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        Content Warning

      
      
        Dear Reader,

        You have picked up this book no doubt in search of a cozy and fantastical mystery. Rest assured, you have found it. However, as the term “cozy” has had many definitions in the mystery genre alone, I feel I must elaborate with mine.

        While I describe this story as a cozy one, it would be perhaps more appropriate to describe it as one of hygge instead. “Hygge” is a Danish term that refers to a very particular kind of coziness that we do not fully translate to English. Hygge is the feeling you get when you are cuddling a loved one while watching a scary movie. It is the sensation of reading a book with a warm beverage while a storm rages outside. It is the deep sigh of sitting by the fire after a long walk in the snow. In hygge, you require an awareness of that element of danger in order to appreciate that you are safe from it. That is how I approached coziness in this story, and why I feel it is imperative to provide you with a content warning before you begin.

        This tale contains:

        Murder (off page, but crime scenes are described with relevant clues)

        Physical violence (light)

        Disembowelment, human/animal (off page, with light on-page description of aftermath)

        Blood (murder aftermath)

        Mention of child harm/death (vague, off page, folkloric)

        Death of a loved one (heart attack, on page)

        With love,

        Kiri Callaghan

        A postscript regarding mythology: In this book you will also find references to mythos from around the world. This has been approached carefully with the goal to remain faithful to folklore, while also wanting to ground creatures in a reality more complex than the concepts of “good” and “evil.” How would it be if everything coexisted? As a result, you may find that some lore has been altered with creative liberty and some myths have been combined to better align with this concept.

      

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 1

        Gideon

      
      It was August, so in London, it was raining. The rhythmic patter had kept the pace of the day and perfumed the streets with petrichor. It could be heard through the roofs and against the windows. The rain song penetrated through even the shield and glamour1 protecting Blackthorn Correctional.

      Beneath the dome, the officer on duty casually checked his watch, then resumed his paperwork. His kind were known by many names throughout Turkey, Serbia, and Bulgaria, but he personally preferred the one used in Greece: kallikantzaros. Human myth painted them as hobgoblins, terrorizing children and adults alike on the twelve days of Christmas. In reality, he felt more terrorized by the amount of administrative paperwork the past two centuries had presented. He was a hairy, sharp-featured creature, from his nose to his ears, but like most of his ilk, his eyes were the keenest. At his best, he caught small details, the delicacies of fingerprints, and the deliberate wording of warrants. At his worst, he did not bother to check. However, if the officer were to break his routine of two hundred years of worst days, he would still fail to catch the figure darkening his doorway.

      “Detective Inspector Balaskas?”

      The kallikantzaros2 flinched, one knee slamming under his desk before both hooves clapped down on the floor. The resulting jolt nearly knocked the cup of tea beside his paperwork clean over. Long, spindly fingers caught it, righted it, then interlaced on the desktop. He cleared his throat and smoothed his uniform, but the tufted tail still twitched behind him nervously. “My lord Blackthorn.” His voice was strained. “Your secretary sent word you might be coming.”

      The shadow took form as he stepped farther into the light. An elf of towering stature, Gideon Blackthorn was an unnerving facsimile of the late Erlking. He was spindly, almost gaunt, pale as the moon, and cloaked in night and shadow as one would tailor velvet around themselves. He seemingly produced a file from the darkness and held it out expectantly. “Then I trust you have already begun the preparations.”

      Balaskas took the folder with a tight-lipped smile. “Discharge paperwork is nearly ready, I was simply waiting for the official request.” He opened the file, glanced at the signatures already in place, and began signing the bottom of each page of the stack in front of him.

      “Have you woken Hemlock yet?”

      Balaskas froze. He didn’t dare meet Gideon’s eyes, certain he’d misheard. His mouth felt dry. “You’re here for her?”

      The shift in Gideon’s expression was minute, but no less a threat; a delicate tightening of the mouth and jaw as the muscles of his face tensed.

      The menacing silence threatened to choke out even the comforting patter of rain.

      When at last the Archfey spoke it was softly, so that Balaskas needed to lean forward to hear him. “You confessed to receiving the missive from my office, did you not?”

      Balaskas swallowed. “Yes, Lord Blackthorn.”

      “And we both witnessed you signing the file I just handed you.”

      He’d be fired. That was the best scenario. He could only hope to be fired. “Yes, Lord Blackthorn.”

      Gideon nodded with what only a fool would mistake for friendly understanding. “Are you illiterate, Detective Inspector?”

      “My lord?”

      “You can read, can you not?” When the kallikantzaros failed to answer immediately, his tone softened, and the threat in the air sharpened. “You possess the skill to comprehend the written word?”

      His throat was impossibly dry and he barely resisted the desperate urge to reach for his tea. “I can read, my lord.”

      “Good, good.” Two sets of fangs framed the edges of the Archfey’s smile. “I feared an egregious oversight might have marred this establishment’s reputation.” A meaningful silence fell, and because Balaskas dared not break it himself, Gideon continued. “Would it be correct to say then that you made the decision not to fully read either article, then? Despite one requiring you to pen your very name in oath that you had?”

      Gideon could feel the inspector’s heart pound against his rib cage. Nothing important ever came through the night shift. For nearly two hundred years Balaskas had sat behind that desk and been so mired in routine, a quick scan and sign was all that had been required of him. He floundered for an explanation that did not end in his imminent demise. “I did not think to insult Your Lordship by questioning—”

      “Read it.” Gideon spoke quietly—deliberately. “Now.” Archfey, though slow to anger, had a way of strangling the air with a mere micro expression.

      Balaskas found it difficult to take the breath needed to do as he was bid. “By decree of the Five, the changeling known as Avery Hemlock, charged with high treason, being given no pardon or mercy, is to be released into the custody of the Winter Court to do service for the realm and kingdom.” He swallowed. “And it is signed by every member of the Council of Winter.”

      A mirthless smile punctuated the staccato of Gideon’s words. “Validate it.”

      His hand was shaking now as he pulled open a drawer, fumbling inside until he located the charm he sought: a hagstone.3 It was small enough to fit into his palm, smooth to the touch, and at almost center was a near perfectly round hole straight through. He held it up to his left eye before peering down over the page. He did not expect to find forgeries or glamours, but he felt compelled to take his time. Perhaps in this he could find redemption. Perhaps he might lose his job but keep his life. He checked twice, searching for any glimmer or hint of magic—any complex or well-hidden charm that could be responsible for what appeared to be the council releasing a traitor to probation. No matter how he scoured, moving the hagstone in and out of his line of sight to assure no changes to wording, he found nothing. These documents were official. A decree with the force of all five representatives of the courts on this side of the veil, and notarized by the Council of Winter. He turned the stone’s gaze on Gideon himself. Nothing. Though the mere terror of his presence gave little doubt, the hagstone confirmed he was all he appeared to be. Balaskas lowered the hagstone and forced another smile. “All in order, Your Lordship.”

      “Do not permit hearsay that so much as suggests otherwise.” The words were like a knife to Balaskas’s throat. “Hemlock will be under the direct reign and protection of the council. She is not to be meddled with; she is outside your jurisdiction, do you understand?”

      He grasped the Archfey’s meaning, but Balaskas couldn’t confidently say he understood.

      “You will honor your government, Detective Inspector.”

      The kallikantzaros nodded so vigorously his ears wobbled.

      Gideon outstretched his hand expectantly, gloved fingers uncurling slowly.

      An open palm had never felt so much like a loaded gun. Shaking, Balaskas retrieved an intricately designed key from his desk and surrendered it, not daring to look up. “Will that be all, Your Lordship?” When silence answered, he took a deep breath and lifted his gaze from his desktop, but the Archfey had already gone as imperceptibly as he had appeared.

      Inexplicably still employed and, even more surprisingly, still alive, Detective Inspector Balaskas sank into his chair with a deep exhalation.

      The guards along the hallway straightened as the Archfey approached, some holding their breath until he had strode several paces beyond them.

      No one dared speak to him, and he, to everyone’s relief, made no effort to alter that.

      The key balanced between his fingertips in an idle fashion, bouncing lightly to a rhythm that kept time with the clipped echoing sound of his steps. As he approached the large, barred door at the end, his grip on the key tightened as if it were a stiletto about to be plunged into an attacker. He did not need to look at the guards on either side of him. He barely needed to speak the command for them to go before they scrambled away as quickly as their legs could carry them. He waited, listening, hearing those two guards collect the group behind him, and so on until the hallway had cleared itself of prying eyes. Only then did Gideon’s grim disposition shift to something far more trepidatious.

      The door before him was capable of bringing up any prisoner in Blackthorn, should one hold the key, speak the name of the prisoner, and know the proper incantation. Like all magic, the chant came in many languages, both fey and mortal, but the words roughly translated always meant the same: Bless the wretched, the crimes they make, the world of weeping, and the tolls they take.

      Gideon spoke it in its original melodic tongue, the language of the Aos Sí, which to mortal ears was more song than spoken. With each note, the key in his hand began to hum and glow. He hesitated only a moment before inserting the key and turning it fully counterclockwise. “Avery Hemlock.” The key continued to turn of its own accord, getting further and further embedded in the door like a screw, and when the bow was flush with the lock and unable to burrow further, it dematerialized, having fulfilled its purpose.

      There was the sound of something large shuffling behind the door, rooms reorganizing to accommodate the summons until the door raised to reveal a single cell composed of stone coated in black tourmaline. There was no light save for a simple lamp of Brigid’s Fire hanging from the center of the ceiling. It cast a warm dance of illumination along the black stone and the sole creature within. Lying on a low natural pedestal was a pale young woman dressed in a full suit of armor, her hands clasped at her abdomen and tied with a black ribbon.

      Gideon’s brow furrowed, and he carefully removed the black leather glove from his left hand. Pale fingers splayed and reached forward, iridescent strings of magic lighting up briefly as he made contact before vanishing from sight again.

      A strong ward: a rare extra precaution that would deal an incapacitating jolt of energy to any creature who tried to tear it down or pass through it. Balaskas hadn’t mentioned it. Then again, the incompetent probably hadn’t bothered to look at what sort of means of holding had been in place for her. For most, a wand of rowan might have been used to gather up and unravel the threads of magic. Removing wards could be tricky, and even a stick of the right wood could prove invaluable.

      Gideon’s bare fingers gripped the weblike fabric of the spell; his wrist turned and he gave it a sharp tug. The ward pulled free, and he dropped it down to a pile on the ground as if it were no more than a curtain. He stepped over the fast-decaying remnants of the spell and approached the pedestal with a clinical disposition. He examined the binding carefully before taking one of the ribbon ends between his thumb and forefinger. As flesh met fabric, golden runes illuminated along the ribbon about her wrists and in a thin spiral around the armor, over and over again from head to toe. He gave the ribbon a firm and deliberate tug. “Wecken.”4

      As the ribbon came undone and began to untwist from its captive, the armor itself unraveled as well. It freed her forearms, then her shoulders, her chest, and then past her knees, until the woman on the pedestal was merely dressed in simple cotton, the armor reduced to a pile of black ribbon at Gideon’s feet.

      For a few minutes nothing more happened; long enough that the Archfey began to wonder if he’d somehow forgotten a step in the process.

      Then the woman gasped for air as if trying not to drown, clawing her way to sitting straight up out of the nightmare she’d been pulled from. Her eyes darted around the cell quickly before they rose, met Gideon’s, and hardened. Her right hand pulled back over her chest, delivering a chop to the back of his knee.

      Gideon crumpled to a crouch, catching himself on the low pedestal. He turned swiftly to grab the fleeing woman by the crook of her arm. This spun her back around, and his free hand caught the fist that immediately came careening toward his face. “Avery, it’s really me, you’re awake!”

      “I know!” the woman snarled.

      They struggled as he worked to stand again. She was not a short creature by any means, but the Archfey had nearly a foot of height he could use as leverage. Her fingers were poised like claws, reaching for his eyes as if to pluck them out. He gritted his teeth as he stood to his full height and pushed her away.

      Avery stumbled back into the wall of her cell. She spat defiantly at the ground, her silver eyes ablaze with hate, but he could see the way her body reluctantly sagged back and leaned into the wall. Magic could prevent the muscles from atrophying during her sentence, but she no doubt was feeling the ache of centuries of disuse. She looked hollowed out and wild, dark circles beneath her eyes reminding him that it was a curse of sleep without rest. Her energy was fading, and he could almost see her clinging to the anger and the last remnants of adrenaline she could glean from it. “Five hundred years passed so soon?” Sarcasm fought with bitterness for dominance in her tone. “My, how the time has flown.”

      Gideon adjusted his suit where she’d rumpled it. “Just under two hundred.”

      Her eyes betrayed her surprise momentarily, then narrowed in suspicion. “Why?”

      “The council saw reason to wake you before the end of your sentence.” He chose his words carefully. Remaining vague. If he could pique her curiosity, he might be able to save her from her own damn pride.

      “Getting off for good behavior? Or do I just snore too loudly for the other inmates?”

      He sighed, disappointed. “I see prison has done nothing to curb your tongue.”

      She raised her chin in defiance. “Two hundred years, it needs the exercise.”

      “Then the rest of you should also welcome a walk,” Gideon clipped before he strode from the cell and down the hall.

      She didn’t follow him, not at first, but he’d expected that. She would first debate if she could make a run, then dismiss the idea as quickly as it was conceived. Avery was often prone to petulance around him, but she was too smart to make such a grave error. Eventually, he heard what could only be described as a resentful stomp behind him, the cadence broken up by a slight limp in her left leg as she reacclimated to walking.

      He listened to the rhythm of her steps. The limp improved, then seemed to act up again. Only this time it was different. It was consistent, like her walk had been set to a metronome. It was not the limp of someone whose leg had fallen asleep, it was the practiced step of someone living with an uncooperative limb. She was stalling, buying time to understand her situation before he could explain it to her. “We’re on a bit of a tight schedule, I can’t abide dawdling.”

      “I have two centuries’ worth of pins and needles impeding my movement,” Avery spat, but it did nothing to slow the Archfey’s pace. “Perhaps your secretary can rearrange something, so my legs might have a precious second to acclimate?”

      “Perhaps you can give me the credit that I can tell the difference between genuine struggle and an affectation.”

      A defeated pause. “What about my things?”

      At this, Gideon did stop to glance back at her, arching an eyebrow humorlessly. “What things?”

      “My accoutrements, my personal effects. Upon my release from prison, they should be returned to my person, as is customary.”

      “You had no personal effects.”

      “I had a sword.”

      Gideon stared her down, but she didn’t so much as smirk, so he chose to answer her with sincerity. “That weapon, as you might imagine, was permanently confiscated.”

      “Hm,” said Avery, pursing her lips. “Very well, but I also distinctly remember a marvelous bag of toffees in my right pocket, and a silk cravat. It may have been two hundred years ago, but I am quite certain I did not stand trial in…” She gestured distastefully to the plain cotton breeches and shirt. “This.”

      Gideon began walking toward the exit again.

      Avery tsked. “Two hundred years, and you have still not found the time to develop a sense of humor.”

      He could hear that her walking, while not hurried, had returned to its normal unhindered cadence.

      “Quick!” she theatrically called out to the office. “Stop that man, he’s getting away!”

      Having heard the commotion, but not the context, a confused Balaskas poked his head out of his office.

      “Balaskas,” Avery bellowed in surprise. “Two centuries of blunderous investigations, and you are still managing to pass as a police officer? I would salute your accomplishment were it not heartbreaking proof of the death of common sense.”

      The kallikantzaros glared daggers and shrank back into his office.

      Gideon was holding the front door open for her.

      “The politician holding the door for the prisoner,” Avery observed. “If that is not a metaphor—”

      “I’m in no mood for your jokes.”

      “You never were,” Avery muttered, stepping outside.

      The downpour startled her into stillness. It took a moment for her to comprehend what she was feeling: the rapid individual points of pressure, the chill, the way fabric clung to her skin as it dampened. She lifted her hand to observe the waterdrops fall and pool in her palm, then gazed heavenward and stretched both her arms to the sky as if to greet an old friend. She inhaled the scent of storm-soaked earth, the cool air stinging her lungs.

      Gideon moved his hand as if parting his way through a crowd, and the rainfall shifted to move around him, still falling toward him but unnaturally veering off before actually touching him. He eyed her, wondering if this was one of her ploys—but then she sobbed. Animalistic, delirious, and undignified, she sobbed—a sound he hadn’t heard from her since she was just a child. He stepped up beside her, unable to keep the concern from his tone. “Avery?”

      “How did I ever forget the rain?” the changeling whispered, tears lost in the downpour.

      He swallowed and his hand tentatively reached for her, hesitated, then retreated. He cleared his throat, resolved. “Come.” He walked down the steps to the vehicle where his driver was already waiting, opening the door as the Archfey approached.

      The automobile stumped her as Avery first followed him with her gaze. It was, as always, curiosity that drew her forward, not obedience. That was fine; he was betting on that. He had also hoped that if he could show her even a shred of evidence of how the world had changed, she would be tempted to accept the proposal they had for her before she’d even heard it.

      A horse and carriage was a logical thing to replace after two hundred years, he could see her accepting that, but she never would have imagined such a design. Her hand slid over the chrome body, pushing a slick layer of rain off the surface. She was investigating it—verifying that moisture could not be absorbed by the material that made its exterior and observing how the design and shape naturally redirected the flow of water.

      “Self-powered?” She directed this question to his driver.

      “Yes, ma’am. An automobile—or colloquially a car.”5

      “Well, I suppose it is a wheeled vehicle,” said Avery, “though the term has evolved much since I last knew it.”

      “As you might imagine”—Gideon spoke carefully—“the world has evolved much in your absence. You’ll find most things run on a kind of bottled lightning, including this.”

      “Electricity?”

      “You know of it?” Of course, she did. Of course, he knew she did. And he knew she would delight in telling him how she did.

      “I used to attend the Royal Institution’s Friday Evening Discourses when I could—and of course the Christmas Lectures. Faraday spoke on its possibilities on multiple occasions.” Her mouth twitched in a sad, nostalgic sort of smile. “His 1837 lecture was particularly moving…”

      “Get in.”

      Avery hesitated out of habit.

      Gideon sighed deeply. “Please?”

      It might have been the unusual presence of the word “please” that coaxed her into sliding into the seat, though she did so while deliberately smearing rainwater over the soft black leather.

      Gideon followed after, sitting in the seat across from her, and the driver closed the door behind them. “You’ll want this.” He meaningfully took hold of the seat belt and made a small show of how to pull it across the body and secure it.

      Avery’s brow raised and she searched for a similar contraption on her side before mimicking the process. She shifted uncomfortably beneath it, but she said nothing. Then the car started and her attention drew raptly to movement outside the window. He watched her lips part ever so slightly. Awestruck.

      It was certainly far smoother than any carriage ride she would have ever had—by comparison, the passage of the road beneath them was imperceptible.

      She turned around in her seat to stare out the back window, just barely catching sight of the building before they turned onto the road. Like most of their buildings, it was glamoured to appear as something else to conceal it from mortal eyes; to Gideon, who had seen the city rise to what it was, it was a rather modern office building, but to Avery it must have been strange. She faced forward once more, her form slumping as the weight of lost time began to sink in. “Two hundred years.”

      “Very nearly.”

      Avery inhaled slowly as she processed this. “Two hundred years,” she repeated. Something dawned on her, a flicker of worry that cleared from her face almost the instant it marred it. “How is Father?”

      “Still dead.”

      Avery’s eyebrows raised. Truth be told, she was not alone in her surprise, but Gideon Blackthorn would be the last to admit to anyone that something had surprised him.

      “Good.” She spat the word. Her eyes cut to him. “And you?”

      “Still alive,” Gideon answered wryly.

      Avery pursed her lips. “You have done well for yourself in his absence.”

      Gideon said nothing. She was baiting him.

      “Would you say you are the Winter Council’s chief lapdog now, or do they not play favorites?”

      “I am on the council now,” Gideon said quietly.

      “You were not crowned in his place?”

      It was an insult, not a question, but Gideon chose to answer it anyway. “I believed a more democratic approach would be better for everyone. Though I do take his place as Winter’s voice should the five courts meet in this realm.”

      Avery’s curled her upper lip, fighting the urge to say something. What came out, however, was an angry taunt: “Does it bother you how much you look like him?”

      He met her eyes. In so many ways, he could still see the child too terrified to so much as breathe out of turn. Every muscle was tense and poised to react, and while she appeared to be locked on him, he could tell by the minute movement of her iris she was trying to keep an eye on everything in her immediate sphere. The majority of the world secretly breathed a sigh of relief the day the Erlking perished, but two hundred years later, Avery was still looking over her shoulder. “Not as much as it bothers you.”

      Avery huffed and stared out the window again. Her expression softened slowly as awe overtook her anger once more.

      There were more trees in London than she would have remembered, more gardens, both in parks and crafted into the architecture itself. Climbing vines and spilling over balconies, the endless green that had been carefully cultivated into the city was reminiscent of the great city of Tír na nÓg.

      Her next question was genuine, and spoken with the kind of threadbare hope you don’t dare let anyone witness for fear they could shred it with a simple word. “Are…are we out now?”

      Gideon knew if he wasn’t careful, he would be the one to shred that hope. “For all intents and purposes, we are still blissfully separated from the mortals, but there have been…complications.”

      The anger bubbled up again—it was her comfort and old friend in unfamiliar situations. “Too many trying to reach across the divide? Hard to pay off the dead, I suppose.”

      Gideon clicked his tongue in annoyance. What humans now called “the spiritualism movement” had been one of the largest cover-ups the Winter Court had ever had to manage. It had taken years of planning and subterfuge to throw off mortal suspicion, and yet even now remnants of it stubbornly lingered. “That persevered longer than we’d have liked but was easily discredited in the end,” Gideon lied. “A few of our own masquerading as charlatans, or discrediting those displaying their true gifts and attempting to out us, as you would say… Eventually belief and suspicions died among the Mundane.” The cold arrogance she’d so often accused him of finally reared its head. “It’s a shame you missed it. We enlisted a marvelously clever warlock. He accrued quite a bit of infamy among the mortals as a great debunker of so-called magic among the humans.” He could hear it himself now and cleared his throat to try to level out his pride. “History remembers it now as little more than a bizarre phenomenon.”

      “Huzzah the empire,” Avery muttered.

      “Long may it reign,” Gideon added with sincerity—he couldn’t help it. He was not a fool, nor an idealist about his government, but even in the middle of a sibling spat, he would not be caught shirking his patriotism. “Now, we have made some preparations for you—”

      “Why am I here, Gideon?” Avery snapped. “I know I was not released out of the goodness of the council’s heart, so why not just tell me?”

      Gideon uncharacteristically hesitated. “We need your help.”

      Avery thought she must have misheard. “My help?”

      “Our relations with the mortals have become increasingly strained.”

      “Centuries of kidnapping, enslavement, enchantments, and hexes on an entire species will do that,” came the unsympathetic response.

      “Strained to the point that our way of life may be on the brink of discovery by the day.”

      Avery snorted. “And the council wants to enlist my help to keep them behind the veil?”

      “As I said,” Gideon confirmed tersely.

      Avery ran her tongue over her right canine. “Go to hell.”

      “Avery—”

      “I seem to recall a large aspect of the charges leveled against me was my ‘mortal sympathies,’ as it was so charmingly put.”

      “We hoped you might appreciate the irony.”

      “I hope you all choke on it.”

      Gideon leaned forward in his seat, steepling his hands in thought. “There has been an alarming increase in magic-related crimes in Mundane sectors. It’s causing uncomfortable questions. We need someone who can navigate both worlds. Find the root of the problems before it’s too late. We need to keep things clean, orderly—”

      “Blissfully separated?” Avery sneered.

      Gideon sat back wordlessly. She was either letting her anger bleed out now, or he was losing her. If he was going to win her over, he would need to pivot soon.

      “Is there any sort of incentive for aiding the regime that condemned me to half a millennia of nightmares?”

      “I don’t suppose duty is enough to move you.”

      “It could move a bowel,” she offered unhelpfully.

      “In exchange for your assistance,” the wear was beginning to filter in as he spoke, “we are prepared to allow the remainder of your sentence to be lived out in a probationary fashion.”

      “Three hundred years of being a dog on your leash.”

      “We’d be willing to shorten it, depending on your cooperation.”

      Her interest piqued. “The leash or the sentence?”

      “Either,” Gideon answered cryptically. His lips very nearly hinted at a smile. “Depending on your cooperation.”

      “Téigh trasna ort féin, agus an t-asal marcaíocht tú ar,” Avery cursed under her breath.6

      “Three hundred more years of endless nightmares or providing your government with an essential service is hardly a difficult choice.” Surely she could see the merit in this. True, it was not ideal, but was she so prideful as to throw this opportunity away completely?

      “Different bottle, still bloody arsenic.”

      She was. Of course she was. Gideon rubbed his temple delicately with his fingertips. “You always were overdramatic.”

      “Must be the human in me,” came the spiteful answer.

      Gideon turned to the briefcase resting in the seat beside him, opening it carefully to produce a photograph. His last resort. The one that had to work. “King’s College Hospital interns were set to perform an autopsy earlier today, yet when they examined the body, they found a rather vital organ missing.”

      Avery noticeably shifted. “So?”

      “In its place, they found rotting plants wrapped in straw, with no visible cuts to the body but their own.”

      Avery mulled this information over. “You’re telling me the organ was missing before anyone made an incision?”

      “Correct.” Gideon nodded and handed her the photograph of the body. He could see her eyes light up at the photograph itself—it was unknown, it was unlike anything she’d seen before—like the car, it was technology that had bloomed in her absence. He took in the surreptitious glances she flashed both at him and then the photograph. She wanted to ask. She was dying to ask. The true trouble being, of course, she was dying to ask anyone but him.

      Avery leaned toward the window, using the illumination of the streetlight to better make out the details, her brow furrowing. “Not just an organ—the brain. Stolen?”

      “I do not imagine the young woman gave it away.”

      There were countless things one might do with a human brain. Those options increased when the brain was healthy, and they became even more interesting when the brain was chosen specifically because of whose it had been. “One of ours?”

      Gideon shook his head. “Mundane.”

      “You said they didn’t know about the missing brain until the intern’s autopsy—what was the coroner’s initial conclusion when she was pronounced dead? Aneurysm? Heart failure?”

      “Car accident.”

      Avery shifted her focus from the photograph, her mind flooding with new questions, new alleyways, new possibilities. “And the driver?”

      “She was the only one in the car.”

      Avery blinked, hard. “You’re suggesting she was driving without a brain?”

      “You have been out of London far too long. Stay a while, it might not seem so far-fetched.”

      Avery scowled the way she always did when trying to dissuade a laugh. “How was she driving?”

      The joke, however trite he may have found making it, had given Avery away. She did not banter back, she did not accept the offered deflection, she remained honed on the puzzle he had laid out before her. “She was found alone in the driver’s seat of her car, presumably in the same state as at the time of her autopsy. How and why she got there is your department, I would be loath to speculate.”

      It was working. He could see her mind spinning with the possibilities. The uses of a brain in various spells alone included divination, protection, evocation—conjuration—and that was just the list of legal uses.

      Her fingers drummed, and he could practically feel her heartbeat quickening. The rain, she may have forgotten; the feeling of the earth beneath her feet, the taste of food, those she may have forgotten, but this… This, he knew, was seared into her soul: the adrenaline of the unknown.

      Avery reexamined the photograph, and muscle memory prompted her to pat her pockets. “I need a magnifying…” That was when she noticed the car had stopped. She peered out the window more closely and grew very still. “Where are we?”

      Gideon didn’t dare risk smiling. “Your new home, should you agree to our terms.”

      The streetlamps were new, and nearly every building surrounding it had been renovated past the point of recognition, but the large wooden building on the corner would be unmistakable to her. True, some things had been updated over the years, but the bones were much the same: the Georgian-style facade with great big paneled windows. Her eyes searched the familiar storefront and spotted the unaltered sign that simply read: Hudson’s.

      Avery was hushed, reverent. “Are we on Baker Street?”

      Gideon pointed to the corner building. “The owner rents out the old living quarters as apartments from time to time. She’s one of us. You’ll be safe here.”

      Avery frowned. “You mean I’ll be watched here.”

      “Safety and supervision traditionally go hand in hand.” The idea was clearly repulsive: a former sanctuary recast for parole and defiled by council control.

      This was perhaps one of his larger gambles. She would initially find it insulting, but perhaps, if he had played his cards right, she would still feel impossibly drawn to one of the last remnants of the world she once knew.

      After a long silence, she found her voice again. “I want to see it.” It was a firm demand.

      Gideon opened the car door. “I thought you might.”

      The street was silent, the last of the nearby pubs having closed an hour prior. They easily crossed the street to a cerulean blue door with a mail slot off to the side of the business. Gold numbers down the center indicated the building number: 221.

      Gideon offered the key, and Avery snatched it a little too eagerly. She hesitated only after it was already through the lock. “I’m not saying yes,” she warned curtly.

      “I know.”

      They stepped inside, Gideon having to duck ever so slightly as he passed through the threshold. To their immediate right was another blue door, emblazoned with the letter C.

      Avery’s hand rested on the doorknob but Gideon shook his head and pointed up the staircase. “Apartment B.”

      Avery reluctantly stepped back, giving Gideon a suspicious glance before taking to the stairs.

      The first step creaked.

      Curiously, Avery moved her foot along it, easing weight on and off it.

      Over time the timber had shrunk, and now the tread had either warped or merely unstuck as a result. Thorough testing revealed the loose step only emitted the squeak when pressure was applied to just right of center. One could hug the far right of the stair and ascend silently. The second step made no sound at all, but the third audibly complained if someone stepped anywhere but the exact center of the tread.

      Fascinated, Avery repeated this process with every level of the stairs, testing each in various places until she found where she would need to step in order to climb silently. This took several minutes, but Gideon merely patiently watched the exercise. At the top, she timidly fiddled with the keys once more, then opened the door to 221 B.

      It squeaked.

      Avery sighed, defeated.

      “It can be oiled,” Gideon offered.

      Avery sniffed at him before pushing the door back into darkness.

      Gideon snapped his fingers and candles lit within, revealing familiar sights.

      The walls were lined with books—some so old they were falling apart at the spine. It smelled like paper, ink, and bay leaf. The hardwood floors had been covered in rugs, some threadbare with a route paced into them and scattered droplets of candle wax.

      “Do you approve?” Gideon asked expectantly.

      Avery marveled. She recognized every object. Even the curtains. She ran the fabric between her thumb and forefingers. “You brought my things.” There was something tight in her throat, something close to appreciation.

      “What was left of them,” Gideon remarked delicately, noting that many of the items were worse for wear even without the centuries between them. “We thought it might better help you acclimate if you had as many familiar things around you as possible.”

      Avery ran her hand across a dresser, finding a framed illustration of familiar faces. The Irregulars, they had called themselves. All human save for Avery. Two hundred years had passed, and they would all be gone now—struck down by humanity’s mortal flaw. Her face contorted.

      “You were quite the group.” Gideon attempted a genial tone, but it did not suit him. “I regret to say they weren’t much able to keep up without you. The whole operation must have fallen apart—we didn’t see them after you went under.”

      Avery’s jaw set. “I want to see the body.”

      He’d overstepped. The best thing to do now was to give her back her space and avoid touching anything. “Tomorrow.” Gideon took a step out of the threshold and back into the hallway. “Tonight you will enjoy your first restful sleep. Meet me outside of Hudson’s at ten o’clock.”

      “Ten thirty.”

      The corner of his mouth tugged at the barest hint of a smile. “As you wish.”

      “Gideon.” Her knuckles whitened around the frame. “I did not say ‘yes.’”

      “Did you not?” He allowed the smile to cross his lips entirely before he turned to descend the stairs.

      
        	          
          1	Despite its name, a glamour does not require the illusion to be glamorous by any means. It is considered the magic equivalent of a phony pair of glasses and fake beard. Much in the way one too many drinks may persuade you your bar companion is attractive, a glamour will have you convinced a fey is human, or that curiously magical shop is an accounting firm.

                

        	          
          2	Kallikantzaros: A creature appearing in Southeastern European and Anatolian folklore. Like most fey described in human texts as “malevolent,” they are not particularly fond of their unflattering depictions in literature and art. Kallikantzaros do not in fact crawl out of the ground during the winter solstice to trouble mortals—they also do not spend their time sawing at the world tree when not aboveground. They live quite simple lives, and while it is rather uncouth to generalize about an entire people, most would agree that despite their animalistic qualities, it’s rare to find one among them that would self-describe as “outdoorsy.”

                

        	          
          3	A hagstone (which are also known as holey stones, adder stones, and witch stones, but alas hag is the name that regrettably stuck the most) are stones washed on our shores with a naturally occurring hole through them. Commonly comprised of flint, which is known for its grounding properties in the magical world, it is most often found on the beaches of the British Isles and can be utilized to see through glamours. It is not entirely clear where this natural earth magic derives from, but it is widely agreed the name “hagstone” was assigned by the first Mundane to survive a magical catfish scenario.

                

        	          
          4	Wecken (German): “Wake up.”

                  
          It should be noted that while intention over language is key in working with magic, even the Archfey have found German to be particularly commanding, especially when breaking a curse, or even waking the dead. It has been noted that nine out of ten necromancers prefer German.

                

        	          
          5	The term “car” has in fact been in the English vocabulary since roughly the 1400s and would refer to a wheeled vehicle such as a cart or chariot.

                  
          This has nothing to do with the story or your understanding of it, but it was deemed important to mention as the author found this tidbit of information “incredibly cool.”

                

        	          
          6	Gaeilge: “Go fuck yourself, and the donkey you rode in on.”

                  
          Like actual curses, this phrase is also effective regardless of which language you speak it in.

                

      

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 2

        Saga

      
      No good can come from ruminating at 2:00 in the morning. The human mind is often a bizarre labyrinth of neurosis, and whatever function allows us to feel any empathy toward ourselves retires by midnight.

      It was that lack of self-empathy that had Saga Trygg shifting restlessly in her bed for the past hour. She’d fidgeted, rolled, and ran her fingers into her hairline so many times it had ruffled her bangs and dislodged the silk scarf tied around her head.

      The weight of the Brigid medallion she wore was a small comfort, and she layered her hand over it, pressing it into her sternum. This, unfortunately, had the reverse of the intended effect—all she could feel was her heart pounding. It drummed in invasive thought after invasive thought until her mind was overflowing with humiliation draped in taffeta. I’m unlovable.

      She sat up abruptly. Her fingers combed through the thick Brigitte Bardot–style fringe to brush it from her eyes, only to catch sight of the heavily embroidered ghostlike fabric peeking out at her from the closet.

      With a growl, she flung back her covers and stomped over to the offending mass of chiffon and tulle. She clumsily gathered the skirt of the ballgown wedding dress in her arms before trying to shove it deeper into the closet and close the bifold door. But the great marshmallow mockery of matrimony would expand the moment she released it, thus pushing on the hinge and forcing the door open again.

      Undeterred, she attempted this same ritual two more times before conceding that it was a futile effort.

      By conceding, of course, she furiously grabbed the hanger and yanked it from the closet. This feat was also no small effort as her attempts to contain it within the wardrobe had somewhat wedged the skirts against the other clothes, hangers, and shoes.

      Saga was reminded of dueling with a particularly stubborn pickle jar. The fabrics clung to each other, and when she finally wrenched the dress free, the momentum caused her to fall back onto the bed.

      She laid there, staring up at the ceiling through a veil of tulle, and vaguely wondered if it could just finish the job and suffocate her.

      Death by fashion. That would be quite posh. Much better than death by crippling embarrassment and heartbreak. Or at least considerably more English. Her mother would have preferred that.

      Her mother also might have preferred that such a death could have happened unseasonably early, rather than fashionably late in regard to the oh-so-blessed event itself. Before the dreaded in-law dinner. Before so many deposits had been spent on a venue and a caterer and alterations on the very instrument of her demise. Before the day itself at least, so every close family member and friend wouldn’t bear witness to what she could only pray would be the worst moment of her life. Rejected. Humiliated. Abandoned.

      Looking back, it was truly difficult to pinpoint what her mother had abhorred more: the embarrassment of her only child being left at the altar, or that Saga lacked the decorum to hide it. Probably the latter; Audrey Hudson was the human embodiment of “keep a stiff upper lip.”

      Seeing the world through a haze of thin white netting again, her heart sank. The sense memory dropped a sudden flash of recollection, like a deck of cards whooshing past her face in a spring flourish, each image quickly overlapped by the next.

      Vows, barely made before broken. The way his throat trembled. The exact shade of peacock green that made up his tie. The deafening sound of the chapel doors as they slammed closed. Her mother tapping her toe in exasperation outside the bridal suite while Saga sobbed uncontrollably within.

      “You get this from your father,” she’d said.

      Stoically casting blame was the closest thing to comfort Audrey had ever managed to utter on the topic. Anytime Saga dared commit a transgression her mother deemed ill-advised, reckless, embarrassing, or decidedly un-British, it was clearly the result of her father’s DNA. Her father, who was a born national of Norway. Her father, who climbed mountains and flew all over the world to save lives. Her father, who had been dead since Saga was six.

      It wasn’t very kind, but respecting the dead required the same sort of sentiment that Audrey Hudson found unforgivably stupid and pointless.

      “Respect is only worth faking to keep a dinner table civil, and the dead do not sup,” she would say.7

      Needless to say, neither ghost nor god was welcome at her dinner table.

      Saga, on the other hand, had quite a few homages to both her father and the goddess Brigid in her modest one-bedroom flat. The most notable an oak statue, hand-carved and standing just under half a meter tall. It had been a gift from her grandmother long ago but was recently rescued from dusty attic boxes before she escaped back to London.

      It stood on the small altar to the left of her bed, and as Saga let her gaze drop, she met the statue’s eyes. Somehow they were always gentle. Brigid always looked kind. Empathetic.

      Even when Saga was feeling merely pathetic. “Does it get easier?” she asked.

      The statue, of course, did not answer, but it didn’t need to. These talks, though casual in their nature, were her frequent form of prayer.

      “I’m not expecting to just…be better, but I thought at least after three months it… Pain is supposed to dull with time, isn’t it?” She sighed, the air blowing the veil briefly off her face. “I know having this around isn’t helping. I do. But it’s the nicest thing I’ve ever owned, and after all the money I saved to get it, it just feels…”

      Saga’s heart winced, and she slowly sat up, a hand at her chest, then at her head. A resigned sigh. “No, you’re right,” she conceded. “That’s not why I keep it.” She released her grip on the dress and the weight of it dragged it to the floor. “I think I have this hope that if I hold on to it…” She chuffed in self-deprecating amusement. Thinking he might come back was too humiliating to utter aloud. “Pretty dumb, right?”

      Yet she found no judgment in those delicately carved eyes. No arching brow or pursed lips. Just understanding. Brigid never thought anything was dumb.

      Saga’s lips tugged at a weak, crooked smile, and she fingered the golden amulet around her neck once more. “We need tea, don’t we?”

      The main space of the flat was not particularly large, but it was multifunctional. She’d made the most of the kitchen, allowing it to overflow into what would have been a dining room by installing an island in the center for extra counter space and pushing a small table against the wall for dining. Another altar, larger than that in the bedroom, consisted of a cabinet flush against the wall next to the nook of the kitchen. Atop it sat a less ornate cast-iron statue, more simplistic in its design, standing before a large cauldron. She lit a tea candle and placed it within the cauldron as she passed it.

      The remainder of the front room was a small sitting area surrounded by bookshelves that had yet to really serve as a place for socializing. Most of the warm wood was from the original construction, which had been restored and maintained over time. Prior to Saga moving in, her aunt and grandmother had installed a deep blue jacquard wallpaper.

      Despite her tenancy only beginning a few short months prior, Saga had made the small space home. Vases filled with fresh coppertips were scattered around the room. Photographs were arranged like collages on the walls—the largest group centered around a four-by-six frame of her and her father. It was a brightly lit photo, taken just outside Heathrow. He’d just returned from one of his trips, and she couldn’t have been older than three. Her grandmother must have taken it—Audrey Hudson never would have been so sentimental, even when she and Saga’s father had been together. Rich jewel tones made up the plush furniture and throw pillows, wrapped in a warm glow of twinkling amber string lights and accompanied by the lingering scent of cinnamon and clove.

      Saga paused at the kitchen window. Being on the ground floor, she had covered the windows with a privacy film that allowed the light in but obscured any details to prevent nosy pedestrians. The unfortunate result was that the film also obscured her view to the outside. Still, she could hear the rain quite clearly. She went to check the meter on the sill and the soft green light emitting from the device’s logo, an oak tree with circuitry for branches. She tapped the display screen awake: main power and both auxiliaries were fully charged. The rain had been rather constant in the past few weeks, the kinetic panels collecting more energy than they could store, and so power had been abundant.

      Satisfied, she flicked on the electric kettle and began skimming through the small jars of dried herbs. “Hawthorn berries for heartache…”8 Her fingers wiggled before plucking another jar from the collection. “Rose hips for healing.” Both dried ingredients went into a small steeping mesh.

      Be honest. The thought crossed her mind so strongly, she could have almost sworn it had been spoken by an unseen guest.

      “I miss him.” Her shoulders slumped in defeat. “I know I shouldn’t, but I do.” It was not a novel confession—certainly, one that wouldn’t surprise a goddess, but it did release some of the tension in her chest. “Turns out, I’m not very good at falling out of love.” She folded her arms and leaned against the counter. “I thought if I moved back here, and…steeped myself in the before times, if you pardon the pun, it would…change me.” She wished she wasn’t so sensitive. She wished Hugh hadn’t made her look like such an undesirable fool in front of everyone. She wished she had the ability to move on with the pragmatic efficiency that came so easily to her mother.

      A soft melody chimed, signifying that the water had reached its desired temperature.

      Saga poured it over the steeper. “Maybe trying to go back to how I was is the wrong kind of change. Maybe I can’t get over Hugh by trying to be who I was before I met him. Because for better or worse, I am the me that met him. I’m the me that was broken by him… Even put back together, that crack will still be there. So, I’m not really either person I was, I’m something new. Something different. I’m…”

      She remembered she needed the honey pot and carefully lifted the dipper, spinning it as she moved it to hover over the mug of tea. She removed the steeper with her free hand and allowed honey to drip down into the liquid. “Honey to bind.”

      It didn’t take much. And after a quick stir, she ladled approximately two sips’ worth into a smaller cup. She casually set the small cup on the altar before the cast-iron Brigid, cradling the mug to her chest with her other hand. “I need a real change, don’t I? Something fit for whomever this new me is, but I haven’t the foggiest what that sort of change would even be.” She took a slow and thoughtful drink as she lowered to sit before the altar. “I guess this is all to say… I need your help.”

      The featureless statue remained silent, yet it felt more like the silence of a listening ear than the quiet of being alone.

      “Send me a sign? Which way do I go? I feel very lost.” Saga forced a smile and took a deep breath. “Goddess guide me. I invoke your fire of inspiration. Brigid, tend your flame.”

      A door closed in the outside hall, and heartache became panic in a single breath. There were two apartments located in the former Georgian living quarters behind Hudson’s Café and Confectionary, and for as long as Saga could remember, the one situated on the top floor had only ever been used for miscellaneous storage.

      Being the sole tenant and knowing that neither her aunt nor grandmother would call at such an unholy hour, she could only find one logical conclusion: robbers.

      This paranoia was only confirmed when she heard the telltale click of someone attempting to turn the handle of her front door—but then it immediately stopped.

      Saga didn’t dare breathe. She could hear the muffled tones of a man’s voice followed by footsteps—two sets, perhaps—walking toward the stairs.

      Despite being retrofitted to incorporate the latest in natural power, the building was nearly as old as the street it sat on, and as such, the soundproofing left much to be desired.

      She clutched her mug to herself tightly and slowly crept toward the door to listen. She could hear the stairs creak in the way they did when someone moved up them—then, oddly enough, the way they creaked when someone went down them. Saga had run up and down those stairs enough as a child to know the melodic difference by heart.

      Up, down, up, down, then slowly larger gaps between the creaks, interspersed until they silenced completely. The door to Apartment B opened, but it did not close.

      It was then that she realized her hands were shaking, and she carefully took a sip of her tea to calm her nerves.

      She couldn’t hear anything.

      Was that good or bad?

      Another tentative sip.

      Then, steps back down the stairs. Authoritative steps. Long stride. Men’s dress shoes—hard soles—had a particular way of resonating against the floor.

      Saga braced herself as the footsteps approached, looking frantically for some kind of weapon. Her eyes fell on the cast-iron statue.

      Before she could scold herself for the sacrilegious thought, she heard the front door open and close again. Then nothing. Her door remained completely untouched.

      She stood on her tiptoes to awkwardly gaze out the peephole into the empty hallway. Cautiously, her fingers unlocked the door; first the chain, then the dead bolt, then the lock on the knob itself. She cracked it open, her grip tightening on her cup as if to throw the hot tea on any attacker. Leaning out enough to peer up the stairs, she was just in time to see a warm light pouring out from Apartment B.

      Then the door closed.

      Saga swallowed and slipped back into the safety of her own apartment, resetting all three locks. “Maybe Leigh just forgot to tell me she rented out the other apartment.” Her heart still pounding, she abandoned any hope of falling back asleep. She had to open the café at four for deliveries anyway. So she resolved to simply start getting ready for the day and to spend extra time and attention on her hair and makeup. She figured she’d need it anyway to cover up any bags that would undoubtedly form under her eyes in protest of a sleepless night.

      It is a truth universally acknowledged among the early-rising business community that whenever someone looks extremely put together for their 4:00 a.m. shift, insomnia is likely to blame. Or thank, perspective depending.

      

      ***

      Leigh Hudson, owner and proprietor of Hudson’s Café and Confectionary, had inherited the business from her mother and father, as her father had inherited from his parents and so on through the Hudson line. The initial plan was that she would carry on the legacy alongside her sister, but Audrey had next to no interest in the business, even when she was younger.

      Leigh often commented that “these days, unless something exists with precedent in a court of law, Audrey cannot perceive it.”

      Now that Saga was back in London, however, she took on managing the café. Which meant Leigh had the luxury of spending more time with her toddler and husband in the morning. She would typically appear not long after the morning rush died down and the traffic calmed between the café and her home in Primrose Hill.

      “Good morning!” She announced her entry to the entire café with a grand swoop of her free arm, the other carefully balancing her daughter on her hip. She was a strangely graceful woman, always walking on her tiptoes even when barefoot—as if constantly navigating a complex ballroom dance step. Her long auburn hair was laced with gold strands and held away from her face with a brightly colored scarf. Airy skirts swished around her ankles with the slightest movement.

      One could spot a regular at Hudson’s by the way they automatically acknowledged Leigh with their own greeting whenever she entered. The reaction was so constant that one could almost imagine some sort of musical sting accompanying her everywhere she went.

      “Leigh!” Saga greeted in relief, eager to ask whether she now had a legitimate neighbor or a squatter. She bobbed her index finger in a tiny wave to the smiling child wrapped around her mother’s waist. “Hi River.”

      “You look pretty.” Leigh lightly brushed her niece’s cheek with her thumb. “I love the shimmer.” She headed toward the back room, and Saga followed after.

      “Em, Leigh, I was—”

      “Did the delivery this morning include arabica?” Leigh proceeded to open doors and cupboards, searching through the inventory with one hand. “Hassan called me in a panic, thinking he’d forgotten to send our shipment of arabica. I told him it was fine if he forgot to send it—he could just refund us for this week, or take it off the next order. ‘But how will you make the Turkish coffee?’ he said, as if we’d use robusta or something as a stand-in. I told him we could simply tell people the truth, that we were out of Turkish coffee this week, to which he was horrified, and anyway this is my long-winded way of telling you that if I don’t find that shipment in the next hour, a very sweet but anxiety-ridden coffee dealer will descend upon us, and I think we should be prepared to console him.”

      Saga blinked, taking a second to fully register everything. “Yes, it arrived, it’s already stocked out front.”

      “Marvelous!” Leigh appeared to produce her mobile from the ether. “Hassan? No, love, it’s fine, it’s fine. Yes, it did arrive this morning with everything else.”

      Saga fidgeted, not certain how long this call was going to last and more and more aware of the pressing matter of determining whether there was an intruder in the apartment next door. She cleared her throat nervously. “I do need to talk to you about something unrelated.”

      Leigh nodded to Saga but spoke into the phone. “Absolutely, I’m certain! Well, I’m at the café right now.” She gave her niece a sympathetic smile. “I swear, duckie, I am looking at the arabica, plain as day, I see it. I wouldn’t lie to you.” Well, she wouldn’t wholly lie to him, anyway. Her brows raised at Saga inquisitively but the shorter woman shook her head.

      She didn’t dare elaborate her distress while Leigh was still on the phone. There was no need to possibly risk putting the anxiety-ridden coffee dealer in a greater panic.

      Leigh held up a finger to Saga with a knowing smile. “Those crates must be from someone else’s shipment.”

      Those were the magic words. Saga could almost hear the click on the other end of the line as Hassan hurriedly went to call any other possible client he may have inadvertently wronged.

      “Something the matter, sweetie?”

      Saga swallowed. “Did you rent out apartment B, by chance?”

      There was the faintest shift in Leigh’s demeanor, but she began to busy herself with cooing over River. “Yes.” Her next question was cautious. “Did you meet them?”

      Her answer gave closure, but no comfort. Saga had never seen her aunt try to skirt a subject before. Why wouldn’t she tell her? “No. They came in very early this morning. Two or three a.m. It’s fine. Startled me, is all.” It wasn’t fine, but she didn’t want to appear ungrateful.

      Leigh’s face crumpled in remorse. “I’m sorry, Saga, I should have told you sooner. It wasn’t clear when exactly they’d be taking the space, so it slipped my mind.”

      “No, it’s okay, really!” She’d made Leigh apologize and so she found herself overexplaining to ease her aunt’s conscience. “I just didn’t realize you’d cleared it out. I was worried we were being robbed or something spooky was happening.”

      Leigh chuckled and adjusted River in her arms. “No, not being robbed. Though that does remind me, I need to make sure our accounting is in order before I get my hands dirty today. Will you be all right?”

      “Yeah, I’ve got Shai with me, and Mikhail should be in before we have to start worrying about the lunch crowd.”

      Leigh’s mouth pursed thoughtfully in a way that made Saga wonder if her question might not have been about the café at all. She hugged the little koala child on her hip closer to herself before giving a decisive nod and moving down the hallway toward the office.

      Saga lingered, unable to shake the uneasy feeling that there was something more going on than was being spoken aloud. It left her feeling disconnected as she wandered back into the café. Something wasn’t right.

      From across the café, she could hear the faint chime of the six or seven notes that created the titular lyric of “I Enjoy Being a Girl.” Before Shai could reach into her apron pocket to turn off the alarm, Saga called out to her. “Hey, go ahead and take your thirty, I can bus the rest of the tables.”

      The young girl smiled in appreciation. “Can I mark out a scone? Forgot to bring a snack.”

      “Go for it.”

      Hudson’s was never empty, but it did have lulls, and with it came a kind of energy shift akin to a long exhalation. The moment to breathe between rushes. A few bakery regulars, some scattered students, which made the newcomer sitting at the bar an easy-to-spot anomaly.

      First, because they were not sitting so much as slumping onto the bar, and second, they had pulled their coat over their head.

      The telltale signs of a hangover.

      Saga rounded back behind the counter, a tub of dirty dishes resting against her hip, and as she did she caught a glimpse of white hair falling from beneath the cover of fabric. She barely stepped into the kitchen to set down the tub before pivoting back to investigate the poor soul melting into her counter. She approached tentatively, not wanting to startle them or further aggravate the migraine that had likely been their undoing. She waited, giving them time to notice her presence.

      No reaction.

      She placed her hands on the counter and lowered herself, speaking as softly as the din of the café would allow. “Fancy a cuppa, soldier?”

      The slump groaned and the coat slid back into place as they struggled to raise their head.

      Saga’s breath caught. She’d never imagined what moonlight would look like if it could take form, but she was certain she beheld it now. Eyes crafted from quicksilver peered blearily at her through a curtain of loose tousled silver-white curls that fell over her face. An angular face; chiseled; a strong bone structure with an aquiline nose and surprisingly delicate features. Her Cupid’s bow was pronounced, her lower lip a tad fuller than the top, and together they naturally set in a slight downturn—a natural sort of pout. Petallike, they parted, and in motion, Saga found them even more beautiful.

      That was when she realized the stranger was speaking.

      Saga choked a little on her own breath. “I’m sorry, could you repeat that?”

      “A strong cup of tea with milk and sugar, please.” Her voice was deeper than Saga had expected, husky from either disuse that morning or overuse the previous night.

      “Yeah—yep! Right away.” Saga moved to the kettle, grateful for the excuse to turn away. Two hundred degrees for black tea. She could feel the woman’s eyes following her as she set the temperature.

      “Do you know if the original family still owns the building?”

      Saga paused, taken aback by the oddity of the question. “Hudson’s? Yeah. My grandmother used to own it, but she passed it to my aunt when she retired a few years ago. Why do you ask?”

      The woman was scrutinizing Saga in a discomfiting manner. “It used to be an apothecary.”

      The accusatory tone of the statement forced a laugh out of Saga. “Well with the rise of modern medicine and creation of government health agencies, that really wasn’t a sustainable business, but we’ve found our own way around it, I think.”

      It wasn’t clear if the lunar apparition was amused or quizzical. Possibly both.

      “Here, I’ll show you.” Saga placed a cup and saucer on the counter between them. “What’s ailing you? Your head or your stomach?”

      “Neither,” she answered. “New lodgings. I’m afraid I’m not used to sleeping.” She glanced around the café before adding somewhat awkwardly, “In the heart of a city, I mean.” She yawned and rubbed her eyes with the heels of her palms. “It appears whoever occupies the apartment below mine keeps terrifyingly unnatural hours. Bustling about doing hells knows what, kept waking me.”

      Saga’s heart dropped in realization. She’d given this woman reason to hate her before they’d even met. “Ah.” She turned to find the right tea canister: Wake the Dead. “So, you would be the new tenant in Apartment B then.”

      Moonlight sat up a little straighter.

      “I’m afraid that was me this morning. I have no real basis for what sounds carry—no one has occupied the upstairs apartment since…” Saga shrugged helplessly. “I think maybe before I was born? I’m so terribly sorry, I had no idea you could hear me.”

      Chastised and sheepish, the woman began to backpedal. “Please, do not apologize. It may not be your fault at all, I am merely…” She seemed to choose her words very carefully. “Until as of late, I have been sleeping far more deeply. I will adjust.”

      Saga moved the tea canister beside the teacup to allow the scent to waft to the other woman. “A blend of Assam and Ceylon, giving a powerful but well-balanced brew, intermixed with cinnamon for strength, ginger to increase your energy, cloves for emotional balance, and star anise for awareness.” Setting out the teapot, she began to carefully fill the infuser basket with the leaves. “So you might say, even though we now advertise as a café and confectionary, we’re still an apothecary in our own right.” She was answered with contemplative silence before the woman held up her hands as if surrendering.

      “Forgive me, I wasn’t sure how Mundane9 this establishment had become.”

      Saga laughed at the absurdity of the statement and gestured to herself for added emphasis. “Do I look mundane to you?”

      Charmed, the moonlight smiled. “I’m Avery.”

      Her face warmed. “Saga.”

      Avery’s eyebrows raised. “Really?” This was not an uncommon reaction.

      “Yeah, well, my mother always swore to anyone that would listen that she’d never have kids, but then here I am, so…” She picked up the kettle, careful not to spill or splash the hot water as she poured it over the tea leaves. “I think naming me Saga was her way of explaining it’s ‘a very long story.’”

      Avery’s smile widened, lips parting to exhale what might have been a chuckle. “You’re funny.”

      The warmth in Saga’s cheeks spread to her chest, and an irritatingly bubbly thrill percolated in her abdomen. Impossibly handsome women were not allowed to compliment her. It made her dizzy and drunk, and she choked on a giggle. “You’re in need of sugar and cream.” She retreated to her work, the routine a welcome balm to rising anxiety. But the sugar bowl and cream pitcher were retrieved far too easily, and almost as quickly as she had left it, she had to reenter the danger zone.

      “Will it damage the remedy if I add these?” It was a light tease. She was teasing her. Impossibly handsome women were not allowed to tease her either. It wasn’t at all a fair fight.

      “Actually,” Saga explained, clinging to her knowledge of hearth magic like a life raft in a storm, “cream is used to draw prosperity, and sugar…” Her mind tumbled over its uses in love charms. She couldn’t say any of that, not to her. So she shrugged—perhaps a little too violently. “Sugar just sweetens everything.” It was still truthful, so she didn’t feel guilty. But it did give her an idea. She retreated to the display counter and retrieved one of the cheerful pink cake donuts dotted with bright rainbow sprinkles. She plated the confection and presented it to Avery. “Here, on me.”

      Avery peered curiously at Saga, then the pastry. “What is this?”

      “Think of it as a ‘welcome to the neighborhood’ gift.”

      Avery was delighted but no less confused. “Thank you, but… What is it?”

      “Oh! It’s a vanilla cake donut with raspberry cream cheese frosting. It’s really good, I promise. I mean, it’s fried dough and sugar, but it’s not sickly sweet or anything. We make them in-house.”

      Avery was warming up to it, especially as she inhaled the scent, but she paused one last time. “And the colorful…” She circled a finger over the sprinkles. “Beads?”

      “They’re just sprinkles.”

      Avery blinked. “Sprinkles…of what?”

      “You know, sprinkles. They’re…”

      No recognition dawned on the silver woman’s face.

      Saga’s mouth parted in surprise. “Have you never had sprinkles before?”

      Avery averted her eyes.

      The timer went off. Tea was ready.

      “Well, no worries, we do not sprinkle-shame here at Hudson’s,” Saga assured, carefully removing the timer from the teapot, and then the steeping basket. “It’s basically just sugar. They don’t really have a flavor, they can come in all different shapes and colors, and they just…” She took a moment to rethink her explanation and began again. “Sprinkles’ sole purpose is to make you smile. They’re just joy. You don’t need them to make a great dessert, but they always make everything a little better.”

      Avery took in this information as if Saga was passing on a great doctrine. She peered at the donut inquisitively, and when she met Saga’s eyes again, her own glistened. She smiled briefly, an expression that appeared almost uncomfortable for her to achieve. “Thank you,” she whispered.

      “You’re very welcome.” Saga felt like she’d walked into something unexpected. Something delicate. She gave Avery space to enjoy her breakfast in peace, ducking into the back room to start on the dishes she’d taken in before the order. Out of sight, she pressed her palms to her burning cheeks. Had her complexion been a mere few shades lighter, the flush would have given her away.

      Her hands slid from her face to her neck and then fumbled for the golden pendant about her neck. A gift from her grandmother when she was very young, the carved medallion depicted a four-legged Brigid’s cross, from which flames curled outward like the sun’s rays. It was her constant companion. Her way of keeping her goddess close. And the method in which she directed her very furious prayer: “This better not be your idea of helping.”

      
        	          
          7	It should be noted Audrey Hudson did not believe in ghosts, or she might have had to amend this statement, as the dead do sup, and no graveyard is stranger to a potluck dinner.

                

        	          
          8	The spell for Heartache Tea may be found on page 425.

                

        	          
          9	The word “mundane” (lowercase M) derives from the Old French “mondain” meaning “of this world, terrestrial” and first became common usage among mortals in the mid-fifteenth century.

                  
          For this reason, the fey adopted the term as Mundane (uppercase M) as proper noun to refer to non-magical mortals, particularly those ignorant of the existence of fey and the worlds beyond the veil.

                  
          It was not until roughly 1850 that the meaning of the word extended to “dull or uninteresting.”

                  
          Unfortunately for Avery Hemlock, she was imprisoned with a sleeping curse at the end of 1837, and since there is no audible difference between capital or lowercase letters, a misunderstanding was inevitable.
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