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To the girls who fell for the crown before the prince.




The Robin on the Oak Throne is a tale of monsters, mystery, and romance. However, the story includes elements that may not be suitable for all readers. Combat, violence, sex, drug and alcohol use, sex work, and gang violence are depicted. Abuse, genocide, colonization, infertility, and assault that is physical and sexual in nature are discussed. Readers who may be sensitive to these elements, please take note, practice your magic, and prepare to take the Oak Throne . . .




PART I

BELTANE





Chapter One

Tromping through wet pastureland in high heels was a crime against humanity—unlike the crime Kierse was about to commit. She stepped out of the squelchy green grass and onto the ancient, graveled walkway with a sigh of relief. New York City hadn’t prepared her for acres of empty farmland on the outskirts of Paris or otherwise.

She lifted her dark eyes to what lay at the end of her trek: the magnificent Versailles gardens. The greenery was bracketed by twin towering fountains boasting statues of the gods mounted on gilded horses. A long grass promenade cut between the fountains with bonfires igniting the night and revealing the entrances that led deeper into the wooded grounds. On the top of the hill, in all its splendor, was the Palace of Versailles.

Kierse could only imagine what it looked like at the height of King Louis XIV’s reign. Tonight, it was teeming with both humans and monsters for the annual Beltane festival. A party to which Kierse hadn’t exactly been invited.

Not that that had ever stopped her. There were always entrances and exits for a clever little thief. And having multiple exits was thieving rule number one.

But for now, she was just a girl blending in with the crowd in a pink satin slip dress with a thigh-high slit, her dark hair piled on the top of her head and her makeup light like spring. No one paid her any mind as she snagged a glass of champagne off of a human waiter’s tray and navigated the grounds.

Kierse had one mission today—steal a bracelet from the Queen of the Nymphs.

Step one: get an invitation into the palace.

Well, that was the easy part.

She’d already picked her mark as she ascended the stairs to the promenade. A group of female nymphs traipsed around a bonfire in nothing but tiny scraps of dresses, little purses at their hips, and flower crowns. They were almost all shorter than Kierse with a kaleidoscope of hair color and wide, slightly unnatural eyes. The few horned male nymphs lounged on the other side of the fire, shirtless in white linen trousers.

Kierse bumped into a nymph with vibrant magenta hair as she passed, sloshing champagne everywhere.

“Oh! Pardon,” Kierse said by way of apology.

The nymph spit rapid French in Kierse’s direction, and while the girl was distracted, Kierse slipped the crisp card out of her bag. She discreetly moved the invite to her purse, waving her other hand to indicate she didn’t understand.

The nymph laughed at her lack of comprehension and returned to the festivities. A similar interaction back home could have ended in disaster. But the rest of the world hadn’t suffered the way that New York had during the Monster War. Back home they were four years past the war and just coming to the other side of things. Here, when the monsters had stepped into the light, the humans had made deals with them before it devolved so drastically.

Tonight, phoenixes controlled the flames of the bonfires that nymphs deftly jumped over, performing their fertility rites. Mer lounged in fountains, and shifters jumped in and out of their animal forms at will over the hedges and into the tree line. Humans drank champagne and mingled with vampires and werewolves and an incubus/succubus pair.

Laughter rang out.

Lips locked.

Revelry ensued.

All excellent cover for Kierse’s plan. She ditched her champagne flute on a table, thankful it had helped her with thieving rules three and four: distraction and sleight of hand.

She palmed the heavy cardstock invitation gilded with the sun king’s symbol, granting access into the palace proper. Step one complete.

Step two: get inside the palace.

Kierse filed into the line behind a shuffling goblin. He passed off his invitation. The troll bouncer scanned it and then nodded, allowing him access. He repeated the process with Kierse’s stolen invite. Then she was breezing through the doors and inside.

Her breath caught at the sheer magnitude of the place. It didn’t matter how much time she’d spent memorizing the original blueprints or the hours engaged on a tour earlier in the week. She would never get used to the display of wealth. There was money, and then there was the magnitude of this place in all its extravagance.

Kierse turned off the part of her brain that calculated the cost of everything. The answer was unfathomable. She wasn’t here to steal just anything. From here, she needed to get into the queen’s chambers. Despite modern adjustments to the over seven-hundred-thousand-square-foot palace, the rooms that the current queen resided in had been the same for hundreds of years.

Thankfully, Kierse had perfect cover. Every attendee had the option of meeting with the queen publicly. She would be in the throne room receiving guests until midnight, when the ball officially began. It was one of the new customs she had instituted when she’d reclaimed her ancestral land. These woods had been home to the dryads long before humans had built on the property. The queen was so beloved that she’d had other monsters rally to her side to reclaim the forest and place her on the throne of Versailles.

And honestly, good for her. Kierse could appreciate a woman who could take back what was rightfully hers. It was a process that Kierse was still working on for herself. Especially considering how her life had been turned upside down last winter.

Five months ago, she had learned she had magic, stolen a spear straight out of Celtic myth, and discovered she was part of a race of ancient Fae—a will-o’-the-wisp. The last wisp in existence. All while falling for the dark warlock who had upended her life—Graves.

The same person who had lied to her, withheld her history, and broken her trust.

So she’d left New York to find answers that didn’t come with strings attached. While she missed the city, her family . . . and even Graves, she wasn’t ready for that reunion.

She didn’t have time to think about Graves. He was a problem for another day. Right now came step three, the tricky part: sneak into the queen’s rooms.

Kierse extricated herself from the flow of people heading toward the receiving room. When she came upon the next enormous staircase, she waited until the pair of goblin guards were distracted by a group of werewolves to slip past and up the stairs. Her feet were feather light as she crept along the deserted upper level, toward the private quarters. Her heart beat a staccato rhythm against her chest, and an old, familiar smile graced her features.

It wasn’t a natural smile. It was her wrong smile. The one that said she liked the thieving. The danger, the suspense, the act of doing something she wasn’t supposed to do.

It sure helped that she was damn good at it. She wouldn’t go as far as to say the best in the business, but her old mentor, Jason—may he rot in hell—had been the best in New York, and she’d ended up better than him.

Now to get that bracelet and get out of there. Then she could happily return to Dublin, where Gen was safely tucked away, working on their next fruitless mission into the Irish countryside.

Kierse blew out an exasperated breath as she hurried down the crisscrossed hardwood floors. The hallway was white and narrow with arched windows looking out across the grounds to the left opposite a series of closed wooden doorways. The rooms she glimpsed weren’t decorated to the same picturesque standard she’d seen on the tour earlier that week. Instead, she found peeling antique wallpaper, furniture covered with white sheets, and even empty rooms with exposed wires. They were in sharp contrast to the magnificent Hall of Mirrors, the carefully restored display of original bedrooms, and thousands of priceless works of art.

It made the palace feel more real than myth. Much like everything else in her life.

Following the blueprint in her mind, she turned down an empty servant hallway. Thankfully, most of the workers were busy with the rest of the party. Then her enhanced Fae hearing picked up the sound of voices up ahead.

Kierse cursed, backtracked a few steps, and slid behind a large, floor-length curtain. She held her breath as two female voices approached and then passed her, speaking in hushed French. She’d learned a few passing words before she’d made the trip, but they certainly weren’t sufficient to follow this conversation.

When the coast was clear, Kierse eased back out and hastened down the rest of the hallway, nearly to her destination. She peered around the corner and found two guards standing in front of the queen’s chambers. Same as when she’d slipped away from her group on the tour—they’d taken the queen’s bedchamber off the official route now that the palace was occupied once more. Lucky for her, she wasn’t going in through the front door.

Kierse retrieved her tools, delved into her wisp magic, and manipulated time. From one breath to the next, the world slid into slow motion. The gold of her magic floated around her as she darted to the door adjacent to the queen’s rooms and got to work with her lockpicks. An easy click of the lock later, she pushed into the room and closed the door firmly behind her. She released her magic, letting everything come back into focus.

Her wisp magic was something she was still getting used to, but her slow motion had always been part of her. The little edge that she used to get herself in and out of bad situations. It was the newer magic that she was still wrangling. Like wards.

She pressed her hand to the door, closed her eyes, and pushed her intent into the door. A trickle of power rushed into the frame. She shivered at the release. That would act as a trip wire for at least the next hour. If anyone walked through this door, she would know to use another exit.

Praying she wouldn’t need to, she hurried to the balcony window and slipped through it into the cool spring air. The party didn’t wrap around to this side of the palace, so the grounds were empty of witnesses. Clouds hung heavy on the horizon, promising rain. She needed to be done before it reached her.

She judged the distance to the next balcony with unease. Before the spell that hid her true nature had been removed, revealing her Fae heritage—pointed ears and all—Kierse never would have attempted this. And though she’d gotten over her fear of heights before—thanks to a quick shove from Jason and a swift plummet to the ground below—she didn’t particularly want to test a three-story drop. But with her new magic came increased sensory awareness, quicker reflexes, and strength. Not that she was 100 percent confident on using any of these new skills, but tonight she’d have to make it work. Because a human wasn’t going to make this jump.

Good thing she was no longer human.

Kierse winced at that. She still identified as human, having spent the last twenty-five years thinking she was one. Thinking otherwise sat wrong with her. At least she’d learned enough magic to glamour her pointed ears back into the rounded ones she’d had most of her life. It was useful on missions where she needed to blend in, but sometimes she liked to wear the glamour just to feel more like herself.

She slipped off her heels, leaving them hidden on the balcony, then hiked up her skirts and scrambled onto the iron balustrade. She hissed as the iron touched her bare skin. It didn’t incapacitate her like the faerie tales had made it seem like it would, but it also wasn’t comfortable.

“Here goes nothing,” she said.

With a spring, she jumped, reaching out for the enormous lantern suspended between the two balconies. She caught it and swung back once, her muscles protesting the strain. Then on her forward swing, when her momentum was at the right angle, she released. She barely held back a scream as she launched, landing in a roll on the next balcony. She heard a rip from her dress. Fucking great.

Kierse stood on shaky legs. Well, she’d made it.

She dusted off her dress and inspected the rip. It had only made the already high slit slightly obscene. This was why she wore practical clothing when she broke into places, but there hadn’t been another choice for this job. And now there wasn’t time to deal with it.

After a quick listen at the door, she pushed into the queen’s opulent chambers. Everything was sixteenth-century chic, à la King Louis XIV, with patterned armless chairs and an impressive four-poster bed with gauzy white curtains obscuring it from view. Kierse strode across the antique rugs and to a door at the back of the room. Her contact had told her exactly where the bracelet would be. She felt her thieving smile return as she swung open the door and revealed the safe behind.

Nothing fancy, but it didn’t need to be. Kierse inspected the wards written around its edges—fleur-de-lis inside that illusive language she always felt hovered at the edge of her understanding. The magic was old—a warlock had put these wards in place a long time ago. Not that a magic’s age affected Kierse’s ability to bypass it.

Kierse’s main magical ability was absorption. Magic didn’t affect her unless she took in way too much magic at once. Which meant the wards weren’t a problem, and she could crack a lock like this in her sleep.

The safe was older than the warding, which always worked in her favor. She pressed her ear to the safe door, listening to the tumblers as she put together the code. Then she grinned devilishly as she turned the dial one last time and the whole thing popped open.

“Excellent,” she breathed.

Inside was an assortment of sparkling jewels all encased in lush gold and silver settings. It was a smaller collection than she’d been anticipating. Probably just what the queen wore on the regular—not the state jewels.

The bracelet she was after was goblin-made with an amethyst at the center of the silver filigreed band. It should have been here amidst the jewelry. While there was every other manner of gemstone, there wasn’t a single amethyst bracelet in sight.

“Fuck,” she hissed.

A goblin back in Dublin had assured her it was in the queen’s vault and that no one else they’d hired had been able to access it. If she could steal it, he’d give her a coin to access the goblin market. A coin she desperately needed. Part of her had known that all of this trouble meant the bracelet was far more valuable than what the goblin was offering in exchange, but she figured wiping the smug smile off of his face would be worth it. Except . . . it wasn’t here.

Everything had gone right, and yet there was no bracelet. Where the hell could the queen be keeping it? She scoured the safe one more time, testing for a false back or hidden compartments, but no amount of looking would make the bracelet appear. With another curse, she sealed up the safe and made a quick sweep of the queen’s rooms, but there didn’t appear to be any other safe inside her chambers. There was likely another vault deep in the heart of the palace hiding the rest of her jewels, but that was an entirely different sort of mission. The kind Kierse would need a great deal more planning to attempt.

“Fuck,” she repeated as she backtracked to the window.

She made the return jump to the lantern, and her hand caught on the edge as she moved forward. She withheld a cry as it split open. At least she’d judged the trajectory better this time and landed on her feet on the neighboring balcony. Her palm was only bleeding a little, but still, she scoured the room until she found a handkerchief in a dresser drawer and wrapped it around her hand to stem the flow. Once that was finished, she reclaimed her heels, pulled them back on, and went to listen at the door.

It was silent, save for the two guards she had already accounted for. With a sigh, she pushed into slow motion and hustled back into the hallway. The guards didn’t even turn in her direction as she bypassed them. As soon as she was out of sight around a corner, she dropped out of slow motion with a huff. Her thoughts were locked on the bracelet and what she was going to have to do to acquire it now.

Then a vampire guard strode out of an alcove, fangs extended. A girl in a low-cut blue dress giggled behind him, trying to pull him back into their liaison. His nostrils flared before his eyes widened at the sight of Kierse.

The cut on her hand. Shit.

He barked at her in French.

“I . . .” she said in panic. She started to backtrack, but there were guards in the other direction as well.

“Wait, stop,” the man said, switching to English.

This would have been a good time for the rest of her new wisp powers to kick in. The powers she currently didn’t have but research said wisps were capable of. While she had time manipulation, absorption, glamours, and an affinity for finding treasure—which amounted to the ne’er-do-well thief variety of wisp magic—she was still missing magical intuition, pixy lights, portaling, and persuasion. Her ancestors had definitely been using the latter to lure people off their paths and manipulate them to a different course in all those old folktales. But she had spent all spring fighting with her powers and had come to the conclusion that either she couldn’t access them . . . or she didn’t have them. Since she was in dire straits with this vampire and they still didn’t manifest, she was going to go with the latter.

Which meant Plan B. Kierse could either play the stupid party guest or go for thieving rule number two: run. Running usually felt like the better option, but she didn’t have enough safe exits.

As the guard approached her, she made her choice. She put her hand to her chest and released a sniffle. “Thank God, I found you.”

Confusion flickered across his face. “You’re not supposed to be in here. You need to return to the party.”

“I got turned around,” she lied. “I’m not even sure how I got through here. And then I fell and cut myself.” She held her bleeding hand toward the vampire with a little tremble. “I would be so grateful if you could help me.”

She batted her eyelashes and tried to lay it on thick. She could act so long as she didn’t have to hold onto it for long. Stealth had always been a better option.

His eyes darted down to her hand, and then he hastily retracted his fangs. After clearing his throat, he said, “This way.”

He grasped her arm and propelled her down the hall.

“Wait, I—” she began.

Then a man rounded the corner ahead of them and said in a smooth voice, “I’ve been looking everywhere for you.”

A chill ran up her back as she promptly froze. The guard stuttered in shock at the sight of the man dressed in a pitch-black suit. His midnight-blue hair was artfully pushed off of his angular face, and his gray eyes held the power of thunderstorms. He was easily the most beautiful nightmare Kierse had ever seen.

“Graves,” she whispered.

“Unhand my wife.”




Chapter Two

Wife.

Had he just said wife?

Graves held a gloved hand out to her. “Shall we?” The tilt of his lips said he knew exactly what she thought of the title he’d bestowed upon her. But she was smart enough to take the out he was offering.

“Husband,” she spat back as she dropped her hand into his.

His dangerous smile sent her stomach tumbling.

It was unfortunate that she was still furious with him for his deceptions, because when those stormy eyes trained their full attention on her, passion and longing and anger mingled together in her core. Heat like a furnace came off of him in waves. Her brain told her that was just the force of his magic, but it was hard not to feel the embers spark to life between them.

“Miss me?” he teased in his crisp British accent.

She tipped her chin up, refusing to let him think he rattled her. “Ever so much.”

He lifted her hand to his mouth and placed a kiss full of possession on her knuckles. Sparks turned to flames, licking up her wrist, elbow, shoulder, until her chest was flushed and warm. His eyes dipped briefly to her low neckline and then dragged up her neck to her equally warm cheeks. The fire in his gaze made her swallow.

“Monsieur,” the vampire said with a practiced bow. “I’m required to take her to security for trespassing.”

Graves’s attention snapped to the guard. His expression turned on a dime to severe and merciless. He twisted into the monster she’d met all those months earlier when she’d been tasked to break into his library and steal a ring. A job that should have been impossible, but thanks to her absorption magic, she had succeeded in bypassing his wards where others had failed, putting a target on her back. Instead of killing her, Graves had offered Kierse a job, propelling her life on a whole new trajectory.

Looking at him now, she couldn’t see anything other than this cruel monster who radiated sinister energy. Except that wasn’t who Graves had been to her. For a time, she’d even thought that she could read him when no one else could. How wrong she had been.

“Did I ask for you to speak?” Graves demanded.

The vampire took a step backward, realizing his error. The girl in the alcove melted into the shadows. Just another day with volatile monsters.

Graves dismissed them both. He drew Kierse against him, slipping an arm around her waist and pulling them nearly flush. Her head felt dizzy, and her heart raced at the contact.

She wanted to pull away.

She wanted to stay there forever.

Then all thought fled as he dipped his head down and nipped at her neck, leaving a mark that said mine, mine, mine.

The hold he had on her felt like a vise. She breathed in the scent of his magic—leather and fresh parchment. The first time she’d ever been able to access her magic and scent his, she’d thought he smelled like the books from his holly library, but now she could distinguish the two. It was distinctly and specifically Graves in every way.

“Play nice,” he teased as his nose brushed her earlobe.

She nearly jerked back at those words. Her anger flaring at his fucking audacity. “Graves,” she snarled.

“I love my name on your lips.”

She retreated from his hold to see his mocking smile. “I bet you do.”

“Monsieur,” the vampire tried one more time, a note of desperation in his voice.

Graves’s magic heated the air. “Don’t bother us again.”

He shifted his weight and directed her down the hall. She seethed as he extricated her out of the situation. She was about to open her mouth when Graves wrenched open a door and all but shoved her through it. The door banged shut behind him. He flicked on a light to reveal a storage closet and then fixed his hard gaze on her.

Air hung heavy between them. His mask of fury still clung to his features as if he had unlearned how to soften for her. For a span of a moment, she wasn’t sure if he was going to knock her out or slam her back into the door and kiss her.

She broke free of his trance. “What the fuck are you doing here?”

Graves straightened to his considerable height. He looked ready to spit vitriol, but he was as poised as ever. “I could ask you the same question, Miss McKenna.”

Kierse forced herself steady at that name. He hadn’t called her by her last name in ages, and she wasn’t prepared to have gone from the nickname Wren—his partner, a name that meant she belonged to him, the source of his own destruction—to this. Let alone from wife back to acquaintances . . . business partners.

“Don’t Miss McKenna me.”

“What would you prefer me to call you, then?”

She narrowed her eyes. “Nothing.”

“I don’t believe you.” He brushed a lock of her dark hair out of her face, and she nearly groaned as her body betrayed her.

She wanted Graves. She had wanted him almost as soon as she had met him. Known he was beautiful and dangerous, and fallen into him like a drop of water in the ocean. But wanting him didn’t mean she trusted him, and she didn’t know how to move forward without that.

So she pulled back and said, “You shouldn’t be here.”

He waved a hand around the closet. “No. I certainly had other plans tonight than to be stuck in a broom cupboard.”

“You’re the one who stuffed me in here.”

“You were caught,” he snarled like it was an offense.

And it was. After all, she prided herself on her stealth.

“I was doing fine before you interfered.”

He leaned back against the doorframe with that damn smirk on his lips. “You could simply say thank you.”

“I can handle myself.”

“Of that I’m certain,” he said with bite.

“What are you even doing here?” she asked again in exasperation.

“I was invited.”

“Invited,” Kierse scoffed. “There’s no way in hell that you would accept an invitation to a party like this without reason.”

She reassessed him. Graves was a master warlock with the ability to read the immediate thoughts of anyone he touched—except Kierse. He used that magic to make his business a network of secrets and blackmail to shape the world around him. If he was in Versailles on business, then he was here to get information.

“Who exactly do you want answers from?”

“Currently? You,” he purred, stepping into her orbit and tilting her off axis. “If your assessment of me is that I’m here on business, then should I expect that you are here to steal something?”

Her eyes locked onto his, and she knew. In his five-month absence, she’d tried to imagine that Graves wasn’t trailing her every move. That she was really on her own as she had asked to be. But no, of course not. She knew exactly how he worked. It shouldn’t have surprised her. And yet . . .

“You knew I’d be here.”

He slid gloved hands into his pockets as if he had not a care in the world. Answer enough. She wanted to swear at him, but arguing was futile. He would always think he was in the right. Wasn’t that part of the problem?

“Whatever you’re planning, it isn’t going to work.”

“Why do you think I’m planning something?” Kierse asked.

“Because you’re always planning something.” His words were sharp, but his eyes were amused. As if she was unaware that he understood her as well as she had believed she understood him.

“Pot meet kettle.” She pushed against him, reaching for the doorknob.

“Your skirt is ripped,” he said. “There’s dirt under your nails. One knee is red. Your hair is askew.”

“So?” she countered.

He reached up and moved a piece of her hair back into order. His finger lingered on the visibly round ear as if he was trying to see through the glamour to the pointed Fae ear.

“You’ve already stolen what you were here for, haven’t you?”

She released a harsh sigh. “It wasn’t there,” she finally admitted.

“And what was it?”

She ground her teeth together. “As if you don’t already know.”

“Does it please you to think I am omniscient?”

“I bet it pleases you.”

His smile was feral. “I never know what you are thinking.”

“Lucky me.” Kierse glanced away. What was the point of hiding it from Graves anyway? Maybe he knew of another place where the bracelet might be kept. His magic was knowledge, after all. If only every bit of it didn’t come with a price.

But she needed that bracelet. She’d been working all spring on a way to get into the market. This was the only opening.

“A goblin-made bracelet,” she finally said. “Silver with an amethyst at the center.”

Graves’s eyes lit on her. After a beat of silence, he began to laugh.

Kierse put her back up. “What’s so fucking funny?”

“Even you could not have succeeded.”

“Why?”

“Because, little thief, Queen Aveline is wearing that bracelet tonight.”




Chapter Three

Graves made it seem like a problem that the queen was wearing the bracelet. But it wasn’t a problem.

It fixed everything.

“Even better,” she said.

Then she jerked the door open and strode out.

Graves was hot on her heels as she navigated the never-ending corridors. “You cannot think you’ll take it from her.”

Kierse smirked at him. “And why not?”

“She’s one of the oldest living dryads, and you are in her domain. She is queen of this domicile.”

“And tonight is the night where every person at the party can have an audience with her. Which includes me.”

Graves shot her an exasperated look. “An audience is not a private matter. It is in front of the entire court.”

“Are you questioning my skills?”

“Not at all,” he assured her. “But you’ll never get close enough.”

Kierse ignored him as she trotted down the last set of stairs that led to the receiving room. Midnight was approaching and with it, the end of the public audiences and the beginning of the ball. She had to get to the queen before that happened.

A pair of guards stepped toward her with menacing glares but backed off at the sight of Graves. Well, at least his threatening energy worked in her favor.

She moved into the dwindling line that led to the throne room. But Graves grasped her elbow and jerked her out of it.

“This is reckless even for you,” he argued.

She sighed. “Look, you aren’t even supposed to be here. I told you that I’d come back to New York when I was ready. I don’t know what part of that you don’t understand. I don’t need your help.”

“As flattered as I am that you think that I came all the way to Paris just for you,” he said with a pointed look, “you needed my help to extract you from that guard.”

She snorted. “Like I couldn’t have handled that on my own.”

“Without leaving a trail of bodies . . .”

“What were you even doing in that hallway anyway?”

“Lurking.”

She rolled her eyes. “Can you ever give a straight answer?”

“Can you?”

“I don’t have time for this . . . for you,” she said, pulling away from him. “Contrary to what you think, I’m not acting reckless. I’m going to go scope out the room and the queen and form a plan from there. You can stay here—out of my way.”

But he grasped her elbow again before she could leave. “I am trying to keep you from getting thrown into jail.”

She laughed. “Like a jail could hold me.”

She’d broken out of a number of them long before she’d known she had magic. Growing up as a prodigy to a New York thieving master sometimes came in handy. As long as she didn’t think too long about the abuse she’d endured from Jason.

Graves looked her up and down as if reassessing her. She knew that look. He sized people up the way she evaluated objects. He was determining how much he could get out of her if he helped keep her out of a jail cell.

She jabbed her finger into his chest. “Don’t look at me like that.”

His gloved hand slid from her elbow to her wrist, tugging her palm flat against his chest. “Like what?”

She swallowed at the nearness. “Like you’re trying to determine my value.”

“We both already know what your value is.” His other hand slipped around her waist, drawing her nearer. Her breath hitched as his head dipped to her ear again. “Priceless.”

“Graves,” she warned.

“I can help you.”

Her eyes lifted to his mercurial gray orbs. “How?”

“I am . . . acquainted with the queen. Once she is in the ballroom, I can get you close enough.”

“For what price?”

“Must there be a price between us?” he asked almost gently.

For a second, he seemed earnest. As if he wanted to help her out of the goodness of his own heart. A magnanimous gesture for the man—monster—who had never done anything magnanimous.

Somehow that made her more suspicious.

There was an angle here that she wasn’t seeing. That was how it always was with Graves. She didn’t miss the fact that he hadn’t answered what he was doing here in the first place. Obviously he’d known she was going to be here, but he’d known she was in Dublin, too. He could have flown across the pond at any point to interfere in her life. What was different about Paris? Why accept this invitation?

And yet she couldn’t deny that she and Graves worked well together. The weeks leading up to the winter solstice had proven that. She recalled hours spent locked away in the Holly Library going over blueprints and vault sequences. The feel of his body pressed against her whether in training or sex. All of it had been exquisite.

She cleared the image that conjured of her pinned against the stacks. Not helpful.

“Just spit it out,” she said instead.

“You’re going to dislike this enough for that to be the cost anyway,” he said as he drew her out of their nook.

She blinked at him. “What does that mean?”

“Smile,” he commanded. She bared her teeth at him, and he chuckled. “There you are.”

A clock chimed midnight as one wall of the throne room opened to a magnificent ballroom straight out of a faerie tale. Everything was gilded and marble and towering chandeliers. It was almost too beautiful to look at let alone hold hundreds of people while they drank, danced, and celebrated.

Graves led Kierse into the ballroom, and her first look at Queen Aveline took her breath away. She was solid as the tree she derived her name from, with ample cleavage spilling out of her ornate golden gown. Her skin was as brown as tree bark, and her eyes were the vivid blue of a spring. She had a defined dimple when she smiled at her adoring subjects. The layers of her dress accented the curve of her waist but didn’t hide her full figure and round stomach. And there on her wrist was the goblin bracelet.

“We should—”

“Not yet,” Graves interrupted.

“But—”

“Dance with me.”

Her eyes widened as she watched couples join the dance floor. “I don’t know how to dance.”

“I’m good enough for the both of us.”

She shot him a look. “So modest.”

He smirked. “If you keep complimenting me, I’ll think that you like me.”

She clenched her jaw to keep from sputtering in indignation. He took her hand and twirled her in place. At the end of the turn, Graves drew her into him, positioning their arms properly—his against her waist, hers on his shoulder. Then their hands met and she swallowed, looking up into his eyes.

“Ready?”

And before she could even think to say “no,” he drew her out onto the dance floor. They merged with the crowd already moving in time to the classical music played by the musicians against one wall. Her back was stiff through the first few steps. She was thinking too much, and she knew she was thinking too much. She was a thief. Her footwork was impeccable, but this was completely out of her repertoire.

“Relax,” he said.

Easy for him to say. He clearly was incredible at this. It shouldn’t have surprised her, considering he was several hundred years old and had grown up in a time when this was standard for the upper classes.

“Relinquish control,” he coaxed. “Let me lead.”

That was the problem. She didn’t do well giving up control. And doing that around Graves had only ended in disaster.

But as he guided her around the sparkling ballroom, she could feel herself melt into him. He made the steps feel effortless. One dance turned into a second, slower number. He drew her in closer until she could breathe in the scent of him. Practically taste him on her tongue. It was too close, too much all at once. Being like this with him addled her senses.

She needed to regain the upper hand or she’d never survive him.

“The plan?” She forced the words out through her teeth.

He gave her a knowing look. “I’ll make the introduction. You steal the bracelet.”

“That simple? What part of it am I going to hate?”

“Can’t ruin the fun,” he promised.

They stepped off the floor, and as soon as they were separated, she inhaled sharply. There was still an inferno raging in her body at the feel of her hand clasped in his. Her cheeks flushed as she followed him through the crowd. She was irritated with herself for letting Graves steal that reaction from her body. He was the liar. He’d betrayed her. He shouldn’t be able to elicit this response.

The queen sat on a gilded throne, watching the crowd with a smile on her round face. Guards stood on either side, and a group of simpering nymphs were seated around her, laughing and pointing out dancers.

When the queen’s eyes found Graves, she tilted her head back and laughed. “Well, if this isn’t a surprise.”

She came to her feet, and all the other nymphs jumped up as well. She fluttered her fingers, dismissing them, and then gestured for the pair to come forward. Graves tucked Kierse into his side, and together, they approached the queen.

Kierse hadn’t factored in that she was literally meeting a royal monster sitting on an actual throne. She wasn’t usually dazzled by pretty much anything, but the queen was gorgeous and regal and daunting. When Graves drew her to a stop, Kierse forced herself back into her body and dipped into some sort of curtsy. Graves grinned at her before inclining his head at Queen Aveline.

“It’s always a good day when I get to see you, Avie,” Graves said with a charming smile.

“‘Avie,’” the queen said with a laugh. “You haven’t changed in all your years, you devil.”

Graves took another step in. “I have, actually.”

Queen Aveline looked between Kierse and Graves with a question in her blue eyes. “And who is this?”

“My wife,” he said evenly.

Oh.

Well, no wonder he’d thought she wouldn’t like this plan. The wife bit had gotten her out of one situation, but she hadn’t intended to let him continue to use the incorrect moniker.

Still, the queen took her in at the word. Kierse had never felt so underdressed in her life. Her slip dress had been perfect for the outdoor Beltane festival but hardly felt fitting to meet a queen. There was no derision in her expression, though. Only appreciation.

“A wife,” Queen Aveline whispered. “I am so rarely shocked at my age.” Her eyes cut to Graves. “You? Married?”

“Allow me to introduce you to Kierse McKenna.”

“My dear,” the queen said.

“Your Majesty,” Kierse said with another little bob.

“Oh, you must be something spectacular to have caught such a man.”

Kierse met her gaze. “I generally find him to be the lucky one.”

Queen Aveline smiled in amusement. “As you should.” She gestured for Kierse to come closer. “We’re always the catch, aren’t we?”

“I can hear you,” Graves said with a laugh.

“I sure hope so,” the queen said, turning to Graves and pointing a finger at him. “I don’t have the time right now, but I must have the whole story. You cannot leave a single detail out. For instance, why does she not have a ring? I know you have many jewels in that old house of yours.”

Graves flashed his teeth. “If only I could get her to wear one.”

Kierse snapped her eyes to him. “I would wear one. You keep choosing incorrectly.”

The queen laughed. “There you have it, Graves.”

“Tell me what you would wear, my dear, and it shall be yours,” he promised with an earnest expression on his sharp features.

“If I have to tell you, then you’ve lost the game.”

“Noted,” he said with a knowing smirk.

“Personally, I’m a fan of something understated,” the queen said, enjoying the spectacle. She put her hand on Kierse’s and winked. “Or a family heirloom.”

Kierse looked at Graves and gestured to the queen as if to suggest he take her advice. She was purposely keeping the queen’s attention on the scene they were making. Because while she and Graves were a good distraction, the sleight of hand she had to perform was next level. She’d already admired the bracelet while they’d been speaking, and once she got the clasp undone, the rest was easy.

Her heart was pounding so hard she was sure someone would discover her deception by its racing beat. She tucked the bracelet into her small bag with her pickpocketed invitation. Time to get out of there as fast as they could.

“Another day,” Graves assured her. “Tonight you have your ball.”

“Yes, yes,” the queen said. “Are you in Paris long?”

“I have business tonight and then back to the city, I’m afraid.”

“The city. As if there’s only one.”

“There’s only one for me,” Graves said with a shrug.

“Next time, then.”

Graves kissed her hand and made their excuses. But Kierse didn’t release her breath until they disappeared into the anonymity of the crowd.

“Nicely done,” he said as he escorted her out of the ballroom, heading swiftly toward the nearest exit. His hand rested on the small of her back, directing her down another hallway away from a set of guards.

“How many exits do you know?”

His smile dropped her stomach. “All of them.”

“Let me guess—you were here when it was built?”

He shot her a look that she interpreted to mean yes. Of course he had been.

They were nearly out of the palace when Kierse asked, “How long before she realizes?”

A cry went up behind them.

“Keep going,” Graves said at the same time she hissed, “Don’t look back.”

Their eyes met, and they both smiled. Finally, they were on the same page.

Kierse forced her steps to stay even despite the fact that all she wanted to do was dash out of the palace. But no one knew that they’d stolen from the queen yet, and running would certainly give them away.

Footsteps pounded behind them, and a man yelled out a word in French.

Graves cursed under his breath and said, “Run.”




Chapter Four

Kierse took off after Graves. She tapped into one of her new preternatural abilities—speed. Which, at that precise moment, she was grateful for.

Graves crashed through the palace side door that led back onto the grounds, startling a group of partygoers. Kierse followed as they dashed onto the wide gravel pathway deeper into the gardens.

“This way,” he said.

She glanced over her shoulder. A few guards were chasing them. Many of them were monsters and certainly not slowing. She was glad for the head start, because she wasn’t sure if she could outrun a vampire. She’d never exactly wanted to run the race to find out.

“We’re never going to make it.”

“We’ll make it,” Graves snarled.

They cascaded down a hill, hitting a speed she could hardly fathom. A few months ago, she would have killed for this ability.

Monsters had ruled her life ever since they’d come out of hiding fourteen years ago. She’d spent her young life abandoned to the streets by her father and then swept up into the thieving guild, when the monsters appeared. The vampire visionary Coraline LeMort was killed by a werewolf from an opposing faction, and her death sparked a decade-long Monster War. Millions of monsters and humans alike had been caught in the crossfire as they carved up New York City as their battleground. Those dark years had only ended with the signing of the Monster Treaty—a new set of laws that governed how monsters and humans would coexist.

And she had just broken the treaty . . . again.

She knew that she wasn’t human this time when she broke it. It didn’t make it any less likely that they’d kill her for stealing from their queen.

They barreled around the tree line and came upon a group of mer singing in the dragon fountain. Kierse clapped her hands over her ears to avoid the siren song. Graves jerked her the opposite direction, down a straight path toward a closed gate. A troll guard stood at attention as they approached. Trolls were generally unintelligent monsters, but what they lacked in brains they made up for in brawn. This one was enormous, with giant muscular arms and tree trunk legs. Her head was smaller than average and rested squarely on her shoulders. Between her beady, narrowed eyes and the sneer on her lips, she was terrifying.

Back in New York, trolls were allied with the gangs that crisscrossed Manhattan. The trolls controlled access to the subway stations, and you had to pay the toll to enter. She didn’t think that was going to work here. Nor did she think she could take down a full-grown troll.

Graves seemed utterly unconcerned, which was so fucking Graves. The troll blinked down at him as he approached and pulled her hand back like she was going to swipe him aside. But Graves retrieved a slip of paper from his jacket pocket and offered it to the troll, speaking in French. The troll frowned in confusion at the paper Graves had handed her. It was always a moment of confusion when the subway trolls were paid off to let travelers through, as if unsure if the toll had been sufficiently paid.

After a pregnant pause, the troll frowned and said, “Expired.”

“What?” Graves asked in confusion.

But the troll gave no response. She let the paper flutter to the ground and swung her mighty fist. It landed in Graves’s stomach, sending him flying a half-dozen feet into the air.

“Fuck!” Kierse yelled as she hurtled toward the troll. “What did you give her?”

“A troll pass,” Graves grunted from the ground.

“That didn’t seem to work.”

“Well aware,” he said as he rolled over to his knees. “Goddamn it, I liked this suit.”

The guards crested the hill behind them. They were running out of time. Kierse needed a strategy to deal with the massive mountain troll. She had been certain that she couldn’t take her down, but with her new Fae abilities, was that true? Seemed like now was the time to test it. Her eyes darted up, up, up the enormous troll’s back to the flag fluttering above her head, then down to the blocked gate behind her. She only had a few seconds. Time to improvise.

She took a running start and vaulted up the back of the troll, using her legs and meaty muscles as footholds and her shirt to climb. The disoriented and now infuriated troll leaned forward, making the hike up her back easier, especially in these stupid high heels. Just as the troll reached back to try to swipe her off, she grasped at the flapping banner, yanking with all her might and ripping the thing clear off of the pole. She dodged another swing and whipped the banner around the troll’s neck. Digging her heels into the troll’s shoulders, she pulled with all of her might, choking the giant beast.

“A little . . . help here,” Kierse grunted.

Graves finally stood, dusting off his suit. “Looks like you have it.”

The troll wobbled as air left her lungs. She began to topple forward, and Kierse jerked sideways so the monster fell into the giant gate, ripping it from its hinges and sending it screeching to the ground.

Kierse rode the troll to the ground, executing another dive roll to escape the worst of the fallout. Graves was there a second later with his hand extended to help her up.

“Nice work.”

“You could have been useful,” she said as they dashed out the now-open gate just as the guards approached.

“I thought you had it under control,” he said with a smirk on his too-pretty lips.

Should she be upset that he’d left her to deal with it alone? Or happy that he trusted her enough to get it done without interfering? Why did both feel like the right answer?

They hit the main road, and a limousine screeched to a stop. Graves ripped the back door open, and Kierse tumbled into it. He followed, slamming the door and yelling, “Move!”

George, Graves’s private driver, took off, leaving the guards in the dust. Kierse turned in her seat with a laugh to see the guards disappear into the night.

“They’re going to follow the limo,” she said. “We should ditch it and lay low.”

“It’s warded,” Graves said.

“So . . . no one can get in?” she asked, jerking her eyes back to his face.

“It can’t be tracked.”

“You can do that?”

“So can you,” he told her as he popped the button on his suit coat and peeled his gloves off, tossing them onto the seat between them. Her eyes went to his fingers. Long and slender, they had always made her think of a pianist’s fingers, even though she knew he didn’t grace the keys but turned the pages of books. With the gloves gone, she caught a glimpse of the holly vine tattoo snaking around his wrist. She’d seen the vines that wrapped his forearm, bicep, over his shoulder. Thorns digging into his skin like hands into the flesh of Proserpina in the famous Roman sculpture.

She cleared her throat. “I thought warding kept things out.”

“Magic is about intent,” he told her as he slipped out of his jacket. The tie went next, and he undid two buttons at his throat. “Wards work by pushing your magic and intent into an object. My intent could be to keep people from entering my home.” He ripped out the cuff links and rolled the sleeves of his white button-up to his elbows before lifting his eyes to her. “Most of them.”

She swallowed at the sight of his powerful forearms. Not to mention him so . . . undressed. On most men, it wouldn’t be much to write home about, but Graves wasn’t most anything.

She averted her gaze. “If your intent is to keep people from finding you . . .”

“Then people won’t find me.” He ran a hand through his midnight-blue hair. “At least, they won’t find the car. It doesn’t work on animate beings.”

She’d learned much about her magic and lineage since leaving his home five months ago, in the wake of his betrayal. Still, five minutes alone in his presence and she was learning all new things. She wished the knowledge had all been as easy to acquire as this.

Graves had lied about who and what she was. And while he might have laid clues for who and what he was, she had still learned he was the Holly King, a primordial Celtic winter god, too late. Or that Lorcan, his enemy and the head of the Brooklyn gang, the Druids, was the Oak King.

The night it had all fallen apart, Lorcan had kidnapped her two best friends and forever family—Gen and Ethan—intending to force Graves to give up the spear and the sword, both powerful Celtic magical objects. An ancient battle between Oak and Holly had reignited, and in the end, the gods’ magic had hit Kierse, nearly killing her.

Graves had valiantly attempted to save her life, but it hadn’t worked. At the last second, Gen and Ethan had combined their fledgling magic into a triskel—a powerful bond between a wisp, High Priestess, and Druid. They’d healed her and together been forever changed.

When it was over, Lorcan won the sword, and Ethan had gone with him to study as a Druid. While Kierse left with the spear and fled to Dublin with Gen and the spear to get answers that didn’t come with strings.

And now . . . the strings had followed her to Europe. Here she was with Graves, on his terms, all over again.

“Well, I guess you can drop me off at my hotel, then,” Kierse said.

Graves didn’t even look at her. He’d pulled a book out and was scanning the pages to recharge his powers. Each magical user renewed their powers differently—for Graves, reading, and for Kierse, it had always been stealing. While Graves seemed blue from their encounter, Kierse was revved up.

The goblin bracelet was in her possession, and she was one step closer to the market.

His lips pursed before he said, “You’re not staying at a hotel with that in your possession.”

She slid her eyes to him. “Where are we going then? Your place?”

“It’s being renovated.”

“Could you give me a straight answer?”

He flipped a page. “We’re going to stay with a friend.”

“You don’t have friends.”

He smirked at his book. “A longtime acquaintance.”

“Why?”

“Why did you need to steal the bracelet?” he countered.

She narrowed her eyes in frustration. Around and around and around again. The same as it always was with Graves. He didn’t give unless she did, and even then, only half as much. At first she’d liked the challenge, but now she saw it for the defense mechanism that it was.

“Never mind. You can let me out here,” she said. “I can find my own way to the hotel.”

Graves finally lifted his gaze to meet hers. She could still see the cruel warlock master in his expression. She hadn’t been wrong that he’d had too long to get used to being closed off again. He didn’t know how to soften on his own. And maybe it was for the better. He didn’t need to soften for her, because she wasn’t playing his games any longer.

“Her name is Estelle. She’s the warlock of Paris.”

Warlocks were territorial, so each major city only had one master. Graves was the one in New York City. Kierse had also met Kingston, who ruled London, and Imani in Chicago.

“They call her the Game Master. Her magic is primarily illusions, but it also shows up in other, more nefarious ways.”

Kierse shivered at that. “And you want to go to her house?”

“Aveline won’t cross her.”

“And . . .”

“And I want you to steal something from her.”

“You could have led with that back at the palace,” Kierse said with an eye roll. “I knew there was a price for the audience with the queen.”

Graves was silent a moment. “This isn’t the price.”

“No?” Kierse asked with derision. “So what would you call it? A favor?”

“A job.”

She turned away from him and smoothed her dress. “Nothing is that simple with you.”

“It’s for the cauldron.”

Kierse froze. The cauldron was one of the four magical objects of the gods—the Sword of Truth, the Spear of Lugh, the Cauldron of Dagda, and the Stone of Fal. Graves had spent a lifetime trying to acquire them all. At one point he’d had half of them in his possession, and now he had none. Getting the cauldron would be huge.

She met his gaze again. “She has the cauldron?”

“Yes.”

She knew what this meant to him. He’d paid her ten million dollars to get the spear. He’d do anything for this. She didn’t need the money this time, but the thrill of stealing something this powerful was too much for this thief to say no to.

“You could have just called.”

He raised an eyebrow. “And you would have answered?”

“No.” She smirked. “But I’ll do this.”




Chapter Five

The limo rolled to a stop in front of a distinctly Parisian apartment building with the quintessential white stone facing, flat roof, and black wrought-iron balconies. A designer wedding dress shop took up the windows for the shop on the first floor. Streetlamps dotted the expansive avenue, illuminating the empty sidewalk.

George hastened to open their door, knocking open a large black umbrella. Kierse took his hand as she stepped out onto the wet pavement with the umbrella open high above her. The sky had unleashed on their drive, but the rain was now a misty drizzle. Graves took the umbrella from George on his way out and held his arm out for her.

“Ready?”

Kierse lifted her chin, determined not to show an ounce of fear. She grasped his arm and let him guide her toward the awaiting door, where Graves punched in an entry code. When the door popped open, she entered a small black-and-white tiled stairwell with an antique wooden banister. Graves stepped in after her, dropping the wet umbrella into a basket.

“When Hausmann renovated Paris,” Graves explained as they took the stairs, “he standardized the design of the new buildings so that the ground floor boasted shops, the second floor was lavish flats with the highest ceilings for the elite, the next two floors were smaller apartments, and the top floor was servants’ quarters. Of course, now, the top floors are highly coveted for their views, but they’re still more closets than apartments.”

“So, Estelle is on the second floor.”

“Well, she bought the entire building sometime in the early 1900s and renovated it to her liking.”

Kierse shot him a look. “Like someone else I know.”

“Who do you think she learned it from?”

Graves’s brownstone on the Upper West Side was massive. He’d scooped up as much of the surrounding real estate as he could and connected the buildings. It was the only way he could have a personal library of its size in the middle of Manhattan.

At the second-floor landing, they stopped before massive double doors. Kierse could immediately sense the door was warded against entry and great swaths of magic were being used within. Symbols had been etched into the doorframe in that same language that always hovered at the periphery of Kierse’s mind. Permanent markings helped to hold the ward in place with less continued magic, which meant that these wards were strong. At the center of each of the wardings was a fleur-de-lis. The same symbol that she had seen guarding Queen Aveline’s jewels in Versailles.

“She’s allied with the queen,” Kierse said.

“Indeed,” Graves said as he reached forward and knocked.

“Won’t she be upset that we stole from her majesty?”

“I believe she’ll find it a very fun game.”

The door swung inward, revealing a pale young woman in a white silk gown and elbow-length formal gloves. “My mistress has been expecting you.”

“Of course she has,” Graves said.

The woman’s gaze shifted to Kierse. Her eyes were wide and piercing blue, and she had a prominent mole above her top lip. “She isn’t sure about you.”

“Well, I am,” Graves said as he drew Kierse across the threshold.

Estelle’s magic melted over her skin. For the briefest moment, she smelled fresh-baked bread and a hint of dry champagne before it let her pass into an incredible foyer complete with towering, coffered walls and decorative ceilings with ornamental molding. The herringbone-style hardwood floors crossed into a luxurious sitting area full of antique furniture. A gold mirror rested on the mantel over an original fireplace. The room was bedecked with a glittering crystal chandelier, and heavy embroidered drapery covered the array of French doors leading onto terraced balconies she had glimpsed from outside.

Kierse’s entire job had been to steal from and for billionaires. She had thought nothing could be as ornate as Graves’s brownstone, but compared to Estelle, Graves favored simplicity.

“Please have a seat and enjoy the refreshments. My mistress will be with you momentarily,” the woman said before dipping into a curtsy and departing.

Kierse and Graves exchanged a look.

“The game begins when you enter,” was all Graves said.

Of course. It always did.

Graves moved to the fireplace, seemingly inspecting the craftsmanship. Kierse circled the room and took up a spot by the farthest balcony. She pushed gently against the French door and found it opened on a breeze. If something went sideways with Estelle, this would be the easiest exit.

On a sideboard against one wall, tiered silver trays held little French delicacies. Gold-rimmed flutes of champagne sat on a matching silver platter. Kierse’s stomach grumbled. She’d gotten so invested in her work that she’d forgotten to eat today, and with the adrenaline wearing off, she wished that she’d thought better of it. Not that she would indulge from an unknown warlock.

A few moments later, a slight woman entered wearing a sumptuous red gown that looked like it had walked straight off the runway. Her hips swayed as she moved, one foot in front of the other, on mile-high heels. Her cheeks were painted with rouge, lips a glossy cherry red, button nose highlighted, and her liner, lashes, and shadow only enhanced her arresting violet eyes.

“Welcome,” she said with a melodic voice. “It’s been too long, mon chéri.”

She strode across the room and embraced Graves like long-lost friends. Graves’s eyes rose to Kierse’s over the top of Estelle’s head. Kierse had to stifle a laugh.

“Whatever are you wearing?” Estelle asked.

Graves pulled back and adjusted his collar. “It’s been a night.”

“And you showed up without even a suit coat?”

“Do you want to hear about what happened in the limo?”

Estelle laughed. “You scoundrel.”

Kierse gritted her teeth at the implication. She had been wondering why he’d disrobed in the car. But now his disheveled appearance made more sense with her own torn dress and his rumpled suit pants. They both looked like they’d been having a wild night.

“And you brought your . . . friend?” Estelle said.

Graves’s answering smile made Kierse’s knees weak. Fuck, he could be charming when he wanted to be.

“My wife,” he corrected.

Kierse’s stomach dropped. No matter how many times he told that lie, she would never get used to it coming out of his mouth.

“Wife,” Estelle repeated, though there was no surprise in her voice.

“As I’m sure you have already heard.”

“Good news travels fast,” she said with a knowing smirk. “Now, you’re being rude. Introduce me.”

Graves took Estelle by the arm and brought her over to Kierse. “Madame Estelle, might I introduce you to Kierse McKenna.” His eyes lifted to meet Kierse’s. “Kierse, my longtime friend, Estelle Beaumont.”

“Pleasure to meet you.”

“The pleasure is all mine,” Estelle said. She leaned forward and kissed Kierse once on each cheek. “Anyone who can lock down the most formidable bachelor on either side of the Atlantic has my appreciation and condolences.”

“‘Condolences,’” Graves grumbled.

Estelle shot him a wry smile. “She has to put up with you.”

Kierse snorted. “She knows the right of it.”

“Will I get to hear the story of how you brought his heart back from the dead?”

“Is that what I did?” Kierse asked. She directed the question at Estelle but knew Graves would pick up that it was clearly intended for him. Kierse arched an eyebrow.

“Another time,” Graves said. “That’s not why we’re here.”

“No?” Estelle said with a soft laugh. “You didn’t come to tell me the good news? I’m shocked.” She put a hand to her chest. “Truly.”

“You know why I’m here.”

“You want to play a game,” Estelle said with a smile.

“I’m already in one.”

“If you brought your wife, then you’re foolish indeed.” She patted Graves’s cheek once. “It doesn’t suit you.”

Kierse glanced between them. “How does that make him foolish?”

Estelle’s smile turned deadly. For the first time, Kierse could see the power behind her Game Master title in her violet irises.

“Graves has played games with me across a century. He knows how the rules work. He knows how my magic works,” she told Kierse. “Playing with him used to be more interesting.”

“You mean when I won?” Graves teased.

Estelle shrugged. “It’s not about winning or losing. It’s about what you’re willing to lose to play.”

Kierse’s head snapped to Graves. “What does she mean by that?”

“Graves has sacrificed many others to the game. You may be his wife, but for what he wants, I believe he’d sacrifice you, too. Am I right, mon chéri?”

“It depends on the price,” he said, unconcerned.

“Graves,” Kierse snarled.

Estelle smiled. “Are you going to tell me what you’re here for, then?”

“We both know the answer to that.”

“Yes, but we can only begin when you ask for what you want. You know the rules.”

Graves’s eyes cut to Kierse. “The cauldron.”

Estelle grinned devilishly. “Ah, so it has reached your ears that it was found.”

“That it’s in your possession.”

“And you want to play for it?”

He nodded. “Let’s play an old familiar game, Estelle.”

“Not you.” Estelle’s eyes cut to Kierse. “Her.”

“Me?” Kierse asked, uncomprehending. “I am not here to play a game. I’m actually over games in general.”

“She’s not part of this, Estelle,” Graves growled.

“She’s very much a part of this. If she’s here in my house . . . with you, then you knew it was a possibility. What would it hurt to have her play?”

Graves ground his teeth together. “I’m not willing to harm her.”

“My games don’t harm anyone.”

His laugh was sardonic. “We’ve known each other too long for that.”

“Surely you want to play,” Estelle said, turning on Kierse. “You could win your beau his greatest prize.”

“I’m the prize,” Kierse argued.

“She is off-limits,” Graves said. He moved between Kierse and Estelle. “I am not sacrificing Kierse to your machinations. She is much too precious for that. I will play the game, and I will win my reward.”

“No,” Estelle said with another cruel twist to her lips. “It’s her or nothing.”

“Then it’s nothing,” Graves said.

Estelle reared back in surprise. Kierse could see that she’d been certain that Graves would fold. That he would love nothing as much as his own pride and prize. But he’d gone against her script, proving to her that Kierse mattered to him and he wouldn’t use her as a bargaining chip.

“This is your answer?”

“Yes,” Graves said defiantly. “We will go if that is yours.”

“Ah, you think me devoid of hospitality. You will stay the night.” Estelle glanced between them in confusion. “If you would like.”

Graves turned to Kierse and held his hand out. “Come along.”

Kierse swallowed and then put her hand in his, letting him pull her against him. Her heart hammered in her chest, wondering if this had really been the right play.

“You will change your mind,” Estelle said.

“Don’t count on it,” Graves told her.




Chapter Six

They remained silent as Estelle’s servant escorted them to a small, grated elevator that whisked them to a higher floor, then led them down the hall to a wooden door.

“Your usual room,” the woman said.

“Merci,” Graves said. He pushed the door open for Kierse. “After you.”

She stepped inside and found a grand guest suite overlooking the Eiffel Tower, complete with an adjoining bath and a four-poster bed.

Kierse hastily turned away from the bed as Graves shut the door and pressed his hand against it. A second later, the crush of magic around them diminished. Kierse gasped in a breath. She hadn’t realized quite how oppressive it was until it was gone. The house was dripping in magic. Pervasive and all-consuming.

“Holy shit,” Kierse said as she sank into a chair. “How much magic is she using?”

“Too much,” Graves said. He shot her a wry look. “She’s showing off.”

“For you?”

“Me. You. It’s all a bluster.”

“She must be incredibly powerful,” Kierse said.

“She would like you to think so.” He swept his hand out, and for a second she could feel his magic wash over her and then disappear.

“Now who is showing off?”

“I don’t want her to be able to listen in.”

While Graves’s main magic was knowledge, his secondary magic was noise distortion. Even another master warlock wasn’t going to get through his magic to hear their conversation. Which was for the better. Since they were lying.

“That was quite a performance,” Kierse said.

His expression remained hard as he looked at her, but she could see a question in those swirling irises. As if he wasn’t quite sure whether she was complimenting him. “It went as planned.”

“Stirring,” she praised drily. “The way she was shocked that you’d risk your precious objects for a lover.” Kierse almost laughed. Instead, she bit the inside of her cheek and glanced away, inspecting the room. “When we both know you wouldn’t.”

“Hmm,” was all he said.

She flicked a glance at him and found him watching her. “What? Are you so surprised everyone knows you? I’m shocked you got away with a marriage ruse yet again. Perhaps it was just shocking enough to get her to believe it.”

“Perhaps it was,” he said stiffly. No expression change.

Kierse turned away again. No reaction from him shouldn’t matter. She wanted to get the cauldron for the thrill of it. If it cancelled out her debt for his help with the bracelet, then all the better. In fact, maybe he’d be in her debt. Wouldn’t that be a welcome change of pace?

“What did you see when you looked at her?” Graves asked.

“A woman no older than me. Mid-twenties at most, with dark hair down in waves around her shoulders, and violet eyes. She was wearing a red gown and gloves. Did she not look the same to you?”

“She’s talented in hiding her appearance when she wants to. She usually has the violet eyes, but the gown was different. An expensive tiered pink thing that she used to wear back in the day, and fancy heeled shoes I’d recognize anywhere. Her hair was coiffed into this big elaborate . . .” He trailed off as he held his hands above his head for emphasis. “I wasn’t sure how much of it was fake.”

“I thought you could see through her illusions?”

Graves shrugged. “I can parse the truth from her magic when I touch it. For instance, I knew that the room wasn’t a full falsity from the authentic fireplace. And I could tell her dress was false when she hugged me.” His gaze swept over her. “But you couldn’t see the shape of her illusions?”

“No. I could feel her magic, though.”

“Interesting.”

He said it like it was something she should be able to do. But she’d never been able to discern the nature of someone else’s magic, just that they were using it. She was pretty sure that was part of the magical intuition that was on the other side of her wisp abilities.

“What game do you think she would have made me play if I had been willing or able?”

He shrugged. “Nothing you would have enjoyed. She uses her illusions to put people into difficult situations. She’s very perceptive. Her secondary magic is reading emotions between people, and then she uses what she sees there to her advantage. Generally entangling them or making them face hard truths through some kind of trickery.”

“If she can read emotions, then she would know we are not married,” Kierse guessed.

Graves arched an eyebrow. “Are we not entangled?”

Kierse swallowed at the heat in those words. “That’s a word for it.”

He bridged the distance between them. The entire world suddenly seemed to drop away in his presence. His bare hand came up to brush aside a lock of her hair. His magic breezed through the glamour as he tucked the hair behind her faintly pointed ears with a smirk on his perfect lips.

His fingers dipped down her jaw and to the pulse in her neck. His hand wrapped gently around her throat as he had done that first night they had met. When he had been testing his powers to find out her ill intentions and found silence instead. He still couldn’t discover what she was thinking with a touch of his hand, but that did not mean there were no clues.

“This heart beats for me.”

Kierse wrenched herself free. A heavy breath escaped her. She had been trapped in those stormy eyes and felt adrift at sea, his touch a lifeline in an endless ocean. But it was a ruse. This wasn’t real. Whatever he was doing was part of his games, and she didn’t want to play.

“If all she needs is a beating heart, then we’re fine.”

Graves dropped his hand. “It’s a secondary power,” he said, unperturbed. “Powerful emotions swing in either direction, and she cannot tell the difference between contrived emotions and reality. Though she is better at it with people that she knows.”

“Then I am safe,” Kierse said.

“Indeed.” Graves checked his phone for the time. “We’ll begin shortly. I would like her to believe us sufficiently out of her hair.”

“What are we going to do until then?”

Graves shot her a devious look. “We do have a bed. It would be a shame to waste it.”

“Then go to sleep,” she said.

“Not exactly what I had in mind,” he said under his breath.

“Graves, could you be serious?”

“Who said I wasn’t?”

In another life, she would have been able to read him and know what all this teasing meant. But it couldn’t be genuine. Graves was lots of things—dangerous, secretive, charming, mysterious, disarming. What he wasn’t was sincere or forthright or honest or, god help her, seductive. He’d never had to use wiles to get her to fall for him. In fact, the asshole that he was had done the trick.

They were so alike in so many ways. Both closed off and ruined from abandonment—her by her father when she was a child, him by basically every person who had ever trampled through his life. They’d had to claw their way through the dirt from their buried coffins to notoriety.

Maybe they’d been too alike, and that had been the problem.

“Let’s review the plan,” she said instead, turning her back on the rather inviting bed.

“Excellent suggestion,” Graves said. He put his back against a wall, hands in his pockets. “Break out of our luxury suite.”

“Easy enough.”

“Locate the hidden room where Estelle keeps her prized possessions.”

“One floor above us cloaked by illusion magic and warded. All of which I can absorb easily.”

He grinned. “Collect the cauldron.”

“You don’t know if there’s a vault or extra security?”

“The vault I’m not sure of, but security is handled,” he said, checking his phone again. “Almost set on that front. I assume you can handle a vault by yourself.”

“Obviously,” Kierse said. “And my exit is . . .”

“Through the window onto the roof.”

“And what will you be doing in all of this?” Kierse asked.

He crossed his arms over his chest. “Might take a nap.”

“You’re joking.” Then she narrowed her eyes. “Since when do you joke?”

“When I know that someone is going to understand my wit.”

She scoffed. “If you say so.”

“I will be covering your exit.” He stared down at his phone once more. “Now, get ready.”

“For what?”

“George almost has the security system down.”

“George can hack security systems?” she asked with wide eyes. “Your driver?”

“Like I would choose anyone in my employ for a single skill set.”

Kierse eyed him appreciatively. He certainly hadn’t chosen her for just one talent.

“He’s good. Here we go. The cameras are going down in . . .” Graves held his fingers up.

Kierse cursed under her breath and rushed to the door. “How long will I have before they come back up?”

“If we’re lucky, a half hour, but could be closer to fifteen minutes.”

“Fifteen minutes,” she hissed.

“And three, two, one . . . go.”

He pointed at her, but she was already darting out of the room. Fifteen minutes. Fifteen minutes. Fucking hell.

That was absurd. She couldn’t do this in fifteen minutes. There was no possible way. And yet she had no other option.

She raced barefoot down the hall, yanking open a door to the stairwell. Without stopping to think, she dashed upward on the tight stairs that led to what were once servant quarters. Kierse heaved a deep breath in as she reached the landing in record time. She listened at the door before pulling it cautiously open and looking within.

Okay. Maybe these were still servant quarters. The simple interior was night and day compared to over-the-top decor below. Everything was drab and gray and bare. Not a rug or painting or gilded anything in sight.

Also no people, thankfully.

Kierse hastened down the hallway. The door should be overwhelmingly obvious, guarded by wards and surrounded by magic. There was no need to hide the warding, because it was very difficult to break another master’s wards, sometimes impossible. Graves had insinuated that very few people could break his wards—though she’d seen a Druid spell on the winter solstice take them down last year.

None of the doors she passed felt right. She was beginning to wonder if this was a fool’s errand when the weight of Estelle’s magic suddenly hit her like a wave. She retreated a step in revulsion. It was a lot of magic. Maybe enough to overpower Kierse’s absorption.

The first time that had happened, she and Graves had been stealing letters from Imani and her husband, Montrell. Kierse had been sick for days afterward, even after taking an antidote to Imani’s powers. She couldn’t overdose on magic tonight. Not when her escape was a climb onto the Parisian rooftops.

But fuck, this was her best shot at the cauldron.

“Goddamn it, Graves,” she hissed under her breath.

Then she stepped into the wave of Estelle’s magic. She coughed around the heat that was like stepping into an inferno. She wondered what it would be like to see and feel Estelle’s illusions right now. Was it a fear tactic? Did it show her death or a person’s worst nightmares? What would others see in this scenario?

Kierse didn’t know, and she was glad for it, as her hand closed over the doorknob and opened the door.

She choked through a gasp as the sight of Graves lying dead on the floor hit her like a freight train. His head snapped at an unnatural angle. Those storm-cloud eyes devoid of emotion. His tattoo black against his bleached-white skin. It was so real. Too real.

Her heart constricted as she crawled forward. Her hand reached out for his body as if there was possibly a way to put it all back together. Tears fell from her cheeks as sobs wracked her body.

“Graves,” she whispered in horror. “It’s not supposed to end like this. You promised . . .”

But what had he promised? Nothing.

Graves had never promised her anything. And now he was dead. Dead and gone, when he was supposed to be covering her retreat. How could Estelle have gotten to him this fast? How could he have let this happen?

Graves? Her Graves? He was the most powerful being on the planet. One of his old apprentices could never have gotten the drop on him. His eyes were lifeless. His body empty of all that fire and magic he always exuded.

She rebuked this. It could not be Graves. Would not be Graves.

Estelle couldn’t have done this, not in this short of time. Still, the image remained. He didn’t waver. It wasn’t until her magic began to drain away as if through a sieve that she realized something about this was really wrong. She wanted to keel over and die from the intensity. Like she’d never breathe again, seeing Graves like this. But it was wrong. This was Estelle’s doing, and she could see through the vision if she . . . just . . .

She threw herself forward over the threshold and through to the other side.

The magic snapped off. Graves’s dead body vanished. The world was once more whole.

Kierse dry heaved onto the hardwood flooring, now thankful that she hadn’t eaten anything all day. Her body shook from the loss of magic. Her absorption was used up. Her glamours were down. She had only scraps left.

A throat cleared, and Kierse slowly lifted her head in dawning horror to find Estelle seated on a chair at the other end of the room.

She clapped her hands. “Not bad. Not bad at all.”




Chapter Seven

“Farther than I thought you’d get,” Estelle said from her perch.

She’d changed out of her fancy gown and was dressed in black cigarette pants and a cream blouse. Her hair was tied up into a French twist.

Kierse narrowed her eyes, and the image of Estelle flickered at the edges. She could see the red dress underneath, the hair down and loose.

She quickly covered her own ears with her hair, knowing the points were visible. Estelle’s magic had blasted through her defenses like a freight train. Now she was stuck with the master warlock and didn’t have enough magic left to know what was real and what wasn’t.

Which meant Estelle had the advantage. Kierse would have to face her, in this room, alone. No Graves. No absorption. No defenses. Just Kierse.

Which had always been enough before. And it would have to be enough now.

She pushed up to all fours and then forced herself upright. She had survived her mother’s death and her father’s abandonment. She had survived Jason’s relentless abuse. She had survived on the streets of New York during the Monster War. She was a survivor.

This would not stop her. No matter what Estelle had planned for her.

Now that her initial shock had worn off, Kierse turned her attention to the treasure trove around her. The room had no vault. Why use a vault when wards were this powerful? Illusions of the people you cared about dying were a sufficient deterrent. But now Kierse was inside, and she could see there were innumerable priceless paintings, jewels, and artifacts. All pieces she would have killed to steal in another life.

Which was good, because Kierse knew how to replenish her magic—stealing. Easy enough in a room full of treasures.

Kierse swallowed. “You underestimated me.”

“Graves,” Estelle said on a sigh. Her illusions flickered between the gown and the pants. “He always collects such interesting people.”

“Such as?”

Estelle waved a hand. “You, obviously.”

“Obviously,” Kierse bit out.

“His wife,” Estelle said with a bland smile.

Kierse kept her gaze purposely off of Estelle as she made a slow circuit of the room. “Impressive collection.”

“Dusty trinkets. You and I both know that’s not what I’m interested in collecting.”

Kierse slipped a coin in her hand, rolling it between her fingers. She felt Estelle’s pull on her lessen slightly. “What are you interested in collecting? Because as far as I know, you have the cauldron.”

Estelle tsked. “Give me more stimulating conversation.”

Kierse laughed. For some reason, she kind of liked Estelle. She was likely unhinged, but at least she admitted to her games. “As you wish.”

She slipped on a diamond bracelet, and the next time she looked at Estelle, she could barely see the outline of the woman she was pretending to be. Kierse only wanted to deal with the real thing.

“Tell me about the bracelet,” Estelle said.

“This one?” Kierse held up the diamonds she’d just slid on her wrist.

Estelle shot her a look, and Kierse grinned. Obviously not this one.

“Why did you steal it?”

Kierse shrugged. “Seemed fun at the time.”

Estelle’s laugh was a bell. “Fun. You stole from the queen of the nymphs for fun. Perhaps you are correct and I did underestimate you. You are much too like Graves.”

She was uncertain what she thought of that assessment from someone else. She’d already thought it too many times herself. “Is that how you knew we were married already? You’re in consort with the queen?”

“Do you believe Graves unaware of that?”

Kierse slipped a ring on her finger. She remembered him saying that Aveline wouldn’t cross Estelle. Had he meant something more than that? It would be like him to leave out the important details.

“Graves keeps his own counsel.”

“You do know him,” Estelle said with a bitter laugh.

Kierse slipped a ruby pin into her hair before turning back to Estelle. “I do know him, but you already knew that,” Kierse intuited. “You were aware of us long before I stole that bracelet.”

Estelle inclined her head. “It may have reached my ears that Graves’s new apprentice was immune to magic. I thought he might make a play for the cauldron with you.”

Immune to magic. That was what Graves had originally believed, and it was the lie they’d peddled around when he’d discovered her absorption abilities. She was glad that at least that truth hadn’t reached anyone’s ears.

But that wasn’t all that Estelle had told her. She had known Graves was going to come after the cauldron, and he was going to do it with someone who could break into this room. She had planned to test Kierse’s immunity. Hence the wave of magic. Which meant . . .

“The cauldron isn’t here,” Kierse said.

Estelle pointed a lacquered nail at her. “Correct.”

“This was a test for me. Not Graves.”

“I’ve lived a long time,” Estelle said as she stood. She stepped up to Kierse and dragged a nail down her cheek. “I like new things.”

“I’m not for sale.”

“Everything is for sale,” Estelle said sweetly. She pursed her lips and tilted her head. “He has done quite a number on you, hasn’t he?”

Kierse refused to step back. She met Estelle’s unending violet eyes with her own dark, narrowed ones. She didn’t particularly like being made a pawn in someone else’s game, by Estelle or otherwise. And if the cauldron wasn’t here, then she didn’t need to spend another minute here.

“If the game is over, then I’ll be going.”

Kierse turned from her, flipping the coin across her knuckles again as she headed for the door. Turning her back on her opponent wasn’t her best bet, but she had a feeling Estelle found her more valuable alive.

“I have one more game,” Estelle said. “If you don’t want to leave empty-handed.”

She sighed heavily and stilled her feet. “What game?”

“A riddle. Simple thing. You guess the answer and I’ll provide information to what you’re after.”

A riddle. Kierse didn’t know if this was a trap or not. If she felt like she was in one, it was usually too late.

“And what happens if I answer incorrectly?”

“You lose the game,” Estelle said with a smile.

“What comes with a loss?”

“A truth.”

Truth. Kierse frowned. The truth hadn’t been kind, and she doubted Estelle’s would be, either. But what could Estelle know about her that would be a truth Kierse did not already know? Was it worth it to try?

“Tell me the riddle.”

Estelle’s smile sharpened at Kierse’s agreement. “I thought you might change your mind.”

Kierse hated that Estelle was right—she didn’t want to leave here empty-handed. Her magic was recharging, and she could just barely see the film of Estelle’s illusions. She wasn’t strong enough by a long shot, but it was better than nothing.

“You’ll have five minutes to complete the riddle, otherwise you lose. Are you ready?”

Kierse nodded with her heart in her throat. “Ready.”

“I’m not given, I’m taken away,

A choice that leaves a debt to pay.

For love or honor, or for a cause,

I’m offered willingly, despite the loss.

In games of strategy, I’m a mere pawn.

Moves planned out, a piece withdrawn.

What am I?”

Kierse stared at Estelle as if she had grown a second head. It sounded like gibberish. Wouldn’t it have been great to have the master of knowledge at her command to put the pieces together for her? But wasn’t that why Estelle didn’t play with Graves anymore? He figured out her games too easily. He always won. And Estelle wanted to win, despite whatever she said about not caring about winning or losing.

She needed to look at this section by section. She wished that she’d written it down. Fuck.

Okay. She remembered “not given but taken away,” which seemed obvious. Something that “leaves a debt.” That could be something like a promise or obligation. Hmm . . . that didn’t feel right. How would a promise be “taken away”?

She needed the next lines. Something about love and loss.

“Can I have the second pair of lines again?”

Estelle sighed but repeated them.

Kierse bit her lip and considered what love, honor, and a cause had to do with offering something up willingly but with a loss. She had no idea. Possibly forgiving someone. You have to give something of yourself to forgive in any of those scenarios. But for a cause . . . how did that fit?

“And the final lines?”

Estelle finished out the couplet that spoke about strategy, a pawn, and losing pieces. So chess. She knew that much. She’d played chess with Jason to hone her strategic capabilities when on a job. What game could be played here that related to a promise or forgiveness?

None.

She didn’t think any of it fit.

“Do you have an answer?” Estelle asked.

“My five minutes aren’t up,” Kierse said, working through the problem.

All three sections talked about giving something up—taken away, loss, and withdrawn. What could be forfeited in each of these situations?

“The clock is ticking,” Estelle said, pointing at an ornate clock on the wall and watching Kierse intently.

Kierse glanced at the clock and winced. She was down to her last minute.

She went back to the last couplet, which made the most sense to her. What happened in chess when she withdrew a piece? A loss. A strategic move. A capture by an opponent.

Was Estelle trying to show Kierse she was on a chess board? That her next move was wrong somehow? Or that her opponent had outwitted her? No, riddles were more veiled than that. What was something offered willing, but at a loss, not given, but taken away, and used in chess?

“Time,” Estelle said. “I will have your answer.”

Kierse wracked her brain. She needed this answer. A creeping awareness came over her. A tactic that Jason had always been better at than Kierse. When they’d played chess, he’d usually won, because he was willing to let her take his pieces so that he could get ahead. And in his mind, people were as disposable as the chess pieces. She had never been able to think like that—to think that someone was worth throwing away. But it was the answer that she needed here.

“Sacrifice,” Kierse said.

Estelle’s face froze in surprise. “Correct.” Then she smiled dangerously. She gestured to Kierse. “The sacrificial lamb.”

Kierse ground her teeth. “You’ve made your point.”

“Have I?” Estelle asked as she retrieved an envelope. “Do you truly believe that Graves thought the cauldron was here? That he could take down my security system so easily, clearing the way for you to come up here and enter this room? He was using you to get information.”

Kierse felt the sting of Estelle’s words. She had assumed that if she lost, the truth would hurt, but even in winning the truth Estelle imparted was painful.

She had thought that she was in on the game this time. That they’d planned it together. Only now was it obvious that he’d kept part of the strategy to himself. Once again she had fallen right into his trap. The whole thing was exhausting.

Estelle held out the envelope. “Your prize.”

Kierse snatched it out of her hand. “This better be worth it.”

“And what would be worth it, to you?”

Kierse didn’t have an answer for that. But either way, she was done here.

“My jewelry.” Estelle held her hand out.

Kierse sighed and then dropped the ring and diamond bracelet in her palm. “If you insist.”

“And the coin.”

“You said jewelry,” Kierse said with a dangerous smile.

“I should have been more specific.”

Kierse flipped the coin to Estelle. She waited for Estelle to say something about the pin, but when she didn’t mention it, Kierse said over her shoulder, “Enjoy your games.”

“Before you go,” Estelle said, stopping Kierse at the door. “Are you actually married?”

Kierse put on a matching smile as she turned and said, “That would ruin the game, wouldn’t it?”
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