established forest surrounding rocky outcrops. The roads twisted and wound their way up through the mountains where Tyn said the converted factory was. It emerged from the rock face, a collection of man-made curves and smooth walls against the craggy pale rock and trees around it. The forest had reclaimed it as its own despite people not having given up on it. Sturdy bushes grew on the round roof of the furthest section. The straight lines and small windows flickered with lights. It was practically crawling with magic. As we got closer, I could see that a weaver had been employed to set up a security system. So much for being easy. 

Weavers work with pure magic. Their name comes from the fact that they weave strings of magic together to form something new. They’re often employed to make very expensive security systems, but their talents are wide and varied. Tyn brought the car to a screeching stop in front of the imposing wooden door. 

“We need to get through that security system,” he said.

“No shit,” I muttered.

He smirked at me. 

“Come on, alchemist, surely you have something you can use?” he taunted.

I had my silver kris blade and a pouch of illusion powder that would allow us to hide for approximately five minutes. Erin passed me my bag, and I began looking through it for something of more use. My magic-breaking dust had been stolen at some point, and I’d given away my fire powder. That left me with my seduction ointment, and my tear of Mdregata darts. The ointment would allow me to take minor control of someone with suggestion. It had been a difficult one to perfect. It was mostly siren vocal cords with a little drake venom, but it had taken me quite a few tries to get the correct time of elemental fire to bring the magic together in a way that kept the recipient conscious and normal looking. My first few tries had turned them into glassy-eyed empty shells for a day, which, given I wanted something subtle, wasn’t good enough. 

The darts were something else entirely. They would allow me to inflict great deals of pain on something. A wood elf had taught me the recipe after I’d helped him find an artifact that was very important to his tribe. A flock of crow shifters had stolen it. Unfortunately, neither would break a complex weaver-built security system.

I got out the car and approached the building. Wispy followed me and went up to the very edge of the security system, causing it to spark and begin to glow pale cream. We were still a good four feet from the building proper. They hadn’t held back when they built the system. I reached out to try and feel the magic. If I knew what exactly it did, I might be able to work around it. Lightning shot to my palm and gave me a nasty jolt that continued to sting even after I’d stepped back. Wispy hissed and threw his own sparks and small strikes of lightning at the building. Erin wrapped her hands around the wisp and took him away. 

“You’re not going to out-lightning it, Wispy,” she said with a smile.

Wispy deflated and allowed himself to be put back in his cage.

Ok, I needed something to block or direct lightning away. I was surrounded by mountain rock. I turned a slow circle, trying to see if there was some alchemy I could pull together. 

A young man emerged from the forest looking exhausted. I thanked the gods and quickly pulled out my seduction ointment. I dipped my fingers into the pale green cream and approached the man with a swing in my hips and my most charming smile on my face.

“Hi… I’m really embarrassed to say this but,” I bit my bottom lip and gave him puppy eyes as I brushed my ointment laden fingers over his inner wrist, “I moved in a couple of days ago, and I left my key inside. I don’t suppose you’d mind letting me in, would you?” 

He stepped up to me and brushed his hand over my hip. His face began to relax and his eyes glazed a little as the ointment kicked in and my suggestion took hold.

“It’d be my pleasure,” he said, his eyes on my chest. 

“You’re a gem,” I enthused.

I waved Tyn and Erin over and we slipped into the vast building thanks to the very kind gentleman. Although, given the way he leered at all three of us, “gentleman” seemed a little strong. Still, stage one was complete. Now we just had to find Logan, get him out, and get to the auction. Easy, right?
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The interior of the building was a stark contrast between blunt concrete and sleek modern design, complete with very expensive alchemical flame lights and a shimmering waterfall cascading down a small section of one of the walls, the resulting stream running beneath starlight glass. The glass glittered and sparkled over the crystal-clear water that rippled and swirled in an unnatural way, clearly charmed by a water elemental. 

“Follow the stars and arrows,” I said. 

The ceilings stretched far above our heads. Small boxy windows were up there somewhere, adding little light, not that we needed it. The glass orbs contained small blue and orange flames. They were suspended by invisible threads, no doubt woven by a weaver. The entire thing screamed opulence. The man who had let us inside didn’t hang around to see where we went. The moment he saw there were three of us, he lost any interest past staring. Erin headed down the wide hallway, broad metal doors occasionally punctuating the heavy rough concrete. We kept looking for these stars and arrows that were supposed to lead us to Logan. My frustration bubbled up inside of me. He had better not have been lying to us. 

We were deep within the building when I spotted the first arrow, a blue streak of paint with a dull point on it. Below it, a rough star had been scratched. Well, that was something. Time was ticking by. We began running through the hallways, our footsteps echoing around us as we followed the arrows and stars deeper into the complex building. Finally, we came across a steep set of stairs that descended deep into the mountain. I leapt down them two and three at a time. We were confronted with a heavy steel door inlaid with copper at the base of the stairs. Of course it was locked. I kicked it just to vent some of my annoyance. It hurt my foot rather than doing any good. 

Tyn gently pushed me aside and pulled out an ornate lock-picking set complete with small alchemical vials.

“Fein’s first gift to me,” he said with affection.

“Why didn’t you mentioned you had that when I got zapped by the lightning?” I asked.

He shrugged. “I can’t pick a weaver’s security system. Locks, on the other hand, they’re fun challenges. Lockpicking was the first skill I learned when I left my elf clan and entered the… your world.”

Erin leaned in to watch his nimble hands working the picks and carefully applying tiny amounts of granules from his vials onto the lock and picks. I had to admire his skill. He was certainly better with locks than I was. I made a mental note to see if he’d teach me. It was a skill I’d been meaning to improve. The door slowly turned white and audibly clicked when Tyn successfully released the lock. He looked at me with a smug smile. I resisted the urge to hug him. 

We walked through the door to find ourselves in yet another concrete corridor. This one had simple moonlight orbs spaced evenly along its ceiling, which felt low at seven feet or so. Once again, we set off at a jog. The walls felt as though they were closing in on me as the echoes reverberated around us. The sensation of spinning and falling began to overwhelm me. It made no sense. The ground beneath my feet was entirely solid. We slowed to a walk. Erin looked at me with a frown. I squeezed her hand. 

“It must be some weird defence mechanism. ’It’ll be easy,’ he said,” I grumbled.

Tyn laughed.

“And you call yourself an adventurer,” he teased.

I took a deep breath and tried to shake off the sensation of falling. A redcap charged at us from the far end of the hallway. His broad shoulders were heavily muscled. His cap dripped with fresh blood. Long, yellowed claw-like nails were extending at the end of his rough stumpy fingers. We all went into our fighting stances and prepared to fight the incoming threat. He ran straight through us with nothing more than a faint breeze. It was an illusion. They were screwing with us. 

“We need to get moving,” Tyn said.

“Agreed. Logan should be at the end of this corridor, right?” I said.

“Hopefully,” Tyn said.

“Let’s get this done with,” Erin said.

We started to jog again, which was more difficult than it sounded, given that my mind was sure the ground was crumbling beneath me. I almost fell against the wall twice and caught Erin as she stumbled over nothing. I don’t think I’d ever been so happy to see a plain wooden door before. Logan had to be in there. The scryer had said he was safe, just tied up - I clung onto that thought as Tyn kicked the door open.
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Logan looked at us as we barged into the room. His dark hair had started to fall into his eyes, his shirt was torn and bloodied, but he was conscious and smiling. 

“I knew I could count on you,” he said.

I rushed over to him and cut the ropes binding him to the chair. He pulled me into a deep hug, and I kissed hurriedly up his neck. 

“I was so worried,” I said.

He brushed his lips over mine. 

“It’ll take more than that to put me out of action,” he said.

“As much as I’m glad to see you’re ok, we have an auction to get to,” Tyn said, his hands in his pockets and a faint blush on his cheeks. 

Logan stood and put his arm around Erin’s shoulders which he squeezed. 

“Thank you, all of you,” he said.

“Mhm, auction?” Tyn said.

I laughed. “Lead the way, Kitten.” 

He glared at me before he returned to that cursed hallway. We ran along it as fast as we could manage and remembered our lesson with the redcap. Logan stopped dead when a pair of farren charged at us. They were a terrifying sight, with long narrow jaws full of elongated teeth. Dense black and white fur clung close to long limbs that ended with small paws tipped with sharp black claws. Their long spines stood erect across their muscular shoulders and down their back. Thick bushy tails that ended in a poisonous barb stuck out straight behind them. They were formidable predators, and I was glad they were a rare sight. 

“They’re illusions!” I shouted.

Logan looked between me and them and began running with us.

My heart skipped a few beats when the air around us filled with the sweet earthy scent of the farren. What if they were real this time? Their bite was poisonous. There was no way we’d be able to find the antidote in time. I ran harder and took Logan’s hand in mine. It was an illusion, it had to be an illusion. 

They passed through us with a gentle breeze and nothing more. My heart started beating again, and relief washed over me. It had been a while since I’d had such an adrenaline rush. 
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We stepped out into the cool night air and breathed deeply. I was glad to be outside again. The concrete was feeling oppressive. 

“I don’t suppose we have time for a shower, do we?” I asked Tyn with a smile.

“I get first round if we do,” he said, returning my smile.

I kept Logan close to me and played my fingers over him, relishing the feel of his skin beneath mine. 

“Fuck, it’s midnight,” Tyn said.

“How!? We ran!” I said.

“No time to figure it out now,” Logan said as he tugged me towards the car.

Tyn retrieved his suit from the boot of the car and wasted no time in changing into it. Erin dipped into the forest to get changed. She clearly had more shame than the rest of us, who changed right there in the open. We piled back into the car and Tyn drove like a madman back down the mountain towards the city. There was a chance the stone had already been sold. How had it taken us so long!? There must have been some interesting magic woven in there somewhere. 

Erin and I applied our make-up as best as we could as Tyn threw the car around the tight corners and pushed the car’s limits. Wispy shot sparks at the Cait Sidhe through the bars of his cage and emitted a high-pitched whine until I fed him a handful of succulent leaves. I didn’t think there was any problem Wispy might encounter that couldn’t be solved with food. We arrived at the ornate building at half past midnight. It was a white building, adorned with slender pillars and clusters of wild wisps dancing between tall-stemmed plants. A part of me wanted to retrieve Wispy from the car so he could meet the other wisps, but I didn’t know how they would react to him. Wisps were such social creatures, but they were also territorial. I couldn’t bear to have anything happen to him.  

We walked up the shallow steps and approached the doorman. 

“We’re here for the auction,” Tyn said in a very upper-class accent. 

The doorman smirked. “I’m afraid the location was changed at 10pm, the important guests were told as much.” 

I gritted my teeth and forced myself to smile politely.

“We were rather busy,” Tyn said with a sniff.

“It is at the Corone now,” the doorman said, lifting his chin a little.

We returned to the car. Tyn drove far more sedately through the winding city streets to the new building. Someone had really screwed us over. 

The air of disappointment hung over us. The chances of us getting the stone that night were slim at best. We were going to try, but we had been out-maneuvered. I wasn’t used to losing. It wasn’t how things worked. I can’t say as I liked the sensation of it. 

Tyn pulled up in front of a sprawling complex surrounded by bright flowers and heavily scented bushes. A life magician must have put a lot of hard work into making the gardens so vibrant, and in the depth of night like that. Heavy pink blossoms pulled deep purple stems downward towards dainty blue flowers on low-lying creeping plants below. It was an explosion of colour. It must have been an incredible sensory experience during the day. 

We were given entry to the extravagant hall this time. The space was full of elegant chairs with expensive magical fabrics adorning the cushions. Waiters dressed in suits made from threads of shadow and night casually wove their way between the tables with brightly coloured cocktails. Everything screamed money. The bidding on a particularly ugly necklace with a large red gem enchanted with a luck charm reached a million as we sat. They weren’t screwing around, although they would be disappointed when they found the charm only worked on redheads. The magic from it was clear enough I could feel the rough details from some ten feet away. I mentally shrugged. The money was theirs to throw away.
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We each ordered a non-alcoholic drink and watched the rest of the items come up for bidding. They cycled through a box said to be made from the tree of life, a vial of blood from the trickster gods (I wished I could have heard the story about how that came to be), the very first tattoo magic needle, and a number of trinkets and baubles. I leaned against Logan as the final item of the night came up for bidding. It was a rather pretty gold ring made almost entirely from sunbeams and life magic. The wearer would not only live a very healthy life, but they’d feel on top of the world doing it. A pair of older women aggressively bid against each other trying to win the ring. A young succubus sniped them at the very end and took it for just shy of four million. The looks the older women gave the succubus suggested that she’d be lucky to make it to the end of the night. 

We waited for the majority of the bidders to exit before we stood and approached the master of ceremonies. He was a regal man, a high elf in an impeccably tailored suit complete with moonbeam and winter-woven waistcoat. His waistcoat alone likely cost him what Fein was going to pay me for retrieving the stone. He looked down his long nose at us and raised a carefully preened eyebrow while pursing his thin lips. 

“Yes?” his voice was as smooth as silk and slightly higher than I’d expected.

I bit the inside of my cheek to stop myself from being rude and snippy. 

“We wish to enquire about a particular item,” Tyn said.

The elf sighed. 

“No,” he said as he closed his ledger and walked away.

Logan cut him off and smiled at him. 

“You seem to have misunderstood,” Logan pressed.

“I understood that you wish to know who won a particular auction so you can bribe said buyer, or perhaps steal the item from them. I will have no part in such an endeavour.” 

Logan stepped closer to the elf. He was very intimidating when he put his shoulders back and turned on his predatory edge. The elf didn’t seem to notice. 

“One item, one name,” Logan said, his smile unwavering.

Tyn took a different approach. 

The Cait Sidhe moved silently. His movements were sinuous and precise, his focus absolute. Logan widened his smile and showed his sharpened teeth. They were from his incubus father. The elf had the gall to roll his eyes. 

“I’ve denied far more impressive specimens,” he drawled.

“Oh, I very much doubt that,” Logan said, turning on his incubus charm.

The elf’s face softened. Tyn grabbed the ledger and ran for it. I didn’t think I’d seen a more feline thing as the Cait Sidhe high-tailed it out of the room. I grabbed Erin’s hand and went after him. Erin kept up with me with ease, which it quite the feat given the height of the heels we were running in. We were almost home free when my stiletto slipped from under me on the marble floor and I pitched sideways. Logan caught me and carried me out to the car, where Tyn looked like, well, the cat that got the name. 

We dove into the car, and he began our getaway, complete with squealing tyres and raucous laughter. 

“They don’t know who we are, do they?” Erin asked as we wove our way through the late-night traffic, heading the gods only knew where. 

“No, we never gave them any names, and my face isn’t that well known,” Tyn said.

“They’re following us,” Logan said.

Tyn scowled and put his foot down, throwing me into the door as he shot around the car in front of us and skidded around a corner.

“Subtle,” Logan said.

Tyn grinned at him. “I used up all of my subtlety for the night.”

I had no idea where Tyn was heading. The buildings passed us in a blur of colour. The road began to grow quieter, with fewer parked cars and pedestrians. He turned another corner without warning and was greeted by a wall of fire.

“Fucking fire elementals,” Tyn spat before he shot down an alley and burst out onto the road on the other side, sending a cluster of drunk tourists diving for safety.

Our pursuers followed us and proceeded to throw fireballs at the car. At first, they flew by us, bright orbs of orange and yellow, hot enough to curl the paint from the car as they passed. Wispy tried to squeeze through his cage and go and give them some of his fire. I kept it safely out of range. I loved the little wisp, but he wasn’t a match for full-blooded fire elementals. Unfortunately, their aim improved as Tyn ran out of insane corners to throw the car around. The fireballs collided with the back window, causing Erin and me to duck for cover while Tyn cursed in a range of languages. 

“We can’t outrun them,” Logan said calmly.

“Do you have a suggestion?” Tyn asked.

“They’re fire elementals, surely we have some water we can use.”

“Sure, I have a spare lake tucked behind your seat,” Tyn retorted.

The window shattered and the back of Logan’s seat caught fire. I batted at the fabric trying to put the fire out as quickly as I could. The fabric and filling had mostly burnt away, leaving the bare metal frame. Logan looked nonplussed. 

I wracked my brain, trying to think of some alchemical solution, something, anything, to get us out of this situation. Erin squeezed into the foot well next to me as we fought to put out the fire on the back of Tyn’s seat. The car wouldn’t take much more of this abuse. 

“We’re heading to the El Lugar Oscuro,” Tyn said gravely.

The rest of us looked at each other, wondering if we were supposed to know what the fuck that was. The car suddenly swerved and rocked violently while Tyn fought with the steering wheel.

“We’re almost there, hold on!” he shouted.

The sound of shredded rubber running on tarmac was almost deafening from the foot well. Tyn gripped the steering wheel with everything he had, but the car still kept jumping from side to side. The sound of the engine behind us began to fade, and suddenly, everything went dark. I couldn’t see my hand in front of my face.

“Welcome to El Lugar Oscuro, the dark place,” Tyn said.

“I see they were very inventive with their naming,” Logan said drily.

“How many places have you seen with a creative name?” Tyn asked.

Silence.

“Alright, fair point,” Logan conceded once the car had stopped moving. 

The silence stretched out around us. There was nothing but our breathing and small movements. I could handle a lot of things. Silence wasn’t one of them.
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We had climbed out of the ruined car and fumbled around to collect our bags. I took my heels off and pulled on my trusty knee-high lace-up boots. They looked shit with the pretty dress, but I could run and climb in them, or I would be able to if I could see a damn thing. 

“So… why didn’t the bad guys follow us in here?” Logan asked.

Something shuffled near me. I reached out and hoped to touch something familiar. 

“Kaitlyn?” Tyn asked.

“Maybe?” I replied.

A soft slender hand ran over the back of mine.

“Is that your hand?”

I smiled. “Yea. So, what is this place?”

I heard Tyn take a deep breath. 

“They are terrified of what hides within the darkness,” he said softly.

“Out of the fire, into the darkness,” Logan said.

“It’s not that bad, right?” Erin asked.

Silence.

“People have disappeared in here,” Tyn said softly.

“They were trespassing,” a strange new rasping voice said.

Chills ran down my spine. 

“We don’t mean to trespass, we seek sanctuary,” Tyn said softly.

Something brushed past me. I instinctively jerked away. 

“You will be guided to the light,” the rasping voice said.

I desperately hoped that wasn’t a nice way of saying it was going to kill us. 

“Come,” it commanded.

Something cool and silken wrapped around my arm and pulled me forward. 

“Tyn?” I asked.

I had to trust the Cait Sidhe. He was the only one who had any sort of an idea what the fuck we’d gotten ourselves into here.

“Thank you, we appreciate your help,” Tyn said.

“We need to bring Wispy with us,” I said.

“Your wisp is with you,” the raspy voice said.

I allowed the thing to guide me through the darkness. Every muscle was tense as I strained to hear something other than our breathing and footsteps. The ground gradually rose, but it seemed to be smooth. I didn’t stumble or trip over anything, despite being made to walk at a quick pace. 

“The journeyman, your feline, guided you well, but we only allow one trip through our world. Do not return.”

I swallowed down my fear and smiled. It was ridiculous, no one could see anything, but it made me feel better. 
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To say I was glad to see the rose light of sunrise was an understatement. We walked out of the darkness in some unknown destination where the sun was rising over a thicket of trees. Wispy’s cage was placed in my hands, and I held it up to my cheek, where Wispy pressed himself to me. 

“We’re in Portugal,” Logan said.

“I need to sit down,” Erin said.

I allowed Wispy out of his cage, and he proceeded to fly to each person in turn where he checked on them. We walked over to a rocky outcrop and rested for a moment. We’d lost the stone, been in a car chase, and walked through a forest of darkness hundreds of miles to Portugal. 

I nudged Erin. 

“You wanted an adventure,” I said with a smile.

She laughed. 

Tyn paced around, speaking to someone on the phone. After a long conversation punctuated with snarls and curses in multiple languages, he returned to us. 

“We’re going to walk a mile east, and then a private airship will take us to Aberdeen, where a Mr. Dawson has the stone. A contact will meet us when we land to give us everything our people can dig up about Dawson,” Tyn said.

I was exhausted, filthy, and dying for a hot shower. Erin looked ready to collapse, and Logan had a look of grim determination on his face. I put my arm around Erin’s waist. It was a bold move, but she needed some comfort and reassurance.

“Come on, a mile’s nothing,” I said brightly. 

She smiled and changed her pretty heels out for her sensible hiking boots. 

“Our dresses are ruined,” she said ruefully.

I shrugged. “We wouldn’t have worn them again, anyway.”

She shook her head. “We come from very different worlds.”

I didn’t know if that was an insult. I chose to smile and take it as a comment and nothing more. We set off through the trees towards the rising sun. The game wasn’t over yet, and I was going to see another new city. It wasn’t all bad. 

Logan kept the conversation flowing with bright and breezy topics. He made everyone laugh where he could, which we all appreciated. The exhaustion hit me like a freight train. I was glad to see the airship when we emerged from the trees. It wasn’t a pirate ship this time, either. It was a sleek private ship with expensive tinker engines and polished wood with bronze-inlaid sigils. The crew even wore very smart uniforms, deep purple with silver trim and jaunty little hats. The best thing, though? It had beds and hot showers. Tyn vanished the moment he was sure we were all on board safely.

“Cats,” Logan said with a laugh. 

“I’m going to pass out on the closest soft thing,” Erin said.

“We will arrive in Aberdeen at 3pm. A hotel has been booked for you. Fresh clothing is available in your rooms. Enjoy,” a cheerful elemental said as he held his arm out, pointing us in the direction of our rooms. 

Logan picked me up and carried me to the shower, and a glorious shower it was, too. The shower head was larger than a dinner plate, it produced scalding hot water, and they’d even put in wonderful strawberry- and vanilla-scented shower gel. I clearly hadn’t made it through that forest after all. This was the afterlife, and what a wonderful afterlife it was.
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It wasn’t the afterlife. I woke up to a rapping on the door, which made Wispy chitter and fly at the door.

“We will be landing in forty-five minutes. Food has been set out for you,” a female voice said.

“Sounds good,” Logan called back.

I nuzzled against his neck and enjoyed the moment of waking up in his strong arms. It had been one hell of a 24 hours. I deserved my peaceful moment. 

“I’m not sure it’s a good idea for Tyn to join us in Aberdeen,” Logan said softly as he stroked my hair.

I frowned. “Why?”

“It’s a non-magical city,” he said gravely.

I wrinkled my nose and climbed out of bed. 

“What about Wispy, then?” I asked.

“We’ll speak to Tyn,” Logan said.

 The airship crew had provided brand new (and very nice) jeans, shirt, and leather jacket. 

Non-magical cities were something I avoided. When the planes had joined, some cities had remained exactly as they were; that is to say, without magic. They proudly and doggedly remained that way. Over time, they brought in laws that forbade anything magical from entering the city. It became more extreme. They created magical zoos where the city residents could experience magical beings from the safety of partitions. I had nothing against them in principle; there were many people around the world who had no magic, and I saw no harm in them wanting to live with each other. Still, I hadn’t stepped foot in one for fear of things like the zoos. They made my skin crawl. 

I pushed the thought out of my mind and went in search of food. Erin and Tyn both looked well-rested. Erin was in fresh clothing and chatted enthusiastically with a pretty air elemental. I filled my plate with a range of sweet pastries and dried fruits. I was absolutely ravenous. 

Wispy descended on a plate of greenery that I hoped was for him; it was too late if it wasn’t. 

“We should be able to complete our task tomorrow,” Tyn said.

“You’ve spoken to your contact?” I asked.

He nodded.

“He has the information we require.” 

“What about Wispy?” I asked.

“He’ll be taken back to Fein’s.” 

We left the conversation at that. The airship had clearly been hired by Fein, but he hired pirates - the elf dealt with all sorts of people. We ate our fill without broaching the topic of Aberdeen’s status as a non-magical city. Tyn must have known. He was clearly well-travelled, and Fein wouldn’t have sent him somewhere like that without ample warning. 

Wispy had tried to glue himself to my shoulder when I’d explained he had to stay on the ship. He was coaxed back into his cage with some very rare and succulent leaves, but he still rumbled and whined when I left the room. He’d be safe. I told myself that Fein wouldn’t allow harm to come to him.

Erin had regained the bounce in her step and the bright smile on her face. It fell the moment we stepped onto the ramp to step down onto the landing platform. The air felt dead and empty. I hadn’t realised just how used to the feeling of magic I was. I squeezed Erin’s hand and walked onto the broad grey platform to look at the city before us. We were close now. We weren’t going to give up. 
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Aberdeen was quite striking with the ocean on the horizon. Spires bristled like short spines between the smooth slate rooves. I couldn’t help but feel the similarity with a cemetery, the grey tones and the awful, cool, empty air. I rubbed my arms, frowning. Something deep within me was searching for the magic that was supposed to wrap around me. Logan wrapped his hand around my waist and kissed my temple.

“We won’t be here long, Kit,” he whispered. 

I stroked Erin’s hair without thinking, my desire to calm and comfort her overrunning decorum. She smiled at me and squeezed my hand before she put on a brave face. Tyn had gone pale. His breathing was shallower than it had been. We clustered around him and offered unspoken support. It must have been absolutely awful for him. 

“The contact is there.” The airship captain helpfully pointed at a sullen-looking older man in a bright green coat, the only colour in sight. 

We walked down the spiral staircase to a street level that was even worse than the air above had been. I swallowed down my rising panic and tucked it away in a quiet corner of my mind. It was just another thing to face down and conquer. Tyn stepped forward and nodded to his contact. 

“Sean?” Tyn asked.

The man nodded his weak chin and handed Tyn a folder full of dog-eared papers before he shoved his hands in his coat pockets and walked off without a word. 

“Manners haven’t made it to this part of the world, I see,” Erin said dryly. 

Tyn gave her a weak smile and pulled out the map that had been in the front of the folder. He frowned at it and turned it around twice before Logan took it from him. I peered at the map and looked around me for landmarks.

“There’s the airship platform, and there’s that big spire,” I said, pointing at the map.

The hotel was marked with a big red circle.

“So, we’re about three blocks away,” Logan said.

We turned around and started down the street. The rain started almost immediately, a torrential downpour that turned the roads into rivers and soaked us to the bone. 

“This is going well,” Tyn grumbled. 

We ran the last half a block to the hotel and stood in the luxurious marble foyer dripping wet. A trio of employees in black uniforms rushed over with large soft towels to dry us (and the floor) off. We left small puddles in our wake as we went to check in. The woman behind the desk gave us a false smile and spoke in a thick accent which turned into a group effort to translate what she was saying. We laughed about it. We had to. 

Finally, we made it to our suite, which was large, airy, and had three very comfortable and generously sized beds in it. I stripped down and changed into fresh, dry clothes before I began looking through the folder we’d been given. It seemed that our Mr. Dawson had pulled a few similar stunts over the years. There were notes on a number of magical artifacts he’d acquired over the years, including fairy water, which was also known as eternal water. 

“He’s very interested in magic for someone in a non-magic city,” Logan said while leafing through the papers.

“It’s a power trip, as it so often is with rich people in his position,” Tyn said bitterly. 

“It’s going to be another long night, isn’t it,” Erin said with a small smile.

“Afraid so,” I said.

She grinned and made herself comfortable in the armchair with a collection of papers. I had to admire her. The lack of magic was weighing on us, but she was absolutely in her element. We were having an adventure, and she was thoroughly enjoying the ride.

45

[image:  ]

 

 

We were up until the early hours of the morning piecing together the whole picture of this Dawson. After some digging, we discovered that he owned the zoo. The magical being zoo. Tyn’s face crumpled when he read that fact. 

“He lives on site at the zoo, in a grand house,” Erin said.

“We’ll have to go to the zoo. He’ll have the stone in his home,” Tyn said quietly.

“You can stay here if you need to,” I said gently. 

Tyn stared me down. “No. I am not weak.”

I held up my hands. “I just didn’t want you to have to suffer unnecessarily.”

He nodded and sighed. 

“I’m heading to bed, I’ll see you in the morning,” he said quietly.

“That sounds amazing,” Erin said, stretching and yawning. 

They had claimed the two smaller rooms. I got the impression that Tyn was glad to have his own space again. I leaned over and nibbled down Logan’s ear. 

“Coming to bed?” I asked.

He gave me a sinful smile and collected me up in his arms before he carried me to bed. Needless to say, we didn’t sleep for a couple of hours. 

 

 [image:  ]

 

The first thing I noticed when I woke up wasn’t the comforting scent of sandalwood and amber, it was the emptiness due to the lack of magic. My dreams had been dark and haunting. They lingered in the back of my mind as I cuddled closer to Logan. I revelled in the feeling of his magic against my skin. He stroked along my ribs and kissed from my temple along my jawline, each gentle fluttering kiss bringing me further from the dream and closer to the waking world. 

“You’re too strong to accept my protection, but I will watch out for you, Kit,” he whispered.

I kissed him and dug my fingers into his thick hair, grounding myself in the physical sensations of him. He grinned back at me and rubbed his thumb over my hip in slow lazy circles. 

“Ready for breakfast?” he practically purred.

“What are you offering?”

The sound of Tyn on the phone came from the main living area and broke the moment. I slumped back into the bed and sighed. We needed to get the stone. We didn’t have the time to be screwing, but he was such a delicious distraction. He got out of bed, giving me a fantastic view of his well-muscled back and tight pert ass. It was a view I’d missed and very much enjoyed. We dressed in practical jeans and shirts and headed out into the main living area. Tyn had been busy. The main oval table in the centre of the space was covered in silver platters of foods ranging from sausage, bacon, and eggs through to European pastries and cereals. Erin had already filled her plate and a bowl. 

“Do we have a plan?” I asked. 

“We’re working on the layout of the zoo and finding out if he definitely lives on site,” Tyn said before spearing a sausage.

I can’t say the idea of going to this ‘zoo’ appealed to me on any level. The very fact that it existed horrified me. I focused on my sweet pastries and wonderful sausages. With things going the way they had been for the past few days, it was a good idea to get a good meal in us, as there was a chance we’d end up in a time- and distance-bending shadow forest or running from fire elementals. 

Logan’s hands brushed over mine and over my hips, small reminders that he was close at hand and had my back, should I need it. He’d never suffocated me. Through all the years we’d known each other, he’d never tried to protect me or step in and control me. I smiled as I saw him making Tyn laugh and putting him at ease again. He really was an incredible guy. I was lucky to have him as I did. 

“How’re you doing?” I asked Erin.

She smiled and stretched. My eye was drawn to the small scrap of bare skin on her lower stomach. I looked away. That was inappropriate. She’d made her feelings on our being intimate very clear. 

“I’m not looking forward to visiting this zoo, but I’m good. This has been a wild ride. I’m really glad you guys brought me along,” she said brightly. 

I grinned at her. 

“You’ve been fantastic, I’m happy that you took that assistant job,” I said.

Tyn strolled over.

“We’ve had confirmation that he lives on site in the big house there. We’re taking today to look over maps of the zoo and the area to try and plan this out as best as we can. I’ve got someone on call to get us out if things go wrong,” he said.

Logan had mouthed ‘when’ as Tyn had said ‘if.’ I smirked, having no doubt that he was right. If something looked simple and straightforward, then it was almost guaranteed to go horribly wrong in a spectacular fashion.

46

[image:  ]

 

 

The entire city was in greyscale. The architecture was primarily made from granite with a healthy dose of slate for the rooves. Even the sky was a series of greys. The people matched what you’d expect of such a place. They kept their eyes down and their focus on their internal selves. We stood out with our smiles and daring to wear a splash of colour, not that anyone paid us any attention. We made our way through the streets, and I allowed my gaze to wander. It tended to rise upwards to the roof-line and sky above. I desperately wanted to be in the skies and feel the freedom again. If I stayed in Aberdeen for more than a few days, I’d go mad. 

The upper edges of the buildings were tipped with small spikes and spires that stretched skyward. It looked as though the city were defending itself from any magic that might try and creep in from the skies above it. The city had shut down and fiercely protected itself from any hint of colour or change. Logan held me close and Tyn walked at my side, whereas he usually led us. I wanted to comfort him through touch, but that would only add to his distress. 

We made our way towards the zoo. It was near the heart of the city, so we were able to walk around the perimeter and get a feel for the layout and security while casually wandering. The outside fences were sturdy and practical. They were too tall and smooth to be able to climb. The interior seemed to match the rest of the city in that it was clean, neat, and grey. We stopped in a small cafe with a good view of the zoo and watched to see if any security guards did their rounds, and if so, how often. Conversation was quiet and stilted. Everyone was too focused on the horrors that lay within the bounds of those fences. 

Through the course of the day, we discovered that the zoo was a very minimalist affair with security guards dotted at set points rather than patrolling. The house itself was near the north end of the zoo, allowing it to look over the main attractions and dominate the horizon. We didn’t look at what the attractions were. None of us wanted to know what lay within. Even Erin had lost some of her bounce by the time we got back to our room. We ordered room service. None of us could face being back out in the city. 

“What if we don’t get the stone tomorrow?” Erin asked.

“We’ll deal with that if or when it happens,” Logan said with a smile.

The weight of that place hung over us. We looked for distractions. Erin put on a movie. Tyn pored over the map of the zoo and internalised the layout of the paths and escape routes. Logan pulled me into his lap and read through the notes that we had on the stone. 

“Will you hold it, Kit?” he asked me quietly.

I shook my head.

“No. It was tempting when I first heard about it, to have my buried potential brought out, but I don’t want to miss out on the experiences and adventures that something like that shortcuts. You?” I asked.

Logan smiled. 

“No. I have my little bit of magic, that’s good enough for me,” he said.

Logan was a third-tier earth elemental. He couldn’t really move earth, but he could speak with it. If he placed his hand on a rock or even wood, it would talk to him. It sounded like a curious gift, and it had certainly helped him when he was treasure hunting. Some people would have been disappointed to be a lower tier with magic, but Logan had taken it with grace and a smile. He’d said he didn’t need to be flashy anyway when he’d turned eighteen and it was official that he wouldn’t gain any more magic. 

We all headed to bed early with plans of getting a good night’s sleep and being ready for the coming day and all that it held. 
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Tyn refused to stay still during breakfast the next morning. He insisted on pacing around the living area. I didn’t dare tell him he was welcome to remain in the hotel room. He gave me a death glare every time I so much as thought it. We attached the bare essentials to our person, not wanting to draw attention to ourselves. I double- and triple-checked that I had the leather pouch for the stone on me, along with my silver kris blade and the pouch of illusion powder. Who knew if we’d need to hide for a few minutes? It would make all the difference in a difficult situation. I didn’t have much left, but it was better than nothing. 

We hid our blades. They weren’t legal in that city. I tucked the alchemy pouch under my leather jacket for fear of someone seeing it. Tyn set his shoulders back and lifted his chin. He was ready. We headed out into the city with steely determination. We were going to face down the horrors and come back with that damn stone.
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Of all the places in that awful city, the zoo was the worst. I’d heard about such places, but I’d hoped that I never needed to step foot in one. There was some twisted humour in the fact that the man who had bought the Seers Stone, the artifact to bring forth hidden magical abilities, ran a zoo that showcased magical beings. Tyn froze at the large black gates marking the entrance to the zoo. His breathing became short and sharp, his pupils dilated. We couldn’t just leave him in the city by himself. We needed him. It was too late for him to go back to the hotel room. We were committed. Logan looked at me with concern etched on his face. 

I walked to Tyn, who was staring unseeing at the simple sign over the gates. It was simple, black paint on glossy white metal: 

zoo

Three letters that formed a word with such meaning in that moment. It was a place that had stripped sentient beings of their homes, their freedom, their lives, all for entertainment.

“Tyn, we have to finish this,” I said softly as I touched his arm.

His attention snapped to me and he frowned.

“They’d put me in one of their cages if they knew what I was…” he said in a whisper.

I took a risk, I knew he hated being touched, but I needed to show him some form of support. I wrapped my arms around him and pulled him into a gentle hug. He went rigid before he relaxed against me. 

“We won’t let that happen. I promise we won’t,” I said.

Erin and Logan had come over and joined us. Erin wrapped her arm around the Cait Sidhe’s back.

“We’ll fight with everything we have for you,” Logan said with a fierce smile.

Logan remained at a small distance. He was an imposing man, and the Cait Sidhe was already at his very limit. We were trying to comfort him, not push him over the edge.

“If someone so much as thinks about harming you, we’ll end them,” Erin said, and I believed her.

I remembered the way she had poked the woman with the end of the broken chair. She had a ferocity in her that had potential to be terrifying. I supposed that she was half predator - that pretty, delicate exterior hid many depths.

She gave us a mischievous smile and whispered conspiratorially, “Nymphs aren’t as sweet and innocent as they look, and I certainly have my father’s fire.”

“No offence to you,” Tyn gestured at Logan and me, “but I’ll be sticking with her,” he said with a broad smile as he tilted his chin in Erin’s direction.

We laughed and the tension slipped away, the moment having passed, thankfully. 

We walked through the gates into the zoo as a tight group. The entry fee was barely more than a cup of coffee. Somehow, that seemed horribly offensive. I felt as though people should at least be paying a good sum to see the beings within the confines of those walls.

The zoo was relatively quiet. I assumed that most people were in work, and it was the off season. Whatever the reason, it made it a little easier to stomach and navigate. Like the rest of the city, it was drab and grey. Worn concrete formed the winding paths between the boxes that acted as the enclosures. I winced as I read the signs for mermaids, crow shifters, dire wolves and more. They were all sentient beings. The shifters would have been able to hold down jobs and live normal lives in any other city. My heart broke to think how they were suffering. Had they been stolen from normal lives elsewhere? Had they grown up in one of those awful enclosures? I didn’t know which was worse.

“He’ll be in the big house,” Logan said after a painful silence where we all stood and took in the surroundings. 

“We’ll need a distraction,” I said.

The plan was simple: figure out a distraction, get into the big house, steal the stone, then high-tail it back to Prague. I was a treasure hunter, not a master thief. 

“We should get a feel for the layout of the zoo and see how things work, then we can figure out a distraction,” Logan said. 

It was one thing to see it from the outside, but getting a closer look at where the keepers and guards were, how the enclosures worked, and such would help.

“Left. We’ll start on the left side and work our way right,” Erin said.

We set off at a reasonable pace, trying not to look too closely at the enclosures. We kept Tyn in the middle of the group, trying to protect him as much as we could. He could pass as a non-magical human with ease, but his psyche was battered and bruised enough as it was. 

A ball of rage formed in my stomach as we passed the nymph enclosure. The women had been clothed in heavy cloth and leaned against dying trees surrounded by bare earth. Their eyes were dull and their hair hung limp around their thin shoulders. They were dying a horrible death while people passed them by without a care in the world. Erin’s hands clenched into tight fists as she marched past them with nothing more than a passing glimpse. I had no doubt she saw the potential of her mother in there. 

Part of me understood that these people were scared of magic, that they were reacting out of that fear, but the larger part wanted to make them suffer as these poor beings were.
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I couldn’t believe my eyes. Perched on man-made boulders on the far side of the dingy pond was a trio of mermaids. The pond was barely twice as long as they were. I pressed my hand to the glass and looked at the mermaids in horror. They were supposed to be swimming in vast oceans, not locked away in some box with murky water. It didn’t even look like salt water, did the zoo know they were supposed to be in salt water? To add insult to injury, one of the poor creatures had short hair. It lay in jagged layers shorn close to her scalp. She gazed straight ahead, her hand wandering to the empty space where her lustrous long hair should have been. To cut a mermaid’s hair was to cut off one of their fins. What awful cruelty these people had shown.

The upper halves of the mermaids were covered in fine, delicate scales that shifted colour with the maids’ moods. Once they hit sexual maturity, some of the scales changed colour so that they stood in contrast to the rest of the torso. The resulting markings were completely unique to each mermaid and were thought to reflect their persona. The young one with the shorn-off hair had thin black lines zig-zagging down her back and arms, looking like delicate cracks in her very being. When she turned to look at us, I saw the red lines streaking her cheeks like fresh blood. Nothing deserved to suffer the way she had, all for what? Entertainment? 

“Beautiful, aren’t they? Shame about Arian. The trainer cut her hair, thinking she’d be prettier that way. She’s refused to perform in the shows since. We’re replacing her next week,” a keeper said next to me.

I swallowed down my rage and bile before I gave her a polite smile and what I hoped was a fascinated expression. Tyn fidgeted next to me and refused to look at her, his rage sparking just below the surface. 

“Have you seen the dire wolves?” the keeper asked. “They’re popular, and usually active at this time of day.” 

My mind went to the wolf familiars in Norway. My heart broke a little. 

“No, are they nearby?” I asked.

“Just over there,” the keeper gestured to the right. 

We thanked her and went in that direction, more to be away from her than any desire to see the poor wolves. 

“I took photos. Tyn said Fein has connections with the magical beings welfare board, he’ll hand the photos to them. We can’t free them, but we can improve their conditions,” Erin whispered.

I took a calming breath. We couldn’t free them. As much as I desperately wanted to, we had no way of transporting them all, and they likely couldn’t survive in the wild anymore. The best and only thing we could do was retrieve the Seers Stone and move on. We must choose our battles carefully, and that was not one of mine. 
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We had done a complete tour of the zoo, and found ourselves entirely without appetite. We sat down on a wooden bench in front of the enfield enclosure, a small patch of grass with a straggly tree in the middle. The large fox with eagle forelegs and feathers that ran down its spine and into its tail looked at us with intelligent eyes. It rested its fox head on its eagle legs and watched us, ears forward, listening. 

“He’s an arrogant prick. The stone will be in his office. His office will be the large room with the best view over the zoo,” Logan said. 

“We can release a number of beings and cause complete havoc as the distraction,” Tyn said.

“How do you plan on releasing them?” I asked.

I’d looked at the enclosures as we’d walked around. They were locked up tight, likely to stop thieves. 

Tyn leaned in and gave me a conspiratorial smile. “I’m a rather good thief. Trust me, I can open those enclosures.”

“I’m going with Tyn, I can help pick the locks,” Erin said.

I looked between them. Any thoughts of their innocence had been entirely shattered. Truth be told, I was quite proud. My gaze lingered on Erin for a beat too long and Tyn rolled his eyes. She was full of secrets, and I was increasingly eager to unravel them. There would be plenty of time for that at a later date. 

“So, we’re just going to rock up to the house and steal this stone?” I asked Logan incredulously. 

He ran his thumb along my jawline. 

“You’re in the company of thieves, Kit, just follow my lead,” he said with a soft growl.

I swallowed down my desire to bite his bottom lip and focused on the task at hand. I hated not being in control, but if I was going to relinquish it to anyone it was going to be Logan.
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Logan slipped his arm around my waist and led me along the narrow path between the neatly trimmed rose bushes and ornamental orange trees. It was the picture of elegance, with intricate mosaics carefully framed by delicate blue flowers occasionally popping up on either side of us. I leaned into Logan and smiled sweetly at the tourists we passed on our way to the house. 

When we had a moment alone, I hissed, “Are we seriously just going to walk up to the front door?”

“It is open to the public…” he said, mischief dancing in his eyes.

I had to smile. He was incorrigible. 

“You still have some that stealth dust on you?” 

My hand reflexively went to the small leather pouch on my hip.

“I do, but it’ll only last five minutes, seven if we’re lucky.” 

“That’s all we’ll need. We can get pretty close to where I bet the office is as tourists.”

The full extent of the house was revealed as the path opened out into a grand lawn complete with obligatory water feature. It was ostentatious to say the least, with large pillars flanking the main entranceway and a multitude of stained-glass windows. Well-worn gargoyles perched at the corners of the three-story building, their gaze sweeping over the entire zoo laid out before them. An involuntary shudder passed through me. It was soulless and grey, despite the bright colours in the stained glass. I swore that the air was cooler the closer we got to the building, too, as though it were drawing the energy from around it. Of course, that was foolish, I was just letting my imagination run away with me. The zoo playing with my mind. 

“Don’t worry, Kit, I’ll look after you,” Logan teased. 

I glared at him and marched up the shallow steps to the broad wooden door of the building. He knew damn well I didn’t need looking after, but I would miss his teasing if he ever stopped. 

The interior was overwrought and flashy, with thick gilt frames surrounding heavy oil paintings of people in their finery. Heavy deep-red carpets covered the floors and gaudy murals had been painted onto the high ceilings. Everything about it screamed money, and not the classy, dignified type of money, either. The entire place put me on edge. The lack of magic tugged at my senses. The entire city was without magic, but somehow it was even more prominent within the confines of that house. It felt like a void, cold and cruel.

We ignored the small signs pointing towards the ball room and such on the ground floor and made our way up the wide staircase. Small clusters of visitors gathered around art pieces and antiques. I rolled my eyes and allowed Logan to guide me up to the second floor. I had no interest in the trinkets. I wanted to get in and out as quickly as possible.

“There,” he whispered as he gestured to a closed off portion of the house that would have a panoramic view over the zoo.

“And what if you’re wrong?” I whispered back.

He grinned at me. “Then we’ll figure it out. We always do.” 

I pulled him into a dark alcove and kissed him fiercely while I tugged the leather pouch free from my belt. An older woman made disapproving noises and muttered something as she walked past. Logan took the opportunity to press his firm body against mine and gently pin me to the wall. I ignored the woman and fought to focus past Logan’s nips down my neck, which were forming goosebumps and sending shivers down my spine. It really wasn’t the time to get lost in all of that. The moment the hallway was clear, I scattered the dust over our heads, rendering us invisible for a short period of time. I really hoped that Logan’s theory was accurate. 

He took my hand in his and we ducked under the thick velvet rope blocking off the rest of the hallway. We jogged down the hall. I was glad of the thick carpet muffling our footsteps. The first four doors that we passed were relatively simple dark wood with copper door knobs, but the fifth one was covered in carvings. Logan stopped dead in front of the door, his hand wrapped tightly around mine. We could see each other as long as we maintained skin to skin contact. The carvings on the door depicted a scene where a fairy bestowed someone with a small bottle. It struck me as an interesting choice of scene, given the supposed hatred of magic. 

I pressed my palm against the door and could feel the familiar calming thrum of magic somewhere within the room. Logan placed his hand next to mine and closed his eyes. His breathing slowed and his body relaxed as he focused. 

He gave a short nod and whispered, “One person inside. The wood was happy to speak.” 

“Do we have a plan?” I asked.

He gave me a devilish grin and shoved the door open with his shoulder before he strode inside. I was left with no choice to follow him into the remarkably stark and minimalist room. My heart was pounding in my chest. That wasn’t how I did things. I planned them out. I was subtle and careful. 

I’d been expecting to be confronted with a very confused and likely aggressive man. My muscles had tensed in preparation for a fight. Instead, I was presented with something far worse. 

The remains of the man were sprawled out over the expensive leather desk chair and half of the desk. Blood dripped down the window pane that covered most of the back wall and gave a full view over the zoo, over what had been the man’s domain. I stood stunned for what felt like an eternity before Logan squeezed my hand and pulled me out of it. The stone sat on a sheaf of papers on the clean side of the desk. The warm orange caught the pale afternoon light and gave the stone a soft glow. He must have held it. He must have tried to unlock his magical potential. The fool. 

We approached the desk, careful not to tread in any of the blood or other fluids. I pulled on my gloves and dropped the stone into the leather bag that had been bought specifically for it. Logan went rigid as I secured the bag to my belt. 

“When we said distraction, I’d pictured something slightly smaller…” he whispered.

I looked out of the windows. It took a moment for my mind to fully comprehend what I was seeing. It was complete madness down there. Groups of people were running over the manicured lawns with a pack of dire wolves after them. A cluster of harpies circled what I thought was the food area. 

The sound of heavy, rapid footsteps came from outside of the office. I guessed there must have been at least four people heading our way. 

“We need to go. Now,” Logan said, tugging my hand. 

I wasn’t going to argue. We ran out of the room and down the hallway. Shouts came from the office as we leapt over the velvet rope. Someone screamed as we became visible again mid-leap. This was getting worse by the second. 

“Call Tyn, tell him to phone Fein and get us out of here!” I shouted as we dodged around a crowd of confused tourists and ran down the stairs. 

The men behind us were closing in. I wasn’t a runner, I was an alchemist. Don’t get me wrong, I keep myself fit, but everyone has their weaknesses, and mine was being a not-particularly-fast runner. A pair of men in blood-red uniforms were trying to corral shrieking women away from the doors so they could close them. Logan pulled my hand and picked up the pace. I stumbled and almost dragged us both down to the ground. My heart was pounding my chest. Fuck, we couldn’t afford to get caught. Logan barely missed a beat. He picked me up and threw me over his shoulder before he took off for the door again.

50

[image:  ]

 

It wasn’t the dignified escape I’d been hoping for, but we did make it. Unfortunately, my mental celebration didn’t last all that long. Logan placed me down on the grass, where I tried to recover my balance only to be faced by a pair of dire wolves. The alchemist in me ticked off just how many uses I could make of them. Their blood would do very well in protection workings, and those teeth would make fantastic sharpening powders. Assassins and military magicians were very fond of those powders. They approached slowly. Their dense pale-grey fur didn’t hide the heavy muscles that rippled beneath. We didn’t stand a chance of out-running them and, of course, if we tried, their prey drive would kick in, causing them to hunt us down. By the gods, why couldn’t this have been simple? 

Logan had frozen. He held my hand in a death grip as he stared into the dark amber eyes of the wolf closest to us. 

“Hunch your shoulders and look away from them!” Tyn shouted as he jogged over to us. 

Logan swallowed hard and broke his gaze. I ducked my head and hunched my shoulders some as Tyn had commanded. I watched out the corner of my eye as he calmly walked up to the wolves and ran his hand over their spines with a soft, almost affectionate smile. 

“You were challenging her, she felt she had no choice but to put you in your place,” Tyn said to Logan. 

He snorted and relaxed into me some. 

“Come on, the guards are coming, we need to run. Erin’s waiting for us by the corvid shifter enclosure.” 

Once again, we broke into a run. I reminded myself just how much Fein was going to pay me when I handed over that stone. I’d be able to afford my own very nice lab, and perhaps a nice holiday somewhere. Adventures were all very fine and good until you found yourself running for your life. 

The zoo was absolute chaos. Keepers’ bodies were strewn between the now-empty enclosures. The winged beings had all taken flight. Corvid shifters were circling overhead. The sound was deafening and triggered my primal instinct to run. Agonised screams cut through cries for help and shrill whinnies from the kelpies that galloped past us. We pressed ourselves against a rough brick wall, giving the large horses room to pass. Their glistening black coats smelled of the ocean, and I wished they could return there. I watched as some poor fool was taken in by the kelpie’s spell. He smiled dumbly at the large horse and stroked its broad neck, causing it to nudge the man towards itself. The man grinned as though he’d been granted his dream and jumped on its back. The horse took off at a breakneck speed and dove into the ornamental lake that had previously had sedate row boats on it. The man didn’t stand a chance. 

Tyn led the way through the mayhem. He cut through the clusters of lost and terrified tourists and wound his way between the now-broken enclosures. I focused on where I was putting my feet and tried to cut out the sounds of anguish and death around us. They had brought it on themselves. Large lumps of brick and stone clustered around the edges of the narrow pathway. Blood and intestines pooled in a small hollow where the corner of the crocotta enclosure had once been. I struggled to feel much sympathy for the victims. They had been a part of the zoo, of the horror that had been inflicted on those beings. We turned a corner to find Erin kicking a large man in the stomach, causing him to double over. She took advantage of his new position and slammed him in the back of the neck driving him to the ground. She saw us and a chill ran through me as I saw the sharp grin on her face. Gone was the sweet young woman I’d grown fond of. I remembered her words about nymphs being far more than people think. 

“Come on, Kit, we’re almost there,” Logan said.

I hadn’t realised that I’d stopped. Something had made my thoughts fuzzy and called to some deeper part of my mind. I frowned, looking around for what it could possibly be, then the words became clear. The soothing song of the mermaids became crisp, drowning out the dull thud of another enclosure wall crumbling barely ten feet away. I was vaguely aware of a stranger barging past me as they fled towards safety, or the hope of safety at least. Everything felt distant as though I were underwater. 

Logan was caught up in their song, too. His body had gone tense, and he stood looking at the small dirty pool with me. A large crack ran through the heavy glass of their enclosure, enough for their song to escape out into the air. I shook my head and swallowed down my fear as the song took on a sharper edge, the tone shifted from a soothing serenade to something darker. Something murderous. 

Logan remained rooted to the spot, and the guards were closing in.

“Come on! We need to move!” Erin shouted.

I dug my fingernails deep into Logan’s palm and yanked on his arm, trying to drag him away. He frowned at me before his eyes cleared and he finally came back to us. 

“Fuck. Sorry,” he said.

The guards began scrambling over the rubble of drake enclosure, and once again we broke into a run. We stayed close together with Tyn leading.

“Fein’s sent us a transport out of here, we just need to get through the front gate!” Tyn said.

“I never want to step foot in a zoo again,” Erin said.

I squeezed her hand and almost collided with Tyn. He had stopped dead, with the gate to freedom within sight. There was a slight problem. A group of six or so guards stood between us and our escape. 

The four guards behind us had made it over the rubble and were closing in, leaving us trapped. The guards in their dark beige uniforms pulled out thick black sticks in unison. The movement added a creepiness to the proceedings. The black sticks began to crackle with pale blue and white electricity.

“Are those lightning sticks?” I asked, shocked.

They were illegal in every city that I knew of. As the name suggests, they threw lightning at whatever the user aimed at. The jolt was enough to kill someone if they weren’t very careful. If they were careful, the victim would only get heavy burns. I stepped back and desperately looked around for an escape route. We were out-numbered and had no weapons on hand. 

The smell of ozone filled the air where the guards closed in. Malice filled their faces. They were going to relish the pain they inflicted. I had no doubt they’d inflicted plenty of pain on the inhabitants of the zoo before we’d gotten there. I watched them closely, looking for weaknesses in their movements. I wasn’t going to go down without a fight. 

A deafening roar came from overhead. Everyone stopped to look up. Gods be with me, a drake had decided to join in the fun. The deep green dragon was as tall as I was at the shoulder with a wingspan bigger than my entire flat. It dove down to the ground in front of us. I had no idea how to fight a drake, but I wasn’t going to roll over and die like that. Its scales showed no signs of cracks, and I couldn’t see any easy ins where I could harm it. 

“We’ll go for the eyes and the stomach,” I said to Logan.

He gave a nod of understanding. 

“I’ll take its back legs and try to limit its movements,” Tyn said.

“I’m quick, I’ll keep it focused on me while you attack,” Erin said.

It landed with a heavy thud and glared at the guards. They fired their cursed lightning sticks at it, apparently unaware that its scales would protect it from any such attack. The drake roared and bit the head off the closest guard. I don’t know if the guards behind us were ignoring the drake or if they really did have that bad an aim as the lightning shot just past me and hit the wall to my left, leaving a black mark. 

We couldn’t take on everything at once. Fuck. Then the drake did something entirely unexpected. It lowered its wing over us and pulled us to its side where we were safe from the lightning attacks. 

Tyn grinned at us. “It knows we freed it.” 

He reached out and ran his fingers over the drake’s side with a reverent smile. He was crazy. The Cait Sidhe had lost his mind. We remained pressed against the drake as it roared and snapped at the guards around us. We couldn’t see what exactly was going on, as it kept its wing over us, acting as a shield. Once it lifted its wing, I saw that the guards had all been disposed of. All that remained were a few broken limbs and blood splatters. Tyn stroked the drake’s side once more and said something in a language I didn’t understand. 

Erin gave it a small bow before she turned to Logan and me and said, “Come on, we need to get out while we can.”

I wasn’t going to argue, the gate was right there. I took Logan’s hand once more and sprinted as fast as I could straight to the large iron gate. Erin and Tyn were right there next to me. We’d made it out to the car park. 

“Where’s this rescue team?” Logan asked.

“Kaitlyn, it’s so good to see you again,” a male voice called out.

I looked up to see the knowledge merchant ship and Liam overhead. I grinned and relief washed over me. I didn’t think I’d ever been quite so happy to see an air elemental before. 

“Stand still,” Liam commanded.

A pair of crocotta stalked out of the gates at that precise moment. Their large red deer bodies stood in contrast to the thick hyena heads that watched us intently. They were intelligent and skilled killers. Every instinct screamed at me to run. I stood deathly still and hoped that Liam and the other elementals were as skilled as I remembered.
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Small pockets of air formed underneath our feet and we rose at a sedate pace up towards the ship. The crocotta saw their prey getting away and bounded towards us, black lips pulled back to reveal sharp yellowed teeth. One of them latched onto my calf and tugged hard. The air beneath my feet thinned, and I fell down a foot. I kicked out with my other foot and unsheathed my silver kris blade. 

“Kit!” Logan shouted.

The second crocotta circled around us. I was still some five feet in the air with the first crocotta hanging onto my calf. The sturdy boots were offering some protection, but I could still feel the blood running down my leg. I slashed at the creature’s face, which only caused it to clamp down harder. The second crocotta leapt at me, almost managed to latch onto my arm. I twisted away at the last second and focused my efforts on the original that was sinking its teeth deeper into my leg. 

It was my life or its. I plunged my knife into its eye. It cried out in agony and released me. The air elementals wasted no time in doubling up on the air cushion, and I shot up to the ship, where Logan pulled me into his arms. 

“Oh, Kit,” he whispered as he pressed his face against my neck. 

I grinned at him. 

“All in a day’s work,” I said with bravado I didn’t feel. 

“We thought we’d lost you, and that would be a real shame,” Liam said with a broad smile. 

Erin squeezed my hand, and Tyn gestured to the cabin.

“We should sit down so they can depart before more trouble finds us,” he said gently. 

I nodded and hobbled into the cabin with Erin and Liam following close behind. Logan kept his arm tightly around my waist and kept himself between me and Liam. I didn’t remember him being that territorial before. Maybe it was the stress of the day. It had been one hell of a day. 

It felt so good to be surrounded by magic again. I hadn’t realised just how much I revelled in the sensation of having magic around me at all times. The air felt lighter, the colours brighter, and my entire body felt more alive. It was as though I’d been drowning and finally broke the surface and was able to breathe again. I hoped I never needed to step foot in a magic-free zone again. 

Much to my surprise, Liam and Tyn hugged when we got into the cabin. I didn’t think I’d seen the Cait Sidhe voluntarily make that much physical contact with someone before. 

“How’ve you been?” Liam asked.

Tyn gave a small shrug and a smile before he took the seat closest to the window. 

“Not bad, you?” 

Liam grinned. “Business has been good.” 

Tyn’s smile widened, but he didn’t say anything. Erin sat next to Tyn, and Logan helped me and sat next to her. Liam sat opposite us and stretched his arms along the back of the seats. I rolled my eyes. The dominance display was a little much. 

“We should look at your leg, Kit,” Logan said. 

Creases had formed around his eyes where he looked at me with concern. I was coming down from the adrenaline rush, exhaustion filling every fibre of my being. 

“Let me,” Liam said as he leaned forward and reached out for my mangled boot. 

“It’s fine, I can do it,” Logan said with a slight growl.

Erin held up her hand. 

“I spent some time working with a healer. I’ll patch her up,” she said firmly.

I didn’t miss the amusement that filled Tyn’s expression as Erin stared the guys down, daring them to argue with her. 

Liam reached behind his seat and handed Erin a large red box, a full life magician healing kit. Erin placed it on her lap and gently helped me tug my boot off. 

“They were my favourite boots,” I said with a frown. 

They’d been with me through many adventures. I’d miss those boots. 

Erin’s touch was gentle and efficient as she cut away my jeans and inspected the bite. The crocotta’s teeth had sunk deeper into my muscle than I’d realised. My pale skin was painted red with blood. The pain was beginning to cut through the fog in my mind when Erin began applying the vivid green paste. A cooling sensation spread over my leg, and I smiled. The wound would be healed by the time we reached Prague. Magic was a wonderful thing.
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I couldn’t fight off the exhaustion for very long. It had been such a long day. I closed my eyes for one brief moment. The next thing I knew, Erin was waking me up from a deep and dreamless sleep. 

“We’re home,” she said with a bright smile. 

I frowned. “What about Logan?” 

“I’m working for Fein, remember?” Logan said as he helped me stand. 

“You’re staying here in Prague tonight?” I asked.

Tyn looked between me and Logan and smirked. I glared at him. 

“Why do I get the impression that someone’s withholding information?” I asked.

Tyn shook his head. “I’m innocent.”

“Bullshit you are,” I muttered to myself. 

He gave me an amused smile and walked past me out onto the deck, where the crew greeted him with smiles and friendly jokes. 

Liam and the crew formed their air cushions and helped us down to the ground, where one of Fein’s cars was waiting for us. I regretted not taking my good boot off as I walked the short distance to the car. I felt like an idiot with one leg bare from the knee down, and the other clad in jeans and a boot. 

“I’m sure the driver doesn’t mind,” Erin said with a smile and a nudge. 

I laughed. 

“I loved those boots,” I said.

“Think of it as a new adventure,” she said.

I laughed again and climbed into the back of the car. My hand reflexively went to the leather bag with the stone in it. I hadn’t dared touch it while on the airship for fear of the knowledge merchants asking questions. They seemed to work closely with Fein, but they were what they were. 
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Tyn had led us through the complicated hallways of Fein’s home to his desk. The elf greeted us with a large grin, which faltered for a brief second when Tyn rubbed his thumb over the elf’s inner wrist as he walked past him. Fein’s gaze followed Tyn as he walked across the office and shifted into his cat form before he took up his usual spot on the elf’s desk. I didn’t miss the way Fein relaxed as he watched his Cait Sidhe. Logan rubbed his thumb over my hip, drawing my attention to him. 

“Well done on retrieving the stone, Miss Felis, or do I congratulate Mr. Sionnach?” he said with a playful smile. 

“It was a joint effort,” Logan said.

Fein dipped his chin and walked behind his desk before he gestured for us to sit in the seats before the desk. 

I pushed the leather bag across the desk towards the elf. I was glad to be rid of it. There were some artifacts that I would have liked to have kept for myself, interesting alchemical pieces that would have been fascinating to study. The stone wasn’t one of them. Something about it bothered me. I was happy to hand it over to Fein and be done with it. 

Fein split the fee between Logan and me. Erin assured me that she’d receive some money in her next pay cheque when I asked. She’d been as much a part of the retrieval as Logan and I had. Erin and I had headed back to our flat, leaving Logan to speak to Fein about something. I’d assumed that Fein was planning on offering him a contract as his treasure hunter. He had done fantastic work with the Seers Stone, after all. I didn’t know how I felt about that. A part of me was bugged by the idea; was I not good enough? At the same time, I was happy to have Logan closer, or at least I hoped he’d be closer. The long stretches of time where we went without physical contact weren’t always as easy as I tried to tell myself they were. 

When we got home, Wispy shot out of the darkness of the flat and hissed at me as Erin searched for the light switch. 

“I know, I abandoned you,” I said quietly. 

He stopped directly in front of my eyes and continued to chitter at me. I pulled the small collection of leaves from the pixie rose that I’d picked up for him from my pocket. They were a little battered, but perfectly edible, if you ate such things. I held my hand out with the leaves in the palm.

“I suppose you’re too upset with me to eat these...” I said.

Erin laughed as Wispy nuzzled against my cheek and dove onto my palm to devour the leaves as though he hadn’t been fed in weeks. 

“He’s easily bribed, isn’t he?” she asked with a grin.

I laughed. “Yes, he is. I don’t know about you, but I’m starving. Shall we order in?”

“Asian?” 

I collapsed onto the sofa with a sigh. It felt so good. 

“Anything. As long as it’s food that I don’t have to cook,” I said with a smile.

“Order for three,” Logan said from the doorway.

“Staying the night?” I asked.

“A little longer, actually...” 

I turned to face him entirely. 

“Fein offered me a long-term position with great pay. This flat will be my home base,” he said, tucking his hands into the pockets of his jeans. 

“You’re moving in with us?” Erin asked distractedly. 

“Yea, yea I am,” Logan said watching my face closely. 

I grinned. “We’ll have fantastic fun.” 

He relaxed and joined me on the sofa. It would be fun having my partner in crime around a little more often.

“I was worried you’d hate the idea,” he said as he grabbed the TV remote.

I frowned. “Why on Earth would I hate the idea? We have fantastic fun together.” 

He leaned in and kissed my cheek. 

“Then you’d be ok with us having more time together?” he said casually. 

I grazed his throat with my teeth. “Of course.”

I leaned into him and hoped that Fein’s hiring Logan meant that there’d be less time in the lab and more time out in the world treasure hunting. I smiled and looked forward to the many adventures that I was sure were waiting just on the horizon. 

 

[image:  ]

 

Celestial Tears (Hidden Alchemy 2) will be published in November 2017. If you’d like to enjoy more of this world, my Ink Born series is set there. They’re all free to read in Kindle Unlimited.

Get your copy of Stolen Ink. 

 

If you’d like to be notified any time I release a new book or have a sale on, sign up for my newsletter. 
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