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Hidden Dragons

DO you believe in dragons? Werewolf cop Rick
Lupone would say no . . . until a dying faerie tells him the fate
of his city depends on him. If he can’t protect a mysterious woman
in peril, everything may be lost. The only discovery more shocking
is that the woman he’s meant to save is his high school crush, Cass
Maycee.

Half fae Cass didn’t earn her Snow White
nickname by chance. All her life, her refusal to abuse fae glamour
kept men like Rick at arm’s length. Now something new is waking up
inside her, a secret heritage her pureblood father kept her in the
dark about. Letting it out might kill her, but keeping it hidden is
no longer an option. The dragons’ ancient enemies are moving. If
they find the prize before Rick and Cass, the supe-friendly city of
Resurrection just might go up in flames.

“I have fallen in love with Emma Holly’s
Hidden series and all its characters.”—Joyfully
Reviewed

available in ebook and print







PROLOGUE

The Last Dragon

THE great bronze dragon circled the red
desert, leathery wings spread to block the stars. Her name was
T’Fain, and her sinuous, whipping tail was longer than her
body—though that was long enough. Twenty grown men could stand on
her dorsal ridge, assuming they had the stones. Black spines as
sharp as razors thrust from her supple back, each worth more than a
king’s ransom to poachers. No armor known could withstand the
piercing power of these spikes. When crushed to powder for a
tincture, they counteracted illness and poisons. The dragon’s tail
was another marvel. If severed, it—and all her limbs—would
regenerate.

Then there was the fiery breath draconem
magister could produce. If used in conjunction with certain
spells, water could not quench these flames, only magic of equal
strength. What they touched would burn up in instants or smolder on
for days—a gruesome passing, by all reports. Though dragons didn’t
possess the level of sentience of man or fae, their minds were
wonders too, capable of executing complex strategies without
oversight. Understandably, the beasts had played a role in all the
realm of Faerie’s important wars.

What few understood was that
draconem’s greatest value lay in its loyalty. The phrase
“faithful as a dragon” was not empty. Where dragons loved, they
loved with all their hearts. They would not betray their masters or
let them come to harm. Many dragon keepers claimed to love their
beasts better than their wives.

Despite being a woman, this was a sentiment
Queen Joscela understood perfectly.

At a signal from its trainer, the dragon she
watched tonight dropped silently to the arid plain. The fact that
T’Fain was the last of her kind lent her grace poignancy. Puffs of
dry dust burst up—first from the deadly back claws and then the
front. The huge scaled body dwarfed the man who’d called her, but
the fae was in no danger. The beast hunkered before him as
obediently as a dog, glowing ruby eyes fixed lovingly on the being
who’d imprinted her as a hatchling. She lowered her scaly head to
bring her gaze level with the man’s.

The dragon could not anticipate the sacrifice
that would be asked of her.

The dragon master was aware. As a member of
the secretive Dragon Guild, his family’s bloodline was as pure—if
not as royal—as Joscela’s. At the moment, his face was masklike,
his movements stiff and self-conscious. Dressed in fireproof
leather from hood to breastplate to hip-high boots, he stretched a
gloved hand to rub the dragon between her eyes. T’Fain let out a
chirr of pleasure, wisps of steam trailing from her
nostrils. The trainer stepped back, his attention shifting toward
the king to whom his family owed allegiance.

King Manfred was the fae of the hour—of the
century, to hear him. Hundreds stood behind him in quiet ranks,
soldiers for the most part. As if these troops weren’t enough for
his dignity, a traveling throne splendorously supported his royal
butt. Elevated on a platform set on the sand, the seat glistered
with electrum and precious jewels. For five decades, ever since
this last dragon had been hatched, Manfred had badgered the High
Fae Council over how he thought the precious resource should be
employed. Finally he’d won his way. As regally as if he’d
trained the dragon, Manfred nodded toward his sworn man.

Queen Joscela watched all this from above,
from the deck of her floating ship. Magic and not hot air buoyed
the vehicle’s black and tan striped balloon. Keeping her company at
the rail were her personal guards, her hand servants, and her most
trusted advisers. Though this was an important night, no wine casks
had been opened. She most definitely hadn’t triumphed in the long
debate with the High Council. This, however, didn’t mean she was
willing to miss the show.

Those royals who felt a similar reluctance
bobbed in the airspace above the plain, each elaborate vessel
declaring the uniqueness of its sponsor. Here was a ship that
resembled a daffodil, there one entirely formed of gears. All were
lit by torches or faerie lights, but not all were festive. Some of
Joscela’s peers had sided with Manfred and some with her. She
consoled herself that few would actually delight in the pompous
bastard’s ascendency.

Of course they’d abandon her quick enough,
now that his star had eclipsed hers.

“If Manfred’s head swells any bigger, it will
explode.”

This comment came from her Minister of Plots.
Ceallach stood closest to her shoulder, a smooth and handsome male
who’d been her lover for many years. He served in both capacities
very well.

“We should be so lucky,” she murmured
back.

“It’s not too late to arrange for a hell
dimension door to open and swallow him.”

The plain below was dotted with portals, this
being the best place in Faerie for forming them. Most were
invisible, created too long ago and used to seldom to be active.
Others were so popular they had duplicates throughout the realms.
These glimmered on the edge of vision, ghost doors to alien
existences. Despite their proximity, it was too late to shove
Manfred through one—as they both were aware. Joscela’s opposition
to her rival’s plan had been too public and impassioned. Should any
ill befall the ruler, suspicion would fall on her.

She touched Ceallach’s hand in thanks for his
support. “With the way my luck’s run lately, we’d send him to a
bunny realm.”

She sounded bitter. Ceallach squeezed her
fingers.

She appreciated that, though her hatred for
the puffed-up sovereign knotted darkly inside of her. I won’t
let resentment consume me, she swore. Manfred didn’t deserve
any more victories.

A stir rippled through the crowd at her
vessel’s rail.

“Oh joy,” Ceallach said. “The idiot is rising
to make his speech.”

Manfred was a handsome faerie: black-haired,
black-garbed, with flashing silver eyes and a sensual mouth. His
greater than normal height—further raised by the throne’s
platform—commanded attention. Then again, if he hadn’t known how to
present himself, he couldn’t have bested her.

“Countrymen,” he began in a resonant
spell-enhanced voice. “Neighbors and fellow fae. Tonight is a
momentous occasion, one many of us fought long and hard to bring
about. Tonight we undo the narrow-mindedness of our forefathers,
who saw only the backwardness of the human realm and not its value.
They closed the door between our worlds, but tonight we re-open it.
Those who were stranded among the humans can now come home. Those
who wish to visit the human world will have that option. The reason
for this is simple. Tonight we do more than our ancestors ever
could. Tonight we create a Pocket behind the portal, half fae and
half mortal—a place of stability, immune to the magical anarchy
that threatens our less fortunate regions. Plodding though they
are, humans anchor reality, a service the wise among us know we can
no longer live without. I do not exaggerate when I say the Pocket
is our future.”

“Well, it’s certainly his future,” Ceallach
observed dryly. “And that of anyone who likes conditions exactly as
they are.”

Joscela pressed her lips together but did not
speak. They’d talked of this before. Ceallach knew she agreed with
him. The dragon master must have believed Manfred’s argument. No
matter if he were Manfred’s vassal, she couldn’t see him going
along with this otherwise.

A gust of wind buffeted her ship, forcing her
to grip the rail or be knocked off balance. Ceallach’s arm came
protectively around her back. Because flashing one’s wings in
public was bad form, hers were flawlessly spell-folded beneath her
gown. Ceallach knew they were there. His bicep tightened, reminding
her of the pleasure of having him stroke them. His fingers were
capable of great delicacy, his tall body fair and hard. Joscela
shuddered at the memory of many intimacies.

“Cease,” she whispered as his hand squeezed
her waist. She didn’t need the distraction. Events were progressing
down on the plain. Manfred’s cupbearer jogged across the sand
toward the dragon master, a ceremonial chest tucked beneath his arm
like a suckling pig. Going down on one knee, the youth extended it
toward the man.

Not wanting to miss a detail, Joscela
whispered an invocation to extend the focus of her vision. The
magic snapped into place with spyglass clarity, bringing the scene
closer. A muscle ticked in the keeper’s jaw as he stared at the
cupbearer’s offering. The chest was electrum and heavily enchanted,
the alloy of gold and silver good for retaining spells. When the
keeper opened the flowery lid, slender beams of light spoked
out.

Involuntary gasps broke out as people
identified the object the beams came from. Nestled within the
padded red velvet was a quartz crystal sphere. Joscela would have
given her right arm—at least temporarily—for ten minutes alone with
it. That clear orb contained the blueprint for the proposed Pocket:
the magical rules by which it would be governed, its capacity for
expansion. As Manfred’s staunchest opposition, Joscela hadn’t been
invited to participate in planning. He and his cronies wanted to
stack the new territory’s deck in their own favor, to suit their
own agendas. Though this was to be expected, the exclusion offended
her more than any of Manfred’s slights.

To ignore the genius of a mind like hers was
criminal.

Manfred was too enamored with his grand
experiment to consider how dangerous humans were. The race seemed
weak and easily dazzled compared to fae, but their very
susceptibility to fae glamour seduced their superiors. Mixed blood
children brought shame to proud families—nor were Joscela’s
concerns theoretical. Just as fae had been trapped beyond the Veil
when it dropped, humans had been trapped here. Her sensibilities
rebelled at the results. Pure humans could be useful, but halves?
And quarters? They were a mockery of what fae were supposed to be,
always causing trouble or getting into it.

As a wise fae once said, a little power is a
dangerous thing.

The dragon master removed the crystal from
its nest of velvet.

The dragon nosed it, smart enough to be
curious. Joscela wondered how the keeper felt to stand so close to
the ancient beast. She’d never had a dragon. Once every queen
possessed one, but their number had dwindled by the era in which
she’d assumed the throne. Some compared the creatures to dolphins
in intelligence, others to small children. Though they couldn’t
speak, they understood commands. Crucial to tonight’s proceedings
was the magic that packed each cell of their huge bodies. Pure
magic. Old magic. The very magic the one-time gods used to form fae
reality. Never mind combatting poison or piercing good armor, the
spell power within one dragon could create or destroy worlds.

Compared to that, burning enemy villages
couldn’t measure up. Every hatchling was a weapon someone, someday
wouldn’t be able to resist deploying.

Though the dragon’s playful nudge nearly
pushed him over, the dragon master didn’t scold or shove her off.
Perhaps he couldn’t bear to with so little time remaining. He
braced his back leg instead, closed his eyes, and composed
himself.

As if sensing the seriousness of the
situation, T’Fain settled back onto her forelimbs. Her keeper held
the sphere between them. As he connected his mind to it, the
crystal began to glow. The detail Manfred and his cohorts had
encoded into the quartz soon poured into him. The keeper’s eyes
moved behind their lids. Unlike inferior races, pureblood fae could
grasp immense amounts of knowledge, each bit as clear and accurate
as the rest. This dragon master’s lineage endowed him with yet
another skill: the ability to communicate with his charge
telepathically.

The dragon’s wings twitched as the river of
information hit her awareness. Fortunately, like her keeper, she
could hold it. Comprehension wasn’t needed, only accepting what was
sent. The beast seemed to be doing exactly that. Her upper and
lower lids closed over her ruby eyes.

At last the transfer was complete. The keeper
set the empty crystal on the cracked sand, then gently clasped the
dragon’s cart-size muzzle. The creature blinked as if emerging from
a dream.

“Be,” the keeper said softly in High Fae. “Be
what I have shown you.”

He let go and stepped back. T’Fain shook her
body and raised her wings, not for flight but in display. The
keeper retreated faster. Despite her misgivings, Joscela couldn’t
deny a thrill. It wasn’t every day one witnessed new realities
being born. The dragon tilted her great bronze head as if listening
to faint music. Joscela’s heart thumped behind her ribs. If she’d
been in the beast’s position, she’d have been screaming or belching
flame. The dragon didn’t seem upset, merely attentive. The keeper
turned and ran.

Joscela wasn’t prepared. Possibly no one
was.

Like a star exploding, a blinding brilliance
replaced the bronze dragon. The power blasted Joscela’s hair back,
and her ship jerked to the end of its anchor line. She couldn’t
tell if the tether snapped, because her senses were overwhelmed.
Lightning swallowed the world around her, rainbow sparks dancing in
the white. Her ears rang with alien chords. The air was so thick
with power it felt like feathers against her skin.

He’s killed us, she thought. The
dragon keeper wanted us all to die.

Even as this possibility arose, the
sight-stealing radiance ebbed. Her vessel was still aloft, still
anchored, though she’d been knocked onto her ass on the wooden
deck. Everyone around her had, from what she could see through her
watering eyes.

Ignoring the disarray of her long silk gown,
she stumbled to the railing to see what had transpired below. The
scene she discovered made her smile unexpectedly. Manfred’s fancy
throne had toppled over with him in it. He didn’t appear hurt, but
half a dozen shaky soldiers vied comically with each other to help
him up. Everywhere she looked, fae pushed dazedly to their feet.
The dragon was gone. Her death had produced that great white
light.

Joscela focused on the spot where T’Fain had
been standing. Beside her, Ceallach pulled himself up as well.

“Look,” he said, a note of grudging awe in
his voice. “The new portal is forming.”

She’d already seen what caught his attention.
The opening was round or would be when it finished coalescing.
Years might pass before the doorway was mature enough to use. For
now, streaks of green and brown and blue swirled like clouds within
the aperture. Though she’d had no part in its design, she
understood what was happening. The essence of the realm of Faerie
was outfolding into the human world, blending with it to form a
combined reality bubble. Silver glimmered and then disappeared at
the top of the portal’s ring—a pair of dragon wings taking shape,
she thought.

“The sacrifice succeeded,” she observed,
though this was obvious.

“The dragon master should find that some
comfort.”

“That presumes comfort matters. The last
living reason for his bloodline’s existence was just wiped out. The
protectors among the Guild can hire out as mercenaries. Gods know
what purpose he and his kin will find.”

Ceallach put his hand on her arm, and they
gazed at the man together. The dragon’s trainer had run as far as
he could from the explosion. Now he stood on the sand, a solitary
figure looking grimly back toward the forming door. Char marks
streaked his face and leathers, as if he alone had passed through
real fire. The soot obscured his expression, but still . . .

“Shouldn’t he be more devastated?” she asked
Ceallach quietly.

When she glanced at her companion, one corner
of his mouth tugged up. His intensely blue eyes met hers, and the
grin deepened. “I believe he should, my queen.”

Joscela’s heart skipped a beat. “Perhaps the
rumors are true.”

“Perhaps they are.”

Though willing to believe almost anything of
her kind, Joscela had discounted the whispers as wishful conspiracy
theories. If they were true, however . . . If more dragon eggs
existed, hidden away by the fae whose calling it had always been to
train them . . .

If that were true, all might not be lost.
Joscela could transform her present disgrace into victory. She
could undo everything Manfred had accomplished. As to that, she
could undo him.

The increasing warmth at her side told her
Ceallach had shifted closer.

Unwilling to risk any associate but him
hearing, she spoke in a spell-hushed voice. “We must discover
everything we can about this dragon master.”

“Yes, my queen,” Ceallach agreed in the same
fashion.

He laid his hand over hers on the silver
rail. They were royals—cool thinking and strategic. It wasn’t their
way to let their emotions run rampant. Nonetheless, both their
palms were damp with excitement.

“We’ll have our work cut out for us,” she
said, meaning the caution for herself as much as her confidante.
“The Dragon Guild is as good at keeping secrets as the
nobility.”

“Better.” Ceallach flashed a wolfish grin.
“Nobles come and go. Dragon masters have survived whoever sat on
the high throne. If someone held back a clutch, it won’t be
discovered easily.”

Joscela longed to grin in return. She could
always count on Ceallach relishing a challenge. Instead, she
returned her gaze to the chaotic scene below, her expression
carefully composed to queenly placidity.

“Good thing we have forever to rewrite
destiny,” she observed.

 


 



CHAPTER ONE

CASSIA Maycee was home again.

She came to this realization on the roof of
her deceased grandmother’s downtown penthouse. Her three best
friends sprawled in their swimsuits on the fancy lounge chairs to
either side of her, as if a time machine had transported them from
high school. Because Cass’s gran had been more lenient than their
parents, they’d often hung out here. She’d splurged on a climate
spell, so though it was late October, the terrace was summery.
Above the ephemeral shield, stars twinkled like diamonds on black
velvet. Ripples glowed invitingly from the lap pool, though no one
was swimming. To the east, a flock of young gargoyles played
airborne tag around the Pocket State Building’s spire. Their joyous
swoops were medicine to Cass, allowing her grief to lie on her as
softly as the blood-warm air. Her grandmother was at peace, her
life having been full and rewarding.

Cass was tempted to stay up here forever.

For twenty-two strange years she’d lived as a
human among humans, cut off from the magic of the Pocket. She’d
done it because she loved her fully human mother and because her
father, who wasn’t human at all, impressed upon her the fact that
human lives were short. Cass was half faerie and could expect to
live centuries. She’d probably still be out there if her mother
hadn’t remarried and her maternal grandmother hadn’t left Cass her
estate. Even in death, Patricia Maycee could move mountains. One of
the few arguments she’d ever lost was when her daughter divorced
Cass’s father and moved Outside.

I don’t belong here, Cass’s mother had
pleaded. I’m not like the rest of you.

Patricia Maycee had been aghast. The Pocket
had grown up around her ancestors. Their original family farm was
smack dab in its center. Since that time, Maycee descendants had
flourished in this city.

Not Cass’s mother, however. She’d hated magic
the way some women hate spiders.

“Oh my God, this is delicious,” Cass’s friend
Jin Levine broke into her thoughts to declare. “I’m an excellent
bartender.”

Cass turned her head on the lounge chair
cushion to smile at her. Rarely lacking in confidence, Jin was half
gold elf and half human. Her skin was a creamy tan, her
short-cropped hair twenty-four karat. Dressed in a tiny blue and
green bikini—which she looked awesome in—Jin was sipping the
rainbow-colored cosmo she herself had whipped up.

“We need a toast,” her cousin Bridie
suggested. Her golden hair was long. Aside from that, she was
enough like Jin to be her sister and probably closer than the real
thing.

Jin sat up and raised her glass. “Here’s to
the half-and-halfers. Now that we’re back together, may we never
lose touch again.”

“May we never take each other for granted,”
Bridie added.

“May we never run out of hot men to
ogle—”

“or chocolate—”

“or comfort-spelled Jimmy Choos.”

“Crap,” Rhona interjected into the elf
cousins’ riff. Her newly adopted werefox son was trying to squirm
off her lap. “No, Pip, cosmos aren’t for one-year-olds!”

Cass had to grin. Leave it to Rhona to bring
them back to reality. Straddling the fence between cute and pretty,
she was half human and half werefox. Jin might have made up the
name for their clique—which they’d thought extremely clever as
tweenagers—but Rhona was its glue. She made peace and planned
birthday parties, not to mention telling the best lies to
parents. She was the good girl none of their folks thought would
deceive them.

Jin and Bridie were the wild girls, of
course. Cass hadn’t really had a role. “Snow White” was what
classmates called her, for her raven hair and her soft blue eyes.
She hadn’t been especially bad or good. Boys liked the way she
looked, but Jin and Bridie were the ones they chased, the ones they
knew would be fun. Cass’s faerie blood intimidated people, though
as far as power went, she couldn’t call on much. Boys hadn’t been
in danger of ending up as toads.

Maybe “the quiet one” was the closest she’d
come to a label.

To go by his excited babbling, Pip wasn’t
likely to have that problem. Cute as a button and very wiggly, he
stretched even farther across his mother’s front. Activated by his
attention, the rainbows in Rhona’s cosmo danced.

Cass hopped up before he could knock the
glass over, plucking it from the table beside his mom. “That’s just
too pretty, isn’t it?” she said. “Next time we’ll buy Cointreau
without enchantments.”

Pip let out a wail as his object of desire
escaped.

“I should have gotten a babysitter,” Rhona
said, bouncing him worriedly.

“No,” the others denied in unison.

“Cass had to meet him,” Bridie assured
her. “We shouldn’t have brought alcohol.”

“Well, I need alcohol,” Jin said with
her wonderful throaty laugh. She flicked her short golden hair with
matching manicured fingernails. “You wouldn’t believe what I put up
with at work today! Boy bands behaving badly are no picnic.”

Bridie smacked her cousin’s thigh with her
hand. “Like I wasn’t right there with you.”

The cousins hosted a popular TV show called
As Luck Would Have It. Each episode related an amazing
escape from danger or stroke of good fortune.

“Between the two of us, you got the
patience,” Jin informed her cousin. “Therefore, you don’t need to
complain.”

Rhona laughed, which thankfully distracted
her son from his distress.

“Ma, ma, ma,” he burbled, patting her cheeks
with chubby palms.

“Oh my God,” Rhona choked. “Every time he
calls me that, I tear up.”

“Aww,” Jin and Bridie chorused in unison.

“To Rhona’s wonderful new addition,” Cass
said. Still standing, she toasted her with the rescued drink. “No
little boy could have a better mom.”

Rhona blushed. “I hope so. Since I adopted
him, I swear I feel like an idiot at least twenty times a day.”

“There’s a lot to learn,” Bridie said,
patting her knee reassuringly.

“Anyone can see you’re good for him,” Jin put
in. “He’s totally normal and healthy.”

Pip had been one of the city’s infamous
“little miracles.” Prevented from shifting to his fox form by a
genetic flaw, his parents had abandoned him to a bogus adoption
agency. The criminals who ran it sold him and other children like
him for use in dark rituals. Pip had been lucky to be rescued—and
to end up with Rhona. Interestingly, a couple boys they’d known in
high school, now detectives with the RPD, had been instrumental in
saving them.

“We should toast Cass,” Rhona said with her
trademark thoughtfulness. “Maycee’s brave new leader.”

“Oh I’m not that,” she denied, startled to
hear it put that way. “The department stores run themselves. I’ll
just sign a check or cut a ribbon occasionally.”

“Don’t be modest,” Jin scolded. “Everybody
knows your gran kept the board in line. If it weren’t for Patricia
Maycee, who knows what shape the chain would be in?”

Cass’s human grandmother had protected the
hereditary family business like a bear guarding cubs. She’d been
tireless in the quality she demanded and in enforcing her
concept of fairness. The idea that Cass would follow in her
footsteps was alarming. She didn’t have her gran’s passion for
commerce. As far as she knew, she didn’t have that kind of passion
for anything. Cass curled her toes in her bright flip-flops,
wondering if she’d put a damper on the evening by saying so.

She was spared deciding by the distant chime
of the doorbell.

“Food,” Cass said when they all looked at
her.

Aware the delivery guy was waiting, she
grabbed a cover-up and hurried across the terrace to the French
doors. Apart from mini-lights, the portrait hall behind them was
dark. As she moved down it, Cass felt the absence of her friends.
Ever since she’d returned, her gran’s apartments had seemed spooky.
She didn’t know why. When she was a girl, she’d thought this the
safest place in the world. Her maternal grandmother doted on her,
turning every visit into a special treat. Though she could be stern
with others, when it came to her granddaughter, no sin was too big
for Trish Maycee to forgive, no opinion too ridiculous for her not
to take Cass’s side.

“That’s what grandmothers are for,” she’d
liked to say.

She’d died at 112, peacefully, in her sleep.
No way would her spirit linger maliciously.

I’m just missing her, Cass thought,
trying to explain her creeps.

A shadow slunk across the cross hall like
smoke, jolting her pulse into overdrive.

“Mew?” it inquired politely, changing
direction to wind around Cass’s ankles.

“Sheesh,” she gasped, laughing at herself.
She bent to scratch her grandmother’s cat Polydora behind her ears.
The feline was gray and bony and very affectionate. “You scared me,
skulking around like that.”

Cass continued to the front entrance with the
cat treading on her heels. Poly must have smelled the delivery. The
cat was a fiend for pepperoni with extra cheese.

Fortunately, the pizza guy hadn’t given up.
He did look bemused as she opened the door to him. “How ya doin’?”
he said, handing the boxes over. “I never knew there was a house up
here.”

His confusion was understandable. Up
here wasn’t a normal apartment building. Up here was the top
floor of the downtown Maycee’s.

“Our family has a tradition of living above
the store.”

“Hah!” he said, seeming to appreciate her
joke. “That’s thirty plus tip for two large pies.”

Rather than try to juggle the boxes, Cass
levitated her ResEx card from her cover-up’s pocket. The delivery
guy didn’t bat an eye, used to customers from all magical levels.
He plucked the card from the air, swiped it through his reader,
released it, and wished her a good evening.

When she closed the door, she was alone
again.

“Mew!” Poly demanded.

“Okay,” she said, a little too glad the cat
was there. “Follow me to the roof, and you can have a slice.”

To her surprise, Rhona was waiting outside
the terrace doors. Jin and Bridie had taken charge of Pip and were
playing a game of crawl dodge on a soft stretch of grass.
Evidently, Jin thought a one-year-old didn’t need to see cleavage.
She’d pulled a silky wrap over her bikini. Maybe more things than
Cass knew had changed while she was away.

Pip squealed with delight as his playmates
evaded him.

Sensing something was up, Cass gave Rhona her
attention. Her friend bit her lip before she burst out with it.
“Did you have a chance to talk to your dad?”

Rhona wanted Cass’s dad to serve as Pip’s
faerie godfather. In their belated wisdom, Resurrection’s fae
overseers had decided the city’s “miracle babies” were entitled to
extra protection.

“I spoke to him on the phone this morning,
but like I warned, I’m not sure what he’ll decide.”

Rhona’s cute-pretty face fell slightly.

“If he doesn’t come through, the Founders
Board will assign someone.”

“I know,” Rhona said. “I just hoped it could
be your father. Sometimes purebloods are brr.” She hunched
her shoulders and made a shivering sound. “Your dad isn’t like the
rest of them.”

For a fae, her dad was a sweetie, but that
was sort of the problem. “He’s concerned he’s not powerful enough
to protect Pip like he deserves.”

“How can he not be powerful enough?”

Cass wondered how to navigate this question.
Resurrectioners tended to assume all purebloods were super
powerful. In some cases, this was true. In others, not so much. The
misconception wasn’t one the fae wanted to clear up. Though they’d
created the Pocket, most remained aloof from its citizens. They
merely visited or lived in their own enclaves. To marry a human the
way her father had was practically unheard of. The impression her
dad had given Cass was that the match hadn’t mattered because his
power level was modest. Whether this was true, she couldn’t say.
Even as a child, she knew direct questions were unwelcome.
Purebloods had issues about lying—and about sharing personal
information. Because truenames could be used to weave harmful
spells, she couldn’t even swear she knew his real surname. Her
mother hadn’t taken it after they married.

“Uh,” Cass said. “I’m sure Dad is just being
careful. He’s always been fond of you.”

A wash of pink colored Rhona’s cheeks. “I’m
sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean to push.”

The blush caused Cass’s eyes to widen. Not
wanting to think too hard about what it meant, she chafed her best
friend’s arm. She didn’t touch people often—another habit from her
father. Faerie dust rubbing off on others could be awkward. “I’ll
talk to him again when I see him in person. If he can’t do it
himself, maybe he’ll recommend someone.”

“Sure,” Rhona said. “That’d be just as
good.”

Cass couldn’t help but notice her old
friend’s gaze remained stubbornly lowered.

Luckily, the awkward moment was cut short.
“Pizza!” Jin growled like a weretiger. “Pizza!” Bridie
agreed, and they ran over with Pip laughing.

Setting up on the outdoor table was like old
times.

Who remembered the soda?

What does your Gran do with all these
forks?

Really, Cass? You want us to eat on the good
china?

“Please,” Cass insisted. “Gran would like
knowing we’re using it.”

Bridie snorted out a laugh with her mouth
full of hot pizza. “She wouldn’t have liked knowing how many plates
you un-broke for us.”

“I’m sure the practice using my magic helped.
I’m quite good at unbreaking now.”

“Ooh.” Jin pointed Cass’s way with a celery
stick. “Remember the concealment spells you used to do for me? My
mom never understood why my skirts were twice as short when I got
home from school.”

“I remember trying to ‘conceal’ Tony Lupone,
so he could sneak into your bedroom.”

“That so didn’t work,” Bridie hooted,
jostling her cousin’s arm. “And you were so busted.”

“Those Lupone boys were hot,” Jin declared
airily. “If Tony hadn’t secretly been gay, it would have been worth
it.”

Cass gasped. “Tony the werewolf is gay?”

“Tony the werecop, and—yes—he is. He came out
a few months ago.”

“Noo. He was a total flirt. His brother Rick
must have had a cow. Unless . . .” Cass hesitated. “Unless he’s gay
too?”

“That truly would be cruel.” A small smile
played around Bridie’s mouth. “As far as I know, Rick Lupone is a
hundred percent hetero.”

“Not that it’s my business,” Cass said
hastily.

“No.” Jin grinned like her cousin was.
“There’s no reason he’d be your business.”

“I don’t still have a crush on him.”

“Of course you don’t, and of course you’re
completely uninterested in the fact that he’s single. Not even
dating, from what I hear.”

Cass’s human half blushed too hot for
comfort. Hoping the girlish reaction would go away, she placed one
slice of pizza on a gilt-edged plate and set it on the ground. Poly
leaped on the treat as if Cass hadn’t fed her less than an hour
ago.

To be fair to the cat, if Rick Lupone had
been laid out for Cass, she’d have leaped on him too.

She’d had it bad for the hot werewolf. He’d
been a jock in high school but not stupid. Sweet, sexy and just
plain big. Mile wide shoulders. Long solid legs. A butt that did
dangerous things to a pair of jeans. Never the most outgoing, Cass
had gone mute if he so much as looked at her. Reams of diary pages
immortalized her yearning. How decent he was amazed her, how kind,
how unlike any other male! His younger brother, Tony, though
charming, always struck her as a player. Rick the paragon was a
gentleman.

She’d dragged her friends to every sporting
event he’d played, ducking behind their shoulders if it seemed like
he’d catch her watching.

What made all this more pathetic was that he
barely knew she existed.

Once, at a vending machine, when she’d run
out of change, he’d bought her a candy bar—a random act of kindness
for a girl she doubted he knew by name. She was pretty sure she
still had the caramel SnickErrs. Mummified probably, at the back of
her treasure drawer.

Jin and Bridie hadn’t understood why she
didn’t just spell Rick to fall for her. She’d had the juice but
couldn’t bring herself to use it. Half fae or not, she’d had a
human girl’s romanticism. Love shouldn’t be magicked. Love should
be genuine.

Memories of how he’d thrown her teenage
hormones into a tizzy distracted her from the dinner talk. She
nodded and laughed when her friends spoke to her, but Rick’s
awesome biceps and killer butt took up the lion’s share of her
thoughts. All these years later, he still made her thighs
sweaty.

She wondered if he was as fit as he used to
be. As a cop, that seemed probable. Was he harder now? Had he seen
things that put an edge on his old sweetness? Suddenly Cass was
glad for the cover-up she’d pulled over her bathing suit. Her
nipples had tightened at the thought of him being grown.

Maybe he was the one who’d put a charm on
her.

Almost before she knew it, Jin and Bridie
were clearing plates and making noises about how early they needed
to be at the studio tomorrow.

“This was the best!” they exclaimed with an
enthusiasm she couldn’t doubt. “Let’s do it again real soon.”

They flattered her more than they realized.
Cass hadn’t assumed they’d automatically fall back into friendship.
“I’d like that,” she said sincerely.

Her eyes were teary. Knowing she didn’t hug,
Bridie squeezed her sleeve quickly. “We missed you too,
sweetie.”

While the glamorous Levine cousins called the
elevator, Rhona paused in the entryway. Pip was a momentarily quiet
bundle on her hip. Like most fox shifters, Rhona was strong but
petite. Holding Pip evened out the weight of the humongous baby bag
on her opposite shoulder.

“I’ll catch up,” Rhona promised when the door
hissed open and Jin looked back at her. “I want to talk to Cass a
second.”

“All right. We won’t let the limo pull off
without you unless we see Channing Tatum and need to shadow
him.”

Jin was kidding. Hollywood actors didn’t know
about the Pocket.

“They have a limo?” Cass asked as the doors
slid shut.

“The network supplied it. It’s a hot pink
stretch with As Luck Would Have It spelled out in white
glitter.”

Cass snickered. “That sounds about their
speed.”

Pip flapped his arms and babbled, apparently
having decided she needed to pay him more attention. He was covered
from head to toe in pizza grease and grass stains. His little “Kiss
Me!” T-shirt had ridden up his round tummy.

“Do you want sparkles?” Cass teased, poking
his belly button. To entertain him, she shot two from her
fingertip. He liked that so much he squealed.

“Oh my God,” Rhona moaned. “Look what a mess
he is! I put a bib on him, I swear.”

“He’s just what he ought to be,” Cass assured
her, carefully kissing his sticky palm. Pip settled back against
his mother, his big brown eyes wide and curious. Cass didn’t think
she’d glamoured him. Babies were susceptible, but she was cautious.
“I’ll spell a box of baby-safe detergent for you tonight. It’ll
lift the stains right out. I got plenty of practice at that sort of
thing when I was Outside.”

“You could do magic there?” Rhona asked, the
first of her friends to inquire about her time away directly. “You
didn’t have to go cold turkey?”

“It takes longer to recharge beyond the
border, but I could do it if I focused.”

Rhona hiked Pip higher. “Being out there must
have been difficult.”

“Sometimes.” The answer was enough of an
understatement that her left temple throbbed. Too often, living
Outside had been miserable, like missing a limb no one else
believed existed. “I’m glad I got to see my mother happy. I didn’t
know the person she truly was until I was there with her. Her whole
personality opened up.”

Rhona nodded sympathetically. Her
relationship with her mother was strained sometimes. Mrs. Burke had
definite opinions on her firstborn’s life choices. “I’m not sure I
could leave Resurrection. I’d be afraid the mundanes would hunt me
every time I changed form.”

Due to the dominance of were genes, Rhona
would have been able to shift. Shivering in reaction, she hugged
her boy closer.

“You’d learn to cope,” Cass said. “All you’d
need is a strong enough reason.” She stroked Pip’s mussed hair,
then touched her best friend’s cheek. Rhona’s mouth fell open. She
was unused to Cass being demonstrative. Cass dropped her hand and
smiled. “What did you hang back to talk to me about?”

Rhona shook herself from her daze. “I just
wanted to make sure you’ll be okay alone tonight. Your grandma’s
place is big for one person. Pip and I could stay if you feel
lonely.”

“I’ll be fine,” Cass said. To her surprise,
pain stabbed her sharply behind one eye. Clearly, she didn’t
believe her own words. She was experiencing the standard faerie
reaction to telling lies. She did her best to keep her expression
impassive.

“You sure?” Rhona asked.

“You should go,” Cass assured her, neatly
avoiding the question. “You don’t want to upset Pip’s new home
routine. Poly will keep me company.”

She pushed the elevator call button for her
friend, waving farewell and smiling as they stepped in. Pip’s
floppy wave back was adorable. “Bye-bye,” he piped quite
intelligibly.

“I’ll call you tomorrow,” his mom
promised.

Cass blew a kiss as the doors shut her off
from them.

Alone once more, she felt the silence of the
store beneath her. It was half past nine, and shopping hours were
over. Her fae senses picked out a security guard patrolling
menswear two floors below—a reformed demon, if she read his energy
correctly. Cass hadn’t adjusted to the sharpness of her perceptions
since she’d returned. Her skin prickled with aliveness, too
sensitive for comfort. Compared to this, she’d been wrapped in
cotton batting for two decades.

Poly yowled for her to come back to the
apartment.

Cass did so and locked up.

“You and me, cat,” she said.

She fought an urge to check her old treasure
drawer. She’d kept it here to avoid her mom’s snooping. Was Rick’s
candy bar still there? Surely wondering was silly.

“Twenty-two years,” she said to Poly. More
than time to get over a teenage crush.

She turned instead to Gran’s study, where
Patricia Maycee had stored her geological specimens in lighted
cabinets. Collecting them had been a lifelong hobby. Larger rocks
were displayed on antique tables, getting dusty in her absence. The
stones weren’t magical, just pretty or interesting. When she was
little, Cass had loved playing with them. As she opened one of the
creaky glass fronts to revisit that pleasure, Poly hopped onto the
couch and curled up.

A shiny tumbled sodalite drew Cass’s fingers
to stroke it. Hadn’t Gran owned a selection of polished eggs?
Different colored agates, she thought, culled from each of the
Pocket cities around the world. Cass pictured the drawer in her
mind. It had been wide and shallow and lined with felt.

She turned to see which of the cabinets
matched her recall . . .

As she did, another memory surfaced. She was
six or seven, her hands dimpled with plumpness. Dressed in pink
corduroy overalls, she knelt between a tree’s big roots. It was
dark, and she was alone. She dug through the cold damp dirt with a
garden spade, chucking shovel after shovel from the hole like her
life was at stake. A chill rippled down her spine at the image,
worse than when Poly had startled her in the portrait hall.

Something bad lurked down the path from
her.

Hide, she thought—or remembered
thinking. Hiding was very important.

She and the cat jumped a foot when a knock
sounded on the door. Cursing her over-stimulated nerves, Cass went
to answer it.

Her dad was behind it, the welcomest visitor
she could have imagined.

His hug was formal but wonderful. Cass never
worried about overwhelming him with her power.

“Daughter,” he said, pushing back from
her.

“Father,” she answered in the same fond
tone.

They smiled at each other.

“You look well,” he said. “Unharmed by your
time Outside.”

He looked amazing, but that went without
saying. Whatever their age, purebloods were the definition of
beautiful. Her father was tall and solemn. His close-shorn hair was
raven black like hers, his eyes the same dreamy blue. The faintest
lines scored his well-cut mouth as parentheses. Unless he damped
the effect with glamour, he sparkled constantly.

“Come in,” she said, gesturing with a shadow
of his grace. “I’ve got pizza left if you’re hungry.”

“I won’t stay long,” he demurred politely. As
if she’d left a trail he could follow—which perhaps she had—he
strode into the crystal study she’d come out of. He stopped in its
center and looked around. Whatever he sought he didn’t appear to
find. His rosy statue lips thinned slightly. The response made her
curious.

“Did you want something, Dad?” she asked.

He turned to her, the movement naturally
elegant. “I brought a gift for the werefox boy.”

He hadn’t brought the gift in a bag. No
pureblood worth his salt would tote things around that way. They
created carrying pockets by folding reality. Her dad lifted his
hand with his thumb and finger pinched together. In a literal blink
of her eye, a baby’s mobile dangled from his hold. Fluffy lambs and
ducklings circled each other, so dear and sweet no new parent could
have resisted it.

“That’s darling!” she exclaimed, knowing he’d
fashioned it. By profession, her dad was a toymaker. “Dad, you know
you could have brought this over when Rhona and Pip were here.”

“I could not,” he said a trifle sternly. “It
would have been rude to intrude upon your reunion when I’m not able
to fulfill the favor she wished of me.”

Her dad had funny ideas about manners, but
Cass didn’t press him to reconsider. He could be as stubborn as her
grandma.

“Orange juice?” she offered, knowing this was
a rare weakness. “I dug out Gran’s old juicer.”

“That would be lovely,” he said gravely.

She returned with glasses for both of them.
Faeries got a little drunk on fresh squeezed fruit, especially
purebloods. Her father sipped his consideringly. She noticed he’d
worn a business shirt and blue jeans for his visit. On him, they
looked as nice as a tuxedo.

“Your grandmother was a fine woman,” he
announced. “She lived a life any human could be proud of.”

“Yes, she did.”

“You will miss her.”

“I expect I will,” she agreed.

He set his drink on a dusty table. As soon as
he took a seat in an old armchair, the cat jumped into his lap.
With soft absentminded movements, he petted Poly into feline
ecstasy. Cass sat on the sofa across from him. Though her father
wasn’t an open book, she recognized his behavior as working up to
something.

She didn’t mention he hadn’t asked about his
ex yet.

After a minute of no sound but Poly’s purrs,
the man she knew as Roald le Beau gave her his full attention. She
was fae too, but his blue gaze hit her like a laser.

“I suppose you’ll sell this place soon,” he
said.

Shock slapped her. What did he mean, he
supposed she’d sell? She’d only gotten home yesterday. Didn’t he
know she was staying?

“Dad.” She pressed her palm to her heart.
“I’m not selling. I’m moving in.”

He was too startled to hide his horror—which
wasn’t at all like him. Fae didn’t show emotions that openly.
“You’re moving in? What about your mother?”

“Mom is happy in Ohio. This new fellow she
married is nice. She certainly doesn’t expect her thirty-nine year
old daughter to stay with her forever.”

“You’re still a child.”

“Maybe to you, Dad, but not to her. She
thinks like a mundane now, like she’s forgotten this place exists.
Even when we’re alone, she never talks about anything magical.”

This didn’t seem to hurt his feelings, no
more than her mother’s had seemed hurt during their divorce. All at
once, forty years of her parents’ weirdness became too much for
her.

“Dad,” she said, determined to be direct.
“Why in the world did you two get hitched?”

“Why do you ask?”

“Because you don’t make sense as a couple.
You got on better with Gran than Mom. Did you even love her?”

“I love you.”

Cass appreciated that, but it didn’t answer
her question. She lifted one eyebrow.

“Very well,” her father said. “Your mother
was extremely pretty. I suppose I was lonely.”

“But you married her.”

“For you, darling,” he said. “So you’d have
two parents.”

A muscle twitched at his temple. “I didn’t
exist when you married.”

Her father smiled, slow and sweet and so
beautifully Cass understood what non-fae must feel when purebloods
glamoured them. “You existed for me.”

The tic was gone. He was telling the truth as
he believed it.

“Now,” he said, aware that he’d disarmed her.
“Why don’t you tell me about your evening? I’m interested to hear
what your old friends have been up to.”

~

Cass’s father was a great listener. A glow
would spread out from his attention, as warm and safe as a down
blanket. Cass still floated on it as she prepared for bed. Her room
was exactly as she’d left it. Her gran had preserved it, from her
gargoyle night light to her tulle-draped princess four-poster. Each
year in February, she’d come back and spent a week in it: her and
Gran’s After-Christmas, as they called it. Cass’s mother hadn’t
joined them. She hadn’t liked the reminder that this place existed.
At the end of every visit, Cass and her grandmother would hug a
long time.

I don’t care about your damn glamour,
her gran would say. I couldn’t love you one sparkle more than I
already do.

She’d felt fragile in Cass’s embrace that
last time, a rickety little human using up her store of years. Cass
had suspected there wouldn’t be many more visits. She hadn’t
guessed there wouldn’t be even one.

No tears, she told herself, slipping
under the covers and dashing one away. She was going to be happy in
Gran’s penthouse. That’s what Trish would want for her.

She explained to Poly which pillow she could
have, then pulled the sheets to her neck.

I’m loved, she told herself. It
only feels like I’m alone here.

Not ready to sleep, she thought about her
friends. Jin and Bridie were as fun as ever, happy with their work
and lives. Seeing Rhona with Pip was lovely. If anyone could pull
off single motherhood, it was her. Rhona had talked about wanting
kids when she was one herself. With Gran for an example, Cass
intended to spoil Pip every way she could think of.

Maybe one day she’d have a kid herself.

That idea tugged Rick Lupone’s image rather
embarrassingly into her head. She grumbled and squirmed on the
mattress, sorry she’d thought of him. So what if his gorgeous arms
were designed for propping his massive chest over a bed partner?
The chance she’d find herself under it was slim.

“Slim to none,” she said, hoping the
warning would sink in.

Fearing it wouldn’t, she closed her eyes.

She didn’t think she had time to fall asleep,
much less to have a dream. Even so, suddenly she was fleeing down a
long dark tunnel. She’d been running for a while. Her lungs were
burning, and a stitch stabbed her rib muscles. Ahead of her, on the
tunnel’s raw concrete walls, evenly spaced lights formed rings that
disappeared into a black distance. Behind her, footsteps
pounded—gaining on her, from the sound of them. She couldn’t afford
to be caught like this. She had to protect the keeper. She searched
desperately for a hatch she could escape through, or maybe the next
station. Nothing was close enough. There was no way out and no way
to call for help.

Unless . . .

She had magic. She could summon her
replacement. The universe would provide. That was Law, no matter
how far from home she was, no matter how distant the nearest member
of her bloodline.

A crash yanked Cass awake again. Across the
bedroom, a photograph of her father had fallen from the wall. Poly
sprang up on the pillow and made the eerie low-in-the-throat growl
scaredy cats were prone to. She’d puffed up her fur as well, though
she still looked a bit scrawny.

“C’mere, you,” Cass soothed, pulling the cat
to her. Poly stopped growling and butted her.

The picture’s hook must have broken. It was
probably old enough.

She’d snapped the Polaroid when she was a
kid, surprising her dad at the workbench in his shop while he
spelled a small stuffed rabbit. The picture was the only likeness
of him she had. He didn’t like being photographed. As she recalled,
he’d asked her to destroy it. She said she would but had changed
her mind at the last minute. Some days her dad was more
approachable than others, but she’d always adored him. If this was
the only picture of him she’d get, she couldn’t relinquish it.

Hoping it wasn’t damaged, but reluctant to
get up and check, Cass lay down on the bed again. Her heart rate
decelerated more slowly than the cat’s. Fortunately, Poly didn’t
mind the extra petting. Soon enough, they both settled.

You’re safe, Cass promised her rattled
self. You’re home and you’re safe and everything’s all
right.

Her head throbbed a little, but that didn’t mean her doubts should be listened to.
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