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      The dream sorceress who once tried to kill Shade is after her again—

      

      To hire her.

      

      An evil being from the astral plane is building an empire in the physical world. One of his victims sought sanctuary with Arianne—and was turned away. When that same poor soul is murdered, a shocking revelation exposes personal stakes for Cleveland’s most powerful sorceress.

      

      Now Arianne wants Shade’s help to hunt down the killer—and the thralls who serve him. But Arianne isn’t the only danger from Shade’s short, but eventful career as a PI that’s making a reappearance.

      

      Shade soon finds herself playing deadly games of cat and mouse with enemies old and new. To make matters even more complicated, she must also navigate awkward alliances with a persistent masochistic goblin and a tempting, but off-limits alpha werewolf.

      

      Being a village witch was simple. Being a private investigator? Not so much…
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      “PEASBLOSSOM!”

      I slammed on the brakes as my vision filled with pink pixie wings. Tension seized my chest, freezing my breath as I waited to feel the thump of my Ford Focus driving over the body of one of Dresden’s inhabitants. I was on a residential road and hadn’t been going more than twenty-five miles an hour, but for a village that covered barely more than one square mile, there were plenty of people and animals ready to become roadkill at a moment’s notice.

      “I’m fine!” Peasblossom yelled, holding onto the seatbelt to steady herself where she was now perched on the window edge of the driver’s side. “You worry too much.”

      I focused on breathing through the urge to shout at her, counting to ten, then twenty, then two hundred and three before responding. “Peasblossom. I’m so pleased that your wings are feeling better. I am. Truly. I’m not just saying that.”

      Peasblossom’s multifaceted pink eyes narrowed. “You don’t sound pleased.”

      My knuckles turned white, and I forced myself to relax my grip on the steering wheel. This was Dresden, not Cleveland. Not only had someone seen me slam on my brakes—I was ninety-nine percent sure they’d be calling me in the next five minutes to ask if everything was all right. They didn’t need to see me shouting. Especially not when it would appear no one else was in the car.

      “I am pleased, I just need you to stop flying in front of me while I’m driving.”

      Peasblossom stomped her foot. “You said I can only fly short distances for at least two weeks. You said that. This,” she said, gesturing from one side of the car to another, “is a short distance. And I’m bored.”

      My cell phone rang, and I swallowed a groan. “We’re almost at Mother Hazel’s. You can practice flying when we get there.”

      “Your phone is ringing. Aren’t you going to answer it?”

      “Not while I’m driving.” I eased my foot off the brake and tapped the gas to get the car moving again.

      The ringing stopped. Then my phone beeped to let me know I had a text message. Then it beeped again.

      And again.

      “Blood and bone,” I muttered.

      I steered my car down the side road that led closer to Dresden River Park.

      Peasblossom grunted, then glided down to my lap, making an exaggerated point of not passing in front of my face. I slowed and turned my car off the paved road onto a wide dirt path as the pixie wrestled my blinking cell phone out of the side pocket of my waist pouch.

      “Mrs. Davis wants to know if you’re all right, she saw you hit the brakes,” she said, reading the text message.

      “Text her back and tell her I’m fine.”

      “Mrs. Harvesty saw you too. She wants to know how Majesty is doing.”

      I tensed, but resisted the urge to look around. Majesty, the enchanted kitten, hadn’t been in the car when I’d left Cleveland, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t here now. “Text her that last picture I took of him playing with the ring from the milk carton. Say something cute.”

      “I could text her that he’s doing much better and he’s ready to come home?” Peasblossom said hopefully.

      “I’m not putting a ball of chaos magic in Mrs. Harvesty’s house. Don’t be mean.”

      Peasblossom scowled, but started the text message response.

      A house rose up out of the forest ahead. Literally. The chicken legs that held up Mother Hazel’s cottage extended enough to let the house peak over the trees, and I knew it had spotted me. My shoulders eased, and I smiled in spite of myself. Almost there.

      I rolled down my window to welcome the scent of rich earth, fallen leaves, and warm feathers, dragging a deep breath into my lungs. You didn’t get air like this in Cleveland. Not with all those buildings, all those cars. No, this was small village air. And it was the best.

      Peasblossom smacked my hand away when I offered her my palm to lift her to my shoulder. With a sniff in my general direction, she jumped off the pouch and flew into the air. She didn’t rise as fast as she used to, and I held my breath as I waited for her to get high enough to perch on my shoulder. Peasblossom’s wings had finally—finally—healed enough to lift her, but getting her to take it easy until they were back to fighting trim would be nigh impossible.

      I pretended not to notice she was breathing harder when she finally landed.

      When I got out of the car, the cottage squatted down to put its foundation on the soft earth, its chicken legs tucked out of sight. I narrowed my eyes as I took my first step onto the porch.

      “Don’t even think about it,” I warned.

      The house paused, like a child considering making a break for it with a stolen cookie. Wood creaked as it shifted experimentally. Past experience taunted me, reminded me of the house’s penchant for straightening its legs suddenly, flinging the house into the air above the trees with enough speed to drop your heart into your stomach. It had done that to me once or twice, and the experience had left a mark. Several marks. And bruises.

      “Don’t. You. Dare.”

      I felt more than heard the cottage capitulate, the tingle of restrained energy fading as its legs relaxed beneath me. Quiet, peaceful. Sulking.

      I rolled my eyes, even as I patted the shingles beside the front door. I was actually in a good mood, but now that I was here, I remembered why I’d come to begin with.

      “All right, Peasblossom,” I murmured, standing with my hand on the doorknob. “We’re here for answers, and we’re not leaving until we get them. Agreed?”

      “Sure.”

      “She’s going to tell us everything she knows about Scath. Right?”

      “Why not?”

      “And she’s going to tell us why the Unseelie queen turned Majesty into a ball of chaos magic and pitched him my way.”

      Peasblossom wrinkled her nose. “How long do you want me to play along before I start correcting you?”

      I ignored her and turned the knob, squaring my shoulders as I swept inside. The familiar scents of my mentor’s house threatened to overwhelm me, and my chest tightened as I realized how much I missed this place. I’d been so happy to leave, and now I’d give anything to come back. To abandon the miserable apartment the leannan sidhe provided in Cleveland and live here again. If I could, I’d even give up my house a few blocks away, move back into this house, and—

      I froze, realizing where my thoughts were headed. Pull yourself together, Shade. No time for rose-colored glasses now.

      “Hello?” I called out. “Mother Hazel?”

      The house’s layout shifted, the walls ahead of me melting away to reveal the kitchen with its long, heavy wooden table and huge stone fireplace complete with enormous black cauldron over crackling flames. The moving walls weren’t strange, enchanted houses liked to switch things around a bit. No, what made me stop and very nearly swallow my tongue was seeing the three women sitting at the kitchen table.

      Mother Hazel glanced up at me as I walked in. The old crone had more magic in one split end then an entire Vanguard strike team from the Department of Divinity. And she had more forms than most tricksters. But the Mother Hazel sitting in front of me was the same old hag I’d known throughout my apprenticeship. Her five-foot-seven frame was folded in her seat at the table, covered in brown robes and a cascade of long grey hair. Her white skin was wrinkled with age, the lines deeper around her eyes and mouth. Just looking at her filled my senses with the scent of metal shavings and wild poultry.

      “Ah, here you are.” She frowned. “You’re late.”

      I ignored the last comment, mostly because being late seemed like a lesser sin than her not mentioning that an attempted murderer would be here waiting for me. One of her tea party companions looked at me, dark eyes calm in sharp contrast to the way her fingers tightened around her tea cup. One lock of long black hair curled over her shoulder, and for just a second, it reminded me of the spindly legs of the dream shard monster she’d sent after me a few short months ago.

      “Arianne,” I said, aiming for a light tone that wasn’t at all squeaky. “How nice to see you again.”

      The dream sorceress gave me a look that might have been intended as a smile, but looked more like a wince. “Mother Renard. How have you been?”

      “Fine.” It didn’t escape my notice that she’d called me by my title. Not witchling. Apparently, she was going to play nice while Mother Hazel was watching.

      “Is she a friend now, or should I fly away?” Peasblossom hissed.

      I had no idea. Arianne had, for most of our relationship, hated me. But last month she’d shown up on my doorstep in Cleveland and we’d had… Well, we’d had a moment, I guess. At least it had felt that way.

      I lowered one hand toward my waist pouch. Shortly after my last meeting with the dream sorceress, I’d recovered a bracelet from a young man. Ametrine beads—a stone Arianne had told me would allow a magic user to manipulate the youth’s dreams. Which they had, to disastrous effect. I’d been meaning to call on her and ask if she could look at it, tell me more about what it had been used for. But I’d never quite gotten around to testing our newfound truce.

      Arianne noticed my hand drop to the waist pouch, and promptly misinterpreted it. I felt her shields vibrate as she poured energy into them, and she turned to face me more completely, her brow falling into a hard line. She shifted to put herself more in front of the third woman sitting at the table.

      Arianne’s companion had the same dark hair and eyes as the sorceress, but her skin was a shade or two darker than Arianne’s, a beautiful, rich mahogany. She smiled easier as well, and when Arianne tensed, she put a gentle hand over the sorceress’ wrist.

      Mother Hazel let out an exasperated breath. “Both of you think very carefully before you act.”

      I froze. “I wasn’t— I mean, I was just going to ask you to have a look at something.” I gestured to the pouch. “The bracelet we talked about. I have it.”

      I stopped talking, hoping that if I gave myself a moment, I could manage a sentence that didn’t sound like a recording being played with a five-year-old enthusiastically jamming the pause button every three seconds. “Arianne, if I gave you that bracelet, do you think you could tell me what it was used for? Would a spell like that leave any…echoes?”

      Arianne lifted her tea cup, visibly composing herself. She took a slow sip, considering me over the rim of her cup before answering. “Give me the bracelet. I will do what I can.” She lowered the cup to the saucer and brushed a lock of hair behind her ear.

      She looked like she wanted to say more, but hesitated. I glanced from her to Mother Hazel. What exactly was she doing here? When Mother Hazel had agreed to our meeting, I’d suspected she’d find some way to dodge my questions. But I hadn’t expected her to go this far.

      I looked at the woman beside Arianne, but she remained silent. I fished the bracelet in question out of my pouch. Or rather, I put my hand inside it and waited for Bizbee, the grig who’d taken up residence in there, to hand it to me. I passed it to Arianne before she could change her mind.

      My mentor gave the sorceress a gruff nod. “Ask her, Arianne.”

      Arianne accepted the bracelet without looking away from Mother Hazel. My eyebrows twitched up. She’d come to Mother Hazel’s because she wanted to ask me something? I looked at the woman who had yet to be introduced. Was this about her?

      Either Arianne had just remembered her manners, or she wasn’t quite ready to ask me for anything. She put her hand over the other woman’s where it still rested on her wrist. “Mother Renard, this is Iman. My wife.”

      “It’s lovely to meet you at last, Mother Renard,” Iman said. “I’ve heard so much about you.”

      Her Arabic accent was thicker than Arianne’s, the musical tone pleasant to my ear. I smiled.

      “The pleasure is all mine.” A tiny foot stomped down on the back of my neck, and I scowled. “This is Peasblossom, my familiar.”

      Peasblossom spun out from under my hair to give Iman an enthusiastic wave. Iman laughed softly and waved back.

      Mother Hazel grunted impatiently.

      “I want to hire you,” Arianne said, blurting the words without further fanfare.

      This time I couldn’t keep my eyebrows down. “Hire me?”

      For a second, Arianne stared at me, her lips pressed together. She didn’t seem like she wanted to hire me.

      “What do you know about my business?” she asked.

      “The hotel?”

      Arianne glanced at Mother Hazel again.

      “She is trustworthy,” Mother Hazel said firmly. “Tell her.”

      I blinked, somewhat surprised by the simple endorsement. High praise from Mother Hazel.

      Arianne took a deep breath. “When I left my native Syria, it was to save my life—and Iman’s. I don’t know how much you know about the family expectations of sorceresses?”

      “A sorceress is the seventh daughter of a seventh daughter,” I said slowly. “Just like a sorcerer is the seventh son of a seventh son. It’s my understanding that because they’re so rare, families with sorcery in them encourage their children to procreate until they continue the line.”

      “A very diplomatic summation,” Arianne said bitterly. “The truth is that a sorceress is expected to marry a sorcerer and continue having children until she produces another. That’s how bloodlines are strengthened, and to fail to have children in this way is viewed as a great sin, not only against your family but against your people.”

      I glanced from Arianne to Iman and back. “I see.”

      “We left before the civil war broke out. I want to make it clear, it was never my intention to turn my back on my people—Syria, not sorcerers. If we could have stayed to help, we would have. As it stands, we’ve had to do what we can to help here. We were fortunate enough to find a home here, and build a successful business. So we used the resources at our disposal to find new homes for our people that were displaced by the war.” She hesitated, then added, “We also helped them get here. Safely.”

      She didn’t come right out and say it, but I got the message. Arianne and Iman were smuggling refugees into the United States. Suddenly I remembered my first case, the architect who’d been murdered. Helen Miller had specialized in building secret rooms. And suddenly I understood why Arianne had hired her. Why she’d gone to such lengths to hide the work Helen had done.

      And why she’d been so terribly furious when I’d brought law enforcement to her hotel.

      She seemed to read my mind. “Yes. Now you understand.”

      “As much as I would like to point out that you could have told me all of this instead of trying to kill me… I understand why you didn’t.” I looked from her to Iman and back. “What can I help you with now?”

      Arianne took a deep breath. “We made a decision early on that we would concentrate on human evacuees. Otherworlders come with more complications, they require significantly more security. High emotions can lead to all manner of challenges with various Otherworlders, and there are few situations that raise emotions like fleeing for one’s life, uprooting oneself and one’s family from the only home you’ve ever known.”

      “I can’t imagine,” I said softly. I’d been uprooted when I’d become Mother Hazel’s apprentice, but that had been my choice. I hadn’t left because my home had been blown up, or because I feared for my life.

      “Last week, a woman came to my hotel. Her name was Jamila Samaha, and she was a fravashi, a type of guardian angel.”

      “She wanted to hire us to bring her sister over from Damascus,” Iman spoke up. “She said her sister had called her and said she’d found someone to bring her over. Jamila thought the people her sister had found were untrustworthy, and she wanted to give her sister an alternative. Us.”

      Arianne’s face darkened. “Of course she was right to worry. Many who offer to smuggle people into this country are evil creatures who want only to get these people into vulnerable positions so they can exploit them for their own selfish ends.”

      Iman laid a gentle kiss on Arianne’s shoulder, offering comfort. “But unfortunately, Jamila’s sister was Other as well.”

      “I said no.” Arianne’s voice was quiet, but firm. “We cannot make an exception. If we say yes to one, then there will always be more. We have to stick to our plan. Everything we’ve done—every precaution—is built around humans. It would take only one Otherworlder losing control to destroy everything, and then we wouldn’t be able to help anyone.”

      My heart ached for the pain in her voice. I suddenly saw Arianne’s paranoia, her ferocious anger in a new light. She was scared of me. Scared because I kept showing up, kept shining a light on the building that was hiding all those souls who depended on her.

      “I turned her away,” Arianne whispered. “And it wasn’t until two days ago that I realized how much Jamila kept out of her story.”

      “A spirit came to us,” Iman said. “Someone you know. Echo?”

      “Echo came to you?” I came closer to the table so I could grab a chair and sit down. Echo was a disembodied spirit. A ghost with no anchor on the physical plane. I’d etched runes into a statue of Stephanie Tubbs Jones in downtown Cleveland so she could stay there, but for her to travel more than a short distance would require her to leap into someone’s head.

      “How? Suite Dreams is over five miles away from her statue. She would have had to head-hop from one person to another, without having any way of knowing where each person was heading to before she jumped.”

      “She was not in good shape when she arrived,” Iman agreed. “The poor thing was as exhausted as she was determined to deliver her message. According to Echo, Jamila was killed. Murdered.”

      “Werewolves,” Arianne said suddenly, biting out the word as if it had personally offended her. “She was slashed from her throat to her pubic bone, gutted like a fish.”

      I looked at Iman, but the other woman’s attention was all on Arianne.

      “It’s not your fault, love,” she said softly.

      “How do you know it was werewolves?” I asked carefully.

      Arianne grabbed a bag off the floor and jerked a manila folder from its recesses. She threw it on the table. “I have the autopsy report.”

      I looked at Peasblossom. The pixie’s tiny pink face creased with worry and she ran over the table to leap onto my arm, continuing to run up to my shoulder using her wings to keep herself steady. She hugged my neck in silent support as I opened the folder.

      The pictures were on top. I wasn’t ready for that, and my stomach rolled upward in protest. Usually the report was on top. The dry, typed pages that were only words until you saw the pictures. A warning about what waited for anyone who turned the page.

      I breathed through my nose and forced myself to study the pictures. When the initial horror wore off, I could see details that had been lost at first. I frowned and flipped through the pictures to find the report, to confirm what my eyes were telling me.

      “No defensive wounds? And no marks to indicate restraint?” I dropped the file and stared at Arianne. “That’s not possible. No one takes damage like that without trying to defend themselves.” I looked back down at the report, scanning the details. “She was alive when this was done. She would have tried to stop it.”

      “Maybe she was unconscious?” Iman asked.

      I heard the hopefulness in her voice, felt the same sentiment in my own soul. “It would have to be a very deep state of unconsciousness to persist through…all this.” I closed the folder. “What makes you think it was werewolves?”

      “A lot of smugglers use werewolves,” Arianne said bitterly. “They intimidate police dogs, keep them from sniffing out refugees.” She forced herself to take another sip of tea, swallowing hard. “But you’re right. Maybe it was something else. I don’t want to make any assumptions.”

      Suddenly something Iman had said earlier came back to me. “Wait. You said Echo came to you to tell you Jamila was murdered. Why come to you?”

      Arianne drained her teacup and set it down with enough force that the saucer cracked. “According to Echo, Jamila was killed for speaking to me.”
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      “Killed for speaking to you?” I accepted a cup of fragrant black tea from Mother Hazel and set it down in front of me with a gentle clink of ceramic. “Are you sure?”

      Arianne reached into the bag at her side again and removed a large, smooth stone that looked like polished amber. A rune was scratched into its surface. “Echo. Can you hear me?”

      I stared at the stone. “Echo’s in there?”

      “I am.”

      I pushed my tea out of the way, barely resisting the urge to snatch up the amber. Echo’s voice was so weak. So uncharacteristically monotone. “Echo, are you all right?”

      “I am tired.” The spirit sighed, as if already exhausted from our brief exchange of words. “I am glad to see you, Shade. Peasblossom.”

      “You’re glad to see me?” Peasblossom walked out onto my shoulder, holding on to a lock of my hair for support. “You really don’t feel well, do you?”

      “I have been…better.”

      My heart skipped a beat. Her voice was even quieter the second time. I held out my hand. “Can I hold her?”

      “With your permission, I have an idea,” Iman spoke up. “Echo is exhausted. It might be easier for her to communicate with you if you would allow me to bridge your psyches.”

      “You’re a telepath?” I asked, surprise pushing my voice a note higher.

      Iman nodded. “My specialty is linking psyches. I can connect you to Echo and for a time, you will be as one mind. It would require no effort at all for her to share what she knows with you. She would only have to will you to know.”

      “Echo doesn’t need your help to do that,” Peasblossom pointed out. “She can jump from psyche to psyche.”

      “Not at this moment,” Iman said gently. “She is still exhausted. It’s a testament to her will and her determination that she was able to travel that far. It will take her some time to recover her strength.”

      Arianne handed the stone to her wife. “Echo is free to occupy the stone as long as she needs.”

      “Echo, would that be easier? If Iman linked us?” I asked.

      “Easier,” she whispered. “Yes.”

      “Do it.”

      Iman reached for my hand, and I gave it to her. She clasped my hand with her right, and held the amber in her left. Her lips moved as her eyes drifted close. A moment later, I felt a pressure against my psychic defenses.

      “You will have to lower your defenses,” Iman murmured.

      I shifted uneasily in my chair, but after a moment’s hesitation, I did as she said. My mind was difficult to manipulate, thanks to the amount of time I’d spent between worlds, jumping from one point in time to another. And there weren’t many places safer than Mother Hazel’s. If Iman or Arianne were strong enough that they didn’t fear the wrath of Baba Yaga, then they didn’t need my permission to pierce my defenses anyway.

      “Shade.” Echo sighed with relief. “So much to tell you.”

      That was all the warning I had. A raging flood of memories poured over me. I wasn’t just getting information from Echo—I was Echo. I was resting in the statue of Stephanie Tubbs Jones. Satisfaction pulsed inside me as a seemingly endless stream of people came to sit beside the statue, the runes etched into the back of the metal pushing them to talk, openly and freely. So much delicious gossip.

      Then came the others. The ones so full of fear it tainted the air around me, and I could taste the bitter scent of terror on the wind. They spoke in hushed whispers, the tone of people frightened of being overheard, but needing the comfort of sharing their fears with another living being.

      Jamila was dead. Tortured and slashed open, left for scavengers to find. Her screams still echoed in their minds. Screams they hadn’t heard with their ears. Screams that had drilled into their psyches as they reverberated over the astral plane.

      “This is what happens to any who speak to the sorceress Arianne. I am your savior, not she. It is by my will you live, and it is by my will you will die.”

      It was a man’s voice. There was something strange about the cadence. As if he were hiding an accent, or had once had an accent, but it had faded. I couldn’t quite place it. It mixed with Jamila’s dying breaths, curled through their psyches like smoke. Soaking into their minds where it still haunted them. Would haunt them forever.

      “Shade? Shade, are you all right?”

      I tried to step back from the memory, but I couldn’t. Echo was still remembering. I felt her fear, felt her desperation. Her anger. The man who’d killed Jamila and broadcast her death over the astral plane for all to hear would not go unpunished. Echo would talk to Arianne. She wasn’t afraid. They couldn’t threaten a dead woman.

      Iman released my hand and whispered something in a tone too low for me to make out any words. I blinked and my mind was my own again.

      “Drink your tea,” Mother Hazel commanded.

      It wasn’t until I lifted my teacup that I realized how badly I was shaking. Tea sloshed over the side, splattering the table and saucer. I lowered my head to put my lips to the cup, trying to swallow some of the brew before I spilled the rest of it. It was almost more honey than water, with a healthy splash of lemon. Perfect.

      “Are you all right, Mother Renard?” Iman asked gently.

      I downed the rest of the tea and tried to nod my reassurance. “Fine,” I croaked.

      “I’m sorry, I should have warned you. Linking to the mind of another is always an intense experience. I should have realized it would be even more difficult, given Echo’s state.”

      I blinked as Mother Hazel poured me another cup of tea. I hadn’t even seen the old witch move. A bowl slid in front of me, and my stomach rumbled. Clam chowder.

      I inhaled the buttery aroma of clams and potatoes in a creamy bath, groping for the spoon.

      “I know why she didn’t struggle,” I said after swallowing a mouthful of chowder. “The Emperor pulled her onto the astral plane. Her mind wasn’t in her body when she was tortured.”

      “Echo said the witnesses described hearing her screams,” Arianne said. “If she wasn’t in her body, if her mind was on the astral plane, then she would not have felt what was done to her.”

      The color drained from Iman’s face. “Unless he made it so. It is possible to keep the connection to the body strong. Most often, such an anchor is used by those who intend to travel the astral plane for long distances and for long duration. It lets them know if their body is moved or tampered with while they’re gone. But it can be used for a much crueler purpose.”

      “So we know the man who brought Jamila to this country has psychic ability of some kind,” I said after swallowing another bite of soup. I took a moment to savor it, reveling in the healing balm that was Mother Hazel’s clam chowder. The warm memories associated with the meal helped chase back the chilling ring of Echo’s memories. “Such a spell is beyond my capabilities. Whoever this man is, he’s very strong.”

      “I won’t be responsible for more deaths.” Arianne picked up the pieces of the broken saucer, her hand trembling as if she wanted to throw the shards across the room. “Even if I could convince the other victims to talk to me, I would not. Not when I know what fate this man plans for them if they do.” She sent a burst of magic into the saucer, mending the broken pieces with a thought. Her other hand groped for Iman. Her wife took her hand in hers, held it tightly. Anchoring her.

      “I’ve spoken to your mentor,” Arianne said. “She believes you can stop him. Will you try?”

      I lowered the bite of soup I’d been about to eat, staring at Mother Hazel. She’d vouched for me as a private investigator?

      Mother Hazel stared at me with that unreadable expression I knew so well. I looked at Arianne and put a hand on the file, grateful to see the soup had helped and I wasn’t shaking anymore. “I’ll stop him. May I keep the file?”

      Arianne’s shoulders dipped, just for a second, as if hearing me say the words had taken some weight off her shoulders. “Keep it. And please, keep me updated?”

      “It would be best if I limited my interactions with you,” I pointed out. “So no one connects us.”

      Arianne rose from the table, pulling Iman with her. “We can speak in your dreams if you prefer?”

      I tried to smile, but if it looked as weak as it felt, I wasn’t fooling anyone. “I’ll call you.” I paused as another thought occurred to me. “I’m happy to help, but I have to ask. Why not ask Charbel and Aaban? It seems to me that Scoria Security is doing very well lately, surely they could help?”

      “They are soldiers, not detectives.” Iman handed the stone that held Echo back to Arianne. “They are more helpful when a specific enemy can be identified.”

      “And even if that weren’t so,” Arianne added, slipping the stone back into her pocket. “Aaban has recently managed to secure a government contract. I would not involve him in this. There are…grey legal areas involved, and I wouldn’t ask him to risk his business’ future.” She met my gaze and held it. “And it is for similar reasons, of course, that I would not involve the Vanguard.”

      “I understand,” I agreed.

      The dream sorceress looked like she wanted to say more, but closed her mouth and faced my mentor instead.

      “Thank you for your hospitality, Mother Hazel,” Arianne said, bowing her head slightly.

      “A pleasure, Arianne. And it was lovely to meet you as well, Iman.”

      Iman squeezed Arianne’s hand. “Thank you for all your help.”

      The two women left and I turned to Mother Hazel. “You vouched for me.”

      The crone snorted, but that was the only response she offered. Before I could think of anything else to say, she turned her attention to Peasblossom, simultaneously reaching into the pocket of her old brown robes. “I have a gift for the little one. I meant to give it to you before, but alas, you do not visit.”

      I fought to keep from rolling my eyes and pulled my soup closer. “You’re not giving her more candy, are you?”

      Peasblossom hopped down to the table and scurried closer to Mother Hazel. “What is it? What is it?”

      Mother Hazel set something down on the table, and I had to squint to make out what it was.

      “Slippers?” I asked, raising an eyebrow.

      Mother Hazel shrugged. “I heard about her misfortune. If she was to be walking more, I thought she would like her feet to be comfortable. But as I said, the timing is not what it could have been if you came to visit more often.”

      Peasblossom hugged her presents to her chest, then quickly sat down and pulled the slippers onto her tiny feet. “I love them!”

      I pulled out my phone to call Andy, then noticed I had fourteen text messages. A quick scroll told me half of them were from concerned Dresden citizens wanting to make sure I was all right after my “car accident,” and the others were from people wanting to know if I could stop by while I was in town to help them with a “small problem.”

      Mother Hazel drifted over to the cauldron and gave it a stir. The air filled with the scent of boiling meat, and I kept my eyes firmly on my phone as I dialed Andy’s number. During my last case, I’d encountered a wizard who’d raised the question of my mentor’s diet. I’d known who she was for a long time. And everyone had heard tales of Baba Yaga. Whether or not she actually ate people from time to time was up for debate. And I wasn’t in a terrible hurry to find out for sure.

      Andy answered on the second ring. “How’d it go?”

      I smiled in spite of myself. My FBI partner sounded ten times better than he had in months. Upbeat, strong. Therapy must be going well.

      “Arianne Monet is hiring me,” I said, letting my surprise show in my voice. “We have a case. How do you feel about going after a murdering Otherworldly human smuggler?”

      “Sounds serious.” I heard papers shuffling, then the creak of a chair as if he’d stood up. “Is the Vanguard involved?”

      “No. Whoever it is has been smuggling Others, not humans.”

      “So the Vanguard only gets involved if humans are involved?”

      “Usually. They’ll get involved with disputes and crimes between Others, but only if the conflict poses a threat to humans, or an Other specifically asks them to step in. Which very few people are willing to do, because asking them to step in means giving them permission to stick their nose in your business. And no Otherworlder wants that.”

      “They were willing to step in when they thought you had something to do with the skinwalker’s murder,” Andy reminded me.

      “There was a demon involved,” I explained. “Demons prey on humans, and there’s an entire department devoted just to them. And since I’ve done some work for them, I’m a sort of unofficial representative of the Vanguard. It reflects poorly on them if I’m involved in a murder.”

      Andy snorted, but didn’t comment on what he thought of the Vanguard’s reputation. “Unfortunately, I’m not sure I’ll be able to help with this one. Between my caseload at work and home repairs, I don’t know that I’ll have time.”

      He changed his tone a little when he said “home repairs,” letting me know that he wasn’t talking about fixing up his house. That was our code for the case we were trying to build against Flint. I doubted the sidhe had bugged our phones, and Andy was working that particular case from a friend’s house just in case Flint had his house wired, but still.

      “You should get help though. Ohio is fifth in the nation for human trafficking. Large urban centers and rural counties, plus a large transient and immigrant population. Not to mention five major highways with easy access to other states and Canada.”

      “I never thought of it that way. That’s horrifying.”

      “It is. And it means you’ll have a lot of bad guys to choose from.”

      I drummed my fingers on the table. “Arianne thinks werewolves are involved. The victim’s injuries look like claw marks. She said smugglers like to employ shifters because they can interfere with the police dogs trained to sniff out human and material contraband.”

      “Then I’d suggest you call Liam.”

      My shoulders relaxed a little. I was glad he’d said it first. “I plan to. Cause of death was listed as an animal attack, so Liam has to be involved in the case already.”

      “You think he’ll be all right with you joining the case? You mentioned he wanted to keep some distance as long as Flint still hasn’t called in his favor, and as long as you’re still under contract.”

      I winced. “It might be complicated.”

      “Might help if you tell him Flint’s still in Europe. Last I heard, he’s making a big show of not being bothered by the destruction of his mother’s artifacts. He’s too busy being seen not caring to worry about you and Liam.”

      “That would be nice,” I muttered.

      “Liam’s a practical man. When he finds out Arianne has information relevant to the case, and she’s willing to share that information with you, he’ll want you on the team. I’m guessing he knows how Arianne feels about law enforcement.”

      “I’m sure,” I agreed. “All right then, looks like I’m headed to the Rocky River Reservation.”

      “Good luck. Let me know how it turns out.”

      I ended the call and finished my soup, then put my bowl in the sink before sitting back down to make another call. I was scrolling through my contacts for Liam’s number when Peasblossom reached out to tap me on the arm.

      Static electricity zapped me with a sharp pinch, and I yelped and almost dropped my phone.

      “Ow!” I rubbed my arm where she’d shocked me, glaring at the new slippers. New fuzzy, static-collecting slippers. Fantastic.

      “What?” Peasblossom demanded. “I didn’t do anything!”

      “Don’t scuff your feet when you walk,” I warned her. “You’re building up too much static.”

      Peasblossom scowled, making a big show of tapping me repeatedly to prove she was no longer charged before climbing up my arm. I winced as I felt the hum of static building as her new fuzzy slippers dragged over the soft cotton of my shirt. I glared at Mother Hazel where she stood stirring her cauldron. She’d planned this.

      “I should be going,” I said, standing up. “Thank you for the tea. And the soup.”

      Mother Hazel nodded. “You will help Arianne. It is no small thing that she trusted you.”

      “I know. I’ll do my best.”

      Mother Hazel smiled and came closer. Suddenly her hand slashed through the air. I felt something hit me, a surge of energy that made my head throb and my lips tingle.

      “What was that?” I croaked.

      “A binding. You may not tell that leannan sidhe anything about this case. So say I.” She sniffed. “You’re welcome.”

      The porch creaked as I made my way out the door, and I stopped to pat the railing before going to my car. The house shifted its legs in playful warning, and I smiled and shook my head. Incorrigible.

      I fastened my seatbelt and started the car before calling Liam, letting the heater warm up. It was almost October, and the air was already sharp and crisp, just enough to warrant turning on the heat for Peasblossom.

      With a nervous twitch in my stomach, I headed for the Rocky River Reservation, and the local alpha werewolf.
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      Not everyone on staff at the Rocky River Reservation Police Force was a werewolf.

      But a lot of them were.

      Enough that word of my arrival reached Liam before I’d finished speaking to the secretary that guarded the entrance to the secure area of the reservation. The click of the electronic lock plucked at my nerves, drawing my attention as the door swung open to reveal Detective Sergeant Liam Osbourne.

      The alpha werewolf took up more space than what his six foot and change body occupied. His aura pulsed around him, a buzzing cloud that ranged from “warm summer day” to “my clothes are on fire,” depending on the alpha’s mood. I held my breath as I passed the secretary’s cubby, relieved when I felt a brush of warmth. Calm alpha.

      “Shade.”

      “Hi, Liam.”

      The secretary’s attention bounced back and forth between us, her hand twitching with the desire to get on the phone and start the gossip chain over my arrival. A few months ago, a member of Liam’s pack had pointed out to me that it was unusual for a non-pack member to feel the auras of the pack. She’d also pointed out the intensity I felt from Liam indicated not only his power, but the fact he was…unattached. If the secretary was anything to go by, word had spread.

      “Could we talk in your office?” I asked.

      In one quick second, his gaze slid down my body, then back up. I didn’t know if it was sexual or an instinctive weapons check, but either way, it gave me a nice little jolt. My cheeks heated, and I scowled. I was too old to blush. By at least a century.

      Liam kept the security door from closing with one booted foot, as he gestured back toward the hall leading to his office with one thumb. “Let me get you signed in.”

      “What’s with the once over?” Peasblossom groused. “Does he think you’re angling to get him alone for a kiss? Where’s the professionalism?”

      I accepted the clipboard Liam handed me and signed my name. “Once again, Peasblossom, he can hear you. If I can hear you, he can hear you. Always.”

      Peasblossom leaned out from her position behind my hair and eyed Liam. “Did you hear me?”

      Liam turned to lead the way to his office. “Yes.”

      He didn’t add anything else, but left me to follow him.

      “It’s rude to eavesdrop,” Peasblossom admonished him primly.

      I was no prude. Nor was I a virgin. But it’s hard not to squirm when you’re with someone who can… Well, to put it bluntly, smell your interest. How could one be subtle under circumstances like those? And he wasn’t the only werewolf in the vicinity who would pick up on it.

      Blake and Sonar passed by on their way to the coffee maker. Blake’s eyebrows rose when he spotted me. Sonar avoided my gaze. I hadn’t seen the female shifter since the case I’d helped Liam with at New Moon Recovery Center. When I’d seen her human form. And more importantly, heard her human voice with its Sanguennayan accent.

      I made a mental note to find the time to talk to her about that, then followed Liam into his office. He circled around his desk to stand behind his chair. Both were piled high with folders, but the two chairs in front of his desk were empty. If I were a less charitable witch, I might have said Liam was deliberately keeping the desk between us. The thought made me feel a little better.

      “On the phone you said you had information about one of my animal attack cases,” he said finally.

      I unzipped my waist pouch. “Bizbee, could I please have Jamila’s file?”

      “Jamila?” Liam asked.

      The grig handed up the folder without showing his face. I passed it to Liam.

      “The photos are on top,” I warned him.

      He quirked an eyebrow, then opened the folder. His jaw tightened. “You said her name was Jamila?”

      “Jamila Samaha. You didn’t have her name?”

      Liam leafed through the file, probably looking to see if there was anything in it that wasn’t in his copy. “No. She didn’t have any identification on her when she was found.” He looked up. “Her name isn’t in the file. This is an exact copy of what I have. Do I want to know how you got it?”

      “Arianne Monet,” Peasblossom supplied. “So, no, you probably don’t.”

      “Arianne Monet?” Liam echoed. “From Suite Dreams?”

      “Yes.” I hesitated. “You can’t repeat anything I’m about to tell you. And I’m going to have to ask for your word that you won’t act on anything I tell you either. In a legal capacity.”

      Liam tapped one finger against the file in his hand while he studied me. “How bad?”

      “I don’t have a problem with what she’s doing,” I said simply.

      “Me neither,” added Peasblossom.

      He nodded, once. “You have my word.”

      It was such an unexpected expression of trust, I felt warm and fuzzy in a way that had nothing to do with his aura. “Arianne has been helping refugees from Syria come to the United States. She hides them in her hotel until she can get them paperwork.”

      “Actually, I knew about that.”

      “You did?”

      “Arianne is very generous when it comes to the Cleveland police,” Liam said dryly. “I’m sure you’ll be shocked to hear that she hosts our semi-annual awards recognition ceremony—no charge.”

      “Does she now?” I tilted my head. “And does she also offer rooms for free to any officers that may feel too tired or too drunk to drive home?”

      “She does,” Liam confirmed.

      Peasblossom flew to the top of my head and flopped down, holding onto my hair to steady herself. “So she gets a semi-annual peek at the dreams of a bunch of cops? You know she’s reading their minds?”

      “It’s not exactly mind-reading.” I bit the inside of my lip. “Though it would let her poke around in their heads.”

      “Needless to say, none of my people stay there,” Liam added.

      I shrugged. “Better safe than sorry. But, honestly, shifters aren’t as vulnerable to that sort of thing. You have a dual consciousness. If Arianne tried to poke around in your dreams—I mean, if she tried not just to watch them, but to manipulate them or interact with them—your wolf would have something to say about it. She’d get a good bite, at least.”

      Liam blinked at me. I frowned. “You didn’t know that.”

      “No. Remind me to ask you more about that later.” He gestured to the file. “Tell me what else you know about Jamila.”

      I nodded and reached for my waist pouch again. “Let me grab a soda. I’ll need it for this one.”

      I’d just taken a breath to ask Bizbee for a Coke, when Liam held something out to me. I glanced up, surprised to see him holding out a familiar red can.

      “Fridge under the desk,” he explained.

      “I didn’t think you drank soda.” I said, accepting the drink.

      “I don’t.”

      I stared at him for a second, and he held my gaze. I thought his aura warmed a degree or so, but that could have been me.

      “Thank you,” I said finally.

      I cracked open the can and took a fortifying sip before telling Liam everything I’d learned from Arianne, Iman, and Echo. By the time I was done, Liam had a white-knuckled grip on the edge of his desk, looking very much like he wanted to flip it over.

      “All right,” he ground out. “We need to tell Kylie what you just told me. Dr. Dannon finished his autopsy yesterday, so Kylie’s looking at it today to see if she can find anything a human coroner might have missed.”

      In other words, Kylie would confirm if Jamila was killed by werewolves.

      He came around his desk, then paused with his hand on the door. “Will Agent Bradford be joining us?”

      “No, the FBI is keeping him busy. And he’s working on a side project I’ll tell you about later.”

      Liam nodded. “What about Scath?”

      “We should pick her up first.”

      Liam opened the door and let me leave first before following. “She didn’t go with you to Mother Hazel’s?”

      “She showed a definite preference for not being around my mentor,” I said dryly. “I don’t blame her though. Not many people go to that house willingly.”

      “Are you going to say anything about my new slippers?” Peasblossom asked Liam, giving her feet a pointed look. She was still sitting on my head, her legs straight out in Liam’s direction.

      “Peasblossom, there are humans here,” I murmured, pausing before walking out the door.

      “Those are very nice slippers,” Liam said, using a tone I usually associated with someone trying to talk a jumper off a bridge.

      Peasblossom flattened herself against my scalp, and a shiver of energy told me she’d finally made herself invisible. I didn’t know why she didn’t just hide under my hair as per usual, but I wasn’t going to argue now.

      Liam led me through the cubicles and out the back door of the station into the staff parking lot. As soon as I got into his official vehicle, the familiar scent of forest and wolf mixed with oiled leather and metal teased my senses, reminding me of other times I’d ridden along with him on a case. It felt familiar and unsettling at the same time.

      “How are you?”

      Liam’s question caught me off guard, and I paused with my lips on the edge of my soda. “I’m fine.”

      Liam waited, still watching me, his keys in his hand resting on his lap.

      I sighed. “Something’s going on with Flint. And Scath.” I almost added Andy to the list, but he was doing so much better, it didn’t seem relevant anymore. So instead, I told Liam about my suspicions about Flint’s involvement in the case last April about the political fixer who’d witnessed the torture and murder of a centaur, and then Flint’s interference in Simon’s memory of the Otherworld.

      Liam started the truck and drove to the coroner’s as I explained my theory that the artifacts Flint had asked me to retrieve hadn’t really been destroyed. And that the illusion of their destruction had been part of Flint’s plan. After a slight hesitation, I told him about Scath, and what the oracle at Nightcap had said. Liam listened to all of it, the crease between his brows getting deeper with every revelation.

      “So you think the cases he’s assigning you are linked,” he said when I’d finished. “You think it’s all working up to something.”

      “At this point, it’s just a hunch,” I admitted. “I can’t see a connection. And it’s only two cases. But Andy has worked in the FBI’s organized crime division for years, and he’s very motivated to figure it out. And Peasblossom has introduced him to some new sources, like the pixies in Cleveland. And then there’s Echo.”

      “The ghost.”

      “Spirit.”

      He shrugged. “So, you think Scath is somehow connected to…” He trailed off, refusing to say her name. “The queen?” he finished finally.

      Even though it wasn’t quite four o’ clock, and there was still a decent amount of sunlight in the sky, I hated to talk about the fey Queen of Air and Darkness. Even thinking about the insane monarch sent chills down my spine, filled me with a certainty that somehow she knew I was thinking of her.

      “All I know is that a lot of people react oddly to Scath. More so than you’d expect. Especially Morgan. And the oracle was clear that Morgan wanted more information on Scath, and the reason the oracle wouldn’t give her that information was for fear of…her reaction.”

      Liam turned onto my street. Before I could forget, I added, “Just so you know, Scath and I had a conversation about her helping me. I told her I wasn’t comfortable accepting help for nothing.”

      “Always something to avoid with the fey,” Liam agreed.

      “Exactly. So now we have a deal. I let her live with me and help me with cases, and she provides bodyguard services along with help on said cases.”

      Liam parked in an empty space and nodded. “Even trade, sounds good.”

      I pulled my cell phone out of the side pocket of my waist pouch and texted Scath.

      Liam raised his eyebrows. “She has a cell phone now?”

      “I bought her a cheap one, something that won’t be a huge loss if she loses it. She’s been trying to stay in human form for longer periods of time. I think she spent so much time in cat form that being human is difficult for her now.”

      “Considering we didn’t even know she had a human form at first, I’d buy that.” Liam paused. “How long do you think she was in cat form?”

      “I have no idea. But based on what her voice sounded like initially, and how awkwardly she moved on two legs those first few weeks, I have to assume it was significant.” I nodded when Scath texted me back. “She’s coming down.”

      I don’t know what Liam was expecting from Scath. He’d only seen her briefly as a human, right after his call had pulled her out of her beast against her will. His Shade hiatus had begun right after that, so this was, in many respects, his first real encounter with the sidhe.

      I don’t think he was expecting the small pouch hanging from a long strap criss-crossed over her body.

      Or the kitten tucked into said pouch.

      Scath walked out of the building with the intensity of a soldier stepping onto a battlefield, expecting to be shot at from any direction. Her hair, though much longer than it had originally been thanks to shifting back and forth from human to cat, was still too short to style. It stuck out from her head in spikes that reminded me of a character from an anime. She wore a black tunic-style shirt and black leggings with a pair of beat up soft leather boots.

      “I don’t know why she’s bringing him,” Peasblossom complained. “He’s probably going to summon an elephant right here in the back seat.”

      I rolled my eyes. “It’ll be fine. Scath was right, if I give him opportunities to…let off steam, he doesn’t ‘go off’ quite so randomly.”

      It was mostly true. I didn’t think there was any need to go into detail about how Majesty still wasn’t quite magically housebroken. The chance he’d shrink Liam down to halfing size was minimal—hardly worth mentioning.

      Scath climbed into the backseat and nodded a greeting to Liam. I knew her well enough by now to know she didn’t appreciate small talk, so I got right to it and explained what we knew so far and where we were going.

      “Kylie is the ghoul, yes?” she asked.

      Her voice had smoothed out a little now that she’d started staying in human form for longer periods of time. But there was still something about her tone that made me think of a stranger holding a discreet, but deadly blade. Or maybe I was just paranoid.

      “No, she’s a half-ghoul,” Liam corrected her.

      “So she hasn’t eaten the flesh of the dead. Yet.”

      “No, she hasn’t,” I confirmed. “And she’s trying very hard to keep it that way.”

      And I really hoped she’d keep it that way.

      Scath narrowed her green eyes. “You sound funny. Is there more?”

      “Shade promised Kylie she’d kill her if she went full on ghoul,” Peasblossom told her.

      Scath’s eyebrows twitched up at that. I slumped in my seat. Nothing made a car ride quite as uncomfortable as the reminder that you have a murder pact with the friend and colleague you’re about to visit.

      The drive seemed to take twice as long as it should have, as did the walk through the coroner’s building to see Kylie. Unlike the image most people got when they thought of a morgue, the Cuyahoga County Morgue was on the top floor of a building in the center of Cleveland. Walls of windows provided a flood of natural light that was almost enough to take away the heavy feeling that came with being around the dead.

      Almost.

      As we came down the long hallway, a man’s voice bellowed from behind the closed door of the morgue. Liam stiffened just outside the door, listening. But you didn’t need a shifter’s sensitive hearing to catch the man’s next words.

      “I want to know what killed her. And don’t pretend it was some random coyote or an escaped circus animal. I know what you are, and we both know what did this. It was a werewolf, wasn’t it?”

      Liam threw the door open with the force of someone who’s recognized the antagonist and is ready for a showdown. I followed quickly behind him, sweeping my attention over the room. There were only two people inside the morgue. Well, two living people.

      The first was Kylie. The morgue technician stood with her feet planted shoulder width apart, holding onto a clipboard as if fighting the urge to brain her companion with it. The man shouting at her was her polar opposite, black hair circling a bald head to her blonde, and barrel-chested to her thin frame. He whirled when Liam entered the room, and if his flinch was any indication, he recognized the werewolf.

      “What’s going on?” Liam demanded, his voice cold. “Detective Stafford, is there a reason you’re shouting at Ms. Rose?”

      “Yeah, there is.” Detective Stafford jabbed a finger at Kylie. “She’s withholding information I need to solve my case.”

      “And what information might that be?” Liam asked.

      Detective Stafford pressed his lips together, then puffed his chest out in open defiance. “That werewolves killed Jamila Samaha.”

      Kylie didn’t say anything, just kept boring holes through the loud detective with that dead-eyed stare. I hesitated before breaking into the conversation, distracted by the half-ghoul. She looked…different. Paler maybe. No, not paler. Grey. She had the pallor of a dead woman.

      I shared a look with Scath. The sidhe sniffed the air, a considering look on her face. Kylie noticed, and she scowled.

      “I know what you are,” Detective Stafford told Liam. “And if you’ve come here to cover this up, it won’t work. Werewolves killed this woman, and they’re not going to get away with it.”

      “If you know who I am, then you know I’m the head of the Wild Animal Task Force,” Liam said evenly. “This,” he pointed at the body lying on the table, “was declared an animal attack. That makes it my case. If you don’t like it, you can take it up with the mayor.”

      The detective bristled, but seemed to have nothing to say to that. “And who are you?” he demanded, refocusing his ire to me.

      “My name is Shade Renard. Mother Renard. And I’m consulting with Detective Sergeant Osbourne.” I gestured to Scath. “This is my bodyguard, Ms. Scath.”

      The word bodyguard gave the detective pause. He studied Scath with a wariness any Other showed when they realized someone else in the room wasn’t human, and they didn’t know exactly what flavor of non-human they were.

      “If you don’t mind, I have an investigation to get on with,” Liam prompted him.

      Detective Stafford tensed, his eyes darting from side to side. I’d seen that sort of look before. It was the look of someone about to be excluded, someone who was desperate to think of some way to stay involved. Suddenly he brightened. “Wait. You need me on this case with you.”

      “Do I?” Liam asked. His tone made his opinion of the matter clear.

      “Yeah, you do. Unless of course you know where Jamila worked?” He crossed his arms, or tried to. Despite a slight gut, the man obviously worked out, and a muscled chest wasn’t any more conducive to crossed arms than big breasts were, so it didn’t quite work out. “She was an illegal. Not exactly easy to pull up those kind of employment records.”

      “Don’t call her that,” I said automatically. “She’s a person, not a thing.”

      He ignored me. Behind my neck, I felt Peasblossom start scooting her slippered feet back and forth over the collar of my shirt.

      “I’ll bet you didn’t even know her name, did you?” Stafford pressed. He jabbed a finger at the file Liam held at his side. “It wasn’t in the report.”

      “Actually, I knew her name,” I said evenly.

      Stafford’s shoulders fell, but only for a second. “But do you know where she worked? Because I do. And if you keep me on the case, I’ll take you there.”

      Liam studied him for a long minute. I didn’t know how hard it would be for him to find out where Jamila had worked, but I’d bet he recognized that Detective Stafford already possessing that information was a problem. If we kicked him off the case now, there was nothing to stop him from going ahead to Jamila’s place of business and muddying the waters. There were all kinds of ways for a man to ruin an investigation, even if he were trying to “help.”

      “Fine,” Liam said finally. “You can come with us to interview her employer.”

      Detective Stafford smirked.

      Peasblossom leapt off my neck. I felt an electrical tug when she lifted off, and rubbed my neck to get rid of the sensation. A second later, Detective Stafford yelped and slapped a hand over his cheek. Peasblossom snickered as she flew past my ear.

      “Something just bit me!”

      Kylie turned to Liam without a hint of a smile, her expression cool and professional. “The injuries on Jamila’s body are consistent with a werewolf attack, and the saliva samples I analyzed confirm what Vincent’s spell already told us at the scene. A werewolf killed Jamila.”

      She frowned. “I still can’t explain why she didn’t try to defend herself. The tox screen came back negative. That’s our tox screen, not the official one, that one won’t be back for weeks. Our screen tests for a lot more though, so there’s no reason to wait.”

      I waited to see if Liam would mention what I’d told him about Jamila’s astral self being pulled out of her body before the attack. If it had been just Kylie, I’d have told her myself. But I wasn’t sure Liam wanted Detective Stafford to have that information.

      “I knew it,” the detective said. He stepped closer to Kylie, invading her personal space. “I want the DNA from that saliva tested and run through the system.”

      “I will take care of the DNA comparisons,” Liam interrupted. “You’re not coming into my pack and—”

      “I have no intention of testing your pack,” Detective Stafford told him. “I don’t think they had anything to do with it.”

      “Then why do you want the DNA results?” I asked.

      The man started to say something, but changed his mind at the last minute. “You’re right,” he said finally. “I’ll leave that to you, Detective Sergeant Osbourne.”

      I didn’t like the way he said it, and Liam didn’t seem to care for it either.

      “There’s something else.” Kylie grasped Jamila’s shoulder and pushed, turning the body enough to reveal a section of her back just behind her right shoulder. “The werewolf that did this bit a big chunk out of her body behind the right shoulder. I didn’t find any flesh on the ground near the rest of the body.”

      “They ate it.” My stomach rolled.

      Kylie nodded. “But the strange thing is, they didn’t eat any other body parts. Her organs are all accounted for, and as far as I can tell, there are no other areas missing enough flesh to suggest feeding.”

      “Maybe the wolf jumped her and that’s where they took the first bite?” Stafford suggested.

      “If that were true, someone would have heard her scream,” I pointed out.

      “They didn’t hear her scream when the rest of this happened,” Stafford argued, gesturing at the body.

      I wasn’t ready to tell him about Jamila being pulled to the astral plane, so I didn’t say anything. But if the separation of her mind and body was the reason no one heard her scream during her murder, then it would not explain why no one had heard her scream from the bite, if the bite were taken when her assailants first caught up to her as Stafford suggested.

      “You’re right,” I said finally. “I have no explanation for that.”

      “How about people are lying?” Stafford said sarcastically. “Maybe they did hear the screams, and now they’re too ashamed to admit they heard someone in trouble but couldn’t be bothered to help.”

      “I hate to say it, but it’s a possibility,” I admitted. “It’s not unusual for people in big cities to hesitate before getting involved in things like that.”

      “You said you know who Jamila worked for?” Liam reminded Stafford.

      The detective nodded, already heading for the door. “Indeed I do. And no one can say I’m not a man of my word, so if you’ll follow me…”

      He didn’t wait for an answer before marching out of the room.

      “I hate that man,” Kylie said under her breath.

      “Everyone hates him,” Liam answered, keeping his voice low. “He’s a degenerate gambler, and a glory hog.”

      “What is he?” I asked. “He knows about the Otherworld.”

      “He’s a clairvoyant that specializes in psychometry,” Liam answered. “He’ll touch something and get a flash of insight. As far as I can tell, he doesn’t have a lot of control over it, and he doesn’t get much information. Usually just enough to point him in the right direction. Enough that I know a few cops that have asked him to come in and touch something on the off chance he’ll be able to give them a fresh lead.”

      “Sounds helpful,” I said carefully.

      Liam rolled his shoulders. “It has been. But he worked with Blake on a case last year, a drug operation some genius decided to operate on the reservation. Stafford touched one of the plants and got a vision of the person who’d planted it. But instead of telling Blake, he decided to blackmail the grower instead.”

      “And he’s still on the force?” I asked.

      “His victim refused to testify,” Liam said, his frustration clear in the vein bulging in his temple. “But suffice to say, I view all his help as suspect.”

      “Want me to shock him again?” Peasblossom waved one slippered foot in offering.

      Liam’s mouth quirked at the corner, but he shook his head. “No. For now we need him. After he takes us to Jamila’s employer, we’ll shake him loose.”

      Kylie waved goodbye and turned back to the body. I hesitated by the doorway after Liam and Scath left.

      “Are you all right?” I asked.

      “It’s not time for you to kill me yet, if that’s what you’re asking,” Kylie said shortly.

      I didn’t flinch. I didn’t know Kylie well, but I knew her enough to know that she was generally curt, but calm. She’d lashed out just then, sarcasm instead of her usual forthrightness. Something was definitely wrong.

      “Shade?” Liam called.

      I swore to myself and followed him out, making a mental note to come back and talk to Kylie soon.

      “Something wrong?” he asked.

      I glanced ahead to make sure Detective Stafford wasn’t within earshot. “Does Kylie seem off to you?”

      “She smells off.”

      I stopped walking, unease rolling in a chill down my spine. “In what way?”

      “Don’t stop, we can’t let him get so far ahead of us that he can say he lost us by accident.”

      I frowned, but picked up the pace to meet Liam at his vehicle. “What do you mean she smells off?”

      Liam climbed into the driver’s seat and waited for me to close my door before he answered. “Put plainly, she’s starting to smell more like a dead body. She always smells like death, not just because of what she is, but because of where she works. But that smell is stronger now, and there’s less… I don’t know how to put it. Less life to cover the odor.”

      “You think she’s turning.” My stomach rolled.

      “I think I’ll be having a chat with her about it soon enough,” Liam said grimly.
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      “I really thought he’d speed off and try to lose us,” I said, watching the taillights of Detective Stafford’s official vehicle as he dutifully stopped at a yellow light.

      “So did I.” Liam eased on the brake, glancing at me when the truck came to a complete stop. “Why do you think he’s so concerned about his victims talking to Arianne? She turned Jamila down, whoever this guy is, he must have known that. But he killed her anyway, so obviously keeping his other victims away from Arianne was worth losing whatever he’d invested in Jamila.”

      “I don’t know. It could be as simple as he’s mistreating Syrian refugees, and he’s afraid of what Arianne might do if she found out. She might not want to get involved, but if she found out someone was out there targeting Syrian women, maybe he figures that’s something she wouldn’t let slide?”

      “She seems pretty angry,” Scath agreed.

      “Angry Jamila was killed, or angry because her name was mentioned, and she’s very touchy about any conflict that might affect her organization?” Liam asked.

      “Maybe both?” I let my head fall back against my seat. “Arianne is scary, maybe he just doesn’t want her to notice him at all.”

      Detective Stafford’s turn signal blinked at us as he pulled into the driveway of a Shaker Heights home. I followed the immaculate cement pathway up to a Mediterranean style white brick house with large double front doors tucked beneath a second floor balcony. A two car garage sat perpendicular to the front of the house with three Palladian windows on the side facing the street.

      Stafford got out of his vehicle and walked up to the large front doors with the air of someone who’d been here before. He pounded on the right side door with one fist, and beckoned to us to join him.

      The door opened, and I caught a glimpse of an older woman with greying black hair and spectacles that magnified the disapproving look on her face. She looked at Stafford as if he were something sticky she’d stepped in, then gave the same look to Liam, me, and Scath as we came up the sidewalk.

      “Can I help you, Detective Stafford?” she asked, in a tone that matched her facial expression.

      “I need to talk to Nikolaos. Now.”

      She folded her hands in front of her. “I don’t suppose you have an appointment?”

      “Here’s my appointment,” he countered, shoving his badge into her personal space.

      “Mr. Sideris is a busy man.” Her features hardened as if disapproval alone could hold back an officer of the law. “If you want to speak to him, make an appointment.”

      “If he’s so busy, then he’d be very inconvenienced if I dragged his sorry ass down to the station, wouldn’t he?”

      “Excuse me,” Liam interrupted. “Ms…?”

      The woman didn’t take her eyes of Detective Stafford. “Piper.”

      “Ms. Piper. I’m Detective Sergeant Liam Osbourne of the Cleveland Metropark Police. This is Ms. Renard, a consultant, and her partner Ms. Scath. I’m afraid we have some sad news for your employer, Mr. Sideris. If you could let him know we’re here?”

      “Sad news? What news?”

      “Given the nature of what I have to say, I’d rather deliver the news personally. I hope you understand. If you could take us to see Mr. Sideris?”

      She paused, reconsidering the request. Finally, she nodded. “Wait here. I’ll see if he’s available.”

      She closed the door without inviting us to wait inside. As soon as the door shut behind her, Detective Stafford whirled to face Liam.

      “I don’t appreciate you butting in. I know how to talk to these people.”

      “Obviously,” Liam deadpanned.

      “Let’s not argue where possible suspects might hear us,” I told the detective. “We all want to find out who hurt Jamila, don’t we?”

      Stafford sucked in a deep breath, visibly calming himself. “Sorry. Listen, Nikolaos and I have history. I have been waiting to catch this guy for something, and this is my chance.”

      “What is it you think he’s done?” I asked.

      The older man wrinkled his nose. “He’s a hedge fund manager.”

      “What’s a hedge fund manager?” Peasblossom demanded.

      Stafford swiveled his head, searching for the source of Peasblossom’s voice. Peasblossom snickered under my hair.

      “A hedge fund manager is someone who makes money with other people’s money,” Stafford said slowly. “He convinced my granddad to invest his life savings in some worthless stock. My granddad lost everything.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said sincerely.

      Stafford snorted. “But that’s not what really grinds my gears. Sideris is a sorcerer. And don’t think he doesn’t use his magic to give him an unfair advantage.”

      My brain had ground to a halt on the word “sorcerer.” That couldn’t be a coincidence.

      “You’re telling me you disapprove of magic users using their magic to give themselves an unfair advantage in their careers?” Liam asked.

      “That,” Stafford said, jabbing a finger at Liam. “That right there. That’s why I hate him. Guys like me, low man on the old totem pole, we use magic to get ahead and we’re cheaters. Lazy good for nothings that don’t put in the hard work. Meanwhile, I don’t see anyone calling Sideris a sloppy hedge fund manager. No one’s lining up to tell him he’s a lazy son of a bitch for using magic to cheat. It’s a double standard because he’s rich and I’m not.”

      “And it sounds like he still managed to lose your granddad’s money,” Liam added. “It must really disgust you that not only does he use his magic to give himself an advantage in his job, but he doesn’t even use the information to benefit the people he’s supposed to be working for. That he uses it to his own benefit instead.”

      Stafford’s mouth snapped shut, and if the look on his face was anything to go by, he’d picked up on Liam’s unspoken accusation. Before he could think of a comeback, the door swung open, and Ms. Piper gestured for us to come in.

      “Mr. Sideris will see you now.”

      We all filed into the house and Ms. Piper closed the door behind us, then led us through the large two-story foyer, down a hallway to stop just in front of a sprawling Great Room with a ceramic tiled floor textured to look like overlapping circles of white powder. I had to nudge one with my toe to make certain it wasn’t a salt circle.

      “Mr. Sideris is waiting for you in there.”

      Windows and a sliding glass door comprised most of the far wall, offering a view of a beautiful garden in a fenced in, private backyard. Two huge armchairs, occupied by men, were near a stone fireplace that took up the right side of the room.

      Detective Stafford spread his arms as he headed straight for the two men sitting in the chairs. “Nikolaos, I’m hurt. One of your people disappears and you don’t call me? No faith in my ability to bring her back to you, safe and sound?”

      The first of the two men—Nikolaos Sideris, judging by the way Detective Stafford addressed his comments to him—sat straighter in his seat. He wasn’t a large man, maybe five-eight, five-nine. His brown hair was brushed behind his ears, curling against his neck to flirt with the shoulders of his grey suit. His white skin was only a few tones darker than his dress shirt, and I’d have put his age at early to mid forties.

      “Detective Stafford, to what do I owe the pleasure?” He removed the gold-rimmed glasses from his face, closed the planner on his lap, and set both of them on a table that sat between the two chairs. “Who has disappeared?”

      “Jamila. Your ‘assistant?’ She’s dead.”

      Nikolaos stared at Detective Stafford, then looked to the rest of us and back again. “Dead?”

      “Mr. Sideris, my name is Detective Sergeant Osbourne, and this is my consultant, Ms. Renard and her partner, Ms. Scath. I’m sorry to tell you this, but Jamila Samaha was murdered two days ago.”

      Nikolaos closed his eyes and bowed his head. His lips moved as if in prayer.

      The man sitting in the chair next to Nikolaos scooted forward in his seat. His stylishly cut hair was shorter and darker and going silver at the temples, and he had a dark brown complexion. He looked at least five inches taller and ten years older than Nikolaos, and he too wore an expensive looking suit, but in dark blue. Unlike his companion, this man’s features were stern, his pinched brow and the deep lines at the corners of his mouth broadcasting a distinctly unfriendly attitude.

      Nikolaos’ visitor glared at Stafford the way I’d seen police officers look at violent offenders while their injured spouses refused to press charges. Angry and disgusted, but resigned to the reality that they could do nothing about it. For now.

      “What happened?” he asked, deliberately addressing the question to Liam.

      He had a slight Arabic accent, so faint I almost missed it. Echo’s memory reverberated in my head, repeating the words spoken as Jamila’s life drained away. Not the same.

      “We’re not sure yet, Mr….?”

      “Moghadam. You’re not sure, so you don’t know how or why she was killed?”

      “Can I ask what your interest in Jamila is?” Liam asked carefully.

      “Mr. Moghadam is a lawyer,” Nikolaos explained. “He does pro-bono work helping people apply for citizenship.”

      “Were you helping Jamila?” I asked, leaning forward.

      “I don’t discuss my clients—not even to confirm or deny that someone is my client.” Moghadam stood quickly, smoothing down the lines in his dark blue suit. “If you’ll excuse me…” He looked at Nikolaos. “We’ll continue later. Now seems like a good time for me to speak with her?”

      Nikolaos nodded and gestured at the sliding glass door. “She’s outside. You’ll probably find her behind the rhododendron.”

      The lawyer nodded, and without another glance at anyone else, left via the sliding glass door and disappeared into the garden.

      “He’s not a bad guy,” Nikolaos said after he’d left. “He just takes client confidentiality very seriously.”

      “Is he here to see you or a woman?” I asked, craning my neck to try and spot Moghadam outside.

      “Both. Mr. Moghadam is one of that rare breed of lawyer with a social conscience. He’s become quite adept at convincing me to part with large sums of money for worthy causes. He likes to take the opportunity any time he comes to see Renee.”

      “Is Renee his client?”

      Nikolaos arched an eyebrow. “Confidentiality, Ms. Renard.”

      I winced. “You’re right of course. I’m sorry.”

      The hedge fund manager leaned back in his chair, hands closing over the arms as if bracing himself. “Now, what happened to Jamila?”

      “She was attacked,” Liam said, his tone automatically sliding into polite and professional. “Not far from the Cleveland Clinic Lutheran Hospital. The initial autopsy suggests wild animals. Maybe wolves.”

      “Wolves?” Nikolaos blinked. “In Ohio?”

      “No need to be coy,” Detective Stafford drawled. “He knows all about werewolves. Don’t you, Niko?”

      “You believe Jamila was killed by werewolves.”

      Nikolaos’ tone emptied of emotion, and I wasn’t sure if he was deliberately trying to hide his feelings, or if he was overwhelmed and trying to remain calm. I’d found that men who dealt with large amounts of other people’s money tended to have a natural talent for handling good or bad news with a minimum of emotional inflection.

      “Yes,” Liam said. “We—”

      “That’s why Osbourne is here,” the detective interjected. “He’s the head of the Wild Animal Task Force. And I’m helping him. After all, just because it was werewolves that killed her doesn’t mean they did it on their own. Werewolves don’t generally hunt down prey in the middle of the city. Like as not, we’re looking at a couple of rogues, maybe they’ve fallen on hard times, were willing to risk getting Osbourne’s attention if someone had the money to make it worth their while. Economy isn’t what it used to be, you know. Lots of businesses failing. But then, you’d know all about that, wouldn’t you?”

      “He’s rambling,” Peasblossom muttered. “How’d this guy get promoted to detective?”

      Nikolaos seemed to notice the bewildered look on my face, along with the growing irritation on Liam’s. “It’s all right. Detective Stafford has a low opinion of hedge fund managers—most people do. And I suppose it doesn’t help that my people don’t exactly have a sterling reputation either.”

      “Your people?” Liam asked.

      Nikolaos looked at me. “I am the seventh son of a seventh son.”

      I cleared my throat. “Yes, Detective Stafford mentioned you were a sorcerer.”

      “Technically, yes, but I daresay my father would disagree. He’s rather disappointed in my lack of magical ambition.” He shrugged. “But I saw what it did to my father, and I’ve no interest in becoming that sort of monster.”

      “And you thought hedge fund manager was an improvement?” Stafford scoffed.

      Nikolaos winced. “I won’t lie. I was raised with a certain lifestyle, and this job has allowed me to maintain it. But to be fair, I do try and mitigate the less pleasant parts of my job with good works.” He gestured toward the sliding glass door. “Like donating to Mr. Moghadam’s charitable causes.”

      “So you don’t practice magic?” I clarified.

      I didn’t meant to sound insulting, but I’d never heard of a sorcerer turning his back on his craft. Sorcerers were rare, more so now than they used to be, now that fewer families needed to have large numbers of children for economical reasons. Even if Nikolaos had wanted to eschew his magical studies, I couldn’t see his family allowing it anymore than Arianne’s family had been keen to allow her to forgo children.

      “I practice limited magic. A few tricks here and there, nothing serious.” He cleared his throat. “Getting back to Jamila. I’m afraid I won’t be much help to you. Jamila worked for me, but we weren’t close.”

      “What exactly did she do for you?” Liam asked.

      Nikolaos leaned back in his chair. “I supposed you’d say she was an apprentice of sorts. Not exactly a common occupation now, but one I’m familiar with. She performed mostly secretarial work, but I was teaching her about hedge fund management. She was very good with numbers.”

      “Did she seem upset recently?” I asked. “Any change in her mood or behavior?”

      “She did seem more stressed than usual. But if I’m honest, she never struck me as a particularly happy woman. It wouldn’t surprise me if she’d lost someone not long ago, someone whose loss she still felt a great deal. I tried to broach the subject a few times, but she didn’t want to talk about it, so I let it be.”

      “When was the last time you saw Jamila?” Liam asked.

      “She doesn’t work for me everyday. I believe the last day she was here was Thursday, so two days ago?”

      “Did Jamila have any friends that you knew of?” I asked. “Anyone she was close to?”

      “I’m afraid not. She very much kept to herself when it came to personal matters, and I tried to respect that. Jamila had family in Syria, and I know her sister was trying to find a way to join Jamila here. I’d said if she had the necessary skills, I would file a non-immigrant petition on her behalf with USCIS and try to get her a work visa, but she said that would take too long.”

      “Speaking of which, do you have copies of Jamila’s citizenship paperwork?” Liam asked. “Driver’s license, social security number?”

      This time, Nikolaos couldn’t hide his reaction fast enough. His gaze fell away from Liam’s, and he crossed one hand over his chest to pick at an imaginary piece of lint on his left shoulder. “I don’t think I have those on me, no. I’d have to look through my files. Ironically enough, Jamila would have put those papers away.”

      “Was she a citizen?” I asked.

      “No. But she had a work visa.”

      Liam and I shared a look. So the man who had brought Jamila over didn’t even provide citizenship papers. Only a work visa. A work visa that would expire. Meaning his victims would need to come to him again…

      “How did you come to hire Jamila?” Liam asked.

      Nikolaos hesitated.

      “We truly aren’t interested in anyone’s legal status,” I said gently.

      “Not to mention we’re going to look it up later anyway,” Detective Stafford added. “Either she has paperwork and it’s on file, or she doesn’t.”

      The sorcerer waved a hand. “Oh, it’s not that. I really do have her paperwork, I’m just embarrassed to admit I relied on her so heavily that I can’t find it. No, I hesitated to say where I hired her from because it could be considered proprietary business practices. The company advertises using magic that makes their ad appeal only to Others.”

      “And the company name?” Liam asked.

      “Foundations,” he said. “They’re very exclusive. To hire one of their people, you have to submit an application. Among other things, you have to prove that the position you want to hire them for will provide an education, allow their employee not only to perform the job, but to hone their skills. Meet people.” He snorted. “You should have seen the questionnaire I had to fill out. I had to double-check they weren’t a matchmaking company.”

      “That’s…interesting,” I said slowly.

      “So you knew Jamila was Other?” Liam asked.

      “Yes. She was a fravisha.”

      “A guardian angel,” Liam remembered.

      “Yes.”

      “Did her charge live near here?” I asked.

      He frowned. “I don’t think she had one, now that you mention it. At least, I’d be surprised if she did. She spent long hours here, some workdays.” He paused. “Actually, you might try speaking to Renee, my gardener. Jamila liked to spend her lunch breaks in the garden, I believe they talked.” He looked toward the large windows to the garden. “Only, right now she’s speaking with Mr. Moghadam, of course.”

      “Well, our business is more important,” Stafford said. “I need to speak to her now.”

      This time I gave him a dirty look for the complete lack of tact, but Nikolaos spoke before I could make my rebuke verbal.

      “I’m sorry, Detective Stafford, but I have to ask that you remain with me and let Detective Sergeant Osbourne and Ms. Renard talk to Renee. I appreciate that you have a job to do, but Renee is already going through a difficult time. The last thing she needs is your abrasive approach when questioning her about someone who may very well have been her friend.”

      I waited for the detective to object, but he just shrugged and walked to Moghadam’s vacant chair. He flopped down and lifted one leg to rest his ankle on his opposite knee, looking as if he expected to have a friendly drink with Nikolaos while Liam and I questioned Renee.

      “Do you have Jamila’s address?” Liam asked. “Or was that with her paperwork too?”

      “It was,” Nikolaos admitted. “But it doesn’t matter. Foundations, the company I hired her from, also provides room and board for their employees. And I have their card.”

      “She lived at the agency that hired her out?” I asked, surprised.

      Nikolaos fished through the pockets of his planner for a minute before coming up with the business card. “Yes. I’m telling you, they really are something special. I’d bet my last dollar every woman who goes through that company ends up in a position of wealth, if not power.” He paused, as if he’d thought of something else and was debating whether or not to share it.

      “If you know anything, please tell us,” I said. “The smallest detail could be important.”

      Nikolaos nodded. “Renee. I hired her from Foundations too.”

      Liam’s aura flared, a brief sensation of sparks falling over the half of my body closest to him. I met his eyes.

      “What kind of Other is she?” I asked. “Renee, I mean.”

      “She’s a hatif. Not very powerful, from what I’ve seen, but she does seem more vibrant after spending an afternoon in the sun.”

      Liam gave me a quizzical look.

      “A hatif is a sort of nature spirit,” I explained. “An ancestor of the djinn.”

      “She certainly has a fire elemental’s…spirit,” Nikolaos mused. He smiled. “You’ll see, I’m sure.”

      On that note, we left the Great Room and exited into the garden. I let Liam lead, since his nose would probably guide us in the right direction. Following absently behind him let my mind wander over what Nikolaos had said. After hearing that Jamila had gone to Arianne to help her sister avoid the same man she herself had dealt with—and knowing how her deal had ended—I’d been expecting the worst. Forced prostitution, domestic slavery. The stuff of nightmares. As much as I wanted to believe what Nikolaos had said about this trade-school like arrangement, I couldn’t help but hold my breath, waiting for the second shoe to drop.

      As expected, Liam found them easily enough—a perk of being a shifter with a fantastic sense of smell. There was a small stone bench near the side of the house, sandwiched between two giant rhododendron bushes. A woman with olive-toned skin and wavy brown hair pulled back in a simple ponytail sat on the bench, and Mr. Moghadam stood beside her. They spoke in hushed tones, but just loud enough for me to notice it was Arabic.

      Moghadam noticed us first, and he held up a hand to stop Renee from talking, glaring at Liam, Scath, and me in turn. “This is a privileged conversation.”

      “I’m sorry, but this is a murder investigation,” Liam said. “We need to ask Ms. Renee a few questions, that’s all. We won’t take long.”

      “It’s all right, Mr. Moghadam, I don’t mind,” Renee said, standing and meeting Liam’s eyes with grim determination. “How can I help you…?”

      “Detective Sergeant Osbourne. And this is my consultant, Ms. Renard, and her partner Ms. Scath. I’m not sure if Mr. Moghadam told you, but I’m afraid we have some bad news about someone you know. Jamila Samaha?”

      Renee lifted her chin, but a thin shine of tears made her eyes glitter in the late afternoon sunlight. “He told me. Have you found the person responsible?”

      “Not yet,” Liam said. “We were hoping you might be able to tell us what was going on with her this last week. Maybe you know someone who might have wanted to hurt her?”

      Renee shook her head. “No. Jamila was a fravisha. She was kind, always kind.” Her shoulders drooped, but she immediately stiffened, forcing herself to stand straight and lifting her chin. “She certainly didn’t deserve what happened to her.”

      “Did she seem different at all lately? Upset about anything? Was anyone bothering her?” Liam asked.

      “Jamila always seemed a little…sad. She’d come out here and just sit and stare. She never really felt like talking. I thought she was praying, but one day I asked her about it, and she said she wasn’t praying—she was listening.” Her voice wavered on the last word. “You know what she was listening for, don’t you?”

      Peasblossom crept out from under my hair, her sadness pulsing through our link. No one here was human, so I didn’t bother to check if she was still invisible.

      “She was listening for prayers.” Renee sniffled. “She was waiting to see if she’d ever be needed again.”

      “Again?” I asked gently.

      “Didn’t you know? Her charge was killed a year ago. Back in Syria. It’s why she came here. To get away from all the reminders that she’d failed.” She rubbed a hand over her face. “She didn’t go to mosque anymore. She said she didn’t feel worthy. Which was ridiculous, of course she was worthy. But she didn’t see it. One mistake, and she was ready to give up. On everything. Everyone.”

      My heart tightened. If Jamila didn’t feel worthy of a new charge, then she wouldn’t hear any more prayers. She wouldn’t get a new charge until she felt she deserved one. A vicious circle that would keep feeding her self-doubt.

      “Jamila was kind.” Renee repeated, snatching a pair of gardening shears off the grass and turning to the closest bush. “She didn’t deserve to die.”

      “Renee, have you ever heard of Arianne Monet?” Liam asked.

      Every muscle in the gardener’s body froze, her shears closing with a final snick of metal on metal, lopping off a healthy section of the rhododendron. “Who?”

      “Arianne Monet. She owns the hotel Suite Dreams.”

      “No, I’ve never heard of her.”

      A blatant lie. It was almost refreshing after dealing with the fey for so long. I took a step forward, moving close enough that I could send a wave of purple energy over the woman next time I spoke. A little charm to chase the suspicion from her mind. “I think you do know her. You can tell me.”

      She shook her head. “You need to leave. Now. I don’t want to talk anymore.”

      “Renee—”

      “Why don’t you and the detective go for a walk and let me talk to her?” Detective Stafford suggested.

      I whirled to see Stafford and Nikolaos in the open gap of the sliding door. Nikolaos narrowed his eyes at Stafford, then slammed the sliding door behind him. The detective arched an eyebrow in his direction, but Nikolaos ignored him and marched toward Renee.

      “Ignore him, Renee,” he told her. “He’s just leaving.”

      Renee’s expression darkened a little more, but again, she didn’t say anything.

      “All right, that’s enough,” Moghadam said, stepping between me and Renee. “She said she’s done talking, and she’s answered your questions. If you don’t mind, I’d like to continue with the business you interrupted?”

      I turned back to the gardener. “Renee, Mr. Sideris says you and Jamila both come from the same company. A place called Foundations? If you’re afraid they’ll be angry you talked to us, we can work around that. I can make sure they don’t find out.”

      “Or we can offer you protection,” Liam added. “A place to stay.”

      “No.” Renee turned her back to us, letting the shears fall to the ground so she could hug herself. “I don’t want to talk to you anymore. Please leave.”

      “We don’t care about your legal status,” Liam said. “We just want to find the person who hurt Jamila. We think it had something to do with the people who brought her here. The people who might have helped you come here too?”

      Renee stiffened. Her head tilted to the side, as if listening to something I couldn’t hear. Her jaw tightened and she closed her eyes, but only for a second.

      Renee moved faster than I would have given her credit for. One minute she was standing there with her eyes closed, the next her eyes were wide open, and she spun like a battling top, one arm swinging out, aiming for my face.

      Scath dove forward at the same time as Moghadam, both of them trying to get between us. Moghadam hit Scath and bounced off, flying back into Nikolaos’ arms. They both hit the ground, and I had just enough time to register Liam grabbing Stafford, keeping him away from everyone as the detective lunged at Renee, then my attention was all on the hatif.

      Renee’s fist sailed through the air, aimed at my forehead. Scath caught her arm before her knuckles made contact with my skull, and she growled as she flexed to throw the hatif backward.

      But it was too late.

      Renee’s fist hadn’t made contact, but it didn’t matter. The attack hadn’t been physical. Energy, as real and sharp as any blade, had protruded from her fist, invisible to my eye, but very, very real.

      Pain exploded between my eyes as psychic force drilled into my third eye. I went down.
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      “Shade!” Peasblossom screamed.

      I tried to blink, but my brain didn’t want to work. As I lay on the ground muddled colors melted in front of my vision, blobs of different hues shouting and scurrying around. I didn’t open my third eye often. There’d been a time I had no control, when my third eye opened on its own. Those memories still haunted me. But now, with the pain rolling through my head, the psychic energy fading amidst the ruins of my third eye, I could feel that vision dying.

      And it hurt.

      “I’m okay.” My voice came out louder than I’d meant it to. I blinked faster, but the swirling kaleidoscope remained stubbornly before me.

      Liam knelt on the ground beside me, facing the other people gathered around, keeping an eye on them while I recovered my bearings. His energy burned against me, and I didn’t have to see his face to know how angry he was. Nikolaos and Moghadam were on the ground too, both of them just starting to rise, hands to their heads.

      A loud feline snarl dragged my attention to my sidhe companion, and my vision returned enough to show me Scath holding Renee. It would seem the gardener hadn’t surrendered peacefully. Her gauzy white shirt was torn, baring most of her right shoulder, and there was a cut on her right cheek. She stood frozen, her brown eyes wide.

      Renee’s mouth moved but no sound came out.

      “Renee, what’s wrong?” I tried to stand, but a sudden rush of blood to my head sent me back down to the ground, my hands clasping both sides of my head, trying to keep my brain from exploding out my ears. “Blessed Goddess!”

      “Don’t stand up so fast,” Liam admonished me. He took my arm, helped me to slowly rise. “Easy.”

      “Get away from her!”

      I remembered—barely—not to make any sudden moves, instead rolling my eyes toward the direction of Moghadam’s angry voice.

      The lawyer lurched off the ground, one accusing finger pointing at Scath. “Let her go or I’ll have you charged with assault.”

      “Renee attacked Shade,” Liam said, his voice surprisingly calm compared to the heat rolling off him. “Scath will let go when Renee assures us she doesn’t intend to do it again.”

      “I what?” Renee said, her brow furrowing as she glanced at me. “I didn’t—”

      Moghadam put himself between me and the gardener. “Don’t say anything, Renee. She’s not saying another word. She told you she doesn’t want to talk to you anymore. She has the right to remain silent, or did you miss that part of the law?”

      “I’m not pressing charges,” I said, meeting Renee’s gaze when I said it. I gestured for Scath to release her. The sidhe didn’t look happy about it, but she let her go. “I’m only interested in finding out who killed Jamila,” I continued. “Renee, I need your help.”

      “If her help is so important, then it’s worth bargaining for,” Moghadam snapped. He straightened his suit and approached Renee, still standing protectively between me and the hatif. “She’ll talk to you. In exchange for full immunity, and a green card.”

      “I can’t make that kind of deal when I don’t know what information she has for us,” Liam said.

      “Let’s all just calm down,” Nikolaos said, holding his hands out as if he could physically smooth all the ruffled feathers. “We all want the same thing, right? Jamila’s murderer brought to justice.” He looked at Moghadam. “Perhaps if Renee tells the detective what he wants to know, he’ll be better able to tell you what he can offer in return?”

      The mention of detective made me look for Stafford. I found him standing off to the side, watching the events unfold with a calculating look that made the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. For a second—just a second—I had the distinct impression we’d underestimated the psychic.

      “First I want to know what you did to her,” Liam told Renee, pointing in my direction.

      He sounded incredibly calm considering his aura was threatening to roast me like a marshmallow.

      “I—I didn’t do anything,” Renee sputtered. “I mean, I didn’t mean—”

      “Renee, don’t say anything!” Moghadam looked at Liam. “Your partner upset her. I told you she was finished speaking and Ms. Renard pressed on anyway. Renee suffers from PTSD, she lashed out in self-defense. If you intend to charge her, do it now. But she’s not talking to any of you until you have the green card paperwork in hand. And a guarantee of immunity.”

      “I told you, I’m not pressing charges,” I said evenly.

      Moghadam looked past me at Detective Stafford. “You’ll forgive me if I don’t take your word for it. I’m familiar with what the police will do to get what they want.”

      I stared at Renee. If she was a hatif as Nikolaos had claimed, then it hadn’t been her that attacked me. I knew psychic energy when I felt it. And the ruin of my third eye was proof that whoever attacked me had psychic ability—and the control to use it like a weapon. I glanced back at Stafford, wondering if psychometry was his only gift. Then again, Nikolaos was a sorcerer. He could have lied about his lack of interest in magic disciplines. A determined sorcerer was more than capable of honing psychic energy into a weapon. And then there was Moghadam. I didn’t even know what he was.

      I looked at the lawyer, instinct making me flex my magic to send it toward him to feel out what magic he might possess.

      The migraine of all migraines sent me to my knees. My third eye spasmed, and I swallowed a scream, sucking in breath through my nose as I gritted my teeth. Blood and bone, that hurt.

      “Shade, what’s wrong?” Peasblossom hissed against my neck.

      I didn’t want to answer in front of the crowd. Instead, I tapped my forehead, over where my third eye was.

      “Your third eye?” Peasblossom’s voice shot up an octave.

      Everyone looked around, even Moghadam. I cleared my throat.

      “My eye,” I said weakly. “I think I got something in it when I fell.” I stood and cleared my throat. “Mr. Moghadam, if you’ll forgive a somewhat personal question… May I ask what your heritage is?”

      “Arabic,” he said coldly. “Syrian, if you’re one of the few who realizes not all Arabic countries are the same. Is that a problem?”

      “No,” I said weakly. “I didn’t mean that. I meant your Other heritage.”

      Moghadam’s jaw tightened, and I thought I saw Nikolaos hide a smile.

      “Oh, tell them,” Nikolaos prompted.

      Moghadam straightened his spine. “I’m a tasseomancer.”

      Liam looked at me quizzically.

      Stafford chortled and slapped his thigh. “He reads tea leaves!”

      Moghadam’s eyes narrowed. I almost pointed out that tasseomancers could read a variety of things, including tea leaves, coffee grounds, and even wine sediment. But now didn’t seem to be the time.

      The lawyer took a deep, slow breath, then reached into his pocket. “Take my card, Detective Sergeant. And when you have the necessary paperwork, call me. Renee and I will be waiting.”

      I swallowed a groan, but didn’t argue further. It was obvious that Moghadam wasn’t going to let us talk to her if we weren’t going to offer her something in return. I looked at Liam, but he shook his head.

      “Fine.” I unzipped my waist pouch and peered inside. “Bizbee? Could you hand me one of my cards?”

      The grig popped out of the pouch, his beady eyes squinting in the bright light. A scowl twisted his mouth and he used the card to block the sun. “Ach, ye couldn’t have warned me?”

      “Sorry,” I said, wincing as I grasped the card between my thumb and forefinger. “Could I…?”

      With one last grumble and a head shake that sent his fuzzy tipped antennae bobbing, he released the card to me and vanished back into the pouch.

      I handed Renee my card. “Please call me if you think of anything that might help me find Jamila’s killers?”

      Renee hesitated, then stuck out her chin in defiance. She snatched the card away from me. “Fine.”

      I turned to go.

      “Ms. Renard?” Renee asked suddenly.

      I looked back at her over my shoulder. “Yes?”

      Renee stared at me, looking into my eyes with the intensity of someone trying very hard not to look anywhere else. “Do you think desperate people deserve choices, or should they settle for what they get?” She took a step forward, then forced herself to stop. “For example, if someone offered to pay for your schooling, but only if you got a degree in pediatrics, instead of the degree in forensic anthropology you really wanted. If you couldn’t afford any schooling at all on your own, should you accept their offer and be grateful?”

      The question caught me off guard, not the least due to the curious specificity of her example. But my answer came easily anyway. “Everyone deserves a choice.”

      Renee glanced in Scath’s direction, and the skin over the pulse in her neck twitched as if her heart had skipped a beat. I shuffled to the side, putting my hand on Scath’s shoulder and pulling her back.

      “Renee,” Moghadam began.

      “Renee asked Shade a question,” Liam interrupted. “Let her get her answer.”

      I didn’t take my eyes off Renee. “Everyone deserves a choice,” I repeated. “And not just a choice between two evils. A real choice. Sometimes you just have to look a little harder for the alternative. I can help you find it. If you’ll let me.”

      Part of me really hoped she’d talk. But I wasn’t surprised when she just nodded, pocketed the card, and retrieved her shears. She turned back to the bushes without another word.

      “Thank you for your time, Renee, Mr. Sideris.” Liam nodded to each of them. “Mr. Moghadam.”

      “Anytime, Detective Sergeant Osbourne.” Nikolaos nodded back, gesturing for us to follow him back into his house. “Please let me know if I can be of any further assistance.”

      “You can call me if you find Jamila’s paperwork,” Liam reminded him.

      “Yes, of course.”

      As we walked through the Great Room, I couldn’t help but notice the floor pattern again. “If you’ll forgive the observation, I can barely walk across this floor without feeling anxious, as if I’m being tricked into entering a salt circle. You’re a sorcerer. Can I ask what made you choose this pattern?” I asked.

      Nikolaos sighed and looked down, nudging part of the pattern with the toe of his shoe. “Not my choice, actually. I had this floor redone when I moved in because I prefer ceramic to carpet. The man who put the floor in had a… Well, let us say that he was not fond of sorcerers.”

      “And you didn’t make him redo it?” I asked.

      Nikolaos leaned closer. “Never let them see that they’re getting to you, Ms. Renard. Good advice for all areas of life.”

      None of us said anything else until we got to our vehicles and Nikolaos had closed his doors behind us.

      “What did she do to you?” Stafford asked as soon as we had some semblance of privacy.

      “Some sort of psychic attack.” I pressed a hand to my forehead, hissing as the pressure sent waves of pain through my skull. “Whoever did it knew what they were doing. It was well-aimed and fast.”

      “What did they do?” Liam asked. “I mean, what was the point?”

      “Took out her third eye, looks like,” Stafford guessed. He looked genuinely sympathetic. “That has to hurt.”

      “Yes, it does.” I looked at Liam. “I used to be able to detect magical energies, see the colors and identify the spells. And if I concentrated, I could see alternate planes. It’s how I was able to help with our last case.” I closed my eyes as another wave of pain rolled from one temple to the other. “I won’t be doing that again for awhile.”

      “And Renee did it,” Liam said grimly.

      “I don’t know about that,” Stafford said slowly. “I’ve seen my fair share of psychic attacks. Renee’s expression went blank a split second before she struck you, Ms. Renard. I’m not entirely sure she was all there.”

      “You think someone possessed her?” I asked.

      Stafford shrugged. “I’m not sure I’d say possessed. But just because she’s a hatif doesn’t mean she can’t be anything else. Humans aren’t the only race that can develop psychic abilities. And psychic power can be unpredictable, even to the user.”

      “She seemed to know what she was doing,” Peasblossom objected, poking her head out from under my hair.

      Stafford jumped. “You have a pixie?”

      “I have a witch,” Peasblossom corrected him.

      “Right,” he said slowly.

      “I think it’s more likely that someone used her,” I said, massaging my temples. “But it’ll be hard to know for sure until we can talk to her without the lawyer.”

      “Nikolaos said she’s from Foundations too,” Liam said thoughtfully. “Maybe we can catch her there after she’s finished with work?”

      “With any luck, we’ll find someone else at Foundations who will talk to us now.” My head throbbed and I put my hand on Liam’s truck, waiting for the wave of dizziness to pass.

      “You’re injured,” Stafford said. “Why don’t I go to this Foundations place and the detective sergeant here can take you home? I’ll see if I can find out how Jamila got here, talk to some of the other people at this special employment agency and let you know what I find out.”

      “She’ll be fine,” Scath said evenly.

      I opened my eyes, surprised at the venom in Scath’s voice. If I didn’t know better, I’d have said she was offended on my behalf. “She’s right, I’ll be fine. We should go there now.”

      “Suit yourself,” Stafford drawled, heading back to his own vehicle.

      Liam waited until we were enclosed safely in his truck before turning to me. “Are you really all right?”

      I leaned my head back against the seat. “She put out my third eye. It should heal in a few days, but until then, I’m blind to astral signatures. I can only see this plane. I’ll be useless for detecting magic, and that includes Vincent’s forensic spell.”

      “I already have a Vincent, and we’ll call him if we need him. And I care less about what you can do, and more about whether you’re going to be all right.”

      “Eventually,” Peasblossom said, wringing out her little pink hands. “But it’s hard to say when.”

      Liam jerked out the card Nikolaos had given him from Foundations and checked the address. He shoved it back into his pocket and started the truck. “You said you can’t see beyond the physical plane. And you said Jamila’s attacker was someone with the ability to pull her to the astral plane. That can’t be a coincidence.”

      “It’s not,” Scath spoke up.

      I twisted in my seat, surprised Scath had opted to join the conversation. “How do you know?”

      Scath leaned forward and held out her hand. “Give me a piece of paper and something to write with.”

      Liam lifted the arm rest in the center console and pulled out a scrap of paper and pen, handing it back to Scath as he pulled out of the driveway.

      “Renee had a tattoo,” she said, her eyes on the paper. “On the back of her right shoulder. It looked like this.”

      She finished the drawing and handed me the paper. It was a human eye, surrounded by seven concentric circles, the largest of which was the size of my palm.

      “I’ve seen something similar to this before. Seen how one of the rings is thicker than the rest? The rings represent planes of existence. Based on the most commonly accepted model, this thicker one would be the astral plane.”

      “There are seven planes?” Liam asked.

      Scath snorted. “Depends on who you ask. Magic users don’t agree on much.”

      I opened my mouth to argue, then closed it. “She’s not wrong.” I tapped the paper. “The eye in the center of the concentric circles could mean he’s watching them. A more permanent arcane all-seeing eye spell. I can’t be certain, but based on what we know, there’s a good chance that this is how the man controlling Jamila knew she’d spoken with Arianne.”

      Scath leaned back against the seat. She’d left the pouch with the sleeping Majesty in the truck when we entered Nikolaos’ home, but now she reached inside to pet the furry beast. “That could be why the werewolf ate part of Jamila’s shoulder. Maybe she had the same tattoo.”

      I settled back in my seat. “We need to see if anyone else at Foundations has the tattoo.”

      “Someone who doesn’t have a lawyer standing by,” Peasblossom added.

      I tried a healing spell on the way, even though I knew it wouldn’t work. Healing spells were meant for physical healing. My third eye wasn’t physical, and there was nothing I could do to heal it faster. But at least the bumps and bruises from hitting the ground felt better. Small favors.

      My head fell to the side, and the energy of Liam’s aura hummed against my forehead. The gentle vibration touched my third eye, and even though it couldn’t do anything to heal it, the energy felt good. Like a vibrating massage chair against a sore back. And Liam smelled good, as usual, so that was nice. I took a deep slow breath, giving myself over to that warm buzzing sensation, letting my consciousness bob on the undulating waves of his aura.

      “Is this like a concussion where I should try to keep you awake?”

      Liam’s voice was soft and deep, as if he didn’t want to wake me, but was worried not to. I shook my head, realizing I’d pressed my forehead to his shoulder. “I’m not falling asleep.”

      He waited, but I didn’t really have more to add. Liam knew his aura felt good to me. It was what had made our working relationship so awkward in the beginning. But we’d apparently come far enough that me leaning on him was no longer a source of concern, so I didn’t pull away. I would have smiled if I’d had the energy to move my face.

      I may have drifted off to sleep. A sudden banging to my right made me jerk away from Liam, sending a spike of agony straight through the center of my skull. I hissed and shot a glare toward the window, recognizing the sound as someone banging on it to get my attention.

      Detective Stafford stood by the truck, leering at me. “If you’re done cuddling, maybe you want to join me in another death notification?”

      I wasn’t embarrassed. I had to care about someone’s opinion of me to be embarrassed, and Detective Stafford had skipped over that category like a wild Skee-ball.

      “I didn’t know you two were that kind of partners,” Stafford joked as Liam and I got out of the truck.

      The door to the front of the boarding house opened, saving me from having to respond politely to the jab. We all turned to watch as a woman appeared on the front step, closing the door behind her. Her black hair curled just beneath her ears, and she was dressed in a charcoal pencil skirt and matching jacket, along with a white shirt. There was a nervous energy around her, the sort you get when you’re late for an appointment.

      “Hello,” Liam called out.

      The woman startled back a step, wide brown eyes fixing on Liam. “May I help you?”

      “Do you work here?” Liam asked.

      “I do.” Her gaze flicked briefly to me. “Did we have an appointment?”

      “I’m Detective Sergeant Osbourne, and this is my consultant Ms. Renard and her partner Ms. Scath. This is Detective Stafford. And you are?”

      “Dr. Aubrey Fakhoury. How can I help you?”

      “Do you know a woman called Jamila Samaha?” I asked.

      Aubrey’s face creased with concern and she took a step away from the ivy-covered wall of the building to move closer to me. “I know Jamila. Why, has something happened?”

      “If we could talk inside?” Liam suggested.

      The doctor shifted her weight from one foot to the other, her gaze darting from us to the building and back. “I suppose so. Yes, come in.”

      “Seems a bit nervous,” Peasblossom whispered.

      I agreed, but didn’t say anything as I followed Dr. Fakhoury inside. The interior of the colonial style home was clean and open, with pale blue walls and lots of comfortable furniture in the sitting room to encourage social gatherings. Aubrey sat in a burgundy armchair and gestured to a dark blue sectional for the rest of us to have a seat. Liam and I sat down, but Stafford opted to stand to the side, between the couch and the front door. Scath stood beside me, close enough to Aubrey that she could intervene if there was a repeat of the Renee fiasco.

      “You said you had news about Jamila?” she asked, smoothing her hands down her skirt.

      “I’m sorry,” Liam said gently. “But Jamila Samaha was killed two nights ago.”

      “Killed?” Dr. Fakhoury leaned back in her seat, as if to physically distance herself from the news. “How?”

      “I can’t talk about the details at this time,” Liam said apologetically. “But I was hoping you might be able to tell me more about Jamila. I understand she lived here?”

      The doctor nodded, clasping her hands in her lap. “Yes. She’s been here longer than most. Everyone liked her, I can’t believe…”

      “Can you tell us more about what you do here?” I gestured around. “I understand this is a sort of temporary employment service?”

      “Sort of. It’s more like a trade school. Women apply to come here and receive training in a variety of fields. We help them sample different positions, and when they find one they like and are well-suited for, we help them find a master. To train them,” she added quickly.

      “So it’s for women only?” I asked.

      “Yes.”

      “How many women do you have here right now?” Liam asked.

      “Four.”

      “That seems like a small number for a school.”

      “It’s very selective.” Aubrey glanced toward the door, then unfolded her hands and folded them again.

      “You seem nervous,” I observed, trying to keep my voice empty of any tone that might be interpreted as an accusation.

      “I’m late for an appointment. But of course I understand this is important. Is there any way I can help?”

      “Do you run the school?” I asked.

      “Oh, no. It’s run by an anonymous trust. They have a partnership with a charity in Syria that helps people apply for US citizenship.”

      “So people in Syria apply to this charity, and the charity chooses people to send here?” Liam asked.

      Dr. Fakhoury shifted in her seat. “I’m not sure exactly how it works. I don’t have anything to do with that end of the business. I was hired to serve as a physician to the women who come here, in exchange for room and board. There’s a chore schedule that the women follow so they take turns cleaning and cooking for one another. The trust pays the bills. That’s really all I know.”

      “You don’t know who you work for?” Liam asked.

      “It’s an anonymous trust,” she repeated. “A law firm handles the paperwork. Rittgers, Martindale, and Haynes.”

      “Did Jamila have any family that you know of?” I asked.

      “She had a sister in Syria. I can try to contact her if you’d like?”

      “If you have her information, we’ll take care of that,” Liam assured her. “But it would be helpful if you could tell us more about how Foundations works. Do you have the contact information for the charity in Syria? Who’s in charge of transporting the women here?”

      “I’m afraid I don’t have that information. As I said, my duties are to the women after they arrive. I don’t know how they get here.”

      Scath shifted her weight, her green eyes flicking toward the front door. Liam looked toward the entrance as well, and a second later, the front door opened.

      Three women came into the house, talking amongst themselves in Arabic. Dr. Fakhoury stood quickly, and the movement drew the attention of the small group. The women froze as soon as they spotted us, and all chatter ceased.

      “Rima, Mariam, Kaila, this is Detective Stafford, Detective Sergeant Liam Osbourne, Ms. Scath, and Ms. Renard. I’ll be speaking with them for awhile, so why don’t you go to the kitchen? Whose turn is it to make dinner?”

      “Mariam’s,” one of the women said. She brushed a strand of hair behind her ear, and the light of the overhead chandelier caught blonde highlights that had clearly come from a bottle. She smiled nervously at our group, and I realized she was wearing colored contacts to make her eyes blue.

      “Well, you’d best get started.”

      “Excuse me,” I said, standing. My head throbbed and I gritted my teeth for a second as I waited for it to pass. “I’d like to speak with all of you, if I may?”

      “Ms. Renard, if you don’t mind, I’d like to be the one to speak with them about… You know.” She took a few steps closer to the group, putting herself between us and them.

      “I’m sorry, Dr. Fakhoury, but this is a murder investigation,” Liam said, keeping his voice calm. “We need to speak with everyone who knew her.”

      “Murder?” Rima gasped.

      They all looked to Dr. Fakhoury, but the doctor had her back to me so I couldn’t see her facial expression.

      “It’s Jamila,” she said. “She was killed two nights ago.”

      Like a switch had been flipped, the emotion drained from their faces. All except one. Rima’s face crumpled, her eyes filling with tears.

      “Do any of you know if Jamila was upset about anything recently?” Liam asked.

      “Jamila kept to herself,” one of the other women said. Kaila, I guessed, since Mariam had gone to the kitchen. “But anyone could tell she was often sad. Just look at her room.”

      “Actually, that might be helpful,” I said.

      “I’ll show you,” Rima said.

      “I’ll come too.” Dr. Fakhoury looked at Liam. “I’m responsible for these women, and I’ll be present for any questioning.”

      “They’re all adults,” Detective Stafford scoffed. “You have no legal standing to demand to be present.”

      “You’d prefer to wait while I call a lawyer?” Dr. Fakhoury said coldly.

      Stafford scowled.

      Part of me was curious about what lawyer Dr. Fakhoury would call. It would be quite a coincidence if it was Moghadam. I looked at Liam. “What company does Moghadam work for?” I asked.

      He took the card out of his pocket. “Kirkland, Katz, and Cromwell.”

      Not the same company then. I let Liam go ahead of me up the stairs, with Scath behind me, forming a glowering barrier between me and Detective Stafford.

      “Her room isn’t big enough for all of us,” Dr. Fakhoury said, pausing outside the door. “Ladies, why don’t you wait in the kitchen?”

      “I’ll come down with you,” Liam said. “I have some questions about the application process you all went through.”

      “I can’t let you talk to them without me,” Dr. Fakhoury said again.

      “You’re free to come. Ms. Renard and Ms. Scath are perfectly capable of looking at Jamila’s room. I trust you don’t feel you need to be present for that?”

      The doctor pressed her lips together, but nodded. “Fine. Let’s go, ladies.”

      I waited for everyone else to go downstairs before turning back to the room. The floor looked to be the house’s original pine planks, and the walls were unfinished brick. This was the third floor, and both sides of the ceiling slanted in a triangle to reach a peak of around fourteen feet. The room held a single bed, a small loveseat, and a pot-bellied wood-burning fireplace. Despite the cozy feel, there was nothing personal in the room to make it feel like a home. I poked around for awhile, looking under the bed, searching through the closet.

      “No pictures, no mementos.” I shook my head. “It looks like it’s been cleared out for the next occupant.”

      “No, it was always like this,” a voice said behind me.

      I spun to find Rima leaning against the doorway, eyes bright with tears as they looked around the room that had belonged to her friend.

      “Jamila didn’t bring anything personal. Dr. Fakhoury thought it was her dedication to Allah, a simple life without material pleasures. But I think she was hiding.”

      “Hiding from who?” I asked.

      “Herself. I think she was trying to forget everything about her life before she came here. I guess you have to do that if you’re going to become someone else.”

      “Shade,” Peasblossom said. “Come look at this.”

      Something in the pixie’s voice made my stomach tighten, and I walked across the room to the window. The blinds were down, but open, and Peasblossom peered out through the slit. She pointed.

      “Doesn’t that courtyard look familiar?” she asked grimly.

      I stared after her, and my heart plummeted. It was the courtyard where Jamila had been murdered. I turned back to Rima. She still stood in the doorway, her arms wrapped around herself. She looked like she’d shatter if I touched her.

      Peasblossom flew closer, but not so close as to startle her. “Are you a student?”

      “What?” Rima looked down, then noticed she was still wearing her student ID on a lanyard around her neck. “Oh. Yes.”

      “What are you studying?” I asked.

      She smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “Pediatrics.”

      “For example, if someone offered to pay for your schooling, but only if you got a degree in pediatrics, instead of the degree in forensic anthropology you really wanted.”

      Renee’s earlier question floated back to me. I tilted my head. “Pediatrics is an important field. New life. But there are other fields that can offer great satisfaction as well. For example…forensic anthropology.”

      Rima’s eyes lit up. “Oh, I know. I was reading about the Guatemalan Forensic Anthropology Foundation. They do such amazing work. Giving names to all those people, giving their families closure.” A shadow passed over her face. “Too often those lost in times of war are forgotten. Reduced to a number on the news.” Her gaze drifted to the window. “Even here there are too many buried without a name in Highland Hills. It’s not right. No one should ever be forgotten.”

      “Like Jamila?” I asked gently.

      Rima flinched. This time when her gaze landed on the window, I knew where she was looking.

      “You knew Jamila was dead, didn’t you? You… You heard her.”

      “You have to leave,” Rima said, her voice so low I almost didn’t hear her. “You have to leave now.”

      I took a step closer, trying to move slowly despite the adrenaline pouring through me. “Can I see your right shoulder please?”

      She jerked back so fast she nearly fell over. “You need to leave.”

      Peasblossom vanished from sight. Rima’s eyes darted around, looking for her, but I took another step, drawing her attention to me.

      “I want to help you. Please, let me help you.”

      “You can’t help us,” she rasped. “We won’t let you. We can’t. Or—”

      Her body stiffened, her eyes locking onto me, unmoving, unseeing. I had a split second for my brain to remind me this is what Renee had looked like. This was the warning I’d failed to heed before.

      Scath moved faster. Even as my magic roared to form a shield before me, Scath dove into the space between me and Rima, claws protruding from her fingertips, feline snarl curling up from her chest. Just before my shield spell gathered into solid energy in front of me, I felt a chill roll outward from Rima. A second later, she tilted her head, studying Scath for only the briefest of moments before finding me.

      “Who are you?”

      The words were formed with Rima’s lips, spoken with her voice. But it wasn’t her. Someone had borrowed her body, used her mouth and its muscle memory.

      “I’m Shade Renard. Mother Renard. Who are you?”

      “You may call me the Emperor. Why are you stalking the women in my care?”

      My heart pounded so hard it was difficult to hear myself think. Or maybe that was the sickening aura of evil soaking the room around me.

      “I’m trying to find the person responsible for Jamila Samaha’s murder.”

      Rima frowned. “Why?”

      “Because finding murderers is what I do.”

      Scath rolled her shoulders, shaking herself the way cats do. I could almost see her feline form, fur standing straight up.

      “Is it?” Rima narrowed her eyes. “But you’re a witch.”

      I drew myself up to my full height, fixing the Emperor with a witchy look honed over years of dealing with people taller than me, creatures that would eat me given half a chance and a skipped lunch. “Everything is a witch’s business.”

      “Not this.” Rima took a step closer, but stopped when Scath hissed and flexed her fingers, making her claws click together. She wrinkled her nose at the sidhe, then turned back to me. “Go home, witch. If you continue to threaten what is mine, I will bring suffering down upon you and those you love, the likes of which you have never seen before.”

      I gritted my teeth, but before I could tell the Emperor exactly what he could do with his threat, he was gone. Rima slumped, stumbling a step forward. Scath caught her, but I thought it looked more like she wanted to make sure Rima didn’t try anything than any real concern.

      Footsteps pounded on the stairs. My brain spun a mile a minute. I had seconds before we were interrupted. Seconds to try and get information out of a woman whose master could take over her body at will, possess her mind. Rima put a hand to her head, brows furrowed in disorientation. Now was my chance.

      “Little Red Riding Hood,” I said quickly. “What was the name of the wolf that killed the little girl and her grandmother? He was a werewolf, what was his name? What was his name?!”

      I pushed a little magic into my voice with the last sentence, a hint of charm. Rima’s eyes widened.

      “Connor,” she blurted out. “His name is Connor.”
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      “I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask you to leave.”

      Rima scurried out of the doorway until her back hit the hallway wall. Dr. Fakhoury crested the stairs, heading straight for me, and Rima took advantage of the opening to flee down the stairs. Aubrey fixed me with a look that would have felled a lesser witch and jabbed a finger toward the stairs.

      “Now, please,” she said stiffly. “You’re upsetting them, and I’ve already told you I don’t have the answers you want. Please go.”

      Liam came up the stairs, blue eyes meeting mine briefly before locking onto the other woman. “Dr. Fakhoury, we need—”

      “It’s fine, we’ll leave.” I sidled around the startled doctor and took Liam’s arm. “I didn’t mean to upset Rima, really I didn’t. If you could tell her that for me, doctor? Tell her I’m sorry?”

      Aubrey smoothed her hands down her skirt. “Yes, well… Yes, I’ll tell her. But you will leave now?”

      I nodded, tugging at Liam to come with me down the stairs. Scath followed behind us, and I didn’t miss the way Aubrey gave the sidhe a wide berth. When we reached the bottom of the stairs, Liam’s muscles tensed in my grip.

      “Detective Stafford, we’re leaving,” Liam said sharply.

      I looked up to see Stafford standing in the kitchen near the table. He had his hand on a black leather purse hanging from the nearest kitchen chair.

      “What are you doing?” Dr. Fakhoury rushed into the kitchen, looking like she intended to slap the detective’s hand away.

      Stafford dropped his hand as he watched her approach, but there was a blank expression in his eyes, as if he were looking at something else. I paused with my hand on the knob to the front door. Was he getting a vision?

      “Sorry,” Detective Stafford said, shaking himself out of his reverie. “My apologies.”

      I looked around for the other women and Rima, but they were nowhere to be found. Probably hidden away to wait until we left. It didn’t matter. I had a new lead. And now that I knew there was a guard-doctor at Foundations, if I needed more information from the residents, I knew it would be better to approach them in public. Away from doctors and lawyers.

      Stafford and Liam followed me back to our vehicles, and I waited for them to gather around, peering around them to make certain no one from the house was watching.

      “You saw something,” I said, turning to face Stafford. “What was it?”

      The detective leaned closer, his voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. “I think I caught an image of the werewolf that killed Jamila. It wasn’t clear enough for a description, but I got a…a feeling. I think the werewolf that was involved in Jamila’s death was military. Or ex-military.” He rubbed a hand over his jaw. “That’s probably not specific enough to be helpful. I’m sorry.”

      My pulse sped up. “Actually, that may be the other piece I needed. Liam, can Blake look up werewolves who’ve served in the military?”

      Liam rolled his left sleeve up a little higher, then reached for his cell phone. “Yes. The Vanguard requires shifters to register with them if they join a human law enforcement agency, including all military branches.”

      “Perfect. Have him look for a werewolf with the first name Connor.”

      Stafford tensed.

      “Do you know Connor?” I asked, pointing at Stafford.

      The detective relaxed and shook his head. “No, sorry, I don’t. I don’t have much cause to spend time with werewolves.” He snapped his fingers. “But I could check arrest reports and crosscheck them with the Vanguard’s military files. It’s possible if I can see this guy’s mug shot, it might add clarity to my vision, or even trigger another one. Can’t hurt, right?”

      He backed away from me, heading for his car.

      “You’re leaving?” I asked.

      “My vision was too muddled to be helpful, but there are things I can do to try and make it more clear. Meditation, things like that. Most of it requires quiet and a little solitude.” He opened his car door. “I’ll call you. Keep me updated?”

      He closed the door before I could answer, and I blinked as he pulled out of the driveway and took off down the road.

      “Well, that’s not suspicious,” Scath murmured.

      “Forget him,” Peasblossom said.

      I jumped as she dropped her invisibility an inch in front of my face. Her pink features twisted into a self-satisfied grin that made me smile without thinking. I knew that look.

      “You’ve found something, haven’t you?” I guessed.

      Peasblossom beamed. “Rima has the same tattoo.”

      “That’s two out of three for sure.” I circled the truck and climbed inside while Liam called Blake, my mind whirling a mile a minute. I stared in the direction that Stafford’s car had disappeared, then twisted to talk to Scath in the backseat. “Is it just me, or did it seem to you that Stafford knew the name Connor?”

      “Oh, he recognized it,” Scath confirmed. “And he wasn’t happy to hear you say it.”

      “That’s what I thought. Why do you suppose that is?”

      Scath shrugged.

      “Maybe he lied about his vision being muddled,” Peasblossom suggested. “Maybe he did recognize the werewolf, and he wants to be the one to solve the case.”

      “Saying he got the impression he was ex-military wouldn’t exactly have narrowed it down,” Scath agreed. “As far as clues go, it wouldn’t have done you nearly as much good without the name. And he couldn’t have known you’d get that from Rima.”

      Liam opened the car door and slid inside. “Well, he did give us the name, and now he’s not going to beat us there. I have an address.”

      My mouth fell open. “Already?”

      “I called Blake to have him run the name, then I called Kylie to tell her to be ready to run the DNA when we got it. I told her the name, and she recognized it. Apparently, there’s a group of shifters that comes into a bar near her house. Three of them, all ex-military. One of them, Connor, has a bad habit of starting trouble and usually has to be carried out by his two brothers, Toby and Kurt. Kylie says if it weren’t for Toby and Kurt, someone would have turned Connor over to me by now.”

      “Worth a shot,” I agreed.

      Liam pulled out of the driveway, and I couldn’t help but look back at the boarding house, imagining Rima inside. She’d heard Jamila die, I was sure of it. That’s why the Emperor had killed Jamila where he had. So he could make sure his other victims heard her die.

      “Did you learn anything about Foundations?” I asked, forcing my attention to Liam.

      The alpha didn’t take his eyes off the road, as if he could will the traffic in front of us to move faster. It was after seven so the sun had set, and every streetlight chased back the shadows darkening his face.

      “Mariam and Kaila and Rima are from Damascus, and all three applied to the US Embassy for a travel visa within the last year.”

      “All three were denied?”

      Liam nodded. “Then a week later, they received a letter from Foundations offering them a work visa. According to the offer, if their application was accepted, they would travel to Ohio and stay at Foundations. They’d be assigned jobs, improve their English, and eventually be fitted to an occupation that suited their skills. All of this with the promise that eventually they would earn a green card, and permanent citizenship.”

      “Sounds a little too good to be true,” Peasblossom observed.

      “It didn’t escape my attention that they were all beautiful women,” I added. “And I have a hard time believing that it would be that easy for them to get permission to stay here permanently. The United States isn’t exactly welcoming new immigrants right now.”

      “I asked if they could point me to anyone who’d graduated the program,” Liam said. “But Dr. Fakhoury told me the program was too new.”

      “Did they give you any names? Anything that would help us find the people in charge?”

      “No. And what’s more, they all claimed to have signed a confidentiality contract. They can’t discuss details of their arrangements. No names. And, that same contract requires them to remain at Foundations until they graduate the program.” He glanced at me out of the corner of his eye. “And they were also not able to legally disclose what that graduation entails.”

      “Rima has the same tattoo as Renee,” I told him. “Peasblossom saw it.”

      “I tried to ask the others to show me their shoulders, but Dr. Fakhoury put a quick stop to that.”

      “Well, I don’t think we need any further confirmation. Not after my little visit from the Emperor.”

      Liam quirked an eyebrow at me. “The Emperor? Who—” His hands tightened on the steering wheel. “Wait a minute. You’re talking about the person that dragged Jamila to the astral plane, aren’t you? The one who had her killed.”

      “I think so.” I told him about my impromptu meeting, including how shaken Rima had been afterward and how horrible the being’s aura had felt.

      The vein in Liam’s temple bulged, and the air in the truck heated up as his aura responded to his temper. “Was he the one who gave you Connor’s name?”

      I shook my head. “It was a spur of the moment idea. I had the thought that if the Emperor was possessing these women, there was a chance that some of his memories lingered in their memory. In which case, Rima could have known more than she thought she did. Since the Emperor, whoever he is, had just left her, and she was already shaken, I thought I might be able to get an answer she didn’t know she had.”

      Liam frowned. “I’m not following.”

      “She asked her to name the killer wolf in Red Riding Hood,” Peasblossom told him. “After dropping the word ‘werewolf.’”

      “The idea being, if she tried to think of a name quickly, with the context clues of being a killer and a werewolf, her subconscious might supply a name that fit even if she wasn’t aware why it fit,” I explained.

      Liam fell silent. I left him to his thoughts and stared out my window at the dark sky. My stomach knotted, and I couldn’t seem to shake the chill clinging to my skin. It had been one thing to know the Emperor was likely spying on the women he victimized with the tattoos. That had been bad enough. But to know he could possess them as well. Take over their bodies at will. That was disturbing on a new level.

      And what did that mean for our investigation? What did it mean that the killer might be hiding in our witnesses, ready to strike at any time? How would I ever get them to talk to me, how could I help them, if they knew as well as I did that their abuser could be listening? That he could not only hear their conversations, but take them over?

      Liam pulled over to park on the side of the road. I tore myself out of my own thoughts to see an apartment building looming in front of us. Streetlights illuminated the brick and aluminum siding combination that made up the exterior, and since it was after sunset, most of the occupied apartments had their lights on. Sadly, none of them had a sign saying “Werewolves Live Here.”

      Liam’s aura hummed with enough energy that I was surprised the engine didn’t keep running after he pulled the key out of the ignition. “We need a DNA sample from Connor. Vincent found his fur in one of the wounds on Jamila’s body, and if we can get something for him to match it to, I can bring Connor in and find out who hired him.”

      Scath sat forward in her seat. “And Kylie said he has two brothers. So we’re going to talk to three rogue werewolves?”

      There was something a little too eager in her voice. I glanced back to see her slide out of the truck, careful to hold onto the small bag with a perma-kitten peeking his fuzzy grey head out of it.

      “When was the last time we set him off?” Peasblossom demanded. “Maybe we should make him go before we go inside.”

      “Make him go?” Liam echoed.

      I closed the truck door behind me. “Scath thinks if we ‘set him off’ on purpose, then he won’t do it by accident.”

      “Go off?”

      “Summon elephants,” Peasblossom explained.

      It wasn’t until that moment that it occurred to me Liam didn’t know much about Majesty. He hadn’t been around for most of the kitten’s chaos—that had been Andy’s privilege. I winced. That was something I probably should have mentioned before now.

      “I’ll explain later,” I said, infusing my voice with as much confidence as I could.

      “He’s fine,” Scath said shortly, absently petting Majesty on his soft little head. She considered it, then took off the pouch and handed it to me. “You carry him. If things go south, I’ll need freedom to move. You can fight just as easily with him strapped around you.”

      I started to protest, but Liam was already half-way to the apartment building’s front door and I had to run to catch up.

      “So, how does this work, exactly?” I asked as we entered the building.

      “How does what work?” Liam asked, reading the list of names near the door.

      “Rogues. You mentioned once that you allowed shifters who came to New Moon to decide to live on their own if they want to. But when you mention rogues… Well, it sort of sounds like you’re expecting trouble.”

      “Wolves are pack animals,” Liam said shortly. He jabbed at one of the names. “Apartment 32B.”

      “Well, yes, but what if they form their own group?” I asked. “Not a pack, per se, but a group of friends. Or family?”

      “I allow some people to make that choice because they need to find out the hard way that they need a pack,” Liam said, heading for the elevator. “We keep an eye on them when they leave.”

      “So it’s not really a choice,” Scath said.

      “We can talk about this later if you want to,” Liam said tightly. “But right now, we need to concentrate on what’s coming. Well-adjusted or not, it’s unlikely they’re going to be happy to see me.”

      “Then maybe I should talk to them?” I suggested.

      Liam shook his head. “They’ll smell me on you and wonder where I am. It’s better if we’re up front about it.”

      The elevator door opened on that thought, so I didn’t have to think of a response. Liam strode down the hall with all the authority of being the Detective Sergeant of the Cleveland Metropark Police and the alpha of the Rocky River Pack. When he knocked on the door, I half-expected it to swing open of its own accord just out of respect.

      The door swung open to reveal a large shifter. Military buzz cut, thick pants with utility-sized pockets a woman could only dream about, and a T-shirt that told me in no uncertain terms that the man didn’t just take care of himself—he pushed himself. At first glance, I didn’t think there was a single inch of his body I couldn’t have bounced a quarter off of if the urge struck me.

      His hair was either blond or brown, it was hard to tell. But his eyes were green, and they drilled into Liam as if he could push the alpha back with the force of his stare alone.

      “You must be Liam,” he said.

      I held my breath. Beside me, Scath stood with her arms loose at her sides, her feet shoulder-width apart. Ready to leap into action at the slightest provocation. I wondered if she was antsy because our brief confrontation with the Emperor hadn’t ended in violence.

      “You’ve heard of him?” Peasblossom asked.

      Buzz Cut arched an eyebrow. “Hard not to have heard of the local alpha. Especially when he’s also head of the police department covering the biggest stretch of woods within fifty miles.”

      “And you must be Toby Arnold.”

      Toby nodded. “Something I can help you with?”

      “Maybe we could have this conversation inside?” Liam suggested.

      The military wolf leaned against the doorframe. “Here’s fine.”

      Testosterone pooled in the small hallway, to say nothing of the roiling energy bulldozing outward from the two alpha males. I forced a smile, and when I spoke, I made sure to shrug the shoulder Peasblossom was sitting on.

      “We’d only be a minute,” I promised. “I think you’ll be impressed with the laser-like focus of our questions. We’ll get right to the point. Beam right through the chaos of confusion. Put a red line through it.”

      Neither werewolf spared me a glance despite the blabbering nonsense. Which was fine since I wasn’t really talking to either of them anyway.

      Peasblossom slipped down to the pouch at my waist and unzipped it to have a quick word with the grig hiding inside.

      “I generally prefer not to discuss murder investigations in public hallways,” Liam said, his easy tone contrasting with the tension in his shoulders. “I promise we won’t take up too much of your time.”

      “I’m afraid you’d be wasting your time,” Toby said, also keeping his tone at the “we’re all friends” level. “I don’t know anything about a murder.”

      I never saw the red dot from the laser pointer manned by a snickering pixie from inside my waist pouch. But it didn’t matter.

      Majesty saw it.

      The kitten leapt out of the pouch slung around my shoulder, firing himself like a fuzzy grey rocket after the tiny pinprick of light. Toby’s eyes bulged and he straightened as if an invisible puppeteer had given his strings a good tug.

      “Majesty!” I cried out in fake horror. “Come back here!”

      Toby’s arm shot out, blocking me from coming inside. Liam twitched, but I held up my hands, gesturing for both men to remain calm.

      “I won’t come in if you don’t want me to, of course I won’t.” I cleared my throat and tried to look embarrassed. “Only, Majesty can be a bit…unpredictable. I’d hate for him to cause you any trouble.”

      “What the hell was that?” A new voice demanded from behind Toby. “Is that…a cat?”

      “Cursed kitten, actually!” I called over Toby’s shoulder. “Like as not he’ll go off if you startle him, so I’d give him a wide berth. Think calm, peaceful thoughts. Preferably not about large animals.”

      “Is that Kurt Snyder I hear?” Liam called.

      Toby’s shoulders twitched with the effort to keep facing us when there was a cursed kitten loose in his home. With a look in my direction that said he wouldn’t underestimate me again, he stepped back and gestured for us to come inside.

      “Get your cat,” he said.

      “I’ll certainly try.” I stepped inside and planted my hands on my hips. “Majesty. Now you get back here right now.”

      Majesty ignored me.

      I frowned and shrugged at Toby. “He doesn’t seem to be listening. That’s the problem with cats, you know. Just can’t trust them to follow orders. Not like dogs.”

      I might have been pushing it too far now, but my brain was boiling in shifter energy and I needed to let off a little hysteria.

      “Why don’t you tell me what you want?” Toby asked finally.

      Liam positioned himself in the corner of the room near a window, so he could see Toby, the door, and the man sitting in the recliner catty-corner to the large television set. I assumed he was Kurt, and he’d been enjoying some sort of sportsball game on TV before the kitten darting around the carpet had become more relevant to his future.

      “Oh, dear, he seems to have disappeared.” I scratched my head. “Anyone see him? He’s never gone invisible before, but that’s not saying he couldn’t have figured it out.”

      “I’ll find him,” Scath said, a smile twitching at the corner of her mouth. She headed for the back room, making a kissing sound as if trying to summon the kitten.

      Toby opened his mouth, looking like he would stop her from going any further, but Liam cut him off.

      “A woman was murdered two nights ago in a courtyard less than three miles from here. Gutted by a werewolf.”

      “So you come to the local rogues?” Kurt snorted.

      “I come to the apartment where a psychometrist told me I’d find the killer. A former military officer named Connor.”

      Kurt and Toby shared a look. “Psychometrist?”

      “He’s also a detective. And he had a clear vision of your brother gutting Jamila Samaha.” Liam leaned forward, and even from ten feet away, I felt the flex of his aura as he focused it on the other two wolves. “Where’s Connor?”

      Toby narrowed his eyes. “He’s not here. He hasn’t been here since the night you mentioned.”

      “But that doesn’t mean he did it,” Kurt added.

      “According to one of our witnesses, Connor has a bit of a temper.” Liam tilted his head toward the rooms at the back of the apartment, listening. “Seems he has a tendency to go out looking for fights. Gets an…itch. I see it a lot at New Moon.”

      Kurt got out of the chair. It wasn’t menacing, and he didn’t come any closer to me or Liam, but the effect on the alpha was instantaneous. His energy flared. Not just rising a few degrees, or rumbling a little more against my skin. It flared over the room. A flex of power. A reminder of who they were dealing with.

      Kurt put one hand on the back of the chair he’d just left. “Connor’s not a bad guy. He’s just having a rough time adjusting.”

      “Not so rough that he needs New Moon,” Toby added. “He’s our brother, we’ll handle him.”

      “We just lost our jobs, and Connor’s having a harder time adjusting to civilian life,” Kurt added.

      Liam frowned. “What do you mean lost his job? My file says he left the marines two years ago.”

      “That’s when we all went to work for Underhill,” Toby confirmed. “But they shut down a few months ago. No warning, no two weeks’ notice. One day we had a job, next day we didn’t. Our jobs weren’t exactly sedentary, and it’s been an adjustment. I think you can understand why Connor would be a little antsy.”

      My blood turned cold. Underhill. The private military company formerly owned by Unseelie sidhe Ian Walsh. The man who’d had to leave town because of me. The man I’d been pursuing when poor Peasblossom had nearly lost her wings for good.

      “That sort of shift can take a toll,” Liam said carefully. “Especially on someone who doesn’t have the resources to deal with it.”

      “We’re his resources,” Kurt snapped.

      “And yet he’s been missing for forty-eight hours.” Liam shook his head. “This wasn’t on you. It couldn’t be. This is what pack is for.”

      “Don’t.” Toby held up a hand. “Don’t try to sell us on the family package.”

      “Fine. I’ll leave as soon as you tell me where I can find Connor.”

      Majesty gave up on the laser pointer in favor of rubbing up against Kurt’s ankle. The shifter stiffened, then visibly forced himself to relax. “What did you say that this is?”

      “Basically a ball of chaos,” Peasblossom said. “Concentrated evil.”

      Kurt bent down, and I threw up my hand. “Don’t pick him up!”

      Two things happened at once.

      Kurt threw Majesty at Liam, the glint in his eyes telling me it wasn’t panic, but a distraction. I turned my head in time to see Toby had drawn a weapon, though Goddess only knew where he’d gotten it. I had a split second to make my decision. The cat or the gun.

      I screamed. Magic poured upward, surging through my throat and out my mouth, sailing straight for the shifter with the gun. If Toby hadn’t been a shifter, hadn’t had such fantastic hearing to begin with, it might not have been enough. As it was, he shouted in pain, and the hand holding his firearm jerked to the side.

      It wasn’t enough to make him miss Liam.
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      Liam grabbed a handful of Majesty’s fur, drawing a hiss from the kitten. Horror blossomed in my chest as I realized something was wrong. Instead of hurling the kitten away from him, Liam’s fingers were still curling around him, muscles flexing as he prepared to throw. He moved as if the air around him had grown denser, and he had to fight for every inch. The mewling kitten had plenty of time to wriggle out of Liam’s grasp, claw his way up the alpha’s arm, and leap to safety behind the couch.

      Kurt grabbed Toby’s arm and jerked him toward the door. Blood dripped from Toby’s ear to leave a red stripe down to his jaw line. I’d broken his ear drum. The commotion hadn’t gone unnoticed, and Scath bolted out of the back room, running for the door where the shifters had disappeared.

      “No!” I shouted. “They’re—”

      Too late, she’d made it out the door.

      A gunshot rang out.

      My heart seized as Scath fell back through the still-open door, her eyes squeezed shut, her mouth twisted in a grimace that showed sharp white canines. Blood seeped from her chest.

      “Peasblossom!” I screamed.

      The pixie was already on it. I dove for Scath while Peasblossom sailed through the air to land on Liam’s shoulder.

      “I don’t know what kind of bullets they were using,” I yelled. “If they’re silver, Liam needs stabilized until I can wrap the wound. The shot was a through and through, and Toby missed his heart, so with his natural healing he should be fine.”

      I fell to my knees beside Scath. If the bullets were iron, Peasblossom’s fey magic wouldn’t work to stabilize her from the iron poisoning, but mine could slow it down.

      “I can’t tell if it was silver,” Peasblossom wailed. “Whatever that miserable beastie did to him, it’s slowing his whole body down. I can’t tell if he’s not healing because it’s silver or—”

      “Not…silver,” Liam ground out.

      I pressed my hands against Scath’s chest. She pried her eyes open, green orbs rolling toward the door as if still thinking about going after the mercenaries. She tried to shove me away, but her hand missed me.

      “It was an iron bullet. You need to let me look at the wound.” I used my best witchy voice, the one that sounded like a teacher telling a kindergartner to sit down for the third time. Gentle, but with the implied threat that further disobedience would end in no-recess tears.

      The blood seeping out of her wound made the injury appear far too close to her heart for my comfort. Already my fingers were sticky, and my hands trembled slightly as I ripped her shirt open to see where the bullet had entered.

      Fortunately, close only counted in horseshoes and hand grenades.

      “He missed your heart. Let me see…” I helped her turn, and she hissed, rocking back on instinct. I strained to keep her from falling onto her back as I searched the back of her tunic for signs of a bullet hole.

      “Blood and bone,” I swore. “The bullet is still in there.”

      Liam lurched forward. Mid-stumble, whatever force had been slowing him down released him. He shot forward three feet, and if he’d been a little less graceful, he’d have gone tail over tea kettle. As it was, he regained his balance in time to kneel beside Scath without driving his kneecaps into the thin carpet.

      “Peasblossom, go out the window, see if you can catch them leaving the building,” I ordered. “And make yourself—”

      “Invisible, right. I’m on it!”

      I let Liam take Scath’s weight, and his muscles flexed as he gently lowered her back to the floor. Blood still dripped from his wound, but it didn’t seem to bother him.

      “It’s healing,” he said, noticing my stare.

      “Good.” I fumbled for the zipper of my waist pouch, almost getting it stuck when I tried to rip it open too fast. “Bizbee, I need tweezers.”

      The grig popped out of the pouch. He thrust the tweezers aloft with his chest puffed out, looking almost like a mini-insectoid King Triton. His beady eyes narrowed as he took in the entire scene, including Liam’s injured shoulder, and Majesty sulking underneath the couch.

      “Have ye ever considered a less dangerous hobby?” he asked me, handing over the tweezers.

      “Like witching?” I asked.

      He snorted. “Point taken.”

      Scath gritted her teeth, swallowing any sounds of pain, even though I knew the iron had to burn like hell. Liam put his hands on her shoulders and held her down so she didn’t squirm.

      “Go after them,” she forced through clenched teeth, glaring at Liam.

      Liam shook his head. “I’m not having a shoot out in an apartment complex where innocents could be hurt. We’ll find them.”

      “Then I’ll find them.”

      Scath tried to sit up and make good on her threat. Then tendons in Liam’s bare forearms stood out as he exerted a little more pressure to hold her down. For a split second, I realized that when it came right down to it, I didn’t know which of them would win a wrestling match. Mostly because I still wasn’t a hundred percent sure what Scath was.

      I’d had difficult patients before, and if there was one thing I’d learned about the tough ones, it was you couldn’t give them an inch.

      I put my free hand on Scath’s chest right beside the bullet wound and pushed down. Hard. She hissed and bowed her spine, writhing in pain as the pressure tugged on the iron-kissed wound. Liam kept her shoulders against the floor.

      “You’re going to let me get this bullet out, and then you are going home to rest while the poison works its way out of your system.”

      Scath glared at me and opened her mouth.

      “And if you refuse, I will put you to sleep myself,” I continued, talking over her attempted protest. “And when you wake up, you’ll be in Mother Hazel’s tender care. How does that sound?”

      The sidhe froze. For a second, she stared at me, studying my face for some sign I was bluffing.

      “She’s two hours away,” she said finally. “That’s four hours wasted.”

      “Not wasted. Not when it could save your life.”

      Scath snapped her mouth shut and looked away. I gave her what privacy I could, concentrating on getting the bullet out, and then bandaging the wound. Bizbee had gotten to be an old hand at helping me with first aid, and he already had the bandages, poultices, and surgical tape read to go. A Cinderella spell took care of the blood and ruined clothing.

      When I finished, Liam started to pick her up, but the death glare Scath leveled on him made him drop his arms, holding out a hand to help her up instead. Scath ignored that too, getting to her feet herself. Just to let us know how little she needed us, she walked over to the couch and fished Majesty out. She was white as a sheet when she stood, with sweat glistening on her forehead and temples, but neither I nor Liam said anything.

      Liam went first out of the apartment, making sure the coast was clear. Scath marched down the hallway, sniffing the air with the distinct attitude of someone hoping to find trouble, despite the fact she was in no shape to enjoy it if she found it.

      When we got outside, Peasblossom landed on my shoulder, blinking back to visibility.

      “They got in a car,” she said. “I got the license plate.”

      “Good work, Peasblossom,” I said, beaming at her. “What would I do without you?”

      “You’d drink more soda,” Peasblossom mused. “And you’d forget to add honey to the grocery list.”

      Liam got on his phone to call Blake to run the license plate as we made our way back to his truck. I opened Scath’s door for her and when she looked like she’d protest, I stuck my tongue out at her. Her eyebrows shot up. Then she shook her head and got into the truck. I winked at her and closed the door.

      “Blake’s putting out an alert on the license plate,” Liam said, putting his cell phone away and starting the truck. “We’ll take Scath back to your place first.”

      Scath still looked pissed, but she must have taken my threat seriously, because she didn’t complain. As a thank you, I let her enter the building herself without an escort to make sure she actually went inside. A show of trust I hoped I wouldn’t regret.

      “If you want to stay with her, you can,” Liam said, pausing before pulling out of the parking lot.

      I shook my head. “The bullet’s out and it didn’t hit anything major. The poultice I put on her will help it heal faster. There’s nothing I can do about the iron poisoning, but it was just the one bullet. She’ll feel sick for a while, but if she gets a good night’s sleep, she’ll be fine tomorrow.”

      Liam nodded and pulled out his phone to check his messages. “Well, the car’s a dead end. They found it abandoned near Mount Pleasant.” He shoved his phone back in his pocket and drummed his fingers on the steering wheel. “Underhill might have shut down, but a company like that would have safe houses in the city. Not to mention they’d know of at least a dozen places to hide out off the grid.”

      I twisted the metal zipper on my waist pouch, pursing my lips in thought. “Connor wasn’t with them. Kylie said there was one werewolf at the crime scene. If that’s true, it’s possible Kurt and Toby weren’t involved with Jamila’s death. The Emperor could have hired Connor specifically.”

      “That would make sense if his brothers weren’t lying,” Liam agreed. “If Connor was struggling to adjust, he might leap at the chance for violence.”

      I looked at Liam as a new thought began to form. “Let’s say his brothers weren’t lying. Connor is on edge, he needs action. Not the kind of action you can get from working out, or sports, something that feeds his savage side. A fight. Something simple, something fast. Just to take the edge off.”

      Liam rubbed a hand over his face. “There are any number of places he could do that. A werewolf looking for a fight can find one easily in a city like this.”

      I leaned closer. “But this particular shifter worked for Underhill. Underhill who had a business arrangement with a certain wizard. A wizard who ran—”

      “A fight club.” Liam stared at me. “You think Connor is at Fortuna’s?”

      “I think even if he’s not there, Fortuna’s is exactly the sort of place one might go to hire someone for a murder. If we don’t find Connor, we might find someone who can point us in his direction.”

      Liam nodded slowly. “And Mount Pleasant is on the way to Fortuna’s from their apartment. It fits. They’ve got a head start on us, so we’d better hurry.”

      I leaned back in my seat as Liam headed for the racino. Despite my reassurances to the alpha, I was worried about Scath. Iron poisoning could be deadly for fey. If she needed more help, would she call me and ask for it? She’d seemed fine, but what if she was just putting on a strong front?

      “She’s fine,” Peasblossom said gently.

      I glanced up at the pixie hanging from the rearview mirror, fuzzy-slippered feet dangling in the air. “You’re sure?”

      She nodded. “Scath is very strong. And the bullet wasn’t in her body long enough to cause much damage. She’ll feel nauseated for a while, but she’ll be fine.”

      I tried to relax as we drove. Liam was healing faster now. Which was good, because Goddess only knew what would be waiting for us at Fortuna’s. I was actually feeling pretty confident.

      Until we pulled into the parking lot.

      I stared at the building that had once housed the main casino. “When did that happen?”

      Liam followed my gesture to the front doors. The glass was cracked, giving the impression the doors were covered by thick spider webs. Inside there was nothing but darkness. No lights, no signs of movement.

      “This doesn’t bode well for the club,” Liam commented grimly. “If it’s that bad up here, what’s happened down there?”

      He parked in the lot between the main building and the parking garage. There were no cars to challenge him for a spot, and when I looked inside the parking garage, there were only a handful of vehicles there.

      An uneasy feeling rolled through my stomach as I climbed out of the truck, and I jogged to Liam’s side to catch him before he headed inside the parking garage.

      “Hold up,” I called out.

      Liam paused and turned. “Problem?”

      “No. But you’re right, I don’t like the look of the casino. If the main building is that rough, then I’d imagine we’ll find worse in the club. Best to go in prepared.”

      I put a hand on his chest. His muscles tensed under my fingertips, but he didn’t pull away.

      “Benedicite.”

      Energy flowed from my fingertips over Liam’s body, tracing fine paths over his skin, then sinking through his clothes, into his flesh. I tried not to focus on the fact that I couldn’t see it happen. No purple light that should have told me my spell was working. No third eye, no visual magic. Like some sort of metaphysical trust exercise.

      Liam inhaled deeply. “What was that?”

      “A blessing. A little boost to help you be the best you that you can be.”

      I held my breath, waiting for him to object. Technically, I should have asked him first, before I used magic on him, even if it was friendly. Thankfully, he didn’t look upset. Not at all. In fact, I would have sworn he leaned closer.

      My heart skipped a beat.

      “You can stop touching him now,” Peasblossom pointed out.

      I blinked, only then realizing that I was still pressing my palm over his heart. Was it just me, or did he feel warmer? I dropped my arm and stepped back, offering a weak smile. “Ready?”

      “What about you?” he asked.

      His voice sounded gruffer than before, and I forced myself to ignore the small thrill in my stomach. Nerves, it’s just nerves. “The spell works on me as well. Let’s go.”

      A cool breeze curled around us as we left the casino and made our way into the parking garage. It was the last week of September, and in Ohio that could mean seventy degrees or twenty. Tonight was a pleasant sixty degrees, so I was comfortable in just the leggings and long-sleeved black knit shirt. Of course, Liam’s aura helped too. Like having a moving campfire.

      Maybe if I’d been more uncomfortable, I’d have paid more attention. Maybe I would have walked slower and received a warning.

      Maybe I wouldn’t have found myself tumbling forward as my foot met empty air where the cement floor should have been.
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      I flailed my arms out to the sides, trying to grab onto something to stop my sudden fall. My left hand struck cold, broken cement, and I hissed in a sharp breath as my skin split.

      “It’s a short fall,” Peasblossom barked out. “Brace—”

      I hit the floor on my feet and immediately hurled myself into a roll—thanks to Peasblossom’s warning. My senses swam with a barrage of new stimuli, sights, sounds, and horrible smells. I choked, barely avoiding getting sick all over myself as I regained my balance in a crouched position.

      Blood. Blood everywhere, blood and worse things. Someone’s intestines had been perforated. Or ripped out. And, blood and bone it was too bright. Why did I hear a crowd roaring?

      Literally, roaring?

      “Shade, goblin at twelve o’ clock! Gargoyle at six!”

      There was no time for a plan. I put my faith in my familiar and dove toward the three o’ clock position, summoning my magic as I did so. “Effingo!”

      Six illusions sprang to life, each one a perfect Shade clone. Anyone who wanted to attack me now would have to choose. Hopefully, it would buy me time to get my bearings.

      “You’re in an arena,” Peasblossom told me, flying somewhere over my head, careful not to give away which of me was the real one. “There are three arenas. Caged off. Battles in all of them. You’re standing between a goblin and a gargoyle.”

      I let all the information flow through my brain as I swiveled my gaze back and forth, finding the goblin and gargoyle. The goblin grinned from ear to ear, red eyes shining under the lights—crimson orbs a perfect match for the blood pouring over his yellow, papery skin from the slash across his left eyebrow. His face lit up when he saw me.

      “It’s the witch!” he crowed, his high-pitched voice threatening to curl my nerve endings into knots. “It’s the witch!”

      My heart sank as I recognized my cage-mate. It was one of the goblins Flint had brought in for my training. One of the goblins who had wanted so badly to fight with me again. At my side or against me, it didn’t matter. I’d developed something of a reputation among the goblins. A reputation I didn’t want.

      Across the room, another roar went up, a rush of excitement that exceeded the previous chaos. I didn’t dare take my eyes off the monsters in my own arena, but Peasblossom was already ahead of me.

      “Liam landed in arena two,” she shouted. “Fellow combatants one harpy and one werewolf!”

      The goblin—Joker, he called himself—studied me and the images around me, beady red eyes trying to discern which was true. The adrenaline pounding through me was not my friend, nor was the disorientation trying to scramble my thoughts. Blood and bone, as if my head didn’t hurt bad enough from the skewering of my third eye.

      The gargoyle didn’t spare me or my decoys more than a brief, dismissive glance before returning to the giggling goblin, so I allowed myself a moment to look around.

      The plain concrete walls with their crusty patches of old blood matched my last memory of the place, as did the smell of blood, sweat, and tears mixed with the warm musk of fur and the cloying scent of feathers. But now, instead of overarching notes of booze and smoke from the bar, there was the stomach-churning scent of spilled bowels and the cringe-worthy aroma of decaying flesh.

      There was no bar. There was no private room. The areas of isolated civility had been replaced with additional arenas. Peasblossom was right, they were all caged off. As if the battles were no longer above-board, there for entertainment.

      And, if the portal that had dropped Liam and me into our arenas was any indication, they were also no longer always voluntary.

      “Open the cage door, Joker,” I snapped at the goblin. “Now.”

      The goblin’s eye bugged out, and he let out a hysterical shriek and danced in place. “You remember me! You remember me!” His grin widened, revealing four broken teeth. “And I remember you.”

      “It seems I am unneeded and unwanted,” the gargoyle rasped, her voice like a stone being rolled over a slate floor. “Or will you share the witch’s attention with me?”

      “Get out,” the goblin snapped, his voice half-panicked at the gargoyle’s suggestion. “Get out, get out, get out!”

      The gargoyle didn’t wait around for Joker to change his mind. With one strong swipe of her wings, she sent her body hurtling toward the section of the arena opposite me, where a door rattled under the clasping hands of four more goblins. The gargoyle halted before the door, looking back over her shoulder at Joker.

      “Let her out!” Joker snarled, without taking his eyes off me and my duplicates. “Let her out before the witch turns her attention to her!”

      One of the goblins pushed forward. “I want in! You have to bid on her!”

      “No!” Joker howled. “She’s mine! I paid for this fight!”

      “You paid for the gargoyle!”

      “I will fight whoever answers my questions!” I called out, raising my voice to be heard over the crowd.

      The goblins at the door ripped it open, one of them reaching inside to grab the gargoyle’s arm and jerk her out of the way. All four of them flowed into the cage to stand in a line like eager schoolchildren competing for a no-homework pass.

      One of the duplicates beside me popped. I jumped to the side, rolling again to come up five feet away, the remaining five duplicates moving in perfect unison with me. Joker stood with his hands out to the sides, flexing his fingers as if he could already feel my throat in his grasp. “No questions! You’re mine!”

      “If you attack me again, I will perform nothing but harmless, painless defensive magic,” I warned. “I’ll use a force spell to hold you in place, and use my truly destructive magic to blow apart your cage—protecting you from the shrapnel of course.”

      Joker’s mouth moved, but no sound came out.

      “But,” I said, tempting all of them, “whoever gives me the best information will receive my full attention for the duration of one spell. One spell so hideous, so excruciating, that it will hurt the audience to look at you.”

      Now they were all drooling, all trembling in place. I had one, blessed moment of relief. These were minor goblins. Weak goblins who thought only of quick, easy pleasure. Like addicts, they thought only of their next fix, without a care for quality. A stronger goblin would want a fight. Not just pain, but the threat of death. A real battle.

      “Who runs this place now?” I demanded.

      “We do!” one of the goblins shouted eagerly. “The goblins!”

      Goblins were not known for their organization. Or rules. Or magic. I narrowed my eyes. “Someone made the rules. Someone handles the money for the bids you mentioned.”

      Another goblin shouted the answer before the others. “Katie and Rafe put up the cages. They work with the goblins. Asher and Khan represent us.”

      Asher. Blood and bone, would the coincidences never cease?

      “Very good,” I said, pointing at the speaker. “Now for the bonus round. Where might I find the werewolf called Connor Reeves?”

      “He’s here!” Joker looked around, movements frantic, red eyes wide. “He’s here, he’s been here for days!”

      I started to look around, then stopped. Eyes on the goblins, Shade. Safety first, then find the werewolf.

      I straightened my spine and allowed myself time for a deep breath—soaked with the stench of the club though it might have been. Goblins weren’t graceful losers, and lesser goblins weren’t known for their self-restraint either. The goblins who’d lost would not take this well. I braced myself as I made the announcement.

      “All right. It seems you’ve won.”

      I fired off the spell and the magic struck Joker in the chest, forced him to fall back. His skin sizzled and bubbled as if I’d sprayed him with acid, and tiny flames spurted from the craters growing in his flesh. Black smoke curled into the air, and he screamed.

      The losers tackled me, shrieking in protest as they each aimed for a different Shade. Two of them missed, succeeding only in popping two more of my illusions.

      The third one chose correctly.

      As he tackled me, a flash of pink caught my peripheral vision.

      “No!” screamed the goblin on top of me.

      Suddenly that goblin jerked to the side. I threw him off, trying not to throw up as the pain in my head grew worse, threatening my vision with clouds of grey.	Peasblossom continued to dive at the goblin, stabbing him over and over with the small silver needle molded to look like a sword Gundersson had sent her last week.

      I still had two goblins to deal with, and three illusions left. I couldn’t count on them choosing wrong, couldn’t turn my back on them. And I didn’t have the time or desire to fight all of them. So with one last flex of magic, I focused on Joker again.

      “Keep them off of me,” I growled.

      Normally, hypnosis—even with magic—takes a little longer. You have to make eye contact, hold it, force your victim to focus completely on you. But it helped move things along if you were giving the creature a command they wanted to follow. Even better if you’d just given them a really good time and they were inclined to give you what you wanted.

      Joker laughed, a sound that was too wet for my taste, and launched himself at the other goblins. The acid and fire pouring off him happily welcomed more victims, and his fellow goblins were soon wrestling with him on the floor of the arena, each one trying to get closer.

      I limped out of the cage, praying I wouldn’t run into anyone else looking to rumble with a witch. Peasblossom nudged me to keep me going in the right direction. I must have spaced out, because my world narrowed down to the horrible smell of blood and death, the constant press of bodies. Then suddenly I ran into someone, and instead of a snarl or a muttered threat, I felt the flare of a familiar aura.

      Liam loomed in front of me. It took me a second to focus. When I finally forced the blobs of color before me to coalesce into recognizable shapes, I swallowed hard.

      Liam’s clothes were shredded. It was through divine intervention alone that his pants still clung to his hips. Of more concern was the fact his eyes were gold. His control was the best I’d ever seen, and I knew if I was seeing his wolf’s eyes, then he was closer to the edge than it was good for him to be in a place like this.

      “Are you okay?” I said, my voice so hoarse I worried he wouldn’t hear me.

      “Fine.”

      He didn’t look fine, but I didn’t argue. “The goblins said Connor is here.”

      Suddenly Liam’s gaze locked onto a point just behind me. I saw it in time to realize someone was there, but not soon enough to turn before an arm wrapped around me from behind. A clawed hand seized my jaw, the other arm banding around my waist. Pain lanced through my body as various injured body parts protested the sudden pressure.

      “You have been disappointing of late,” Asher whispered, his breath moving the hair around my ear.

      “Have I?” My voice hitched as I tried to breathe through the pain.

      “Let her go.” Liam flexed his hands, drawing my attention to the claws protruding from his fingertips, but he made no move to get closer. Asher could slit my throat before he got close enough to stop him.

      I took a deep breath, or as deep as I could manage given the circumstances. I’d already used a lot of magic in a short period of time. I had to be careful or the next spell I used would fizzle out before it could do me any good. Fortunately, Asher was in a chatty mood.

      “You used to be good for a fight. But now it seems you have all the good brawls where I can’t reach you.” His face shifted, and I knew he was looking at Liam. “At New Moon.” He tilted his head. “In the private home of the art-loving sidhe. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you were avoiding me. And if you avoid me, then the only fun I’ll get out of you is through a more…direct route.”

      “Well, this case seems to involve mercenary werewolves,” I said lightly. “Sound fun enough?”

      Asher grinned. “I like shifters. Lots of blood, lots of damage. As long as they don’t eat you after, it’s a good time.”

      I turned in Asher’s grasp. He let me, probably because deep down, he was much more interested in me hurting him than in hurting me. I didn’t like being this close, staring right into his blood red eyes set in a yellow, scaly face. Knowing that if I looked too hard at his mouth, I’d see hints of the six-foot-long tongue that had almost strangled me during one of our initial meetings.

      “I don’t have time for this,” I said, letting disapproval soak into my voice. “When I’m ready to make something bleed, I’ll call you.” I retrieved my cell phone as I said it.

      Asher arched an eyebrow. “And I should trust you…why?”

      “Because I want to see you gutted as much as you want to be gutted?” I asked.

      Asher’s grin widened.

      Too much tongue. I handed him my phone and let him press in his cell number. Interesting. I hadn’t actually been sure he had a phone. He’d need a colossal insurance plan…

      Hysteria bubbled up inside me, turning my train of thought into more of a rambling motorcar.

      Asher handed me my phone, but didn’t let go right away. “I’m not sure if I can trust you. Maybe I should drag you into one of the rings now?”

      Something pink flashed above him. I smiled. “No. But how about a sample?”

      Peasblossom had three tricks with her needle-sword. One, death by a thousand cuts. She could pierce the skin of an enemy at all the right points, let them bleed out before they realized they could. Another, her favorite, was to hold it right in front of someone’s eyeball while she spoke. Or while I interrogated someone. And third, she knew all the pressure points on humanoid bodies.

      Asher’s eyes rolled back in his head, and he let out a shuddering breath that sounded way too intimate for a public setting. I took a quick step back and waited until Peasblossom had finished and returned to stand on my shoulder.

      “Maybe you can be of some help to me now,” I said. “We’re looking for a werewolf. Connor Reeves. You know him?”

      “Yeah.” Asher gestured toward the back of the club. “He’s in the corner. Well, what’s left of him.” At the look on my face, he frowned. “You did know he’s dead?”
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      Connor’s spine glistened in the overhead lights. Sections of saliva-slick bone showed through shreds of remaining flesh. There were no organs to clutter up his body cavity, his ribs having been snapped like crab legs to get at the meat inside. The only thing left mostly intact was his head. His eyes were gone—a lot of creatures considered them a delicacy—but there was enough of his face left to see the resemblance to his brothers. Though judging by his hair, Connor had not maintained the same discipline his brothers had after leaving Underhill. His brown hair was past his ears, matted with blood and worse things.

      “Have his brothers been here yet?” I asked.

      Asher looked over his shoulder. We stood in the corner, where some genius had decided it would be a good idea to pile the bodies of the dead. Connor lay on top of a pile as high as my hip. The smell of rotting flesh coaxed bile from my stomach to splash the back of my throat, warning me to maintain enough distance that I could throw up without hitting the body.

      “I haven’t seen them. They came the first night, and the second. Connor refused to go with them. I wondered if they would come tonight, or leave him to his chosen fate.”

      “Chosen fate?”

      I turned to find Liam standing behind me. He was slipping his cell phone back into his pocket.

      “Is Kylie on her way?” I asked.

      He nodded, but didn’t look away from Asher. Liam’s eyes were no longer gold, but his aura told me he was nowhere near calm. The sensation of his energy against my skin wasn’t unlike the time I’d tried to catch a pickpocket and found out too late he was an ifrit. Fiery bugger burnt all the hair off my right arm.

      I took a step away from Liam. He’d likely stay on edge until we got out of this place.

      “Connor wanted to die.” Asher tilted his head as he looked at Connor’s body, his red eyes staring at something I couldn’t see. “You can see it, you know. When someone wants to die.” He gestured back at the arenas. “Not unusual in this place. You get all kinds. Some fight for fun, some fight here so they don’t fight somewhere else.” He looked back at the body. “Some fight hoping they’ll be killed before they kill again.”

      “Tell me what happened.” I took a step back from the pile of bodies. Then another. The smell didn’t get any better.

      Asher leaned closer to me. “And what will I get for being so helpful?”

      I was not in the mood. I jerked open the zipper of my waist pouch, ignoring the excited intake of breath from the goblin. “Bizbee, be a dear and hand me a healing potion, will you?” I raised my eyes to Asher’s. “Not the one you drink, the one you pour on wounds to disinfect them. And numb them. My friend has a cut.”

      Asher jerked away from me, one hand going to the gash in his stomach, poking it with his claws as if to reassure himself it was still there. “Very cold, Shade.” He took another step back. “Connor came in here two nights ago. Covered in blood. Noticeable, since people usually come in healthy and leave bloody. He jumped into one of the rings.”

      “And?” Liam asked.

      The goblin frowned. “And he never left. Or, rather, he refused to leave until he lost consciousness. Then someone would drag him out. Shifters can take a lot of damage, so they’d throw him out and he’d lay on the floor till he healed.”

      “And he’d get right back in?” My voice sounded squeakier than I’d have liked, but maybe no one had noticed over the roar of the club.

      “His brothers came in the evening and tried to make him leave. He wouldn’t do it. He fought them.” Asher raised his eyebrows. “Really fought them. Almost took out Toby’s eye. Broke six of Kurt’s ribs. Finally, they stopped trying to take him and just made him eat something.” He wrinkled his nose. “Protein bar. Disgusting.”

      “That’s what makes you think he wanted to die?” Peasblossom asked.

      “No. It was the look in his eyes.” He gestured to the skull with the empty eye sockets. “You can’t see it now, obviously.”

      “Don’t make light of this,” I snapped. “This isn’t funny.”

      “I wasn’t trying to be funny. My point is, Connor wanted to die. And this morning, he did.” He pointed to one of the cages. “It was there. Connor fought all night, wouldn’t eat, wouldn’t drink. But he was still winning.” He narrowed his eyes. “If you ask me, that was Katie’s doing. Connor was drawing a crowd, and I think she was deliberately forcing his opponents to leave him alive. She wanted to get as much money out of him as possible.”

      “How does she get money for that?” Liam asked, his voice dangerously low.

      “You have to pay to fight. There are some people here that enjoy a challenge more than a brawl. They like trying push someone to the very edge of death without letting them fall over. She’d have kept him going if it hadn’t been for the pazuzu.”

      I jerked away without meaning to.

      Liam’s eyes sharpened, and he took a step closer to me. “What? What’s a pazuzu?”

      “An evil creature.” Peasblossom shivered against my neck. “An evil among evils, you might say.”

      “It’s a demon.” I closed my eyes, then immediately opened them before a mental image could form. “The body of a man, the face of a dog, the talons of an eagle, two sets of bat-like wings, and a scorpion’s tail. They don’t manifest often, but when they do, they take pleasure in killing other demons.”

      “Doesn’t sound so bad,” Liam said carefully.

      “He also brings famine.” I resisted the urge to wrap my arms around my stomach. Hunger pains followed the mere mention of the creature’s name. “There are few things that will drive someone to violence like hunger. Such a basic need, and so painful when it isn’t satiated. A starving man will kill to eat. And just looking at a pazuzu seems to turn the food in your belly to ash. Such a demon revels in the suffering he causes and delights in punishing those he…” I shook my head. “He is evil.”

      Asher shrugged. “People here are always hungry. It’s why a lot of them fight. You get to eat what you kill.”

      I glared at him and he gave me an uneasy look. “You aren’t vegan, are you?”

      “You’re telling me the pazuzu ate Connor?” Liam asked.

      “No. Tolga just watched him fight. Until this morning, that is. This morning he cut the line to get in the cage with Connor.” The goblin waved a hand. “And by ‘cuts in line,’ I mean he used that tail of his to poison the first two ahead of him and then everyone else ran. Anyway, he gets in the cage with Connor and stares him down. Connor’s just standing there. Then Tolga says, ‘You want punished.’ Then he asked Connor what he did.”

      Asher shrugged. “It was weird. But then Connor just starts babbling. ‘She just stood there,’ he says. ‘She didn’t move, didn’t scream…She didn’t fight…she just died.’”

      I looked at Liam. “He was talking about Jamila.”

      Liam nodded. “What next?” he asked Asher.

      “Then Tolga slashed him right down the middle. Opened him up like a salmon at a buffet.”

      I swallowed hard, trying not to vomit.

      Asher studied my face. “It’s been a long time coming.”

      “What?” Liam asked.

      “Connor’s death. Some soldiers need war. They get itchy without that sense of purpose, that violence and adrenaline. It’s particularly common among werewolves.”

      Liam’s jaw tightened, but he didn’t argue. He didn’t need to say anything for me to know what he was thinking. He could have helped Connor. If Connor had come to New Moon. If his brothers weren’t so against the idea of pack.

      “Connor wasn’t a bad person. I don’t think you would have approved of his moral compass, but he did have one. Which is more than I can say for a lot of folks around here. But he needed that fix. Eventually, it took him over.” Asher tilted his head. “You mentioned someone named Jamila.”

      “Connor killed her.” I winced at the taste of bile making my mouth water. The smell of death seemed to grow worse with every breath. As if each inhale added another layer to my lungs. “Someone pulled her consciousness to another plane, so she couldn’t fight back.”

      Understanding dawned on Asher’s face. “So that’s what did it.” He nodded. “It’s very different killing someone who’s trying to kill you. It’s a rush, something your conscience can brush off. But killing someone who can’t defend themselves…” He shook his head. “That would be a nightmare.”

      Goblins didn’t attack something that couldn’t fight back. If it couldn’t hurt them, it wasn’t worth it. The only time I’d seen goblins preying on someone too weak to fight back was after they’d made them too weak to fight back and were enjoying the spoils. Usually, it meant they were going to eat what they’d killed.

      Liam turned away, and the movement was the final straw for his pants. The last thread snapped. There was a small flash of thick, muscled thigh and narrow hips. Heat rushed to my face and I quickly flicked a hand in his direction, sending a Cinderella spell over his clothes. He wasn’t watching me, so the spell took him by surprise, and he tensed.

      “Neat trick,” Asher said. “Didn’t do it earlier because you were admiring the view?”

      “It’s not too late to give you a healing spell,” I pointed out.

      “You are in such a mood,” Asher muttered. “Wouldn’t kill you to let go, have a little fun.”

      I stared at him. Maybe it was the pile of dead bodies. Maybe it was the fact that the murderer who could have helped us stop the Emperor was dead. Or maybe it was the fact that Connor’s brothers might show up any minute and find their brother…like this. Anger stiffened my spine. I flowed forward, forcing my way into Asher’s personal space until the goblin stumbled back a step in surprise.

      “This,” I hissed, gesturing at the club. “Is unacceptable. What. Happened?”

      Asher leaned closer until his chest touched mine, and his face was close enough for me to smell the blood drying beneath his jaw.

      “Stavros died,” he whispered. “And when he died, he took all his silly rules with him.”

      “Katie took over,” I said, remembering Asher’s earlier comment.

      “Sort of. Stavros had scheduled fights to last the entire month he died. Things pretty much ran as usual, until Katie realized Stavros wasn’t showing up to oversee the paid fights. Didn’t take the witch long to put herself in his place.”

      He grinned. “But she’s not strong enough to keep us out. Stavros was very judgmental of me and my kind. There was a strict five goblin limit. But without him…”

      He gestured around. For the first time, I realized just how many goblins were here. You couldn’t swing a gargoyle without hitting one now.

      “Me and my older brother Khan made a deal with Katie and Rafe. Katie always had a little sideline going here.”

      “I remember,” I said bitterly.

      “She’s the one that sent Rafe out to fight people with her cheating medallion,” Peasblossom accused.

      I gritted my teeth. The medallion. That little magic charm had nearly gotten Liam killed when he got in the ring with Rafe. “If I remember correctly, she and Rafe targeted specific people to learn their fighting style and weaknesses, then they sold that information to the highest bidder.”

      “She worked with Stavros on a few of his deals,” Asher added. “Trading information she and Rafe gathered. When she realized Stavros was dead, she looted his files and got the contact information for some of the more influential Others he’d worked with. She made arrangements with them to continue providing information, not just on fighting styles, but also any gossip she and her new employees heard. And she made a deal with me and Khan because she knew it would be impossible to get us out completely.” He grinned. “No more goblin limits for entry, but only two cages can have a goblin in it at once, and we work as security if Katie decides someone needs to leave.”

      He started to say something else, then stopped. I narrowed my eyes. “You’re holding back. Did I mention I also have shield potions? Something to reduce any damage you might take in a fight?”

      “Only now, Katie takes requests,” Asher rushed to add. “And Rafe isn’t the one fighting.”

      “What do you mean she takes requests?” Liam demanded.

      Asher took another step away from me, giving me a dirty look for the shield potion comment. “If someone’s planning on getting into a fight, be it a challenge fight for a pack, a duel, or even a competition, they can come to Katie and tell her who or what they’ll be fighting. In some cases, Katie just matches the creature. In that case, she might send some of my brothers out to fetch them, or lure them to the parking garage.”

      “Hence the illusion and the teleportation circle there,” I remembered.

      “Yes. She’ll match them up with the right species and observe the fight, then hand over the notes to whoever hired her.” He paused. “Rumor has it, she’s also the person to see if you want someone dead and don’t want it traced back to you.”

      “She arranges assassinations by death match.” I closed my eyes. “Blood and bone.”

      “And the main casino?” Liam spoke up. “It looks like it was destroyed too.”

      Asher shrugged. “I don’t know exactly how it happened. Stavros must have had more to do with running the casino then we thought. A few weeks after he left, the business fell apart. Someone said employees didn’t get their paychecks, bills didn’t get paid. The electricity was shut off, so was the gas.”

      “Let me guess,” Peasblossom spoke up. “A monster wandered in and made a nest in there.”

      “Not exactly.” Asher scratched his chin, sending a rain of dried blood flakes down his ripped T-shirt. “It wasn’t just one monster. More like a few monsters chased their prey into the casino and when there was no one to make them stop, that place just sort of became a free for all. A hunting ground for whatever monster wanted to lie in wait for the unsuspecting.”

      I looked at Liam. “I need to do something about this. It’s my fault Stavros is gone. I let this happen.”

      Liam held up a hand. “If you’re going to take responsibility for every consequence that snowballs out from a criminal getting punished, then you won’t last in this business.” He looked around the club, pupils dilating as a scream was torn from one of the fighters in the second arena. “But we will do something about this.”

      I looked back at Connor. “Kylie will be here soon to take samples. Without Connor, we don’t have a witness. And his shoulder’s gone, so who knows if he had a tattoo?” I pushed my hair behind my ears and straightened my spine. “I’m going to go back to the apartment. Maybe I can find a way to block the Emperor from spying on the women through those tattoos. I think if I can find a way to block that, Rima might talk to me. Or maybe Renee, if we can get her to talk without Moghadam.”

      Liam nodded. “I’ll take you home, if you can wait for Kylie to get here? I need to go back to the office and find out more about Moghadam and Nikolaos. Make sure they are who they say they are.”

      “No, I’ll get a cab. You shouldn’t leave Kylie alone here.”

      Liam started to protest, probably to say the half-ghoul could take care of herself. Then he noticed me looking at the pile of bodies. Particularly the rotting flesh on the bottom. Rotting flesh being a particular treat for ghouls.

      “You’re right. And I’ll have a few of my pack take shifts here in case Kurt and Toby show up.”

      I looked back at Connor. What was left of him. Whatever their past sins, no one deserved to have something like that be the last image they had of their loved one.

      “See you tomorrow then?” Liam said gently.

      I turned to leave. “Can’t wait.”
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      “So where were you last night?”

      Scath peeked at me over the top of the glass of water she’d poured herself, then upended the glass and downed it in one long swallow.

      Peasblossom looked up from her inspection of her new slippers to give her a reproachful look. “No one’s going to take your glass from you, you can take the time to drink it like a human.” She glanced at me. “And she’s not mad you snuck out when you were supposed to be resting. She’s just making conversation.”

      Peasblossom was wrong. I was mad Scath had gone out instead of resting. Fey with iron poisoning should stay in bed and rest, not go out doing…who knew what. But I clutched my mug of hot coffee like a squirrel treasuring a giant acorn and waited to hear what she had to say.

      “I took Majesty to see Borgia.” Scath put her glass in the sink, then returned to the living room to scoop the kitten in question off the couch. “She was performing last night.”

      Borgia was a fey opera singer with the ability to enchant with her voice. Her specialty was soothing a savage nature, something that assured her audience was always full. Even the most bloodthirsty of the Otherworlders could see the value in an hour of peace.

      Sometimes.

      “Oh.”

      “Is that a problem?”

      “No, of course not.” I put my coffee down and opened the fridge to retrieve the milk. “Did you take him because of what he did to Liam yesterday?”

      Peasblossom glared at the kitten as if just remembering. “Oh, yes, that’s right. He went off and cost us two prisoners.”

      “You knew what he was when you used him to get inside,” Scath retorted. “I could have gotten us inside just as easily.”

      “Liam is a police officer, he can’t just go barging into someone’s apartment with no warrant.” I poured a generous helping of whole milk into my coffee, watching it turn pale. “I wonder if Kurt and Toby ever turned up at Fortuna’s.”

      Scath’s expression softened. “Liam would have called you.”

      My cell phone rang. I froze with my mug touching my lips, the scent of coffee wafting over my face. Scath and Peasblossom both watched me intently as I carefully put my mug down and reached for the cell phone tucked into the side pocket of my waist pouch. I frowned at the unfamiliar number, but answered it anyway.

      “Hello?”

      “Is this Shade? Shade Renard?”

      I stiffened. “Renee?”

      “Yes. I was wondering if I could ask you a question. It might sound strange, but you work with the police, so I thought…”

      She trailed off. I gripped the phone with both hands as if that would keep her from changing her mind and hanging up. “I’ll help if I can. What is it?”

      “Jamila’s body,” Renee said quietly. “How did you know who she was?”

      “I…” I looked at Scath. Her hearing was as good as Liam’s, I was sure she’d heard the question.

      The sidhe shrugged. She didn’t know what might have prompted the question either.

      “Renee, there was a lot of damage, but I could still see her face—”

      “I mean how did you put a name to her face? Renee didn’t have a driver’s license. She didn’t carry identification on her.”

      “We had a witness,” I said carefully.

      “What witness?”

      “Renee, could we meet somewhere to—”

      “So if there had been no witness, Jamila would have died nameless. No record to match her to, no way to find out her name?”

      “No, Jamila had a work visa. Her fingerprints would have been on file. And her picture.” A thought occurred to me, and I straightened quickly. “Renee, didn’t they take your picture and get your fingerprints when you got your work visa?”

      “I have to go.”

      “Renee, wait! Mr. Sideris said Jamila had a work visa. Did she? Do you?”

      “Goodbye—”

      “The answer is always yes, Renee!” I blurted out.

      There was a short pause. “What answer?”

      “When you asked me yesterday if desperate people should have a choice, or just take what they were given. The answer is yes, they deserve a choice. A real choice. And if they don’t feel they have one, maybe they just need to look harder. Someone might come along and offer a new choice they didn’t even know they had.”

      Renee’s breathing came faster. “Goodbye, Shade.”

      She ended the call before I could think of a way to stop her. I stared down at the phone.

      “What do you think the chances are that I can trace that phone?” I asked.

      “None,” Scath said.

      I grabbed my coffee and took a big gulp. A knock at the door almost made me put the mug down again, but then I thought better of it and took it with me to get the door. I managed two, strong, fortifying sips before I opened it to find Liam filling my doorway. The sight of him in his white dress shirt with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows was almost as good for my mood as the coffee.

      Almost.

      “Are you a good news first kind of person, or do you want the bad news straight up?” he asked.

      I held up my coffee. “Give me the bad news when this is empty.”

      Liam’s mouth quirked up, but that was as far as the smile got. Not a great sign.

      “I looked into Charity Moghadam. He is who he said he is. Kirkland, Katz, and Cromwell check out too, the firm has been practicing for over thirty-five years. Moghadam works a lot of immigration cases, helping get scientists, sports stars, and friends of the rich and powerful into the country for good. He’s also worked a fair amount of white-collar crime cases, especially money-laundering.”

      He tossed a file on the kitchen island. “He soothes his corporate guilt by handling pro-bono cases for the firm, helping immigrants file for asylum, that sort of thing. I did a little more digging, and it seems like most of the pro-bono clients he’s taken on have been Other.”

      “Did you say Charity Moghadam?” Peasblossom asked.

      Liam looked at Peasblossom, noticed the slippers and gave her a wider birth as he circled to the Keurig. “I did.”

      “Is anyone else at his law firm Other?” I asked.

      “Not that I can tell.”

      “What about Nikolaos Sideris?” I asked. “Were you able to find out anything more about him?

      “Now he is a much more interesting story,” Liam said loading a k-cup into the machine and opening cupboards to find the mugs. “Mr. Sideris is somewhat of a mystery.”

      “The lawyer does charity work and his name is Charity?” Peasblossom held up her hands. “No one else finds that strange? We’re not going to acknowledge it at all?”

      “Interesting how?” I asked.

      Liam turned to tap the file on the counter top. “He’s never been photographed. At least, not by anyone who’s willing to share the photo with me. I talked to every contact I have, and no one could get me so much as a family snapshot. And for every failure I had trying to get a photo of him, I got five rumors.”

      “Rumors like what?” I asked, lifting the cover of the file.

      “Oh, they ran the gamut. Some said he never goes out with fewer than five men of a similar appearance. Some say he’s one of quintuplets. Some say he’s never left his house, and any time someone claimed he visited him, they were lying. All his paperwork is done online.”

      “Not a people person then,” I murmured.

      “Until a few months ago when his business partner died, and Sideris came to America to pick up the pieces. Apparently his business partner had been the public face of the company, the one who did the meet and greets, and the day to day. As far as I can tell, Sideris handled the paperwork and the money.”

      “You keep saying ‘business partner,’” I said slowly. “Do you know his name?”

      Liam pressed the button to start the Keurig and turned to me, crossing his arms over his chest. “Stavros Rosso.”

      The floor seemed to heave beneath me, and I groped for a chair. “Stavros Rosso. Nikolaos Sideris was his business partner?”

      “Yes. But it doesn’t make sense.” Liam leaned one hip on the counter. “Let’s put aside the fact that apparently Sideris goes out of his way to hide his identity, then comes here and suddenly he’s being photographed, he’s having company over—all attempts at solitude abandoned. You saw what his business is like now. Fortuna’s Stables is destroyed, complete chaos. If Sideris was Stavros’ business partner, and his death was enough to bring the mysterious Mr. Sideris out of hiding, then why is he ignoring it? Why did he let the goblins have it?”

      “Unless it suits his purposes as it is,” Scath pointed out.

      Liam didn’t seem startled when she spoke up from her spot on the floor of the living room where she’d gone to play with Majesty. But then again, even though he couldn’t see her from his vantage point, or from the door, his sense of smell would have alerted him to her shift in location. Another benefit of having a shifter’s senses.

      “Maybe,” he admitted. “How are you feeling by the way, Scath?”

      “Fine. Asher told Shade that Katie and Rafe were having people kidnapped. Either to learn their fighting style or to have them killed in the ring. Maybe Sideris is happier to let business get bloody than Stavros was?”

      “That I can’t tell you.” Liam retrieved his coffee from the Keurig and searched the counter. “Sugar?” he asked.

      I got out of the seat I’d collapsed into and circled the counter to retrieve a locked box from the cupboard. Liam arched an eyebrow as I used a spell to open it. I didn’t say anything, but I did glance back at Peasblossom before meeting his eyes. He arched an eyebrow, but didn’t comment as I slid the box of sweeteners over to him.

      “As for the anonymous trust,” Liam continued, “that’s going to be harder. I spoke to the lawyer that handles the bulk of the duties this morning, and he was crystal clear that he wouldn’t violate confidentiality. He wouldn’t tell me anything.” He added three spoons of sugar to his coffee. “I don’t have the evidence to force him to hand over the information.”

      My brain turned to thoughts of Connor’s remains and whether or not his brothers had ever shown up. Scath was right, Liam would have told me. But I still felt like I should ask. I stared at the folder, willing my brain to come up with more questions about the information within. Cold facts about Moghadam’s case history, maybe his clients. We could talk about Sideris, and what a coincidence it was that he’d employed two of the Emperor’s victims.

      “Oh!” I pointed at Liam. “I forgot to tell you. Renee called me.”

      Liam stopped with his coffee mug halfway to his mouth. “What? When?”

      “Just before you got here.” I bit the inside of my lip. “She was asking me about how we identify bodies when the victims aren’t citizens.”

      “That’s a strange question.” Liam put his mug down. “Did she say anything else?”

      “Not really. But I got the distinct impression that none of the women at Foundations have real papers. Not even a temporary work visa. Something about how certain she was that we couldn’t have used Jamila’s record to identify her makes me think she knows it’s all fake.”

      “That would explain why I couldn’t find Jamila’s paperwork,” Liam said grimly. “I called a friend at Immigration to ask him to look into it. But I guess there’s not going to be anything for him to find.”

      “So either Nikolaos was lying when he said he had Jamila’s paperwork,” I started.

      “Or the Emperor gave them fake paperwork, and Renee figured out it’s fake and wouldn’t be in the system to help us identify Jamila,” Liam finished.

      “There is a third option,” Scath spoke up. “Maybe Renee knew the paperwork was fake because she’s the one that provided them. And maybe she was at Nikolaos’ to keep an eye on Jamila.”

      I groped for my coffee. “Do we know whose purse it was Stafford touched yesterday? When he had the vision of Connor?”

      “You think it could have been Renee’s?” Liam asked.

      “I think we need to talk to Stafford,” I said grimly. “And Renee.”

      Liam downed the last of his coffee before responding. “Did you manage to figure out a way to talk to her without the Emperor listening in?”

      I slumped against the counter top. “Nothing I can do. All the spells I found were too complex. I’d have to study and practice to have any confidence in my casting. And these are not spells you want to mess with in the field when you don’t know what you’re doing.” I huffed out a frustrated breath. “I could stop him from scrying on us, but the problem is the tattoo just lets him jump into her body if he wants to. She wouldn’t know, we wouldn’t know. And I don’t know if he checks in periodically, or if he has some way of knowing when we’re talking to them.”

      Liam grabbed his cell phone out of his pocket. “Let me call Stafford. We need him to tell us exactly what he saw. And whose purse it was.”

      I started to get up to make another cup of coffee, then thought better of it.

      Liam held the phone to his ear for a minute, then frowned. “Hey, it’s Liam. We’ve made some progress on the case, call me as soon as you get this.” He ended the call and stared at the phone for a second. “I don’t like that he didn’t answer.”

      “Maybe he’ll call back in a minute,” I suggested hopefully. “He could be driving.”

      Scath snorted. “Cell phones. You’re spoiled. Maybe not everyone is available every second you want to talk to them.”

      “If she says ‘in my day,’ I’m going to laugh at her,” Peasblossom told me seriously.

      “Why don’t we try Renee?” I got out my cell phone and tried calling the number she’d called me from. “No answer,” I said after a minute. “The phone is off.”

      “Well, she works for Sideris, so maybe she’s there?” Peasblossom suggested.

      Liam grabbed the file and pulled it closer. “I have his number here.”

      This time when he got no answer, Liam grabbed his keys. “All right, something’s going on.”

      “Where are we going?” I asked.

      “To see Sideris. It’s time for him to track down that paperwork or I’m bringing him in for employing an undocumented immigrant.”

      Scath scooped up Majesty and slipped him into her pouch as she made her way toward the door.

      Liam stopped with his hand on the doorknob. “Leave the kitten.”

      “No,” Scath said evenly.

      Liam dropped his hand from the door. “I can’t afford another incident like yesterday. Unless you can tell me you have control over it now, it’s not safe to bring—”

      “He’s a him, not an it,” Scath interrupted.

      The tension in the room shot up to Shade-can’t-breathe levels as the two shifters faced off. Liam’s aura flared against me, and Scath narrowed her green eyes.

      I hadn’t had enough coffee for this.

      “Liam, I’d like to leave him behind too. But the fact is, if we leave him behind, he might find me anyway.” My stomach twisted itself into a knot. Liam was an alpha, and a cop. The combination amplified his desire for control and order. He’d been willing to work with me on this case, despite my still being under contract to a sidhe, but after yesterday’s events, I suddenly wondered if Majesty might not be a deal-breaker.

      The silence dragged on too long.

      “He should be good if Scath keeps hold of him,” I said quietly. “I can calm his energy, and she can make sure if he does go off again, it’s away from us, somewhere safe.”

      “I’ve never heard the words ‘go off’ applied to a kitten before.” Liam didn’t sound amused. He looked like he was thinking. Making a decision. Finally, he opened the door. “Let’s go.”

      I spent the drive to Nikolaos’ thinking about my working relationships. I’d started out with Andy, and then he’d started to pull away from me. If I were completely honest with myself, he’d never completely warmed to me, always held himself back. Our relationship had been better these last few weeks, but we’d also spent very little time together. And we hadn’t worked any cases together. He’d worked on building a case against Flint, and I’d spent most of my time in Dresden, catching up on my witching duties. And the odd case.

      As far as Liam went, he hadn’t liked the idea of working with a witch from the get-go, in no small part thanks to the circumstances of our first case together. Then he definitely had warmed to me, but that was ruined when he found out about my contract with Flint. And now, just when I thought that might not be the same impediment, Majesty had to go and show his scary side.

      “I’m worth the trouble.”

      Liam glanced at me out of the corner of his eye. “What?”

      I lifted my chin. “I said I’m worth the trouble. As a partner. I mean, for work. I’m worth the trouble.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” Liam murmured.

      Suddenly he sat straighter in his seat. I looked ahead and spotted Nikolaos’ house.

      And Stafford’s car in the driveway.
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      Liam parked beside Stafford’s car, and we all quickly climbed out of the truck. As soon as his feet hit the driveway, he tilted his head as if he heard something. A cold wind gusted against my door, nearly ripping it out of my hand. I winced and gripped the door, holding onto it so I could close it as quietly as possible.

      The wind must have been carrying away whatever sounds Liam had picked up, because he broke into a run on the next gust. When we got closer to the door, I realized I could hear Stafford’s voice, but not enough to make out the words.

      Suddenly the door swung open and Ms. Piper appeared. Liam came to a halt so fast he rocked back on his heels. If it had been me, I’d have fallen over.

      “May I help you?” she demanded.

      Peasblossom’s wings buzzed in annoyance, but I summoned up a polite smile. “We’d like to speak to Mr. Sideris, if possible?”

      Ms. Piper’s frown deepened, but just as she opened her mouth—no doubt to remind us we needed an appointment—Detective Stafford called out from behind her.

      “Let them in, Piper! I’ve got news they’ll want to hear!”

      Ms. Piper shot a glare over her shoulder. “You are not the master of this house, Detective Stafford, and I’ll thank you not to give me orders.”

      “It’s all right, Ms. Piper,” Nikolaos said tiredly. “You may let them in.”

      The woman of the house narrowed her eyes, but shuffled back far enough to allow us entry. Liam went first, and I followed right behind him—just in case Ms. Piper decided to limit the number of house guests.

      Scath stayed right behind me as I crossed the threshold to enter the house. Nervous tension rolled off her, and I could only hope it wasn’t having an effect on the kitten in her pouch.

      Nikolaos sat in the same chair he’d been in the first time we visited. He wore a lighter suit this time, a pale grey that reminded me of the sky just after a rain. He smoothed his hands down the lapels of his jacket as he offered our group an easy smile.

      “How may I help—”

      “You have excellent timing, Osbourne,” Stafford interrupted. “I was just telling Sideris here that I have news about that werewolf you’re looking for. Connor. The one who killed Jamila.”

      “Yeah, we know,” Liam said tightly. “We found his body last night. Which you would know if you’d answered your phone.”

      Nikolaos blinked. “Wait. You mean, you found Jamila’s murderer? And he’s dead?” He sat forward in his seat. “Who is this Connor? What could he have possibly had against Jamila?”

      Stafford grinned, baring more teeth than was appropriate when talking of the dead.

      “What’s so amusing, Detective?” I asked.

      “Don’t look at me like that, Ms. Renard,” Detective Stafford objected. “There’s no shame in being happy a murderer is dead. You saw what he did to Jamila. Don’t tell me you’ll lose sleep over his death?”

      “You came here to tell Mr. Sideris that Connor is dead?” Liam asked. He narrowed his eyes. “How did you know Connor was dead?”

      “I’m a detective,” Stafford said soberly. He clapped Liam on the shoulder, staring into his eyes as if he were a father figure in an old movie about to impart wisdom to his son. “But no, that’s not the reason I came here. I came to tell Mr. Sideris that despite his assurances that he has Jamila’s legal paperwork, I was strangely unable to find her in the system.” He looked at Nikolaos. “Why do you suppose that is?”

      Nikolaos tapped one finger on the arm of his chair. “As it happens, I looked for that paperwork after you left last time.” He stretched out his arm, forcing up the sleeve of his business suit to look at the gold watch on his wrist. “If you could just wait a few more minutes.”

      The front door opened and closed. A man’s shoes struck the ceramic tile with quick, angry steps. I knew who it would be before I turned around.

      Charity Moghadam looked as happy to see us as he had last time. He stared at Detective Stafford’s hand still resting on Liam’s shoulder, his lip curling into a sneer.

      “Mr. Moghadam, thank you for coming on such short notice,” Nikolaos said, standing to greet his newest visitor.

      “It’s amazing to me,” Moghadam started, “that even in the middle of a murder investigation, law enforcement still manages to make the time to persecute those who are guilty of nothing more than wanting a better life.”

      “Mr. Moghadam,” Liam said, “I—”

      “You’re here for Jamila’s paperwork,” the lawyer cut him off. “I know. Nikolaos told me when he called and asked me to come.”

      Nikolaos leaned down and opened his planner, removing a small stack of documents. “Here’s the paperwork Foundations provided me for Jamila,” he said, handing them to Moghadam. “I had no reason to question them. I asked for all the papers I’m required to get.”

      Moghadam quickly read over the papers, dark eyes flicking from one page to the other. After a long minute, he nodded. “These all seem to be in order. If they are fake, then they’re good.” He looked at Liam. “Mr. Sideris hired Jamila in good faith believing she had the legal right to work here. If you insist on pursuing this, he’ll get off with a warning. This is a first time—”

      “What about Renee?” Liam asked. “Where’s her paperwork?”

      Moghadam didn’t flinch. “As Mr. Sideris hired them both from the same company, whether or not Renee’s paperwork turns out to be falsified, it will still be considered a single infraction as far as Mr. Sideris goes.” He put his hands behind his back and straightened his spine, so as to better look down his nose at us. “If that’s all…?”

      “Mr. Sideris, do you employ any other women from Foundations?” I asked.

      “No,” Nikolaos said. “Just Jamila and Renee. I didn’t have any other tasks that would give them the kind of valuable experience Foundations wants their ladies to gain.”

      “Gardening is valuable experience?” Liam asked.

      “Renee is not just a gardener,” Nikolaos corrected him. “She’s a landscape artist. She was redesigning my gardens. The last time we spoke, she was making a model for a water feature. She seemed to think the backyard would be a lovely serenity garden.”

      “Is there a purpose to these questions?” Mr. Moghadam interrupted. “I do have other work to do. So if you’re not going to ask Mr. Sideris anything of a criminal nature, then perhaps you could leave now and let us all get on with our business?”

      “Mr. Sideris isn’t the only one with a connection to Foundations.” Liam took a step closer to the lawyer, prompting him to drop his hands to his sides as if resisting the urge to step back. “Tell me, Mr. Moghadam, you were very interested in negotiating citizenship for Renee. Is that why you were meeting with her? Did you know that her papers were fake, and you were trying to help her get a legitimate work visa?”

      “I will not discuss my clients with you,” Moghadam said stiffly.

      “Was Renee the only woman from Foundations you took on as a client?” I asked.

      Now it was my turn for a glare. “As I said not ten seconds ago, Ms. Renard, I will not discuss my clients. If you don’t have any questions that would not violate attorney client privilege—”

      “I don’t think you understand what’s going on here,” I interrupted. “Someone is bringing these women into the country illegally. One of these women disobeyed him, and for that, she was murdered not a block away from her fellow prisoners, her screams broadcast into their dreams so they might all know what waited for anyone else who dares to cross him.”

      Nikolaos sat up straighter. “Their dreams?”

      “He’s terrorizing them,” I said evenly. “Renee would have heard it too. She would have heard her friend die, and still she had to pretend not to know she was dead the first time we talked to her.”

      “You are remarkably defensive of Renee considering what happened the last time you were here,” Nikolaos commented.

      “That wasn’t her.” I glared at Moghadam. “That was the Emperor.”

      There. Something in the lawyer’s eyes. His face remained a perfect mask of the disdain I’d come to expect from him, but his eyes burned at the mention of the Emperor.

      “You’ve heard of him,” I said softly.

      “Mr. Sideris, unless you need anything more from me, I really should get back to my office?” Moghadam said, turning his back to me.

      Nikolaos’ gaze darted between me and his lawyer. “If you know anything about this Emperor, you should tell them, Charity. Maybe they can—”

      “I’ll be on my way then.”

      I stared as Moghadam turned on his heel and left.

      Nikolaos stood. “Detective Sergeant Osbourne, if I might have a private word?”

      I bristled at being excluded from whatever information the hedge fund manager had to share, but I didn’t say anything. Liam would tell me later regardless, and now was not the time to teach Nikolaos a lesson in manners.

      “Well, it seems like you’ve got things well in hand,” Detective Stafford said finally. “I’ll just head back to the station. Lots of paperwork covering up a werewolf death, you know.”

      “You’re leaving?” I raised my eyebrows. “What exactly have you been doing since we saw you yesterday?”

      Detective Stafford tried to cross his arms again, and again he failed. “Ms. Renard, please don’t question the way I do my job. I know I’m not a powerful psychic with my own temple and priestesses to make my appointments for me, but I do have some skill, and I use it to the best of my ability. I told you I had a vision of Connor. I didn’t know it was Connor at first, obviously, but I did what I could to figure it out. And yes, it took some time.”

      “But you didn’t call us when you discovered Connor was dead,” I pointed out. “Or even when you figured out who Connor was. All we had yesterday was a name and your hunch he was in the military.”

      Stafford stiffened. “Well, I’m sorry my abilities don’t live up to your standards. Not all of us were trained by Baba Yaga.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “How did you know that?”

      Stafford threw out his arms, eyes bulging in indignation. “I’m a detective. Why does no one get that?”

      “Okay, fine, I’m sorry I belittled your abilities.” I drummed my fingers on top of my waist pouch. “I forgot to ask you this yesterday. Whose purse was it you touched? Do you know?”

      “Renee’s,” Stafford said.

      “But Renee was here. Why would her purse be at Foundations?”

      “Maybe it wasn’t hers,” Stafford said. He grabbed his keys out of his pocket. “I told you before, but maybe you need to hear me say it again. My visions are not very detailed. I do what I can, but most of the time they’re just feelings, hunches. Obviously not up to your standards.”

      “Detective Stafford,” I started.

      He shook his head and marched for the exit. “Goodbye, Ms. Renard. Obviously you don’t need someone as weak as me to find your all-powerful Emperor.”

      Before I could stop Stafford, Nikolaos came back into the room. He arched an eyebrow at the retreating detective. “Problems?”

      “Not exactly.” I huffed out a breath, then frowned when I noticed Liam wasn’t with Nikolaos. “Where’s Liam?”

      “Ah, yes. My apologies for drawing your partner away and leaving you, that was rude. But it was necessary as I needed someone to keep Detective Stafford from following us.”

      “What’s going on?” I asked.

      “Oh, nothing. I just wanted to mention to Detective Sergeant Osbourne that if he wanted to speak with Mr. Moghadam and actually stand a chance of getting him to do more than grunt and bark legal threats, he might want to try speaking to him away from Detective Stafford.”

      “I see.” I shared a look with Scath. The sidhe stood near the center of the room, trying to keep an eye on both the front door and the sliding glass door that led to the garden. “Mr. Moghadam and Detective Stafford have bad blood?”

      “Not exactly. Let’s just say that Detective Stafford and Mr. Moghadam do not see eye to eye on political matters. Particularly those around immigration, and more specifically, the recent misfortune of the Syrian refugees.” He pressed his lips together, and for a moment, he didn’t hide his annoyance. “Detective Stafford has made some very unfortunate statements in front of Mr. Moghadam and his clients.”

      “In that case, if you’ll excuse me, Mr. Sideris, I think I’ll join my partner and see if I can’t convince Mr. Moghadam we don’t share Detective Stafford’s views.”

      “Good luck, Ms. Renard.”

      I thanked him again, then headed for the front door. The smell of falling leaves swirled around me as I found Liam sitting in his truck. He gestured for me and Scath to get in quickly, and we shared a look before climbing in. I glanced out the rear windshield in time to see Mr. Moghadam’s car pulling into the road.

      “Did he talk to you?” I asked.

      “Not yet, but we’re meeting him at Goodfellows.”

      I put my seatbelt on, then looked up at Liam. “Why are we meeting him there?”

      “I don’t know, and I don’t care as long as he talks to us.” He started the engine, then glanced at me. “Stafford left in a hurry.”

      “Yeah, he and I had a little chat. He’s very defensive about the limits of his abilities.”

      Liam pulled into the road, and I winced as a ray of sunlight struck me in the eye. I groped for the sun visor, only to be reminded that sun visors weren’t made for people under five foot six. I grumbled under my breath and hoped tomorrow would have a proper fall sky. Something grey.

      “You sound like you think Stafford protests too much,” Liam observed.

      “I think he’s hiding something. I just don’t know what.” I leaned back in my seat. “Did you see the way he smiled after we mentioned Connor was dead?”

      “I’ll call my people I left at Fortuna’s and see if anyone saw him around. I want to know how he knew Connor was dead.”

      I stilled. “Maybe he didn’t.” I turned in my seat. “Maybe he didn’t know until you said that, then he just played along.”

      “But he mentioned Connor first. He said he’d come to tell Sideris about him. If he wasn’t talking about Connor being dead, then what information could he have had about him that he’d share with Sideris?”

      I considered that for the rest of the drive to Goodfellows, but by the time we got there, I still hadn’t come up with anything. Maybe Moghadam would know something.

      It was almost eleven o’ clock, and my stomach growled as we entered Goodfellows and I took a breath of air that smelled of seasoned meat and drinks with too much sugar.

      “We’ll order food while we’re here,” Liam said. “If today turns out anything like yesterday, I need a full stomach.”

      I spotted Moghadam sitting in a booth against the wall, and we headed over. I arched an eyebrow as I noticed there were two cups of tea sitting across from the lawyer.

      “Drink,” Moghadam demanded, gesturing at the tea.

      “Um, no?” Peasblossom said. “My witch wasn’t born yesterday, you know.”

      Moghadam gave me a withering look, as if he thought I was the one who’d spoken. “We’re in Goodfellows, Ms. Renard. Do you really think I would poison you here and risk the consequences of violating the law of neutral territory?”

      Coming right out and saying I didn’t trust him seemed to be the wrong tone to set for the meeting. Fortunately, at that moment I glanced up and saw my favorite waitress, Alexandra, standing behind the bar. She gestured to the two cups of tea and gave me a thumbs up. I smiled and lifted the tea cup.

      “Think of Detective Stafford,” Moghadam instructed.

      Liam sniffed his mug, but then followed suit. Moghadam sat there with his arms crossed as we drank, fingers drumming impatiently on his opposite arm. When we were finished, he snatched up the mugs and peered into the bottoms.

      I didn’t know how to read tea leaves. Just a few basic shapes, nothing you couldn’t get from the newspaper horoscope. But whatever Moghadam saw seemed to satisfy him.

      “I won’t violate attorney client privilege,” he said finally. “But there’s no harm in talking in generalities.” He crossed his hands and leaned forward. “I don’t know how much you know about what’s happening in Syria right now, but you should know that none of the refugees you see on your news media are coming here because they want to. No one thought, ‘Gee, wouldn’t it be great to be an American?’ They come here because they want to survive. They want their children to survive.”

      “I once left behind everything I’d ever known,” I said quietly. “But I did it because I wanted to. Because I was following a new purpose. And still it was so hard. I can’t imagine having to do it because I had no choice.”

      Moghadam nodded. “It’s important to keep that in mind in order to understand why so many are willing to risk coming here illegally. And risk relying on horrible, predatory people, even when they’ve heard the stories of those before them who lived to regret it. They are brought here and used in ways that would break your spirit to hear them. Trapped with the knowledge that they are illegal, and thus there is no law to protect them.”

      He pressed his lips together and took a slow breath through his nose. “You can see it. It’s in their eyes. You can see when someone isn’t free.” He leaned back in his seat. “It’s why I started getting involved with charitable events. You would not believe how many of the rich and powerful give to charity not because of any altruistic intention, but to soothe their own guilty consciences. I move about them, excused for my skin color because I have money and power. They welcome me into their homes, and I can see for myself if their house is built on the backs of others.”

      “Is that why you were at Nikolaos’?” I asked. “To see if he was mistreating Renee and Jamila?”

      Moghadam frowned. “I was never certain about Nikolaos. He always seemed to treat Renee and Jamila with respect and kindness, but there was no mistaking the fear in their eyes. It’s why I approached Renee. She was often outside, and it was easy to talk to her without worrying we’d be overheard.” He shook his head. “Even alone, she never truly opened up to me. I only continued to meet with her because of the hope in her eyes when I offered to help her get a green card. But if what you said is true, if this Emperor is terrorizing them, then that could very well be it.”

      “So you knew her papers were fake?” Liam asked.

      Moghadam hesitated. “I will neither confirm, nor deny that. Please understand, I’ll help if I can because I want this shameful practice to stop, but I cannot violate attorney-client privilege.”

      “It would have helped if you’d let us talk to Renee before,” I pointed out.

      “Ms. Renard, I worked very hard to earn Renee’s trust,” Moghadam said coldly. “I was not going to lose it by encouraging her to speak to law enforcement, especially about a situation that could have—and, in fact, did—lead to an examination of her papers. If you’d truly wanted to talk to her, you could have granted my conditions. That would have truly protected her.”

      Liam leaned back in his seat. I could almost see the thoughts playing across his face as he debated whether or not to press for another meeting with Renee. Possibly tell Moghadam about the strange phone call.

      “What do you know about the Emperor?” Moghadam asked.

      “Not much,” Liam said bitterly. He gestured at the tea mugs. “I don’t suppose you can ask the tea leaves how to find him?”

      Moghadam gave Liam a narrow-eyed look, as if trying to tell if the alpha was mocking him or not. “The leaves reflect the individual who drink the tea. They are not crystal balls.”

      “We don’t know much,” I said, frustrated. “Only that he’s an astral entity that can possess his victims at will.”

      “Do you know why he is targeting Syrian women, specifically?” he asked.

      “No.”

      Moghadam drummed his fingers on the table. “You said he’s possessing the women. Is there any way you could track him that way?”

      “I’m still looking into that,” I admitted. “That magic is somewhat outside my realm of expertise.”

      “I see.” He sighed. “I’m afraid reading tea leaves won’t be much help to you. But if you can think of a way I can help, please let me know. In the meantime, I will work to help whomever I can.” His cell phone buzzed with a text message and he took it out of his pocket, his eyes sliding side to side as he read the message. “Unfortunately, I have to go. Today seems to be a day of emergency meetings.”

      “Thank you for talking to us,” Liam said.

      Moghadam hesitated, then reached out to shake Liam’s hand. “A pleasure, Detective Sergeant. And you, Ms. Renard.”

      He shook my hand too, then paused before walking away. “I would warn you though. In regards to Stafford? I’m not the only one who will judge you harshly for that partnership. Remember, ‘He that lieth down with dogs shall rise up with fleas.’”

      My lips parted as Moghadam walked away.

      Peasblossom snickered under my hair. “Do you think he did that on purpose?” she asked. “Cause Liam’s a dog?”

      “He’s a wolf,” I said automatically. I cleared my throat. “Maybe after lunch we can go back to Foundations. I want to tell the women there that Connor is dead. I don’t know exactly what their contracts prohibit them from saying, but maybe they’ll be more inclined to try and tell us something if they know we found Jamila’s murderer?”

      Liam nodded.

      Just then, my cell phone rang.

      “Hello?”

      “Shade? Ms. Renard? It’s Dr. Fakhoury.”

      “Aubrey?”

      Alexandra paused by our table, and I mouthed that we needed a minute. Peasblossom sputtered in protest, but I shushed her.

      “I’m glad I caught you. Listen, I don’t have much time. But I wanted to tell you before I left.”

      “Wait, tell me what? Where are you going?”

      “I found someone to break my contract,” Aubrey said, her voice rushed with excitement. “Or rather, someone found me. It’s done, Shade, I can talk. I can tell you everything.”

      In that second, every murder mystery I’d ever read or seen flashed through my head. “Give me his name,” I said quickly.

      “Her name.” Aubrey’s voice lowered, as if even now she was afraid to say it. Afraid of what would happen if she did.

      “Who?” I urged, holding the phone with both hands.

      “Iman,” Aubrey whispered. “Iman Monet.”
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      My stomach bottomed out. “Iman Monet. As in Arianne Monet’s wife?”

      Aubrey held her breath, as if waiting for the contract to punish her for the revelation. When nothing happened, she let out a semi-hysterical laugh. “Yes. The Emperor lives in Iman. He’s an astral being, but he needs a ‘permanent’ physical body so he can have a life on the physical plane without having to expend the effort to possess and hold a body. He’s anchored to Iman. That’s why he didn’t want anyone talking to Arianne. He didn’t want her looking for him. He didn’t want to risk being discovered.”

      I shook my head even though she couldn’t see me. “Iman can’t be the Emperor. Arianne is in the Dreamworld all the time, and there’s a lot of overlap between the Dreamworld and the astral plane. She would have seen him in Iman, would have sensed him.”

      “You’re underestimating the Emperor. And Iman. Iman is incredibly powerful, and her shields are nigh-impenetrable. Unless she’s using her power to link two minds together. She becomes part of a chain, and all the Emperor had to do was possess someone while Iman was linked to them. The path to Iman’s mind was open, and he was past her defenses before she even knew he was there. Once inside, he manipulated her memory, and she was none the wiser that he’d ever been there.”

      She took another breath, the words coming faster now. “The Emperor is an astral being, not just a human with psychic ability. He’s pure psychic force. And he decided years ago that the astral plane wasn’t good enough. He wanted physical sensation. A real life, a real body. He possessed people, just for short periods. Until one day the person he was possessing became Iman’s patient. He recognized Iman’s power immediately, and he seized the chance to build himself a back door into her defenses. She’s the perfect thrall because no one would ever think she could be possessed. Even Arianne can’t see into Iman’s mind unless Iman allows it. Which, of course, the Emperor won’t allow when he’s there. And if he leaves her to possess someone else—like Rima—then even if Arianne did see in Iman’s mind, he wouldn’t be there.”

      “You’re telling me he’s powerful enough to change her memories?” I asked, my heart sinking into my stomach. “She doesn’t remember what she does when he’s possessing her?” I shook my head. “But wait, you said he needs her body because that’s how he has a physical life on this plane. But that would mean…”

      “It means Iman has not been living her own life for months,” Aubrey whispered. “Shade, how do you think the Emperor knew Jamila had gone to see Arianne? Iman is a thrall. The real Iman is buried somewhere in her own subconscious, probably living an illusion. She hasn’t been in control since the Emperor took over.”

      “This is not going to go well,” Scath muttered.

      “You’re telling me.” I closed my eyes and rubbed my temples. “Oh, this is not good. Goddess, I hope you’re wrong.”

      “I’ve seen her at the boarding house,” Aubrey went on. “She comes to oversee the girls’ training, and she’s the one who finds them prospective husbands. From the politicians who stay at Suite Dreams. She’s the one who tells them what they will learn, what they will be. What their husbands want.”

      “Prospective husbands?” Liam asked. “What husbands?”

      “What I told you before was only partially true,” she admitted. “The women are trained professionally. They learn a variety of skills, and are educated on a number of topics. And some of them may enter their professional field. But all of them will be sold. Perhaps not a cash exchange, they may be bargained away. The Emperor often talked about professional men’s need for a proper wife, one who can be a true support, someone who won’t embarrass her husband with her ignorance.”

      “He’s the embarrassment,” Peasblossom snapped. She shuffled her feet on my shoulder, and I winced as the static built between her fuzzy slippers and my shirt.

      “It is the one aspect he neglects to tell women before they come here,” Aubrey says quietly. “They are promised permanent citizenship, but he doesn’t mention that the road to that citizenship is marriage to a citizen. Until they’re married, they are given only temporary visas. Temporary fake visas, which can be lost all too easily if the Emperor is displeased.”

      I held up a hand. “All right, we need to talk to Arianne. Whether you’re right or not, it will be easy enough to prove.”

      “Don’t give her any warning,” Aubrey cautioned. “The Emperor could easily leave Iman and return when Arianne’s guard is down. He’s had plenty of time in her head to interfere with her memories. It is one of his more insidious tricks. He can’t rebuild her memory from scratch, but he is very adept at small changes. Seeds of doubt, a little distrust. I’ve seen him destroy strong women.”

      “We’ll go see Arianne in person.” Liam stood up, blue eyes hard as he thought ahead.

      “We’ll have to talk to them together,” I added. “Make sure the Emperor doesn’t have a chance to hide.”

      “You’ll forgive me if I’m not there,” Aubrey said nervously.

      “Of course not. We’ll find you somewhere safe.”

      “No, that’s all right, I have a plan. I found someone who can help me. But it’s best if I don’t tell anyone. I’ll be okay.”

      “What about the tattoo from the Emperor that he uses for spying and possession, don’t you have one, too?” I asked.

      “The contract dictated that I couldn’t remove it myself and had to fight anyone who tried. But then the contract was broken, and after my appointment today the tattoo wouldn’t have been a problem anyway.” She took a deep breath. “I have to go, I’m supposed to meet them at eleven. This is my cell phone number. It’s new, so there’s no way the Emperor can track it. I’ll be getting rid of it soon, but if you need me in the next hour or so, you can call. Good luck.”

      I stared at Liam as Aubrey ended the call. I wanted to stop her, to take her someplace I knew she’d be safe.

      “If she doesn’t want our help, we can’t force her,” Liam said quietly. “We’d only end up wasting resources trying to coerce her to go somewhere and stay there.”

      “This could all be part of some elaborate trick,” Peasblossom argued. “We have no reason to trust her. For all we know, she’s the Emperor!”

      I stood and headed for the door. “If it’s only been a few months, we might still be able to save Iman. We need to find out if what Aubrey said is true. If she’s lying, we’ll track her down later.”

      Liam spoke to Alexandra before we left, and we waited for her to fetch a box of chicken tenders and fries. It didn’t take more than ten minutes, but every second grated on my nerves, wound me up a little tighter.

      Alexandra handed over the food and Liam paid. I must have looked as frustrated as I felt because he fixed me with a stern look.

      “I cannot skip meals. Especially not during a case. And you shouldn’t either.”

      I bit back my response and settled for half-jogging to the truck. Liam didn’t need to jog to catch up to me, since his longer legs covered the distance faster anyway. He opened the box of food and set it on the arm rest in the car, gesturing at it in open invitation to anyone who wanted some.

      I tried to nibble on a fry, but ended up holding it for the duration of the drive. Despite my earlier bravado, by the time we arrived at Suite Dreams, I’d managed to think of seven ways the sorceress could kill me by accident in a fit of rage. It was a testament to my imagination, but I had to give past experience some credit. Arianne had given me a lot of reasons to fear and respect her over our short relationship.

      “Peasblossom, if you wouldn’t mind giving Liam an illusion, just in case someone’s watching the hotel?” I said, forcing my voice to come out lighter and definitely not panicky.

      “Very optimistic of you to think there’s someone scarier worth hiding from when she’s the one you’re going to confront,” Peasblossom observed.

      I ignored her and used a brief spell to disguise myself, changing just enough of my features that I wasn’t instantly recognizable. Scath was sidhe, so she had her own glamour. Peasblossom landed on Liam’s shoulder and a second later, Liam was shorter, with dark hair and a lanky build. Same clothes, but his sleeves were tightly cuffed around his wrists. Unrecognizable.

      “I remember when the smell of lavender used to calm me,” I murmured as we entered the hotel.

      “I don’t,” Peasblossom said. “She’s ruined it forever.”

      “I won’t let her kill you.”

      I jumped at the sound of Scath’s voice. She was closer than I’d thought, and there was something about the confidence in her voice that reminded me I’d never gotten any answers out of my mentor. Unlike Liam, she’d decided to go taller, and significantly more muscular in her glamour. At least she’d magicked Majesty’s pouch to look like a cute pink backpack with a stuffed dog hanging out of it. Nice touch.

      We headed straight for Arianne’s office door, Liam’s badge convincing the person at the front desk not to stop us, despite the fact she wouldn’t have recognized us under the glamour. It did not, however, stop the perturbed employee from calling Arianne to tell her we were coming.

      The door to her office swung open when we were still five feet away, and I stumbled to a halt. “It’s us,” I blurted out.

      The friendly facade Arianne reserved for law enforcement melted from her face with the speed of red juice leaking from a child’s cup onto white carpet. “Inside,” she barked.

      Again, my always-helpful imagination regaled me with all the ways a sorceress as powerful as Arianne could kill me in a fit of temper. Even if she didn’t strictly intend to cause my death. I wondered if the rumors that dream sorceresses could literally leak nightmares when they were upset had any truth to it.

      Arianne barely waited for her office door to close before spinning around, the long flowing skirt of her violet dress curling around her legs as she did. “You have news?” Her gaze darted from Liam to me, and back. “You didn’t call.”

      “We might have some news.” Liam was using his professional voice, the one that could be called on for suicide jumpers, mourning families, or even the press. Calm. In control. “Is Iman here?”

      Arianne’s brow furrowed. “Iman? No, she had an appointment. Why, what’s happened?”

      “I need her expertise,” I said quickly. “It’s very important.”

      “Maybe I can answer your questions. What do you need to know?”

      “It would really be better if we could speak to both of you,” Liam insisted. “Trust me.”

      “I don’t know how long she’ll be.” Arianne crossed her arms, then dropped them back at her sides. “Will you make me wait?”

      Her tone made it very clear what she thought of that option.

      “When was her appointment?” I asked.

      “Eleven.” Arianne pressed her lips into a thin line. “What is going on? What do you want with my wife?”

      Eleven. That was the same time as Aubrey’s appointment.

      “It could be a coincidence,” Peasblossom whispered.

      I tried not to sound like I was panicking. “Arianne, what does Iman do?”

      “She does many things,” Arianne said stiffly. “She’s a counselor, she works at the hospital to reach people in comas or those who for some reason or another can’t communicate.”

      There was something about the rhythm of what she said that made me think there was something she was omitting. “Is that what she was doing today?”

      “I don’t know. She went to the clinic, she could be there for any number of reasons.” She took a quick step forward, crowding my personal space. The scent of lavender thickened between us, and I fought a sudden surge of panic. I did not need more nightmares.

      “What do you want with Iman?” she demanded.

      “What were you going to say?” I countered. “What else does she do?”

      Liam stepped closer to me, not exactly threatening Arianne, but making it clear we needed an answer.

      Arianne’s gaze flicked back and forth between us. “She works with the Vanguard in their witness relocation program. She uses her abilities to transfer the witness’ mind to a new body.”

      “She what?” Liam asked sharply.

      Arianne waved a hand impatiently. “When a human’s brain dies, their consciousness leaves. Their soul is gone. The Vanguard waits for a patient to be declared brain dead and makes sure the paperwork is signed for them to be taken off life support. They then heal the patient’s brain, and Iman transfers the witness’ mind to the new body. The family is given a wooden changeling to bury, and the real body is shipped to a new location and the witness gets a new life.” She paused then added, “Of course there are other ways a body can end up without a soul, but brain death is the most common.”

      My heart leapt into my throat. “I’d imagine these things are classified.”

      “Highly. Iman won’t know who she’s meeting until she gets there, the witness won’t know her. And the Vanguard will wipe the meeting from both their minds to make sure no one can connect the witness to the new body.” She finished talking quickly, flexing her hands into fists at her sides. “If you don’t answer my question—”

      “We need to get to the clinic now.”

      Liam was already moving, and Scath and I took off after him. I could almost feel Arianne’s temper heating my back, but I didn’t look to see if she was following.

      Of course she was following.

      “Do you think she’s in danger?” Arianne asked as soon as we closed the doors of Liam’s truck and he started the engine.

      The threat was gone from her voice, replaced by a pleading tone. The tone of someone who just wanted to know if their loved one was all right. I bit the inside of my lip.

      “I think she’ll be fine, but we need to get to her as soon as possible.” I didn’t want to get into too much detail, so I distracted Arianne as best I could by telling her about the case so far. Her jaw tightened when I mentioned the forced marriages.

      I managed to keep talking until we’d reached the clinic. Not a huge accomplishment since it was only a five minute drive. It wasn’t until we were all exiting Liam’s truck that Arianne brought the conversation back to her wife.

      “You say this doctor told you Iman could be in danger,” she said finally. “What kind of danger?”

      I may have lied a bit at the end.

      “The Emperor is using his telepathic abilities to spy on people,” I said. “Aubrey worried that he may have attempted to compromise Iman. You said so yourself, she performs a lot of different jobs. It wouldn’t have been that difficult for the Emperor to arrange for her to counsel someone while he was in their mind.”

      “You think he may have taken advantage of the bond Iman forms with her patients to infect her.” Arianne quickened her pace.

      “Yes,” I said, trying to keep up. “But since I can’t open my third eye—”

      “I will examine her,” Arianne interrupted. “I will know if he’s tried to hurt her.”

      It didn’t bode well that Arianne had gone immediately to seeing Iman as a victim instead of focusing on the fact she may have been compromised permanently. Arianne didn’t look at all worried that the Emperor could have turned Iman into his personal spy. But then, I suppose that’s what love meant.

      Normally, the Cleveland Clinic takes confidentiality very, very seriously. But when you’re a powerful sorceress convinced your wife is in mortal peril, and the staff of the clinic are human… Well, they never stood a chance.

      Arianne stormed away from the help desk, leaving the staff member fast asleep with her face on the keyboard, the room number of Iman’s “patient” still on the computer screen. Liam and I followed behind her, both of us bracing for the worst. Liam and Scath both scented the air, and when we got closer to our destination, Liam growled.

      “I smell Sideris,” he said under his breath.

      “Me too.” Scath’s green eyes brightened. “What do you suppose he was doing here?”

      Majesty perked up, poking his fuzzy head out of the pouch. I said a small prayer that he wouldn’t make trouble, promising any deity that would listen that if we could just get out of the building full of vulnerable people, I would absolutely take the time to set off the chaos kitten in the safety of an abandoned lot. Majesty looked at me and tilted his head.

      Can you hear me? I thought at him, semi-hysterical at the idea.

      Majesty meowed, then looked away to stare at the hospital room door.

      “Rhinoceros,” Peasblossom hissed. “That’s what it’s going to be.”

      “Don’t even joke about that,” I moaned.

      Arianne grasped the door to the room and opened it quickly, letting the enchantment that hid her true appearance fall away. She froze in the doorway, her entire body going rigid.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked, my heart pounding.

      “Iman,” Arianne whispered.

      I dropped my disguise as I hedged around her and immediately froze.

      Iman was kneeling on the floor of the hospital room. Beside her, lay Aubrey.

      Dead.
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      “Arianne.” Iman paused in the middle of brushing her hair back from her ear to look up at us. She sounded surprised, but not unpleasantly so. “What are you doing here?” Then she noticed the rest of us, and a crease formed between her brows. “Is something wrong?”

      I knelt beside Aubrey, and Scath followed immediately, keeping herself between me and Iman. The pouch around her swung slightly and Majesty squirmed inside until he could peek his fuzzy head out. His eyes settled on me as I felt for a pulse. As I’d suspected, I found none.

      “What happened?” I asked.

      Iman held up her hands in the universal, “It’s all right” gesture. “It’s not what it looks like. But I’m afraid you’ve interrupted something.” She twisted to look around the room, searching for someone or something and apparently not finding them. “Was there someone else in the room with me when you arrived?”

      “Like who?” Liam asked. Peasblossom had dropped his glamour at the same time I’d dropped mine, returning him to his normal, intimidating self.

      Arianne elbowed her way past me to grab Iman’s hand and pull her to her feet. The dream sorceress wouldn’t look at me, her gaze boring into her wife. “Iman, come with me into the hallway and tell me what happened. Tell me everything that happened.”

      “We all need to hear this.” Liam didn’t attempt to physically block the door, but he angled his body toward Arianne and Iman, and his aura swelled as if he expected trouble. The temperature of the room kicked up a degree or two. At least for me.

      Arianne didn’t look at him, but her back stiffened. I glanced at Scath. If the sorceress thought her wife was in trouble, she’d flee. Possibly throw a spell or two to make sure we didn’t follow. Scath shifted a few inches closer to the door, and I called my magic, holding it ready.

      “You know I can’t tell you anything,” Iman chastised her. She glanced around, seeming to notice the rising tension from everyone else in the room. “This is—”

      She stopped talking. I followed her gaze to Liam when he paused next to a patient lying in the hospital bed against the far wall. The woman was hooked up to the usual monitors tracking heart rate and other major functions—but none of them were on. No lights, no soft beeping. Someone had unplugged the whole setup. Liam put a finger against the patient’s throat, even though if there’d been a heartbeat to feel, he’d have heard it. He looked at me and shook his head.

      “Wait,” Iman said, pulling away from Arianne and going to the bedside. “Wait, something’s wrong.” She looked back at Aubrey’s body on the floor. “This isn’t how it’s supposed to go.” She stared hard at Liam. “You never answered my question. Was there someone else here when you got here? Did you see anyone leave this room?”

      “I think you need to tell us what happened,” I said gently.

      Arianne looked like she was giving serious consideration to a teleportation spell. I knew the look of someone who’d decided saving a loved one was worth any price. Love and loyalty over justice.

      Scath slipped the pouch with Majesty in it over her head and put it on the bed with the dead patient. Getting ready to shift if necessary. Arianne’s gaze flicked to her.

      “Iman, if you run, then the Vanguard will never leave you alone,” I told her.

      “Why would I run?” Iman asked, her voice higher as she began to register the looks on the faces around her. “They hired me for this.”

      “Tell us,” Liam encouraged her.

      Iman glanced from Aubrey’s body to the bed. “I work with the Vanguard’s witness protection program. Today, I received a call telling me to be in this room at eleven o’ clock.”

      Now her confidence faltered. “The way it should have worked is that a member of the Vanguard should have been here with the patient whose body was being donated as a host for the witness. Then the witness would show up separately, independently. The Vanguard would confirm the witness’ identity and reaffirm that they wanted to join the program. Then I would connect the witness to the patient.”

      She pointed to the hospital bed. “We use patients whose families have given permission to take them off life support. The family is given a wooden changeling to bury. The patient’s real body is brought to the room for the transfer of the witness.”

      “You can transfer someone’s mind to a new body?” I asked.

      “Only if there is no consciousness in the other body,” Iman clarified. “If the body is occupied by its original spirit, I can’t force them out to let someone else in. Usually, after I’ve transferred the witness’ consciousness into a new body, the Vanguard confirms it was a success. Then they escort me to the lobby and use a simple spell to wipe the last ten minutes or so from my mind, preserving the anonymity of the witness and their new body. They thank me, pay me in cash, and I leave. Then they return to the witness and transport them to their new life. I don’t know where they go.”

      Now she focused completely on the body lying in the hospital bed. “All I remember is knocking on the door to this room. Then you were here, and I was alone in the room with Aubrey and Janet.” She looked at the dead patient again. “Can you tell how Janet died?”

      I came closer to study the woman lying in the bed. Her dark hair lay in a limp messy ponytail on the pillow beside her, and her pale brown skin had lost its warmth. “We’ll need an autopsy. There are any number of ways to kill someone in a hospital, even without magic. Most of them very subtle.”

      Liam pulled out his cell phone. “I’ll call Kylie.”

      “I’m taking Iman home.” Arianne pulled her wife toward the door.

      And just like that, an uncomfortable silence swallowed the room.

      Iman cleared her throat. “I think Detective Sergeant Osbourne may have some questions for me.”

      “He can ask them at the hotel. And when he’s done, I’m taking you away, somewhere safe.”

      There was something about the way she said the last part that made me think she had a specific hideaway in mind. Somewhere I’d wager we’d never find Iman if it turned out she’d had a hand in these deaths.

      Iman jerked her hand away. “Stop it! Can’t you see that your over-protectiveness is just going to make me look more suspicious?” She threw out a hand, enveloping the room. “Law enforcement just found me alone in a room with two dead bodies.” She twisted to look at me as she pointed at Aubrey. “This woman. She’s involved in your investigation somehow, isn’t she? That’s what brought you here?”

      There was no point in denying it. “We spoke to her less than an hour ago,” I said calmly. “She told us you were the Emperor.”

      Two things happened at once. First, Arianne grabbed her wife again with one hand, swinging her free hand outward as if throwing a spell.

      Second, Scath tackled the sorceress.

      Arianne’s hold on her wife broke as Scath’s momentum carried them both to the ground. Her spell struck Scath’s stomach, and the sidhe’s breath left her in a loud whoosh of air. Liam’s aura seared my back as he partially shifted, black claws sprouting from his fingertips, muscles cording as he readied to leap into the fray. I only barely registered the familiar rap of a man’s shoes against tiled floor before someone spoke from the doorway.

      “Stop!” Moghadam’s voice broke over the room.

      I didn’t take my eyes off Arianne and Scath. Scath was powerful, but Arianne was a sorceress fighting for the woman she loved. She’d be as unpredictable as she was strong. And she didn’t strike me as the type to pull her punches.

      Arianne hit Scath with another spell that sent the shorter woman flying across the room into the opposite wall. She twisted in midair, her body melting into shadow. When she hit the wall, it was on all fours, and the body that sprang back at the sorceress was feline. Liam’s shift was graceful, but Scath’s was magic.

      “Arianne, no!” Iman cried.

      “I said stop!” Moghadam snapped.

      Liam grabbed hold of Scath as she rocketed by him, grabbing hold of her left front and back leg and swinging her around to use up the energy of her leap. I flung myself in front of Arianne, both hands held up, a shield humming between us just in case the sorceress threw another spell.

      “Nikolaos was here!” I said, desperation making my voice louder than I’d intended. “Iman is being set up!”

      I had no idea if that was true or not. But Nikolaos had been here, and right now, my number one concern was calming the angry sorceress, making her listen. And there was no way she’d listen to anything we had to say as long as she thought we believed her wife was guilty.

      Arianne’s dark pupils had swallowed the whites of her eyes, and she stared at me with a look that was more avian than human.

      “What?” she rasped.

      Moghadam looked down at the floor where Aubrey’s body lay, and his expression fell. “I’m too late.”

      “Too late?” Liam asked.

      The alpha’s voice was garbled, as if the partial shift had affected his mouth. He’d dropped Scath, and to my surprise, the black cat wasn’t punishing him for his interference. Instead, she’d fixed her green eyes on Arianne. Her thick black tail lashed back and forth, and I could almost imagine I felt her energy. Her desire to leap, to finish the fight she’d started. Liam had to feel it too, but he ignored her.

      The lawyer knelt on the floor, feeling for a pulse as if he had to be sure. “Aubrey is the one who contacted me earlier, when I was with the two of you. She asked me to meet her here. I was supposed to make sure…” His voice broke and he shook his head. “She was scared. I was supposed to make sure nothing went wrong. We had a code word, so I’d know it was her and she was okay.”

      “You left before we did,” I pointed out carefully. “How did we get here before you?”

      Moghadam gritted his teeth. “Someone punctured my tires. Not enough that I noticed when I first got in, but halfway here they were all flat. I had to get a taxi, and the insufferable man took the longest possible route.” He stopped, shook his head. “I know it wasn’t a coincidence. My car wasn’t vandalized randomly right before I was supposed to meet her.”

      He stood slowly and turned to face Arianne and Iman. “Ms. Monet, we’ve met before. At the Doctors Without Borders fundraiser, last spring?” His smooth voice came out strained, almost a little hoarse. That was to be expected, though, considering he was greeting them while standing over the dead body of his friend.

      “Of course, I remember you, Charity.” Arianne straightened and brushed her hands down her dress as if composing herself. She gestured at Aubrey, a quick, almost hesitant flick of her wrist. “I’m sorry for your loss. This woman was a friend of yours?”

      “She was.” He looked around the room, his gaze landing on Liam. “Detective Sergeant, can you tell me what happened?”

      Liam put his phone away as he edged around the hospital bed to put himself between the door to the room and the rest of those gathered inside. “We received a call from Aubrey shortly after you left us. She told us she believed the Emperor had harmed Iman. We immediately tried to contact Iman, and when we were unable to reach her, we contacted her wife.” He nodded to Arianne. “Mrs. Monet brought us here.”

      Both Arianne and I kept our faces composed, careful not to give away the incredibly misleading nature of Liam’s choice of phrase.

      “It’s ‘Ms. Monet,’ Detective Sergeant,” Arianne corrected him. “Using a specific title to denote a woman’s marital status is terribly outdated.”

      “Ms. Monet,” Liam amended.

      Moghadam looked from Aubrey’s body to the patient in the bed. “And you found this tragedy.”

      “Did Aubrey tell you what was going on?” I asked.

      Moghadam hesitated, then sighed. “Yes, she did. It’s why she asked me to be here. She was worried the Emperor might find out what she was doing and sabotage the process. She wanted me to be here, with the intention that when she was in her new body, she would approach me and let me know she was all right.” He paused, one hand fingering the cuff link on his opposite wrist. Finally, he looked at Liam.

      “Detective Sergeant Osbourne, I’m afraid I was not entirely forthcoming earlier. I was attempting to protect my client, but I’m afraid I may have erred too far on the side of caution.”

      “What do you mean?” Liam asked.

      He motioned in my direction. “I heard Ms. Renard say that Nikolaos was here. Is that true?”

      Liam kept his expression neutral. “It is.”

      “He can smell him,” Peasblossom supplied helpfully.

      Moghadam jumped. Peasblossom had chosen to make herself visible when she spoke this time, peeking out from under my hair to make it clear who was being helpful.

      “I— Yes, all right.” Moghadam looked at a loss for a moment.

      “This is Peasblossom,” I told him. “She’s my familiar.”

      “I see.” He cleared his throat, addressing Liam again. “And you’re certain what you…”

      “Smelled,” Peasblossom prompted.

      “Yes, are you certain Nikolaos was here? In the flesh? It couldn’t have been a mistake, perhaps Aubrey visited his home, or was with him recently? You’re certain Nikolaos was here?”

      “Positive,” Liam said.

      Moghadam ran a hand over his face. “Yesterday when you came to Nikolaos’ house. When Nikolaos and Stafford remained in the house alone together, I noticed the look on Stafford’s face when he came out. That smug smile. And the tension in Nikolaos’ expression. I’ve seen that dynamic before.” His mouth tightened into a grim line. “I believe Stafford was blackmailing him.”

      “Blackmail?” Liam shared a look with me. I remembered what he’d said before about Stafford using his gift for less than legal purposes instead of solving cases, if the financial incentive was strong enough.

      “You said you’ve seen that dynamic before?” I asked.

      “Have you ever been to Fortuna’s Stables?” Moghadam asked.

      I stiffened. “I have. But I’m a little surprised you have.”

      “I go where my clients go, Ms. Renard. And I’ve had more than one client driven to that awful place out of desperation. The fights can pay well. I don’t judge them for it.”

      “Who did Stafford blackmail at Fortuna’s?” I asked.

      Moghadam’s mouth twisted into a sneer. “As I said, Ms. Renard. You’d be surprised how many among Cleveland’s rich and influential had a dark side they’d rather remain hidden. Some of the sins they pay for with their charitable donations are committed at that wretched place. And they have gotten more depraved recently.”

      Guilt took a bite of my confidence at the reminder of the consequences of what I’d previously considered a victory. I wilted against the hospital bed. Liam gave me a look, shaking his head in warning. I gave him a weak smile he probably didn’t believe.

      “We need to find Nikolaos,” Liam said. “I want to ask him what he was doing here, see what he has to say.”

      “I’m coming with you,” Arianne announced.

      I stared at her, flicking my gaze to Moghadam before meeting her dark-eyed stare that was still a little less human than it should have been.

      “Secrecy at this point is rather pointless,” Arianne said coldly. “As an accusation has been leveled against my wife. No one will believe that I would not involve myself at this juncture.”

      “If you’re worried for Iman, then shouldn’t your focus be on staying with her and keeping her safe?” I really didn’t want to come right out and say I didn’t think it was a good idea for our suspect’s wife to be involved in the hunt for an alternative suspect. Not that I thought Arianne would rather kill Nikolaos and blame him posthumously than see her wife punished for the Emperor’s crime.

      Though I wasn’t completely dismissing the possibility.

      “I’ll have some of my wolves stand guard,” Liam jumped in quickly. “That way Iman will be safe, and Arianne can work with us to find Nikolaos.”

      I stared at Liam, shocked that he was willing to let Arianne tag along. He must have the same concerns I did. Then I noticed the squinty-eyed stare Arianne was using to bore into the alpha, and I realized that Liam was forcing Arianne to make a choice. Agree to a guard on Iman—just in case she was the Emperor—or stay away from Nikolaos.

      “An excellent idea,” Arianne said finally, her tone sharply contradicting her words.

      I looked at Iman to see how the psychic was feeling. The sorceress’ wife looked ready to cry, her gaze sliding from Aubrey to the patient in the bed. My heart ached for her in that moment. If she was as innocent as Arianne was so desperate to believe, then this must be torture for her. To be found in a room with two dead bodies, unable to remember what happened. And then to be accused of killing them, or at the very least being part of their death.

      Iman noticed me watching. She tried and failed to smile.

      “I’m sorry,” she said softly. “I wish I could remember what happened.”

      “We will find out what happened,” Arianne said, taking Iman’s hands in hers. “I promise. I will have answers for you by nightfall.”

      It was a bold promise to make considering we didn’t yet know the full extent of what we were up against. But I was smart enough not to point that out.

      A thought occurred to me, and I looked at Liam. “Can you send someone to Foundations?”

      Liam nodded. “Good thinking. I’ll make the call now, and we’ll head out after Kylie gets here.”

      Moghadam sat down next to Aubrey, smoothing her hair behind her ear with one hand. “I’ll wait here, if that’s all right? Just long enough to make sure she’s taken care of?”

      I looked around the room, studying the sorceress, the psychic, the alpha, the lawyer, the sidhe, the chaos kitten, and the two dead bodies.

      And the day wasn’t even half over.
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      “Are you sure we shouldn’t keep looking for Nikolaos and Stafford?”

      Peasblossom clung to the rearview mirror, trying to catch Liam’s eye. Liam kept his eyes on the road.

      Arianne kept hers on Peasblossom.

      “This is the smarter plan,” the sorceress said evenly.

      Peasblossom scowled. “Smarter? Going to a fight club full of goblins and worse things? There’s a pile of dead bodies in the corner, you know. Did we mention that? Dead. Bodies. That’s plural.”

      “And one of those dead bodies is Connor Reeves,” Arianne snapped. “The wolf who killed Jamila Samaha.”

      “Well he’s not going to tell you anything new, is he?” Peasblossom shouted back. “You’re a dream sorceress, not a necromancer!” She huffed out a breath. “Not that being a necromancer would help you, mind. Try raising a murder victim, see what you get. Nightmares that’s what. Not as much fun getting them as giving them, I promise you that.”

      “Peasblossom,” I said, using a calm, quiet voice so as to encourage the other people in the car to do the same. “Nikolaos wasn’t home. We checked Foundations, and he wasn’t there either. He’s not answering his phone. And Stafford is also apparently MIA. It is impractical to search the entire city of Cleveland—especially when it’s always possible one or both of them have left the city. Arianne is right, going to Fortuna’s—”

      “But Connor is dead!” Peasblossom argued.

      “But his brothers aren’t,” I said, regretting my raised voice immediately. I took a breath, then groped for the zipper of my waist pouch.

      “I thought you had people at Fortuna’s that were going to call if they showed up?” Scath spoke up from the backseat.

      “I do, but Toby and Kurt are former Underhill operatives,” Liam explained. “It’s not impossible that they’d have some way to avoid detection. And I’ve had my people there since we found Connor’s body, so they wouldn’t have had a chance to claim it yet.”

      “And you think they’ll be feeling more cooperative now that you’ve been keeping them from their dead brother?” Peasblossom asked doubtfully.

      I held up a finger. “I think whatever inclination they might have had to withhold any evidence or knowledge of what their brother did for the Emperor died with Connor.”

      Arianne leaned forward. “Tell me again what the goblin said. About how Connor died.”

      I stared out my window, counting orange traffic cones for a few heartbeats while I waited for my thoughts to settle before I responded. I’d already caught Arianne up on the investigation, including the state in which we’d found Connor’s body. I hadn’t really taken the time to let myself dwell on the circumstances of Connor’s death. The werewolf had eviscerated a young woman. A woman whose only crime was the desire for a better life, for her and her sister. It had been easy to think of him as evil, deserving of suffering. But if what Asher said was true, maybe things weren’t so black and white.

      “He said Connor wanted to die,” I said quietly. “He was rambling about how Jamila hadn’t moved. Hadn’t screamed.”

      Arianne put a hand on the arm rest of the front seat and leaned even farther forward. Her dark eyes fixed on mine, a slight furrow between her brows. “You used that same tone the first time you told me. I thought you meant Connor hadn’t enjoyed it enough because she didn’t scream or fight. But that’s not it, is it?”

      Liam answered this time. “If Connor was struggling with violent urges, it could have been a combination of PTSD from his military and mercenary work, and the fact that he was a werewolf with no pack. You only have to give into those wild urges a few times before it becomes harder to come back. Killing a woman who’s not moving would feel wrong. Aside from the small bite taken out of her shoulder to hide the tattoo, Connor didn’t eat her. His wolf would know it wasn’t for food, and it wasn’t for self-defense. Connor wouldn’t have been able to just shrug that off.”

      Arianne sat back, considering what we’d said.

      “From what Asher said,” I added, “Connor’s brothers had to come to Fortuna’s to get him more than once. Hopefully someone there will have an idea where to find them.”

      “Like Asher?”

      Liam’s voice had taken on a strange tone. Not exactly disapproving, but I definitely got the feeling Asher had earned himself a place on the alpha’s watch list.

      “Maybe,” I agreed. “But I’d ask Katie and Rafe first. One thing everyone agrees on is that Katie is setting herself up as the ultimate source of information. If anyone will know where to find Connor’s brothers, it’ll be her.”

      Liam flicked on his turn signal, and I realized with a start that we’d arrived. I was pleased that this time we were going to be entering the fight club during the day instead of after nightfall. Not that there wouldn’t still be a lot of dangerous creatures in the club—a lot of the ones who couldn’t be out in the daylight might very well choose to spend the day in the underground hellhole. But it was hard to be nervous when the sun was shining overhead in a clear sky, fooling anyone who wasn’t outside into thinking it was eighty degrees instead of fifty.

      No one could say Ohio weather didn’t have a sense of humor.

      This time we avoided the parking garage’s main entrance. I didn’t think Katie and Rafe had to bother with an entrance that featured teleportation holes, so there had to be a different way in.

      “Look,” Liam said, pointing. “Where are they going?”

      Two women were circling the parking garage. One of them had blue hair, and the other was wearing what looked like an honest-to-Goddess bearskin, complete with head and tooth-filled maw. The one with the blue hair swung a sword at her side, watching the play of light over the blade. The other one had a mace strapped to her fur-covered back.

      “I think they’re going inside,” I guessed.

      Liam parked the truck and we all got out, taking a moment to stretch. I didn’t know about Arianne, but I also spared a second to call my magic, wanting to be ready in case there was an ambush. I’d decided that in the future, when it came to Fortuna’s, I would always expect an ambush.

      Peasblossom took the initiative. Using her invisibility to avoid detection, she flew ahead to follow the women walking with the confident stride that suggested they knew a safe way in. Or the misplaced confidence of someone about to fall into a trap. Either way, Peasblossom could let us know.

      Fortunately, when we got to the back of the parking garage, it turned out to be the former.

      “There’s a door between the chalk marks,” Peasblossom whispered, hovering near my right shoulder.

      “We’ll talk to Katie first,” I said, keeping my voice low.

      “Won’t your goblin be upset if you don’t go to him first?” Arianne asked.

      I rolled my eyes. “Really? You’re going to make jokes?”

      “Oh, that wasn’t a joke,” Arianne said with deadly calm. “That was an observation. One of many I’ve made that lead me to believe hiring you was a mistake.”

      I didn’t argue. Not because Arianne intimidated me, but because she was a woman scared that her wife was about to take the fall for a heinous crime. I’d be scared too. And anger was always better than fear.

      “You should count your blessings she was willing to work for you at all, considering the stunts you’ve pulled,” Peasblossom hissed back.

      I held up a hand for her to be quiet, and she stuck her tongue out at Arianne before fading from sight. I felt the air from her passing as she flew ahead of me to join Liam.

      Liam and Scath scented the air as we moved forward. Liam went first, then me, then Arianne, and Scath brought up the rear. As soon as we passed through the wall, we found ourselves in a short hallway. The smell of wet stone and mold almost made me sneeze. It was so much darker inside, we all stopped to let our eyes adjust.

      Sounds trickled past us from up ahead. Roars and screams, the rattle of chain link cages, and the unmistakable sound of flesh striking flesh. Scath and Liam tilted their heads up. I wrinkled my nose. I wasn’t a shifter, and even I could smell the blood.

      Arianne lost patience with Liam’s slow pace down the hallway and quickly overtook him. He looked back at me and I shrugged. If she wanted to go first, that was fine with me. Though as she flowed down the hallway like a specter of death, it occurred to me that it might be better if she weren’t recognized.

      I opened my mouth to tell her so, and perhaps point out that she needed me to identify Katie and Rafe, but before I could say anything, Arianne’s form changed. Her skin darkened several shades, and her hair curled and grew shorter. She lowered her height by a good three inches, and said inches seemed to swell in her hips and stomach. I couldn’t see her face, but I assumed there’d been changes there too.

      “Follow me,” Liam said in a low voice, overtaking Arianne again.

      The dream sorceress said nothing, but she did fall into step beside the alpha. I was willing to hang back beside Scath, using my own magic to make small changes to my appearance. It was a difficult balance. I wanted Katie to recognize me, mostly because no disguise would fool her shifter lover and it was best not to seem like I was hiding when I wanted information. But I didn’t want to be spotted by goblins straight off either. So I lightened my hair and made it curly, and gave myself an inch or two in height. I kept my face down instead of staring everyone in the eye—very un-witch-like.

      “I’ll look for our mercenaries,” Scath said under her breath.

      I nodded. “Peasblossom, have a look around, will you? Stay high, don’t engage anyone.”

      “Right,” she said, from somewhere above me.

      The sounds grew louder and louder, reaching a crescendo as we entered the main room. I immediately started scanning the place for the witch and her shifter mate.

      It didn’t take long to find them.

      Apparently, Katie and Rafe had no need for subtlety now. They sat at a table on a raised platform that allowed them to see every arena. Theirs looked to be a VIP section, right down to the velvet ropes that separated them from the rest of the room. I didn’t need magic or my third eye to know that the ropes were enchanted.

      Liam pointed them out to Arianne and the sorceress wasted no time approaching the velvet rope.

      “Are you Katie?” she asked.

      “I am.”

      The red-headed witch barely glanced up, but Rafe, her partner, stared hard at Arianne. His hair was cut too close to his head for me to tell what color it was, but I remembered his body. He worked hard to make sure he’d survive any fight he chose to start. Or finish. Apparently, he’d kept the discipline to maintain his fighting trim even though he no longer had to get in the ring himself.

      Maybe he had to stay strong for the kidnappings.

      “What do you want?” he asked.

      “I want information.” Arianne’s tone remained smooth and even. Very reasonable.

      “You’ll have to pay for it like everyone else,” Katie said without taking her eyes from the right-most arena. “It’ll cost you five hundred to continue this conversation.”

      “Fine. I want to know where to find Toby and Kurt Reeves. Shifters, former employees of Underhill. If you can’t tell me that, I’ll settle for the location of Detective Stafford.”

      Again, Katie didn’t react. Rafe did. The veins in his temples bulged, and he crossed his arms. “We can’t help you.”

      Arianne ignored him. Her attention was all for Katie. “Well?”

      “You heard him. There’s a compartment in the pole holding the rope. You can leave the five hundred there.”

      I took a small step back as Arianne tilted her head. I’d known it would only be a matter of time before someone tried the sorceress’ patience and made themselves the target for all that anger she was fighting to keep inside.

      I was just pleased it hadn’t been me.

      “It is dangerous to sit as you do where everyone can see you,” Arianne said softly, her voice almost lost to the roar of the club. “Considering everyone knows who you are, what you do.”

      “Don’t worry about me,” Katie said.

      “Of course not. Because I’m certain a woman in your position has taken precautions. A nice, powerful spell to keep out the undesirables.” Arianne leaned closer. “Tell me, what would happen if this impressive little warding spell in your little velvet rope were to suddenly…stop?”

      Katie glanced at Arianne then, but she looked annoyed, not scared. “Get out. This will be your only warning.”

      Arianne smiled. “And that was yours.”

      Rafe stood, his eyes warming from brown to gold. “I’ll see you out.”

      Liam stepped forward, but didn’t try to enter the VIP section. Rafe’s glance flicked to him, and I saw recognition there. His jaw tightened.

      “5…4…” Arianne counted slowly.

      Katie ignored her.

      “3…2…”

      Katie still didn’t look at her, but the pulse in her throat picked up, the skin jumping as her heartbeat rose. I didn’t need my third eye to know that she was mentally boosting her spells, bracing for whatever Arianne was about to do.

      “1,” Arianne whispered.

      I hadn’t seen anything in her hand, but suddenly the sorceress dropped a small stone. It looked like a piece of coal, ashy and so dark it seemed to swallow the light as it fell.

      Then it hit the floor. I felt a jerk in the air, as if someone had sucked the oxygen out of the room. It only lasted a second, but it made me gasp a little as I tried to convince my lungs I wasn’t suffocating.

      Katie choked and dropped the pen she’d been taking notes with. Before I could blink, she was on her feet, hands rising, no doubt to salvage her wards.

      Arianne didn’t give her the chance.

      “Etiam!” Arianne snapped.

      Katie and Rafe froze, bodies stiffening, muscles growing tight. Their eyes widened.

      “Tell me where the wolves are,” Arianne ground out. “Or die here. Now.”

      “Who are you?” Katie croaked. It was hard to make out the words since she was forcing them through still lips.

      “Where?” Arianne demanded.

      “The redcaps at the table in the corner,” Rafe rasped.

      Without another word, Arianne scooped up the stone, then turned on her heel and left, heading for the table in question. She didn’t drop the spell holding Katie and Rafe, but I didn’t have time to worry about that. The witch and her wolf could fend for themselves.

      “They’ll recognize us,” I told Liam. “We should hang back.”

      Scath stood near the table in question, but she wasn’t giving the redcaps a second glance. They were trying to look casual, but it was impossible to miss the tension in their bodies, or the wild-eyed looks of fury they occasionally cast toward the corner where their brother’s remains lay guarded by Liam’s men. I hadn’t noticed them when we came in, but it made sense they’d be in plain clothes, since they’d been waiting for the brothers to show up.

      If I hadn’t been looking at them, I wouldn’t have noticed the way they stared at Scath. I wanted to shout a warning, but I held my tongue. They wouldn’t attack her. They were hiding, using magical disguises. Not just visual disguises, but some sort of magic strong enough to hide their scent.

      But we had nothing hiding ours.

      Toby scented us first. Nostrils flaring, he raised his face, the barest tilt of his head. Then his eyes slid to the side and landed on Liam. He elbowed the “redcap” next to him. Without a word, both of them slid off their stools and melted into the crowd.

      “Scath!” I shouted.

      Her head jerked toward me, eyes sharp. I pointed at the fleeing shifters. “The redcaps!”

      There was no time for subtlety. Scath bolted after them, and Arianne, Liam, and I were right on her heels. The club wasn’t as busy as it had been the last time I’d been here, but there were enough people to make the chase between the large fighting arenas a challenge.

      At one point I thought we lost them, but Peasblossom called out from above us, telling us where to go. We exited the building in time to see them flee into the main casino building.

      “Be ready,” I warned her. “We don’t know what’s in there.”

      Arianne ignored me, speaking to Scath and Liam instead. “You two, make sure they don’t get out. Witch, come with me.”

      I didn’t like her barking orders, but it was a small step forward that she didn’t call me witchling, so I let it go. Liam didn’t look happy, but he didn’t argue either.

      “I’ll take the upstairs,” I said.

      Arianne frowned. “Why?”

      I nodded to the building. “This is where the wizard Stavros worked. Nikolaos is his business partner. I might be able to find something in his office, maybe they owned property somewhere?”

      Arianne nodded and opened the door. “I’ll take the lower levels. Scream if you find them.”

      I didn’t respond to that. Not just because now wasn’t the time to argue about her choice of words, but because the smell that rolled out from the building’s interior told me in no uncertain terms that the fight club was not the only building at Fortuna’s that held dead bodies.

      Arianne raised her arms, and her lips moved. I couldn’t make out any words. It was just a hiss of breath that varied slightly in speed and ferocity. Without my third eye, I had no way to see what spell she was casting, but it didn’t matter. It was obvious a second later.

      I’m not afraid of snakes. That being said, I challenge anyone to remain calm after finding themselves suddenly in the presence of not one, but three giant anacondas. Peasblossom pressed against my neck, startling me since she was still invisible. Snakes were one of the few animals quick enough to snatch a pixie out of the air. Peasblossom was invisible, but I don’t think that gave her much comfort.

      Something about the snakes seemed off. I had to squint at them before it came to me. Their mottled black and olive green scales looked ashy. But it wasn’t any sort of powder that made them look that way. It was shadow.

      “Where did you summon them from?” I whispered.

      “Snakes can be found in any number of nightmares,” Arianne answered, her voice low, her eyes somehow brighter even in the darkness. She touched one of the snakes, letting its gargantuan scaled body slide against her palm. She whispered again in that soft hissing sibilance. Then the snakes moved outward, curling around the wreckage with the grace of sunlight on water.

      I didn’t wait around to watch them find their prey. I fought past the stench and went inside, following the same path Liam and I had taken the first time we’d come here, when we’d come to steal a contract from Stavros. Back when the wizard was still alive. I walked quickly through the first room, lit as it was from the sunlight streaming through the windows. When I hit the upstairs, I circled around, passing a balcony that offered a view of the main casino floor. Now that the casino doors had been ripped off, sunlight reached into the main floor.

      The once glittering casino rooms of Fortuna’s Stables glittered no more. The entire floor was littered with upended roulette tables, broken chairs, and shattered lights. Playing cards, some torn, some burned, littered the once immaculately vacuumed floor. The smell of ashes, old blood, and spilled alcohol rose to fill the second floor like a sickly fog.

      “It would seem Stavros served more of a function here than we thought,” I said grimly. “And there was me thinking the fight club was the only consequence to our little coup.”

      “Not surprising.” Peasblossom stood on my head, peering over the wreckage. “He built a fight club for Otherworlders under the parking garage. You think none of them wanted to come in here? None of them ever got mad after losing a fight, none of them ever got hungry and had the urge to go looking for easy prey?”

      “You’re right.” I rubbed my temples, trying to ease the headache forming under the press of the casino’s stench and the ache of my third eye. “I should have made sure someone filled the vacuum caused by Stavros’ absence.”

      Peasblossom started to argue, but I held up a hand for her to be quiet. It wasn’t that I was worried someone would hear us. If Toby and Kurt heard us, it would only drive them away—and into Arianne’s waiting snakes. I just didn’t want to be told, again, that this wasn’t my fault.

      I was ten feet away from Stavros’ office door when I heard sounds of movement. A drawer slammed shut, and papers rustled. I crept closer, dropping my disguise in favor of hiding completely. “Invisibilia,” I whispered.

      I waited for the shiver to pass over my entire body, hiding me from sight. I crept closer to the door, moving slowly in case there were any creaky spots that might give me away. Holding my breath, I slipped through the open doorway, careful to keep my footsteps light and avoid any debris.

      Detective Stafford sat in the chair behind the desk. I blinked in surprise. Of all the people I might have expected to find here, he wasn’t on the list. He was scowling down at the paperwork and muttering under his breath. As I watched, he slammed the file he’d been holding onto the desk top.

      “There have to be some contracts left,” he complained. “Something that will give me some leverage!”

      A woman stood facing the desk. Her back was to me, but there was something familiar about her. She wore bright teal leggings that showed off her long legs, and a baggy peasant-style blouse. Gold bands hung from her wrists, clinking gently as she propped her hands on her hips. “And it is as I have said,” she ground out. “He—”

      “We have to leave,” a new voice broke in.

      I held my breath as another person came through the door. It was a man this time, short and stocky with a thick tuft of chocolate brown hair. He headed for the woman, but as soon as he’d made it three feet, he froze. His nostrils flared. He swiveled his head.

      “Who else is in here?”

      He was looking right at me.
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      Shifter.

      Cursing, I dropped the invisibility, careful to keep my back to the corner. Stafford stood up so fast he knocked over the chair. The woman he’d been talking to spun around. Her green eyes locked onto mine, and a memory roared back to the front of my mind, terrifying in its clarity. I recognized her now. She was the telekinetic. The one responsible for crushing Peasblossom’s wings. Cold fury wormed through my stomach, sending tendrils of ice into my veins.

      “Who the hell are you?” the shifter demanded.

      “Ms. Renard.” In an instant, Stafford’s shock was gone, replaced by that saccharine geniality that made my skin crawl. “How nice to see you. I hope you’re not upset about how we left things. I’ll admit, I was oversensitive. And it was petty to ghost you. In fact, I was just going to return your call.”

      “What is she doing here?” the shifter snarled again.

      “Mind your manners,” Stafford snapped. “Ms. Renard is working with me on the murder of poor Jamila.” He straightened and gave me a broad smile full of smooth white teeth. “Don’t mind them, Ms. Renard. One can’t be too careful in this area.” He waved to encompass the telekinetic and the shifter. “You aren’t the only one who sees the wisdom of a bodyguard. These are my employees.”

      His employees? The Sanctum? Surely not. How could anyone go from serving a Machiavellian criminal wizard like Stavros to an opportunistic turncoat like Stafford? I stared at him, then back at the woman. She was Stavros’ telekinetic. I wouldn’t forget her face as long as I lived. Peasblossom trembled against the back of my neck, her tiny heartbeat pounding so hard I thought I could hear it.

      “I felt bad about the way we left things,” Stafford continued, oblivious to the recognition passing between me and his green-eyed “employee.” “I thought I could make it up to you. The wizard that used to have this office was famous for his contracts, and I remembered you mentioned the ladies at Foundations were under contract, so I thought—”

      “How long have they been working for you?” I interrupted.

      Stafford frowned. “Why does that matter?”

      “We have to go,” the telekinetic said sharply. “Now.”

      “I’m the boss here,” Stafford growled through gritted teeth. “I say when we go. Don’t make me remind you who’s in charge again.” He smoothed his hands down his suit, brushing his hand over his badge where it was hooked onto his belt as if reassuring himself it was still there.

      The woman looked at him then. The vein in her temple pulsed, and her jaw tightened as if she were gritting her teeth.

      “There’s a sorceress in the casino,” the shifter said, his gaze sliding back and forth between the room’s occupants. “It’s Arianne Monet, and she’s not happy. Serena’s right, we need to get out of here.”

      Fear glittered in the detective’s eyes. He had no reason to know Arianne was involved in this case, but he’d obviously heard of Arianne. I wondered if he’d had any personal experience with the dream sorceress’ magic.

      A second later, Stafford’s smile returned with reinforcements. “So? We have no reason to hide from her. We’re trying to find a murderer. Connor might have killed Jamila, but we all know he wasn’t calling the shots, don’t we? There’s a mastermind. And he’s preying on Syrian women. Arianne is brown-skinned right? Arabic of some flavor? She’d appreciate that we’re saving her countrywomen, yeah?”

      A thought was trying to make itself known to me, fighting the tide of bravado Stafford kept shoving my way. “Why are you in Stavros Rosso’s office?” I pointed at the telekinetic. “With his minions?”

      Stafford’s smile slipped. “What?”

      “Stavros. The wizard these people worked for. He died.” I stared at the telekinetic, but she was busy trying to set Stafford on fire with her glare. “Why would they be working for you?”

      “You knew Stavros?” Stafford asked, his voice hoarser than it had been before.

      The telekinetic circled the desk and grabbed Stafford’s shoulder. “We have to go. Now.”

      This time Stafford didn’t shout her down. He didn’t try to exert his dominance, remind her who was boss. In fact, his shoulders hunched and his hands were practically shaking. He glanced nervously down at the floor.

      “No!” I shouted, realizing too late what was happening.

      The telekinetic and Stafford vanished. I spun around, but the shifter had run off too. I’d never catch him. I ran around the desk, glaring down at the symbols that confirmed my fear. “Figures someone like Stavros would have a teleportation circle underneath his desk chair.”

      Peasblossom didn’t come out from under my hair. I hesitated, then reached for the zipper of my pouch. “I just remembered you haven’t had lunch. Why don’t you slip into the pouch and have some honey? I might need you later, and when I do I’ll need you to be tip top.”

      My throat constricted when Peasblossom didn’t argue. In fact she didn’t even move, just let me lift her off my neck and put her in the pouch. Bizbee glared at me when I peeled back the flap, but then he seemed to register the look on my face. He vanished into the pouch without another word and returned a split second later.

      With a honey packet.

      I looked at the door, gauging my options. Somewhere out there, there were two werewolf mercenaries, one shifter who was working with at least one member of Stavros’ Sanctum, three giant anacondas, one furious dream sorceress, and… Well, whatever else hunted here.

      “Blood and bone,” I muttered under my breath. I grabbed my cell phone, cursing again when I nearly dropped it in my haste. The shifter hadn’t teleported out with the others. Liam and Scath were circling the building, if I warned them, they could catch him. I dialed Liam and began, “There’s a third dangerous shifter who might be headed your way, he’s from the—”

      A loud crash erupted outside the office, spilling a dose of hot adrenaline into my blood stream. I shoved my cell phone into my waist pouch and took off out the door, magic burning in my fingertips.

      I ran down the hall toward the source of the noise, going against my better judgment. I was about to turn the corner when something curled around it, heading straight for me.

      I had a split second where the werewolf and I stared at one another in mutual shock. The shifter—probably Toby or Kurt Reeves—was in half man, half wolf form. And he was big. Yellowish brown fur, and gold eyes that bored through me. Limbs that were too long for his body, and a mouth full of glistening teeth.

      I couldn’t move faster than a werewolf. But thanks to Flint’s merciless training, I’d gotten very good at casting defensive magic on the fly.

      “Tela!”

      The spell shot from the palm of my hand, exploding in stringy white ropes that stuck to each wall, forming a sticky web between me and the wolf. The shifter recoiled as the web continued to hiss and lash itself to either side. When it went still, the creature eased forward, nostrils flaring. He gave an experimental swipe, then growled when his paw stuck to the strands thick as ropes. It took a second for him to rip free. I watched as he realized that, though inconvenient, the web would not be impossible to force his way through.

      The shifter gathered his energy, muscles tensing as he prepared to charge. I called another spell. I had more time now. I had the luxury of a more complicated spell. A stronger spell.

      A deadlier spell.

      You didn’t often get a second shot with a shifter.

      Something long and black shot around the corner. I froze, heart pounding. Between the web and the darkness, it was hard to tell what was going on. I heard a muffled gurgling sound, as if the air were being forced from a body.

      Then I remembered the anacondas.

      “Ms. Renard.”

      I jerked my head away from the sight of what I now realized was the giant snake wrapped around the shifter, knowing I’d be haunted by the sight of those restricting coils in my own nightmares tonight. Arianne stared at me through my webbing.

      The sorceress had dropped her glamour, and to my complete lack of surprise, she didn’t have a hair out of place. She stood in the dark hallway beside the choking wolf with the serene expression of a queen standing by while a traitor was executed. If anything she looked…satisfied.

      “Stafford was here,” I said, as much to drown out the gasping sounds coming from the werewolf as to share information. “And so was Stavros’ old sideshow. The Sanctum.”

      “Don’t worry. I’ll know everything soon enough.” The sorceress put a hand on the snake’s side, stroking its scales. It relaxed its grip slightly, still holding the shifter, but no longer constricting. “You can go now, Ms. Renard. I’ll call you when I have answers.”

      It was my fear coming true. Arianne taking over the investigation, leaving and taking potential witnesses with her. Witnesses that could exonerate Iman—or condemn her.

      I started to argue, but just then, Liam came barreling down the hallway from the opposite direction of the sorceress. He came to an abrupt halt when he saw the webbing, and Arianne and her anaconda on the other side.

      “What’s going on?” He stared at me, looking me up and down as if fighting the urge to pat me down for injuries. He sniffed in my direction, probably for blood. “You called my cell, then you cut off mid-sentence. I barely had time to pass your message to Scath before I heard you shout a spell.”

      I winced. “Sorry. I called to warn you there was another shifter fleeing the building, but he didn’t attack me. He’s working with Stavros’ old sideshow.”

      Liam immediately looked into the air. “Peasblossom?”

      It made me happy that his first thought had been for my little pixie. That he’d remembered what the sideshow had done to her the last time we faced off. I pointed to the pouch. “She’s having some honey to keep her strength up.”

      “I’ve caught the two werewolves who can answer my questions,” Arianne said, uninterested in our exchange. “You can take Ms. Renard home, Detective Sergeant.”

      Liam stepped closer to the web. “I should be there when you question them.”

      “That is not necessary. I assure you, I’ll be quite safe.”

      Liam’s jaw tightened. “With all due respect, Ms. Monet, that’s not what I meant. In light of the accusation against your wife, it wouldn’t be appropriate for you to question the suspects alone.”

      Arianne’s eyes grew even darker, seeming to drain what little light was in the hallway. “You doubt my integrity?”

      “I think you’ll want an impartial witness to back you up,” Liam corrected her.

      Arianne smiled. “I appreciate your offer. But it is unnecessary.”

      “It wasn’t an offer. I’m telling you, I need to be there. You’re not the only one who wants the Emperor stopped.” Liam straightened. “Besides, I can call my staff at New Moon and they can bring out transport for them.” He nodded toward the shifter still unconscious and limp in the snake’s coils. “We have methods for transporting feral shifters.”

      Arianne considered everything he’d said, her face giving away nothing of her thoughts. Finally, she nodded. “Call your staff. You may be present when I question them.”

      “I’m going to check on Scath,” I said, glancing at Liam.

      “Wait for me and I’ll go with you,” Liam said.

      I pointed to the giant snake. “You have your hands full here. I’ll be fine.”

      I didn’t come right out and say Arianne shouldn’t be left alone with the unconscious shifter, but I knew Liam got it. Mostly because he didn’t argue, even though he looked like he wanted to.

      I left the casino, breathing a little deeper when the doors closed behind me. I wrinkled my nose as the smell followed me out. “That’s disgusting.” I waved a hand at myself, using my Cinderella spells to remove the lingering odor of death. I told myself it was out of consideration for Scath, or possibly to avoid catching the attention of the shifter in case he was still on the prowl. But deep down, it was for me.

      I couldn’t see Scath, and when I stopped to listen, I didn’t hear anything either. It was just after two, and the sun that had been so bright an hour ago was hiding behind a pale grey blanket of clouds. I shook my head and started to circle the casino, hoping it wouldn’t start raining—or snowing—while I was out here searching for—

      Something wrapped around my neck.

      Something long and thick.

      And squishy.

      Tongue.

      The one word came with a mental image of the goblin I knew that tongue would belong to. A memory of being in almost precisely this position only yesterday.

      “Let go of my witch!” Peasblossom shrieked.

      I heard the buzz of wings, and suddenly the tongue released me. I stumbled and caught my balance with one hand on the wall of the casino. I looked up in time to see Asher three steps away and closing. The muted sunlight made his yellow skin look even paler, and made his red eyes stand out like emergency beacons.

      Peasblossom darted in again, and I caught a flicker of light off the silver needle-sword she held in her grasp. Asher didn’t bat her away. He let her come, and I had the unpleasant thought he probably enjoyed the penetration of the rapier-like point through his flesh. But it was only an assumption. Because Asher didn’t look happy.

      He looked furious.

      I swept a hand up, a spell ready on my lips. But however brief, Asher’s strangulation had roughened my throat, and my words rasped out in an unintelligible mess. Asher closed the distance between us, grabbing my throat and slamming me back into the building.

      “You said you would call me.” His tongue flicked out of his mouth, not close enough to touch me, but more as if it had a life of its own and it was angry too. “You went inside after the werewolf mercenaries. You did not call me. You—”

      Asher’s sentence ended on a sound somewhere between a grunt and a gasp. I rolled away, using the wall to push off, putting as much distance as I could between me and the goblin. I whirled to find Scath, in feline form, on top of Asher. The goblin lay on the ground, and Scath had her giant black paws pressed into his shoulders, claws digging into his flesh to hold him pinned. Blood seeped from the wounds, and Asher writhed. Not entirely in pain.

      This was a perfect opportunity. It was always best to bargain with a goblin when he was in a good mood.

      “You.” I let the word burn my throat on the way out, filling it with loathing. I stalked over to Asher and stood over him. “You would dare to attack me? You would ask something of me?”

      Asher rolled his shoulders, a movement that had to hurt with Scath’s claws buried in his body as they were. “Something has changed.”

      “Oh, something has indeed changed.” I pointed back at the casino and gritted my teeth. “Do you know who was in there? Who I saw?”

      Asher shook his head. Another shoulder roll.

      “It was the very telekinetic who nearly killed my familiar. Who held her in a ball of energy and crushed her wings. She’s only just starting to fly again. She’s barely back in the air for a day, and you would stand there and make demands of me, knowing you failed me?”

      I was exaggerating, but he didn’t need to know that. “If you and your brothers were as deserving of my attention as you insist you are, then I would not have come face to face with that vile woman again.”

      Asher looked at me as if double-checking I was who he’d thought. His red eyes twitched as he took in my expression, slid his gaze down my form, reading my body language. “You would have had us kill them all?”

      Warning bells went off in my head. It was on the tip of my tongue to say yes. I had to swallow it back. I had wanted them dead. No. Not all of them. Just her. Just the one who’d left my pixie lying broken in my palm.

      “You will make it up to me,” I said softly.

      “And how will I do that?” Asher lowered his voice too, making our conversation feel more intimate than it should have been.

      “Stavros is dead and the Sanctum is working for Detective Stafford. Why?”

      Asher frowned. “What?”

      I held a hand over his body. Blue energy crackled around my fist, then became searingly bright. Like thin bands of lightning. “Don’t try me. You run this place now, and the Sanctum were here. Here in Stavros’ old office. You can’t tell me you don’t know anything about it.”

      “After Stavros died, his minions wandered,” Asher said slowly. “They remained here for a time, but left when things got more…fun.” He shook his head. “But they wouldn’t work for Stafford. No one here would work for him. He has neither the power to force them, nor the wits to manipulate them. He’s a joke.”

      “What about Nikolaos Sideris?”

      “Who is he?”

      I narrowed my eyes. “If I think you’re holding back, I’ll tell Scath to take her claws out for the rest of the interrogation. She can hold you down with nice, soft paws. Nikolaos Sideris was Stavros’ business partner.”

      Asher made a sound in his throat, somewhere between a whine and a growl. “I don’t know him. Not everyone is welcoming of goblins. Stavros limited our participation here when he was alive. He certainly never discussed the ins and outs of his business with me.” He paused then.

      “What?” I demanded.

      “Where is this business partner?” Asher asked.

      “And why would I tell you that?”

      “Is he here? In this country?”

      “He is,” I said slowly.

      “But he wasn’t,” Asher clarified. “Not when Stavros was here. Or else, there was a delay in his notification of the wizard’s death?”

      “Why do you ask?”

      Asher flexed upward, but I couldn’t tell if he was actually trying to sit up, or if he just wanted to force Scath’s claws deeper. I suppressed a shudder.

      “This was Stavros’ business, but after he died, there was no one to stop us from taking over. If he had a business partner, either he didn’t know about our involvement, or he didn’t care.”

      “You sound like you know which.”

      “I’ve heard rumors that another fight club is opening nearby. Bigger than this one. Very high society.”

      I snorted and Asher arched an eyebrow. “That amuses you? That high society would soil itself with the likes of a dirty fight club?”

      “Oh, no,” I said, barking out a laugh. “I absolutely believe high society would enjoy watching those they consider beneath them beat one another bloody.”

      Asher grinned, revealing sharp teeth. “I hear this club isn’t just beating your opponent bloody. They fight to the death. Every. Time.”
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      “What’s going on?”

      I turned at the sound of Liam’s voice, letting the spell in my hand dissipate. The alpha’s long strides ate up the ground between us, and with every step he seemed to focus more and more intently on the goblin lying pinned on the ground.

      I stared at Liam without really seeing him, Asher’s words echoing in my mind.

      “To the death. Every. Time.”

      “Shade, what’s wrong?”

      “To the death,” I said out loud.

      Liam’s blue eyes narrowed. “What?”

      I pointed down at Asher. “The new fight club. He said it’s to the death.”

      “Stop saying ‘to the death.’” Peasblossom had apparently finished her fortifying honey packet and popped out of my waist pouch while I was distracted. She flitted up and grabbed a lock of my hair and wrapped it around her like a black cocoon. “You’re giving me the creeps.”

      Liam gestured behind us to the parking garage. “They fight to the death there too.”

      “Not always,” Asher grunted, his voice strained. “Goblins want pain, not death.”

      Scath pulled her claws free from Asher’s flesh, drawing a groan of protest from the goblin. Blood welled in the wounds, peeking through the tears in his T-shirt. Blobs of blood pushed out in fat red droplets as Asher stood up, facing Liam with the hopeful look of a masochist who sensed a big man with a short fuse.

      “I was asking Asher about the sideshow.” My thoughts raced ahead of my words, making my speech sound halted and clumsy. “He said he’d never heard Stavros had a business partner, and he doesn’t know anything about Nikolaos Sideris. After Stavros died, there was no one to supervise the club under the parking garage. So if Nikolaos was in town, either he didn’t get here in time…”

      “Or he decided to start fresh and just let this one—”

      “Go to the goblins,” Peasblossom supplied.

      “Right.” Liam rolled his shirtsleeves a little higher, baring more of his arms so I could see the muscle sliding beneath suntanned skin when he flexed his fingers into fists. “You’re saying he started a new club. Where?”

      Asher’s crimson eyes flicked in my direction, glancing down briefly at my neck. I steeled my will not to squirm at the thought of the mark he’d see there. The one his tongue had left behind. Ew.

      “Like I said, they don’t allow goblins. I don’t have an address.” He paused. “But you could ask Katie.”

      “Katie’s involved?” Liam asked.

      Asher nodded, idly digging a finger into one of the wounds in his shoulder. “She’s real secretive about it. But Rafe is a werewolf, so, you know, huge gossip.”

      I pressed my lips together, trying desperately not to look at Liam lest the hysterical giggle escape. Peasblossom felt no such restriction and openly guffawed from under my hair.

      Asher shrugged. “I know someone I could ask. I don’t have any interest in a fight to the death, but anyone with the confidence to get into a fight like that is someone we keep an eye on. I could help you find it.”

      “I’ll go with you.” Liam nodded toward his vehicle. “I’ll drive.”

      “I thought you were going with Arianne?” I pointed out. “To question Toby and Kurt?”

      Liam started to say something, then shut his mouth. Together we looked back toward the broken front doors of the casino where the sorceress stood waiting for the New Moon transport van to arrive. She looked at us, but made no move to communicate, or come out of the building. I had the uncharitable thought that the background somehow fit her. The dream sorceress standing in a building straight out of a nightmare.

      “We’ll go afterward,” Liam suggested. “After the interrogation.”

      I shook my head. “I didn’t like the look on Stafford’s face when he disappeared. If Asher’s right about his reputation here, then I don’t think the Sanctum would be following his orders willingly. If Moghadam is right, and Stafford was trying to blackmail Nikolaos…”

      “You think Stafford forced Nikolaos to order the Sanctum to obey him?”

      “I think it’s a possibility. And if it’s true, then the closer we get to Nikolaos and his secrets, the less he’s going to care about whatever Stafford may have to say. He could be in trouble.”

      “Serves him right for getting in over his head,” Peasblossom said.

      Liam pulled his cell phone out and dialed what I assumed was Stafford’s cell phone number. After holding the phone to his ear for less than ten seconds, he shook his head and ended the call. “Stafford’s phone is off.”

      “I’ll be fine,” I assured him. “And I’ll find him.”

      “He said Katie knows about it,” Liam pointed out, jabbing a finger at Asher. “Let’s ask her first.”

      “You think she’s still in there?” I asked doubtfully. “After what Arianne did? If she’s smart, she’s going to make herself scarce until we’re gone.”

      Liam didn’t want to admit I was right. So we went back into the club and looked around. Katie and Rafe were gone, and if anyone knew where they were, they weren’t saying.

      By the time we got back outside, Blake and Sonar were there with transportation for the werewolves. Blake crossed his arms when he saw me. Despite the dark brown beard that covered the lower half of his face, there was something about his expression that reminded me of Mrs. Diver’s face when she saw one of the children she considered a “bad influence” headed into her yard to ask if her son Peter could play. Unlike Mrs. Diver, it wasn’t Blake’s place to second-guess who his alpha associated with. But he didn’t go out of his way to hide it either. Sonar, his partner, was in wolf form, wearing her German Shepherd glamour that let her pass as an ordinary police dog. She didn’t look at me at all.

      Liam paced back and forth, stopping only to glare at Asher, or stare at Arianne as if trying to convince himself he could trust her to interrogate the mercenaries on her own. The sorceress stood there, silent and serene. Waiting.

      “I’ll have Scath and Peasblossom with me,” I said gently.

      “What about the Sanctum shifter that ran out?” Liam asked suddenly. He looked at Scath. “Did you see him?”

      Scath let out a soft chuffing sigh that told me her answer wasn’t simple enough to give with a nod or shake of her head in feline form. I braced myself as she began the shift back to human.

      The process wasn’t nearly as smooth as her shift to feline form, or Liam’s shift in either direction. It looked painful, all breaking bones and undulating skin. Violent enough that if I watched her do it, I could swear I felt it too. One day I would get the nerve to ask her why her shift to cat form was so fluid, so magical, but her shift to human form looked monstrous and agonizing. I looked away to give her some semblance of privacy.

      Asher openly stared.

      “I had him,” she rasped as soon as she had the ability to speak. “But I let him go when I saw him strangling Shade,” she said, gesturing at Asher.

      Liam’s gaze locked onto the goblin and he took a step forward, seemingly before thinking about it. Asher, in true goblin fashion, also took a step closer to Liam.

      “You tried to strangle her?” Liam asked, his voice deeper than before.

      Asher tilted his head. “I was angry. I’m better now.”

      “Helping or hurting?” I demanded. I turned to Liam. “Look, the bottom line is we have two things that need doing. Someone needs to sit in on Arianne’s interrogation. You’re right, there needs to be a witness who’s not married to a suspect. But we also need to find Stafford. We need to know what he was blackmailing Nikolaos over. Nikolaos could be the Emperor, and Stafford could have proof. Either way, he obviously knows more than he told us. Either he’s a stupid witness, or he’s smarter than anyone gives him credit for, and he may be higher up the food chain.”

      “Not likely,” Asher muttered. “If I tripped and killed him by accident, I still wouldn’t eat him.”

      We all turned to look at the goblin then.

      “Eat him?” Blake asked.

      “You are what you eat,” Asher said with a straight face.

      I let that one go. Mostly because if I pursued that conversation, it would be that much harder for Liam to admit it was best to split up.

      “Fine.” Liam looked at Asher. “If anything happens to her, I’ll make your death quick and painless.”

      Asher blinked, looking genuinely taken aback. “That was uncalled for.”

      I unzipped my waist pouch and got a clean set of clothes for Scath from Bizbee, and we waited for her to dress before heading off.

      We had to take a cab, because Asher didn’t have a vehicle, and I couldn’t drive Liam’s official vehicle without risking trouble if someone saw me. I’d pointed out that I was more than capable of disguising myself to look like a cop, but that suggestion made Liam look like he’d swallowed a worm, so I let it go.

      The cab ride to our destination didn’t take long, and when we arrived, I spent a solid minute staring out the window.

      I try very hard not to judge. I know better than that. But we all slip every once in a while, and for me, today was that day.

      Asher did not lead me to a dark tunnel under a bridge. He didn’t lead me to a warehouse with broken windows, or a house whose yard doubles as a garbage dump. In point of fact, the building he directed the cabbie to was not only above reproach aesthetically, it was also a house of morals. Or to put it another way…

      The state prosecutor’s office.

      Asher led me into the parking garage. For a split second, the smell of concrete, leaking oil, and lingering exhaust fumes triggered a sensory memory, and I felt myself falling. I had a moment of disorientation as my brain tried to convince me I was plummeting back into one of the dreadful arenas at Fortuna’s Stables.

      Asher snaked an arm around my waist to steady me, and every muscle in my body tensed at once. His hand spread over my ribs, his fingers higher than was gentlemanly. Magic pulsed in reaction to my sudden outrage, and I half expected the next breath I took to glitter in the air between us.

      “Let go,” I said softly.

      Asher leaned closer. “You looked like you were going to fall.”

      “And now I’m all steady. Let go.”

      Asher sighed, but dropped his arm. “If you were a lady, you’d have slapped me.”

      “But I’m a witch, and I knew you’d enjoy it.”

      That made him grin, and I regretted the banter immediately as I got a glimpse of too-sharp teeth. Goblin teeth weren’t sharp like a vampire’s, or even a werewolf’s when they were between forms. They were sharp and jagged, uneven as if they were broken.

      And more often than not, they were.

      “I know he did not just try to put the moves on my witch.” Peasblossom’s voice was faint, as if she was truly shocked at Asher’s audacity.

      Scath didn’t say anything, but she did glance between me and Asher, as if entertaining thoughts she didn’t want to share. I scowled at her on principle, then shuddered. I did not want Asher to flirt with me. Not when pain was such a huge part of pleasure for a goblin. Scath shrugged and reached down to pet Majesty.

      The kitten had been unbelievably well-behaved. So much so, I’d forgotten about him more often than not.

      I made a mental note to be more paranoid.

      Asher fished a cell phone out of his pocket and dialed a number I assumed went to one of the offices in the building.

      “It’s Asher. I’m in the usual spot, do you have a minute?” He listened, then nodded. “See you soon.”

      “Who was that, if you don’t mind my asking?”

      “Ms. Barton. She’s a prosecutor I’ve worked with.”

      “Worked with?”

      Asher scratched at a healing cut above one eye, scraping away the scab until fresh blood welled to take its place. “Does that surprise you?”

      I opened my mouth, then shut it. “It does. I’m sorry. I guess I… Well, I didn’t know what you did. Professionally, I mean.”

      “You never asked.”

      “What do you do?” Scath asked.

      She sounded a little annoyed, and I wasn’t sure if it was at Asher because he wasn’t offering the details, or me for not asking. From what little I knew about her, I guessed the latter.

      “According to Ms. Barton, not only do lawyers occasionally work with dangerous clients, but they themselves are very competitive. Not every man here is pleased to be shown up by female coworkers. Her friend runs a self-defense studio. Ms. Barton arranged for me and some of my brothers to work there as sparring partners.”

      Scath made an approving sound in her throat. “Convenient. They have a sparring partner they don’t have to worry about hurting.”

      Asher grinned. “Exactly. It’s all very well to tell a woman to jab an attacker in the eye with her keys, but they don’t really have confidence they can do it until they try.”

      I looked away, suddenly ready for the conversation part of this outing to be over. Asher had been my sparring partner once. Flint’s idea, of course. It was because of that experience that the goblin had taken an interest in me. And one of the many reasons I looked forward to the day I could get revenge on Flint for everything he’d done to my life.

      “Asher, did we have a meeting?”

      I turned to find a pretty white woman in her early fifties walking toward us. She wore a sharp blue suit and shoes with just enough heel to make a satisfying, rhythmic clicking sound on the parking garage floor. Her graying blonde hair showed no hint of any dye, and she met my eyes without hesitation, reaching out to shake my hand as soon as she was close enough.

      “Susan Barton.”

      “Shade Renard,” I said, taking her hand.

      “How can I help you?”

      Asher crossed his arms, pushing them down as if tugging the skin on his chest still open from Scath’s claw marks. “The defense lawyer you told me about, the one you think is a sadist. Is he here today?”

      Susan’s eyes narrowed. “He is.”

      Asher grinned. “You don’t happen to know where he’s parked?”

      She pointed without hesitation. “That’s him.”

      “Thanks.”

      I stared after the prosecutor as she gave me a small nod and left. I couldn’t help but feel slightly off kilter from the rapid exchange of information and the meeting’s abrupt ending. “What’s going on?”

      Asher was already heading for the vehicle Susan had indicated, a dark grey SUV. “Susan has a sixth sense for powerful men with a mean streak. She’s mentioned this guy before.”

      “And you think he’s involved because he’s a sadist?”

      “I think he’s involved because I’ve seen him at the club talking to Katie.”

      I started to say something, then stopped when Asher raised a fist.

      “Wait!”

      He paused, glancing at me out of the corner of his eye. “What?”

      “You can’t punch out his window!” I looked around for the security cameras I knew were here. “You’ll get caught on camera.”

      “No, I won’t. Susan will have that one turned off.” He pointed to the camera in the corner, the one that covered the area we stood in now.

      “She has access to the security cameras?”

      “No, but her brother does. She always turns them off before she comes down to meet me.”

      “But doesn’t he turn them back on as soon as she goes back inside?”

      Asher chuckled. “Probably not after I asked her to point out that sadist’s car. Susan is very smart.”

      His cell phone rang, and Asher glanced down. He grinned as he answered. “Hi, Susan. Yeah, okay.” He ended the call. “She says hurry up.”

      “Oh, fine. Just—” I froze. “Oh, blood and bone.”

      Asher followed my stare, and his eyebrows shot up. “I didn’t know he had a kitten.”

      “He doesn’t.” I stormed up to the car window and glared at Majesty. The kitten was sitting on the grey leather driver’s seat, tail curled around him, neat as you please.

      “Majesty, get out of there,” I said through the window.

      He ignored me. Tail lashing side to side, he rose on his hind legs and put his paws on the steering wheel.

      “Wouldn’t it be funny if he said ‘vroom, vroom?’” Scath said.

      I glared at her. “No, it would not.”

      “Funnier than fire,” Peasblossom said lightly.

      I jerked my attention back to the vehicle, then fell back a step.

      Flames had erupted in the driver’s seat. Majesty was nowhere in sight, as if he’d been replaced by the flames licking up the leather interior. For all I know he had. The miserable little beastie was always coming up with new tricks.

      “Majesty!” I shouted.

      Asher nudged me aside, his arm already up, fist aimed at the window. He struck it harder than I would have given him credit for, and the glass fractured. It took four more strikes, but he managed to get his fist through. I couldn’t tell if he was breathing heavy from the exertion, the pain, or the pleasure as he reached inside and unlocked the door.

      Probably a little of all three.

      He felt around the fire, groaning as he leaned farther in. I groped at the zipper to my waist pouch, jerking it open with shaking hands. “Bizbee, fire extinguisher!”

      The grig hefted the requested item out of the pouch, careful not to stick his delicate fuzzy antennae far enough out of the protective cover to risk being singed. I doused the car—and the goblin—in flame retardant.

      “That was uncalled for,” Asher muttered. “I was fine.”

      “We need to get out of here,” I said. “Is Majesty in there?”

      Asher held up his hands. In one, he held an unharmed grey kitten. In the other, he held a small electronic device.

      Majesty mewled pitifully. There was a definite hint of complaint in his tone, and Scath took him quickly before I could give him a piece of my mind.

      “What’s that?” I asked, pointing to the device Asher held in his other hand.

      He started walking out of the garage. “His GPS.”

      “Peasblossom, a little illusion so they don’t see a singed goblin walking away from the burning car?” I grabbed Asher’s arm with one hand, then Scath with the other. “Something a little more reputable?”

      Asher pressed the buttons on the GPS, red eyes fixed on the display as I led us all out of the parking garage and away from the cameras. I couldn’t help but glance back toward the smoldering SUV. Whatever illusion Peasblossom had created for us as a group, it wouldn’t be specific enough to catch me looking back. Maybe I should have Asher call Susan. Make sure we weren’t caught on tape…

      “Don’t worry about it,” Asher told me without looking up from the GPS. “Lawyers are used to vandalism—especially that guy.”

      “You don’t know that for sure,” I argued.

      Asher grinned. “Actually, I do.” He jabbed a broken claw at the screen. “This one. We’ve been looking at that area. That’ll be the new fight club.”

      I spent the cab ride to the address Asher had indicated thinking about the goblin’s relationship to the lawyer. What else didn’t I know about him that might become relevant? Had I misjudged him in other ways? I studied him out of the corner of my eye. Goblins, like many species of Other, weren’t averse to eating what they killed—whatever it was. It wouldn’t surprise me at all to find out he’d eaten humans.

      But one of the first things Mother Hazel had taught me—along with how little a part magic played in being a witch—was how subjective social mores were. She’d once pointed out that if you killed something—or someone—and didn’t eat them, then wasn’t that the greater sin? Letting meat go to waste. Killing something else when you could have eaten what was already there.

      The cab stopped, and I was only too grateful to redirect my attention to our destination. From the outside, the building looked pretty much as I’d expected. Another abandoned warehouse of some sort, broken windows, etc. But something was off.

      I stopped in the middle of the parking lot and looked down.

      “What?” Asher asked.

      “No broken glass.” I pointed at the parking lot, widening the gesture to encompass the whole thing. “No bits of metal, no glass, no rusting cans. Nothing that might damage your tires.” I looked ahead toward the building, walking faster as my attention landed on the door. “This door has been painted to look like it’s rusted and broken, but it’s not. It’s almost new. Solid steel.”

      “A place for rich people to slum it without putting them or their precious vehicles in too much danger.” Asher snorted. “Typical.”

      “The doors are new, and the first floor windows are boarded up.” I looked up at the second floor. I had spells that could help me get up there, but I’d already thrown around a lot of magic back at the casino. And who knew what I would need once we got inside?

      “I could fly up to one of the broken windows,” Peasblossom offered.

      I shook my head. “I don’t want you going in there alone. We don’t know who—or what—could be in there. And the building could have other defenses or—”

      “How about a leg up?” Asher asked.

      I glanced back to see him looking at Scath. The sidhe grinned and walked up to the building, then laced her hands together to make a foothold. Asher took a few steps back, then charged. As soon as his foot hit Scath’s hands, she hefted up. Asher shot up to the second floor, punching his fist out as he passed the window.

      “Nice distance,” Peasblossom said appreciatively.

      Asher caught the broken window on the way back down, and I hissed as a jagged piece of glass on the lower frame pierced his palm. The goblin let out a shuddering breath I could hear from my position a story below him, and my stomach rolled.

      I didn’t watch him squirm to heft himself up and through the window. Peasblossom flew up to listen, just in case the goblin ran into trouble he didn’t enjoy. A minute or so later, the door made a metallic grinding noise, and swung open on well-oiled hinges.

      “Welcome to my parlor,” Asher said.

      I knew it was the right place as soon as we went inside. Scath jerked her nose up, nostrils flaring. Peasblossom pressed herself against my neck, and a shiver ran through her tiny body.

      “This is an evil place,” she whispered. “It feels wrong.”

      It was still only late afternoon, and there were plenty of broken windows to let in the light. The warehouse had been refurbished, gutted and smoothed out as if the owner had intended to convert it into one of those trendy nightclubs. A wide catwalk circled the perimeter at the second floor level. A silver chain link fence traveled from the railing of the catwalk all the way to the ceiling. Meant to protect the audience, I guessed.

      The center of the warehouse’s first floor had been carved to make a pit. This wasn’t a cage fight like Fortuna’s had become, but more in the style of the old gladiator stadiums.

      “Shade,” Scath said softly.

      I tore my gaze away from the pit and followed where she was looking. Dread curled in my belly, heavy and cold.

      At the far end of the room there was a high stone platform at the top of a narrow set of carved stairs. A long bench sat at the top. There was no mistaking the rust colored stains on the stone. Or the smell.

      It was an altar.

      I really, really didn’t want to see it any closer. But I had to.

      No one said anything as I forced myself up the stairs. Ritualistic death leaves a feeling in the air. Any magic user will tell you it charges the atmosphere, stains it like red wine on a linen shirt. Animals will sense it too. The hairs on the back of my neck rose as I put my foot on the top step.

      A small pillar centered behind the blood-stained table held a goblet, a mabkahara, and a small glass jar stained a pale, translucent white. I leaned over the goblet. It smelled of anise and alcohol. And the mabkahara, the incense burner, still emanated the smell of sandalwood. I looked at the jar, but didn’t touch it. I didn’t know what it was for, and without my third eye, there was no way to find out. I’d have to call Vincent.

      “Someone died here.”

      I jumped at the sound of Scath’s voice behind me. She stood at the bottom of the stairs, but the open character of the warehouse made it sound like she’d spoken from directly behind me. Heart pounding, I retreated down the stairs, suddenly in a hurry to get away from the altar.

      “I’d imagine many people died here.” My voice sounded thin, but I didn’t think anyone would judge me too harshly for it.

      Scath shook her head. “Not the altar. I mean somewhere else in the building. I smell a dead body. Recent.”

      “Blood and bone,” I cursed.

      Asher was oddly quiet as we followed Scath deeper into the building. He looked at the fighting arena as if imagining what went on inside it. I wondered how he felt about the altar, but I didn’t ask.

      Scath led us up to the second floor. A doorway there led to a hallway with four more rooms. She moved to the door at the end of the hall and pushed it open. “Here.”

      “Who is it?” I asked around the lump in my throat.

      Scath glanced back at me, green eyes eerie in the muted shadows of the hallway.

      “Detective Stafford.”
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      “Blood and bone.” I stood in the doorway for a second, staring at the body slumped over the large desk. It was just a body now. Stafford was gone. His eyes were open, his head hanging. I could tell by the smell in the room that his bowels had been perforated. A slow death.

      “Smells like he was stabbed in the gut,” Scath said, crossing the room to view the body.

      “Weapon or claws?” I asked.

      Scath leaned down and reached one hand out to pull at his clothes. I caught a flash of his badge still hooked to his belt as she pulled his jacket aside. “Looks like a knife. But without taking his clothes off, I can’t be sure.”

      I raised a hand, Vincent’s forensic spell on the tip of my tongue. A sharp pain lanced through my head, reminding me that my third eye was still well and truly damaged. Colored sparks exploded behind my eyelids, taunting me.

      “Are you okay?” Peasblossom asked worriedly.

      “Fine. Just a headache.”

      I felt Asher watching me. It was unnerving the way he did that. Worse, there was something about the way he kept pressing on the wound in his shoulder where Scath’s claws had penetrated him. Now when he touched the wounds, the skin between his brows furrowed. He must be healing. He switched his attention to the fresh wound in his palm, the deep puncture where he’d stopped his fall by grabbing the jagged window pane. He let out a shaky sigh.

      I moved away from him, refocusing on my latest crime scene. The blood on the desk caught my eye. Someone had smeared it. And it looked like—

      I froze. “Look at the desk.”

      “Does that say ‘stabbed?’” Asher asked, squinting at the letters.

      “No,” I said hoarsely. “No, it says… It says ‘Stavros.’”

      “Stavros is dead,” Scath said. “Fey don’t lie.”

      “Ian never said he killed him, he only implied it,” I pointed out, my heart pounding.

      “He has to be dead,” Scath argued. “Look at Fortuna’s. Stavros wouldn’t have just walked away from all of that. It wasn’t just the fight club, he had deals going with some very powerful people. People who wouldn’t let him walk away. Or fake his own death.”

      “You’re right, he might walk away from the fight club, but he wouldn’t walk away from the contracts.” I stared at the bloody name, a memory floating back to me. Stafford’s voice.

      “There have to be some contracts left. Something that will give me some leverage!”

      “Unless he took those with him,” I whispered.

      “You think he’s alive?” Peasblossom dipped in the air. Every nerve in my body spasmed, and my hands shot out on instinct, ready to catch her. She scowled and flew higher.

      “We need to find out if he’s actually dead. Scath?” I asked, my voice a little too loud. I needed a distraction, something to occupy my brain until Kylie got here. “Can you smell the Sanctum here? Anyone we encountered at the Acme Building last time?”

      “They were here. Recently. But I don’t know where they went.” She nodded to the floor behind the desk.

      “Please don’t tell me it’s another teleportation circle.”

      Scath shrugged. “Okay, I won’t tell you it’s another teleportation circle.”

      “Blood and bone.” I circled around the desk and cursed again. “They teleported out.”

      “Teleportation circles aren’t easy,” Peasblossom pointed out. “Especially not permanent ones. Look at that. The silver is inlaid into the concrete floor. That’s expensive.”

      “I think we need to consider the possibility that Stavros is alive,” I said, hating myself for saying it out loud. “It’s starting to seem more and more like he’s involved.”

      “No.” Scath shook her head. “Even if he could have survived—which seems ridiculous given who killed him—there’s no way he would stay in the same city. Someone would squeal.”

      I opened my mouth, then snapped it closed. Scath wasn’t meeting my eyes, and her hands had closed into tight fists. All of a sudden, a memory roared back to the front of my brain. Scath lying on the floor of my apartment, her body riddled with iron shards. Dying. Bleeding to death because the same man who’d killed Stavros had very nearly killed her.

      My poker face must have slipped, because when Scath looked at me, her entire face shut down.

      “I’ll see if I can pick up their scent anywhere else,” she mumbled.

      Before I could respond, she’d gone. Tension wove through my shoulders, pulling them tight. There weren’t a lot of things that scared the sidhe. Not that I knew of. But apparently that memory was one of them. And I’d forgotten all about it.

      “She’ll talk when she’s ready,” Peasblossom said quietly.

      “When it happened, I didn’t even know she had a human form,” I whispered. “And it never occurred to me to talk to her after I knew. Was that wrong?”

      “What happened?” Asher asked curiously.

      “Nothing.” I rubbed my temples, trying to ease the headache that had started when I tried to use Vincent’s forensic spell before I remembered my third eye. “I need to call this in.” I groped for my phone and called Liam. He answered on the second ring, and I told him where we were and what we’d found.

      “I just sent Blake and Sonar to pick Kylie up. I’ll have him swing by for Vince and head over there. Shouldn’t take more than half an hour.”

      “Why did you send Blake and Sonar to get Kylie? Did you find another body?”

      Liam was silent for a second. I heard Arianne’s voice in the background. There was a rhythm to her voice that made me think she was casting a spell.

      “Kylie was arrested,” Liam said finally, keeping his voice low as if he didn’t want Arianne to hear.

      “Arrested?” I leaned against the wall, staring into space without seeing anything. “What was she arrested for?”

      “Remember the pile of bodies at Fortuna’s? The one under Connor’s remains?”

      My stomach sank to my knees, and I was glad I was already leaning on the wall. “She didn’t.”

      “She didn’t eat it. Yet. But she took one home.”

      “Probably to save it until it rotted more.” I swallowed back the rising bile in my throat, trying to breathe through the urge to vomit until it passed. “I assume she snuck it out past the people you left there. So how did the police find out?”

      “Impossible to say. It was an anonymous tip, it could have been anyone at Fortuna’s, or even one of her neighbors.”

      “What’s the charge?” I asked.

      “No charges. The Vanguard sent someone in. Kylie has a lab in her basement, and they brought paperwork saying the family of the dead body had given Kylie permission to use the body for research purposes.”

      The mention of the Vanguard made me push off from the wall, legs trembling with the need to pace. “The Vanguard is letting her go too, right? They don’t usually step in for ghouls, as long as they’re not killing anyone.”

      “As far as I know, there won’t be any charges pressed against her by anyone.” He hesitated, then added, “But I’d expect Kylie may need some space.”

      I heard a question in his voice. A question he wasn’t ready to ask me. Which was good, because I didn’t want to talk about killing Kylie right now.

      “Shade—”

      A scream cut him off. My stomach rolled, and Liam cursed under his breath. “I have to go.”

      He ended the call, but not before I heard a second scream. Masculine. Sounded like Toby.

      I shuddered and shoved the phone back into the side pocket of my waist pouch.

      “What now?” Asher asked.

      “I’m going to find Scath.”

      I headed out of the room, and made my way through the warehouse’s interior, studiously avoiding looking in the direction of the altar. Even without looking at it, without walking near it, I swore I could feel the evil breathing against my skin. So much power. Old power. The power that came from harnessing a death. Dedicating it. I shivered and walked faster.

      Standing outside helped chase away the smell of death, but I still had to rub my arms to rid myself of that horrible feeling of wrongness that rolled off the altar. I would have given anything to take a hot shower right then, stand under the spray and scrub until I couldn’t remember what that foul magic felt like. I shivered again.

      “Cold?” Asher asked.

      I held up a hand in warning, just in case he was thinking of trying something. “I’m fine.”

      Asher stared out at the city, raising his injured hand so he could continue prodding at the wound with his opposite thumb. “Well, it seems like the fun is over for now. Won’t be anything for me to do as long as the sorceress is in charge of the interrogation.” He looked across the parking lot, considering. “I have brothers near here. I’ll catch you later.”

      I almost smiled in spite of myself. Finally, some good news. The goblin was going away on his own.

      Asher took a step, then paused. I stiffened as he turned to fully face me, tilting his head down to look directly into my eyes. “You will remember to call me this time.”

      It wasn’t a question. I narrowed my eyes and stepped closer, crowding his personal space. “I’ll call you when I need you.”

      Asher called my bluff, stepping closer until our bodies pressed together, until I could smell the blood drying on his chest. “And if I need you…I’ll find you.”

      He winked at me and walked away. I watched him leave the parking lot and cross the street with the confidence of someone who wouldn’t mind being hit by a car.

      “Someday you might have to do something about him.”

      I jumped.

      Scath arched an eyebrow. “Bit tense, are we?”

      I rubbed my hands over my face. “What time is it?”

      Scath fished her cell phone out of the pouch where she kept Majesty and brushed the fur off it. “Little after four.”

      “Why does it feel like it should be so much later?”

      Scath didn’t comment. We both stood there for a long minute, staring out at the city.

      “Are you okay?” I asked quietly.

      “Fine.”

      Her tone made it clear the conversation ended there, so I let it go. We stood there a while longer, watching Majesty play in the tall grass I was certain hadn’t been in the middle of the parking lot when we got here. Soon the sound of tires on the debris-free parking lot caught my attention, and I turned to see a van approaching. Blake was driving, and Sonar sat in the seat next to him.

      “Blake,” I said as he parked next to me and Scath. “Sonar. Pleasure to see you again.”

      “Is it though?” Blake muttered.

      The side door opened and Kylie and Vincent climbed out. When the half-ghoul spotted me, the tension between us solidified like a wall that kept her from walking too close. Or making eye contact. She halted just outside the van, and Vincent blinked in confusion. Apparently, Kylie was usually the one to lead the forensic charge.

      “The body is inside,” I said, gesturing to the warehouse.

      “Right.” Vincent looked like his usual self in his tweed jacket with padded elbows and a shirt that looked as if it had spent a few days sitting in the dryer before being pulled out and put straight on. He darted his gaze from me to Kylie, letting me know he felt the tension too. “Lead the way?”

      I led them inside and up to the room in question. I noticed Vincent giving the altar an uneasy look, walking as close to the opposite wall as he could. Unfortunately for him, he was going to have to analyze the altar after he finished with the body.

      “It’s been some time since they’ve called me to a scene you’ve already arrived at,” he said thoughtfully. “Have you already used my spell to find evidence?”

      I rubbed my forehead between my eyebrows. “My third eye was damaged earlier, I can’t use that spell.”

      The forensic wizard winced. “My condolences. Would you like me to take a look at it?”

      I took a quick step forward, my hopes rising sharply. “Can you heal it?”

      A flush colored the wizard’s cheeks. “Er, no. No, probably not. But I think I have something that’s almost as good. For this scene, at least.”

      I watched with an admittedly sullen expression as we entered the room and he put down a case he’d been carrying and took out a small black rectangular box with a wide handle.

      “Is that a smoke machine?” I asked.

      Vincent nodded. “I use it to help my spell show up on video when I record official scenes. It should let you see the results even without the use of your third eye.”

      He set up the smoke machine and turned it on, then cleared his throat and faced the room, waving his arms and sending his self-made forensic spell rolling outward. The magic gravitated toward blood droplets and skin cells, and as I watched, tiny shapes rose from each one. Shapes that showed what kind of creature had left the samples.

      As much as I appreciated Vincent’s attempt to include me in the evidence collecting, there wasn’t much to learn just from the shapes. All it showed me was what I already knew. I assumed the feminine form was the telekinetic, though I couldn’t tell without my third eye to give me the color of the magic. The shifter was probably the same werewolf that was at the casino. I winced at the much larger masculine shape. The giant. I remembered him.

      I knew who had been here, or was pretty sure I did. This was just a formality, a way to make sure they were held accountable when we brought them to the Vanguard.

      Kylie stayed by the door, still avoiding my gaze.

      “Kylie. How are you—”

      “I’m fine.” She straightened her spine and fixed me with a look that sucked the air out of the room. “I take back what I said before. What I asked you to do. Your services won’t be required.”

      “It’s your choice,” I said quietly. “It will always be your choice.”

      “Thanks,” she said, that one word ringing with sarcasm.

      I gave myself a second to brace myself, find my center. I’d known when she asked me for the favor that I’d have to have this conversation someday. It always came with requests like that. Requests made while in one state of mind, to be fulfilled in another.

      “But in order for me to know your choice is coming from the right place,” I continued softly, “you will need to talk to me. You asked me what you did because you knew there would come a time when you would make a bad choice. When who you are would change. If you want to take back what you asked of me, I need to know the Kylie I’m talking to now is the same Kylie, in spirit, that I spoke to then.”

      Kylie jerked her head, her pale blue eyes locking onto mine. “Are you threatening me?”

      I didn’t look away. I let her see the calm in my face, hear it in my voice. “I’m a witch. I gave you my word.”

      Kylie stared at me another long minute, and I waited for her to yell, or scream, or maybe even attack me. I watched her closely, looking for some sign that she was losing control, that her ghoul nature was winning out. Finally, she swallowed hard.

      “When they called me to Fortuna’s,” she whispered. “They didn’t mention the pile of bodies. I wasn’t…ready. Rotting bodies are different from fresh corpses. I could smell it before I got to the room. It—”

      She cut herself off, but I knew what she meant. The bodies had smelled good to her. Had appealed to her ghoul nature, made her hungry. And she’d given in.

      “I didn’t eat it,” she whispered. “I went back after Liam left. I just took it with me. For later.”

      “There are other options, Kylie. I’ll help you if you’ll let me. Not just at the end, but before that. Before it gets to that point.”

      Tears glittered in her eyes. “You can’t make me something other than I am. There is no cure for ghoul fever.”

      “No, but there’s always a balance to be had.” I considered her for a moment. “Did you know that back where I come from, loup garous would lose their minds completely on the full moon? They would kill family, friends, children, whomever was near to them. Uncontrollable bloodlust.”

      Kylie frowned. “I’ve known shifters like that, but it’s the exception to the rule.”

      “It is now,” I said simply. “Because one lycanthrope married a loup garou. Their bond let him help her control it, and their bloodline helped create a new evolution. Loup garou and lycanthrope are used interchangeably today, but back where I come from, they were two very different creatures.”

      “Evolution takes centuries, longer.”

      I shrugged. “Maybe I should have said when I come from.”

      Kylie narrowed her eyes. “And when would that be?”

      I patted her shoulder. “That’s a story for another day.”

      “I don’t have time for evolution to help me,” Kylie said bitterly.

      “No, you don’t. So what you need, is a little help from magic. And perhaps a little help from science.”

      I looked at Vincent when I said the last part, and Kylie followed my gaze. She stared at the wizard for a while before looking back at me. “You think there’s hope?”

      “If I didn’t, I wouldn’t have said anything,” I said simply. “I think it’s worth talking to Vincent.”

      Kylie seemed to hear me, really hear me. So I started to leave her and Vincent to process the scene. Then I remembered something.

      “Kylie, did you by any chance work on the Stavros Rosso autopsy?”

      Kylie frowned. “No, why?”

      “I need to know how he died.”

      She shrugged and slid a tablet out of the bag slung over her shoulder. “I can look it up for you. Just give me a sec.”

      I held my breath as she swiped at the screen. If Stavros could be alive, then we needed to take another look at his bank statements, find out where his money had gone after his death. He had to be accessing it somehow. Or maybe he had a secret account.

      Kylie raised her eyebrows, then looked at me. “Ian cut out Stavros’ heart and burned his body.”

      My shoulders fell. “That seems very final.” Frustration made my skin itch, and I started pacing back and forth across the room. “This case has too many coincidences. I hate coincidences.” I slammed my hand against the wall, a flood of adrenaline scalding my veins. Even dead, Stavros was ruining people’s lives. Ending them. But how?

      Kylie put her tablet away and left me to stew in my own frustration. I waved a general goodbye to her and Vincent, then left the room again. I passed Blake and Sonar where they stood near the altar, waiting for the forensic team to finish with the murder room.

      Scath had stayed outside with Majesty, but she scooped him up as soon as she saw the look on my face.

      “Bad news?”

      “Stavros’ heart was ripped out and his body burned. He can’t be alive.”

      There was no mistaking the relief that washed over Scath’s face, the way her shoulders drooped. I tried to be happy for her, but I couldn’t ignore the fact that if Stavros was really dead, then that meant all these coincidences had no explanation.

      We got a cab back to Suite Dreams. I had the driver park in the lot of the business next to the hotel, and Scath and I disguised ourselves before we approached the front doors. Not that it mattered, since apparently Arianne had given up on the need for secrecy. But at least Liam had his pack members keeping an eye on the Foundations boarding house to protect the remaining women. They should be safe for now.

      Liam met us outside the front doors.

      That was my first signal that something was wrong.

      “What happened?” I asked, my throat constricting.

      “They talked,” Liam said grimly. “But neither of them know who the Emperor is. They never met him, not the real him. Apparently, they were involved in the Emperor’s operation, but all Toby and Kurt did was pick up the women from the airport and bring them to the halfway house. The few times they met the Emperor, he was using a different body each time. Kurt said they followed him once, but he just took the body to a bus stop and left him there. The guy looked around like he just woke up, confused and with no idea how he got there.”

      “Did you say halfway house?”

      “Yeah. The place they brought the women when they first got to this country. Apparently, the Emperor liked to come down personally and test the new arrivals.”

      I asked the question even though I didn’t want to know the answer. “Test?”

      “Not like that. He liked to have a peek inside their minds, make sure they weren’t law enforcement. And he’d talk with them. Kurt said it was like he was gauging their personalities, seeing how smart they were.”

      There was a strain in his voice that wouldn’t let the adrenaline stop pumping through my brain, melting my thoughts faster than I could have them.

      “Liam, spit it out. What aren’t you telling me?”

      Liam’s aura flared, even though his face remained calm. “I got a call from one of the people I had watching the women from Foundations. All the women arrived back at the boarding house at the same time three hours ago.” He took a deep breath. “Someone burned the place down.”
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      The scent of lavender enveloped me as Liam opened the door to the hotel and ushered me inside. My legs moved of their own accord since my mind was miles away imagining a burning building. Even if I hadn’t grown to be wary of the scent of lavender from my experiences here, I still wouldn’t have felt any calmer sucking that aroma into my lungs.

      “Burnt it down?” I repeated.

      “And that’s not all.” Liam kept his voice down as he took my elbow and pulled me toward the hallway that led behind the front desk. “I called a member of my pack that works at the fire department. He went out on that call, and he told me they found five bodies.”

      “Five?” I frowned. “There were only two women besides Rima and Renee. Aubrey is… Aubrey’s gone.”

      “We won’t have any information on identities until tomorrow at the earliest. And that’s assuming I can convince the fire department that the fire is related to my investigation so they’ll let our team handle it. Kylie and Vincent will get to it a lot faster than Dr. Dannon.”

      My heart plummeted into my beat-up fake velvet ankle boots. “We haven’t found Nikolaos yet. What if it was him?”

      Liam stopped at an elevator and pushed the button to go down. “My people were watching. They swear no one but the women went into that building.”

      I covered my face with my hands. “Please tell me you’re not saying they burned the house down themselves.”

      “We have to consider the possibility,” Liam said quietly.

      Scath crossed her arms. “You said five bodies. If your people only saw four women go in, that means someone else was already in there.”

      Liam sighed. “True, and that’s a mystery we need to solve as soon as possible. Unfortunately, like I said, we won’t know anything about the bodies until we can get them autopsied.”

      A thought whispered at me from the corner of my brain. I tilted my head, straining to listen. Bodies. Burned beyond recognition. We needed an autopsy to identify them.

      “It’s not going to be easy identifying them either,” Liam muttered. “We don’t have dental records. Or DNA. At best, we might be able to get sex and a ballpark age. Vincent might be able to get us species, but since it was fire, even that is debatable.”

      “So if there had been no witness, Jamila would have died nameless. No record to match her to, no way to find out her name?”

      I dropped my hands, my eyes wide as Renee’s voice came back to me. “Renee asked me about identifying bodies. She wanted to know if we’d have been able to identify Jamila’s body if there had been no witness.”

      Liam straightened, but the frown lines in his forehead deepened. “What are you thinking?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t know, but it’s relevant. I know it is.” I pressed my fingers to my temples, trying to think. “What did Nikolaos say about Renee? Her magic? Something about her having a fire elemental’s spirit?”

      “I don’t know, but speaking of Nikolaos…”

      I perked up. “What? You found him?”

      “No. But I know what Stafford had on him.”

      “What?”

      “I’ll show you went we get to the room.”

      The elevator door opened, and I stumbled inside to flop against the corner. I let my disguise fall away. If a spy made it this far into Suite Dreams, then no disguise was going to fool them anyway. Peasblossom dropped the glamour on Liam as well, so he looked like himself again when he stepped in and pushed a button for the subbasement. Now that we were in an enclosed space, away from the lavender fusion Arianne used to lull her victims into complacency, I realized I could smell Liam. He still had the usual scent of forest mixed with paperwork, but there was another scent too. Copper. Or, rather, blood.

      Toby and Kurt.

      “Are they still alive?” I asked quietly.

      Liam gave me a sharp look. “Of course they’re still alive.”

      “Was it hard to keep them that way?” Peasblossom asked.

      Liam rolled his shirtsleeves up another inch, and I felt a little guilty when I checked his arms for signs of blood spatter. He noticed, and a muscle in his jaw twitched.

      “Arianne was fine once they told us they’d never seen Iman, or heard anyone say her name. Kurt said straight out he knew the Emperor was a man, and if anyone accused Iman, it was because they wanted to hurt Arianne.”

      “He told her what she wanted to hear,” Scath observed. “Arianne’s tricks to make them tell the truth wouldn’t work on shifters.”

      “She’s not wrong,” Peasblossom agreed. “It’s a lot harder to manipulate dual psyches.”

      “Oh, don’t underestimate Arianne.” Liam rolled his shoulders. “She’s…something else.”

      “What did she do?” Peasblossom demanded.

      Liam stared at the wall for a second. When he spoke again, it was with the careful, controlled voice of someone trying to keep emotion out of their tone. “She put them to sleep. And then she just sat there, staring at them. Every once in a while, she’d point at them and move her fingers.”

      He held up his hand, imitating what Arianne had done.

      “She was looking at their dreams,” I said quietly. “Probably nudging them to become nightmares. She wanted to know what they were afraid of.”

      Liam shrugged both shoulders, and fresh gooseflesh prickled down his arms. “I’ve never seen anything like it. And that’s saying something. When they woke up, she just smiled. Smiled and waved her hands, like she was playing invisible instruments. Kurt and Toby started looking around, all wild-eyed.”

      He turned to look at me, the movement so sudden I jumped.

      “Illusions shouldn’t work on shifters. They can smell that they’re fake. I don’t know why it worked.”

      “They weren’t illusions,” I said calmly. “They were dreams. Arianne can pull images from dreams. And nightmares.”

      “But aren’t those the same as illusions?” Liam demanded. “They aren’t real, are they?”

      “Not exactly, but dreams are made from memories. And olfactory senses are very strongly tied to memories. Kurt and Toby would have smelled when they saw, because they would have remembered what they smelled when they made the memories that created their dreams.” I leaned harder against the wall. “It’s hard to explain.”

      “Well, regardless, Arianne definitely considers everything they said proof of her wife’s innocence,” Liam said, rubbing a hand over his face.

      I scooted down the wall to stand closer to him. His aura wasn’t the charged, angry buzz that I’d expected, but rather the warm hum I’d felt earlier. I leaned my forehead against his shoulder.

      “Third eye still hurts?” He shifted his body to make it a little more comfortable for me to lean on him.

      “Yes. I feel so…useless. I’m tired of waiting for other people to process the crime scene. I’m tired of not being able to find this…Emperor. I hate knowing he could be inside anyone, watching me, eavesdropping on everything we do, and I’d never know it.”

      “You need to eat something.”

      I opened my eyes and stared at the elevator floor. “What?”

      “Well, I’m guessing you haven’t eaten. Never starve yourself during an investigation.”

      I straightened to look him in the eye. “Have you eaten? Since we left Goodfellows?”

      “Yes, I have. And do you know why?”

      Peasblossom landed on Liam’s head. “Because if you didn’t, you’d get growly? Maybe eat someone?”

      Liam arched an eyebrow. “Not exactly, but yes. This job take a toll, physically and mentally. You need food, you need sleep, and you need support. Take away any of those things, and you become a danger to yourself and others. Some of us in the short run,” he glanced at Scath where she was positioned in the corner closest to the door, “and some of us in the long run.”

      That one was aimed at me. He might have looked at me, but I wasn’t paying attention. I was unzipping my waist pouch and peering into the enchanted confines for a glimpse of a grig. “Bizbee, do I still have that packet of M&M’s—”

      “Don’t you dare!” Peasblossom said, horrified.

      I ignored her and accepted the small packet of candy from an equally disapproving Bizbee. I didn’t know how he managed to make his antennae look judgmental, but there was definitely condemnation in the way the fuzzy-tipped limbs bobbed at me.

      With a magic word and a thought, I infused the M&M’s with a spell meant to replace a full meal, then popped them into my mouth. The magic sank into my body, and I took a deep breath, relishing the rush of vitality.

      “Cheater,” Peasblossom chastised me. “You can’t rely on magic. It’s not the same as proper food.”

      “You’re not yelling at Scath, I notice.”

      Peasblossom gestured wildly at the sidhe woman in the corner. “Well, I’m not worried you’re going to eat me, now am I?”

      “Are you hungry?” Liam asked Scath. “I can order room service?”

      Scath shook her head slowly. “I’ll eat soon.”

      Silence dragged out for a long, awkward minute, then the elevator doors slid open.

      “Well, that wasn’t creepy at all,” Peasblossom muttered. “Who do you think she’s going to eat?”

      “Once again, she can hear you.”

      Liam ignored both of us and led the way down a long hallway. “Arianne gave us a conference room down here. I have the report Vincent and Kylie sent me about Janet Simms, the patient that died in the hospital room with Iman. And Aubrey.”

      He led us into a room with a large circular table in the center. There were two files on the table. I opened the first file and scanned the contents. “An air bubble. Someone injected an air bubble into their bloodstream with a syringe.”

      “Quick and easy,” Liam said grimly. “Especially considering they were both unconscious.” He tapped the file. “And Vincent confirmed Nikolaos was there. His DNA was all over the room, and his prints were on a syringe Vincent found in the bio-hazard box.”

      “Well that seems sloppy,” I said, frowning at the report. “Nikolaos didn’t strike me as a man to take chances. You said you knew what Stafford had on him. What was it?”

      Liam grabbed a large manila envelope from the table and handed it to me. “This.”

      I reached into the envelope and pulled out a set of photographs. My eyebrows shot up. “These are pictures of Nikolaos meeting with Toby, Kurt…and Connor.”

      “Very cozy, aren’t they?” He tapped the photos. “Look at the back.”

      I flipped the first photograph over. “This picture was taken over two months ago.”

      I stared at Liam. The pieces were slowly falling into place. “This is why he left after he touched that purse at Foundations. He didn’t just get an impression of some military werewolf. He had a vision of Connor. Probably because he and his brothers brought Renee to Foundations. And Stafford recognized him.” I held up the photos. “From these.”

      “He didn’t realize you had a name from Rima,” Liam agreed. “Without the name, telling us Connor was military wouldn’t have been nearly as big a clue.”

      “Today when we went to Nikolaos’ house and Stafford was there,” I said slowly. “Stafford was all smiles when Nikolaos pretended not to know who Connor was.”

      “He must have been there to make his demands,” Liam guessed. “And when Nikolaos said he didn’t know Connor, Stafford knew he had him. He had proof Nikolaos lied, that he did know Connor.”

      “Where did you get these pictures?” I asked.

      “They were delivered to my office an hour ago. There was a note from Stafford.” Liam took a slip of paper out of his pocket and handed it to me.

      “Attn: Detective Sergeant Osbourne,” I read. “Nikolaos isn’t who he says he is. Take a look.” I turned the paper over, but there was nothing written on the other side. “That’s it?” I laid the note on the table and frowned at the pictures. “That’s not very— Wait a minute.”

      “What?” Liam asked, leaning over to look at the pictures.

      I spread them out over the table, then flipped them over. “Look at the bottom of each corner. This one says 1/5, this one says 2/5.”

      “One fifth and two fifths?” Peasblossom asked. “That doesn’t make any sense.”

      “Not one fifth,” I corrected her. I looked up at Liam. “One of five. Two of five.”

      “Which means there are three more pictures.” Liam growled. “Why would he only send the first two?”

      “If I were a clever blackmailer,” I said slowly, “and I was about to confront the person I’m blackmailing, I might take precautions. Some sort of safety net.” I tapped the envelope. “You said you got this an hour ago, but Stafford was dead before that. So it stands to reason, he had this set to be mailed out by someone else, maybe to be sent out if he didn’t check in at a certain time?”

      Liam nodded slowly. “So he has one, slightly damaging set of pictures go out first. He tells Nikolaos there’s another one that will go out if he doesn’t pay up.”

      “I don’t think he wanted money,” I said grimly. “I think he wanted control of Stavros’ old sideshow. He wanted the Sanctum. That’s the best payoff in the long run. With them to boss around, he’d be a lot more intimidating, even at Fortuna’s.”

      “We need to find Nikolaos,” Liam said.

      I nodded, then paused to look around. “Where’s Arianne?”

      “She got a call. Something she didn’t want to tell me about, just said there was a problem at the airport. I got the distinct impression it had something to do with more refugees.”

      “It would be nice if we could find Nikolaos before she came back,” I said, biting my lip. “I’d like to question him without her there to threaten him.”

      “I have word out at the ports and airports. My men on highway patrol are on the lookout. But I don’t like our chances of just picking him up. I’m having my office go over his financials again, trying to find any other property he might own. Vincent already tried a location spell, but—surprise, surprise—he’s blocking it.”

      “He won’t be able to keep that up forever,” I muttered.

      Liam grabbed the back of a chair and leaned into it, staring down at the photos. “So we’re giving up on Iman as a suspect. Even though she was standing over Aubrey’s body.” He hesitated. “And even though if it is her, that would explain why the Emperor didn’t want anyone talking to Arianne.”

      Unease rolled through my stomach just hearing the accusation while standing in Suite Dreams, Arianne’s center of power.

      “Arianne isn’t here,” Liam reminded me, as if reading my mind.

      “Well, that’s something.”

      A sudden pounding on the door made me jump. For a split second, I thought it was Arianne, summoned here by our mention of her wife as a suspect. But when Liam ran to the door and jerked it open, it was Iman I saw standing there. Her dark eyes were wide, and she was wringing her hands.

      “Shade! Come quickly, it’s Mr. Moghadam!”

      “What happened?”

      I ran out of the room after Iman, with Scath close on my heels. Iman ignored the elevator and hit the door to the stairs hard, shoving it open and bolting up the steps.

      “He came to speak with Arianne,” Iman panted. “But I told him she’s not here. I took him to her office to wait, but he said he had to talk to someone. He—”

      She stopped at the top of the first staircase to catch her breath. “He said he knows who the Emperor is.”

      I almost fell up the last step, saved from a bruised knee only by Scath’s quick reflexes. She caught me under my arm and held me up until I got my legs back under me.

      “I need to learn to fly,” I muttered.

      “Did he say who he is?” Liam demanded.

      Iman continued up the next staircase. “He tried. He started to tell me, then he started clawing at his throat.”

      Scath held my arm as if anticipating another fall on my part. She wasn’t wrong.

      “Please tell me he’s not bound to silence under contract,” I said.

      Iman opened the door that led to the main floor. “I’m afraid so.”

      “Is he dead?” Liam asked grimly.

      Iman rushed down the hallway and pointed into Arianne’s office. “Not yet.”

      I rounded the corner and found Mr. Moghadam lying on the floor. His throat had red lines where he’d clawed at it, in a gesture I knew only too well.

      “I used a sleep spell,” Iman said. “As soon as I realized what was happening.”

      “You can do sleep spells?” Liam asked, moving closer to the wall to give me space to get to the lawyer.

      I knelt by Moghadam and felt for a pulse, finding one there, but weak.

      Iman shifted uneasily from one foot to the other. “Arianne keeps them around the hotel. For emergencies.”

      I shared a look with Liam, but didn’t say anything. Now was not the time to discuss the legalities of Arianne’s business plan.

      “So he didn’t tell you.” I pulled out my cell phone to call Borvos Springs. They specialized in cases like this, and after a situation very much like this one, I’d programmed their number into my phone. They couldn’t break a magical contract, but they could keep it from killing him until we could figure out a way to break it.

      On a whim, I started unbuttoning Moghadam’s jacket, then his shirt. I pushed it down and rolled him over, just enough to see behind his right shoulder.

      Liam sucked in a breath. “He has the same tattoo.” He whirled to face Iman. “You’re certain he didn’t say anything?”

      “No, but I was able to link our minds.”

      “You what?” Liam asked sharply.

      Iman wrung her hands. “He begged me. Before he passed out. He pointed to his head, then mine, I knew what he was asking.” She waved her hands. “The point is, I saw inside his mind. I know what he was trying to tell me.”

      “Well?” Peasblossom exploded.

      Iman took a deep breath. “It’s Nikolaos. Nikolaos Sideris is the Emperor. And he’s at the Acme Building right now!”
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      “You’re absolutely sure?” Peasblossom demanded.

      Iman’s hands tightened where she gripped the driver’s seat with one hand and the passenger seat with the other from her place in the back of Liam’s truck. The strain in her jaw was all too familiar to me. Peasblossom could be relentless. Even with my own heart racing as I stared out the windshield looking for the first sign of the Acme Building, I couldn’t help but feel a pang of sympathy.

      And my familiar wasn’t above repeating the question fifty times if she didn’t like the answer.

      “I am certain,” Iman said, for the sixth time. “I connected my mind to his. I saw his thoughts.” She shivered. “It was frightening to touch his mind. To feel that contract. It was like having barbed wire threaded through my thoughts, pulling my mind apart. Nikolaos Sideris is the Emperor.”

      “And you’re certain he’s at the Acme Building?” Peasblossom pressed. She slid her fingers into my hair, tugging until sharp stabs of pain lanced through the top of my head through my scalp.

      “I’m sure,” Iman said tightly.

      I tried to reach for Peasblossom, to hold her and offer some comfort, but she dodged my grip. “The shapeshifter is dead,” I reminded her.

      Iman tilted her head and met my eyes questioningly.

      “Stavros employed a pair of shapeshifters,” I explained. “And a telekinetic. The telekinetic put Peasblossom in a bubble and handed her off to one of the shapeshifters.” I lowered my voice, even though Peasblossom was right there. “She’s the one who crushed her wings. The telekinetic survived that fight.”

      Iman looked up at Peasblossom. “I’m so sorry.”

      Peasblossom pulled harder on my hair, enough that I grit my teeth to keep from shouting. “You should stay in the pouch with Bizbee,” I told her. “You need to keep up your—”

      “I won’t leave you to fight without me,” Peasblossom snapped. “Familiars are supposed to make their witches stronger, not be a hindrance. Or worse, a coward who hides when there’s danger.”

      I didn’t argue with her any further. She was scared, but she was going into battle with me anyway. She was courageous like that.

      “You have the healing spell,” I reminded her.

      “You should have given me something nasty. Something I can use to take down an enemy, not just be life support.”

      “Life support is important,” I argued.

      “Flint says if your offense is strong enough, you don’t need life support.”

      We both fell silent when the words left her mouth, sharing a moment of horror that we were both beginning to absorb some of Flint’s teachings. I made a mental note to call Andy as soon as this was over and find out how his investigation was going.

      “We don’t know that there will be a fight,” Liam said, fooling no one. “Iman, what did you see in Moghadam’s mind?”

      “I didn’t have time to see much,” she said, her voice tense as if remembering the pain. “With the contract reacting like that, I couldn’t afford to hold the bond for long, or I risked suffering the same fate. But I very clearly saw that he was trying to tell you Nikolaos Sideris is the Emperor. And there was something about the Acme Building.”

      “It would certainly have been the last place I looked,” I admitted. “It’s where we beat Stavros and the Sanctum last time. It’s not even safe, not with the tsuchinokos.”

      “He could have cleared them out,” Peasblossom argued. “Him and his Sanctum. Especially if he hired more people.”

      “Maybe Stafford was trying to point us toward Stavros’ safehouse, or Stavros Acme,” I wondered aloud. “Maybe Stavros was just part of it.”

      “We’re sure he’s not alive?” Liam asked. “There’s no magical way Stavros could have survived?”

      I rubbed the bridge of my nose. “I can’t say it’s impossible. But I would be shocked. The options for surviving what happened to him…” I dropped my hand. “But that altar does make me wonder. Human sacrifice. That’s some powerful magic.”

      “Evil magic,” Peasblossom said darkly.

      “The stuff of nightmares,” Iman murmured. She gave a weak smile. “Yes. And I know nightmares.”

      It might have been a joke, but no one laughed. The only one in the truck who didn’t seem worried was Scath. The cat shifter sat in the back seat, reclining against the door, with Majesty in his little satchel. She stroked his fur, and Majesty purred as if he was being treated to a car ride for no reason whatsoever.

      “Did you set him off before we left?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “Thought it might be better if he goes off at the Acme Building.”

      “He’s chaos,” I reminded her. “It’s just as likely if he goes off that he’ll hurt our side.”

      Scath shrugged.

      Fantastic.

      “Iman?” I asked. “Did you happen to get any sense of how Moghadam knew Nikolaos is the Emperor? We talked to him this morning, and he didn’t seem to have any idea who the Emperor was. We even discussed Nikolaos specifically, and he said he’d been nothing but kind and respectful to Renee and Jamila.”

      “I’m afraid I didn’t get that deep,” Iman said apologetically. “With that awful magic on him, I was afraid to maintain the connection very long, let alone probe deeper. All I got was that Nikolaos is the Emperor, and images of the Acme Building. That’s what Moghadam was thinking of, willing me to see.”

      I kept my eyes on the road ahead, but I tried to watch Liam out of my peripheral vision. I wondered if he was having the same thoughts I was. That Iman could be lying. That we were getting an awful lot of evidence now that Iman had been accused of being the Emperor. A lot of evidence that pointed to anyone but her. That for all we knew, Iman and Nikolaos were partners. And of course, it would have been very easy for Iman to lure Moghadam to Suite Dreams after the photos of Nikolaos arrived for Liam. Easy to set up the hedge fund manager, let him take the fall.

      It made the back of my neck itch to have her behind me, but I couldn’t leave her back at Suite Dreams. Arianne had insisted Liam withdraw his men from the hotel as soon as Kurt and Toby “cleared” her wife. Liam had to make a choice between keeping them there and risking war with an angry sorceress, or making them leave. So he’d let them leave. Which left us with the choice of leaving her at Suite Dreams, alone and with the freedom and power to take care of any loose ends in our absence.

      I gritted my teeth. I hated this case.

      The National Acme Building was exactly as I remembered it. The long, broken building lay in the distance as if a god had lifted up a small city, then changed its mind and let it fall back to earth. The day was growing overcast, and the threat of rain gave the industrial wreckage the gloomy backdrop it deserved. It was hard not to imagine the broken windows like slitted eyes, watching us approach. Destroyed doorways gaping like mouths, open and ready to consume anyone who wandered too close.

      “Is it just me, or are they waiting for us?”

      The grim tone in Liam’s voice made me lean forward, and my heart stopped with one last shuddering beat. He’d turned off the road, maneuvering carefully over the destroyed parking lot with its broken glass and debris waiting to gnaw on his tires. Now we were inside the decrepit wall that had once blocked off the industrial building’s shipping area.

      Nikolaos Sideris stood at the back of the lot, close to the building and its open shipping doors. His dark eyes glittered even in the muted light. His arms hung at his sides, his feet shoulder width apart. Waiting.

      “He knew we were coming.” I rolled my shoulders, trying to get rid of the tension building there.

      “How?” Iman shifted uneasily. “I will be less than useless in a fight. My gifts are—”

      “You don’t fight,” I said firmly, trying not to sound as panicked as I felt at the thought of having to face Arianne, having to tell the dream sorceress her wife had been hurt—or worse—on my watch. Even if Iman wasn’t involved in any criminal activity, she could still get me killed just by getting hurt on my watch. When I’d been the one who made her leave the hotel to come with us. “The Sanctum are followers. If we can remove Nikolaos from the fight, they’ll back off. We have to remove him first.”

      “I’ll take the giant,” Scath said evenly.

      I winced and looked out the windshield. I remembered the giant. If I closed my eyes, I could still feel his arms tightening around my body, crushing the life out of me. He was over seven feet tall, maybe closer to eight. Thick and broad enough to be slow, but not slow enough to dismiss as a threat.

      “Wolfman is mine.” Liam’s jaw tightened. “Does he always keep a shifter?”

      “I don’t know about Nikolaos, but Stavros liked the classics,” I murmured. “Strong man, fortune teller, wolfman. His sword swallower died by goblin in the last fight, as did the women who used their shape-changing ability to be the lion and the lion tamer.”

      “They’re new,” Peasblossom said.

      I followed where she was pointing. Beside Nikolaos stood two men. At first, there didn’t seem to be anything different about them. Nothing that would fit on one of the sideshows marquee posters. But when I looked carefully, I noticed that they stood too close, and at an odd angle.

      “Siamese twins,” Peasblossom said.

      “Conjoined twins,” I corrected her.

      Peasblossom fell down to my shoulder. “It’s a sideshow. They’ll be billed as Siamese twins.”

      She wasn’t wrong, so I didn’t argue.

      “Who’s she?” Iman asked.

      I didn’t look where she was pointing. I knew. And we’d all avoided saying anything for Peasblossom’s sake. But not talking about her wouldn’t make her disappear.

      “That’s Serena the telekinetic,” I said quietly.

      Iman fell silent, staring out the windshield. I didn’t know if it was on purpose or not, but the telekinetic looked exactly as she had the last time we’d fought. Same kohl-lined eyes and sleek penciled eyebrows. Same teal colored dress with a plunging neckline and a matching choker. The same gold beads dangled from the circlet on top of her head, with identical gold pieces hanging from her earlobes. Even her straight brown hair was styled in the same high ponytail.

      I thought it was on purpose. A tactic to scare us, remind us of last time.

      It made me hate her a little more.

      “She’s mine,” Peasblossom whispered.

      My heart leapt into my throat. “No.”

      “Yes.” Peasblossom’s wings beat the air, buzzing so hard it vibrated my shoulder where her feet met my skin. “I’ll be invisible. And I’ll put her eyes out.”

      Behind Peasblossom, Scath lifted Majesty out of the satchel. She pointed him at Peasblossom and whispered something in his ear. Majesty, as far as I could tell, didn’t take instructions or seem to understand any more than a mundane kitten. But in this moment, I chose to believe he did. And I chose to believe Scath was telling him to guard my familiar.

      “Will you come out, then?” Nikolaos opened his arms, gesturing at his companions. “We’re waiting.”

      Liam opened his door and slid out, his eyes fixed on the sorcerer. “You know why we’re here?”

      Nikolaos nodded. “I do. You believe I’m responsible for Jamila’s death.”

      “Not just her death,” I said coldly. “Connor’s too. And let’s not forget the little matter of enslavement.”

      “A fight is unnecessary,” Liam said firmly. “A waste of all our time.”

      “I agree,” Nikolaos said. “Give up now. Agree to abandon your persecution of me, and I’ll leave your city.”

      “And start over somewhere else?” I asked.

      He smiled. “I have to make a living.” He gestured at the members of the Sanctum. “Mouths to feed.”

      “No,” I said. “This stops now.”

      Nikolaos tilted his head. “How many dead bodies do you think your ghoul friend can resist? Two? Five? Fifty? You know, it’s not uncommon for there to be more than one dead body at a crime scene. I could arrange for her to have many more opportunities to help herself to a nice, rotted corpse.”

      “Leave her alone,” Liam snarled.

      “No.” Nikolaos’ face hardened. “No, I will not leave her alone. Leave now. Abandon this fruitless pursuit now. Or I will destroy each of your loved ones, one by one. Tell me, Ms. Renard, how is Agent Bradford faring with his standoff with the kelpies? Have they figured out where he lives yet?”

      The spell fled my body like a cannonball, knocking the wind from me even as I hissed the word. Energy shot from my palm toward Nikolaos’ chest, churning with a sucking negative power that would drain his magic and wipe that smug look off his smarmy face. Without my third eye, I couldn’t see his shield, but I felt it when my spell struck it, felt the spell explode harmlessly into bits of ether.

      Nikolaos raised a hand, and I braced myself for a retaliatory spell. Vaguely, I was aware Peasblossom had gone invisible, knew she was launching herself at the telekinetic. But Stavros didn’t send his spell at just me.

      A pale green glow erupted around me, coating me in translucent light. It wasn’t very bright in the early evening light, but it was enough that anyone could see it, could easily spot me. The fact that I could see it even without my third eye meant the point of the spell was to be seen. To make people visible.

      Fairy fire.

      Peasblossom’s invisibility was useless.

      My familiar glowed with the same pale green light, making her an easy target for the telekinetic. The woman’s eyes had already locked on to the incoming pixie, and I saw Peasblossom stutter in the air, swinging into a loop to stop her forward momentum. I felt a sharp spike of fear through our empathic link as she realized the telekinetic was staring right at her.

      I knew the second the telekinetic trapped her. Peasblossom’s terror washed over me as she was pulled forward. I had no breath to scream, no time to save her.

      Majesty leapt between the telekinetic and my trapped familiar, seeming to appear out of nowhere. His fur stood straight up, and his blue eyes glowed as he hissed at the overly made-up woman. I felt something coming, and instinct made me look away. I barely caught the lightshow out of my peripheral vision, and it was enough to make dark spots dance over my line of sight.

      The telekinetic shouted, and I looked back to see her blinking, one hand waving in front of her face.

      Blinded.

      A crow of satisfaction rose in my throat, and I didn’t bother trying to keep it in. Behind me, Liam had engaged the shifter. I wasn’t worried about him. There was a reason he was the alpha.

      Likewise, I didn’t worry about Scath. I wasn’t entirely sure what she was, exactly, but any creature with a connection to the Unseelie Queen—frightening as that connection made her, even to her allies—was more than enough to take on a giant.

      I returned my gaze to Nikolaos and the conjoined twins at his side. The twins didn’t move. And they didn’t look at me. In fact, they seemed to be mostly surveillance, each one looking in opposite directions. As if they were waiting.

      Waiting for what?

      Don’t think about that now. I fixed my gaze on Nikolaos. Take out the wizard.

      The conjoined twins tensed. Each arm reached back, and a flood of adrenaline poured into my bloodstream as they drew their guns. I didn’t know anything about guns, but I’d seen more than one person die by them, and I had a great deal of respect for the damage they could do—to humans and Others. Defensive spells didn’t stop bullets.

      Then I realized why they’d drawn the weapons.

      Asher was the first goblin on the scene. In what seemed very much like a cosmic joke, the fight continued to echo my last experience here. Asher and a handful of his brethren swarmed toward the makeshift arena, heavy breathing and creepy anticipatory laughter echoing in my ears. The twins raised their weapons, and the air rang with gunfire.

      I raised my hands, my magic rising inside me. I had to take out the guns.

      I called my magic, but taking my attention off the sorcerer cost me. Nikolaos took advantage of my distraction, and the full force of his spell caught me off guard. All the breath left my body as every nerve shrieked in sudden agony. I couldn’t speak, couldn’t breathe. Everything hurt. Every limb, every cell. It was a hundred hours of being beaten, whipped, and stabbed, all rolled into one. My legs collapsed beneath me, and I couldn’t move enough to catch myself. My head struck the ground hard and stars exploded in my vision. I stared up at the sky and saw nothing.

      “Shade!”

      Iman’s voice. If I could have drawn the breath, I’d have called out for her to get away, get back in the truck. If I survived this, I didn’t want to die by Arianne’s hand right after. But I couldn’t breathe, and I couldn’t speak. Tears ran down my face and sweat poured off of me as my body struggled to fight, struggled to remember I wasn’t dying. At least, I didn’t think so.

      “Shade, what did he do?” Iman asked.

      I closed my eyes, unable to tell her anything. Someone touched my body. I screamed, but no sound came out. Just a dry gasp.

      “She’s in pain.”

      Asher’s voice. He sounded happy, almost in awe. I didn’t know if he was getting pleasure from imagining my pain, or if he’d been shot. Either way, I didn’t like it.

      “Shade, I’m going to try something. I need your permission to bond you with Asher.”

      My eyes flew open. Or I thought they did. I still couldn’t see. White light ate my vision, and I thought I felt a tear slide down my cheek. I tried to shake my head, but my body wouldn’t listen to me, and as soon as I tried to move, another wave of pain rolled over me, turning any sound I might have made into a low whimper.

      Iman laid a hand on my forehead. I tried again to say no, to make her stop.

      But it was too late.
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      Pain turned to pleasure. My lungs that hardly worked at all a second ago suddenly went into overtime, dragging in breath. I sat up, every fiber of my being alive as it had never been before. Colors were brighter, sounds crisper. I laughed.

      Asher stood beside me, his red eyes bright, his grin revealing sharp, jagged teeth. He didn’t touch me, didn’t say anything. He just stood by my side. Waiting.

      I peeled myself off the ground and looked toward the shipping bay doors. Nikolaos stared at me, unabashed interest arresting his features, his body still in that loose, spell-slinging stance. I ignored him and looked at the twins. The sound of gunfire still filled the air like illegal fireworks, controlling the goblin presence with ruthless precision. I threw out one arm, relishing the pull of muscle. “Sinae!”

      The weeds at the feet of the twins exploded from the ground. Tiny stems and pathetic leaves thickened into limbs the size of large snakes, twisting around the shared body of the twins, wrapping around their arms and necks. A giggle escaped me as thorns erupted along the vines. Green limbs swelled as if being inflated like a balloon artist’s creation, then exploded outward, firing the thorns like tiny arrows. One thorn buried itself in the left twin’s eye, and he cried out and dropped his gun, his hand flying to his face to get the thorn out.

      As soon as the gunfire ceased, the roar of the goblins rose. I didn’t need to look around to know they were taking over. I could hear it. And what’s more, I could feel it in the air, feel the hum of enthusiasm. I looked at Nikolaos and smiled.

      “Your turn,” I whispered.

      “Inside!” Nikolaos ordered as he flung a hand at the thorny plant entangling the twins. The writhing greenery seized, grew black and crumbled like ash. The twins ran for the shipping bay doors. Scath was on the giant, but at Nikolaos’ order, he threw her like a toy kitten, rolled to his side, and used his massive legs to hurl himself toward the Acme Building. He snatched up the telekinetic on the way, carrying the blind woman after the others. The telekinetic bled from a myriad of small cuts, each one welling with blood until her entire face turned red—Peasblossom’s work.

      A sharp bark made me turn in time to see the wolfman bolt from Liam. The alpha had taken it easy on him, working to defend and keep the other man busy as opposed to killing him. The goblins tried to follow, at least six of them still on their feet and coming forward, leaping over their injured brethren who’d been culled by the twins’ initial volley. The twin with two good eyes stood by the door, picking off any goblin that threatened to detain one of their companions. Liam spotted him and stopped running after the wolfman.

      It all happened so fast. One minute, I was facing a glorious battle, and the next my enemies had fled. All except for Nikolaos, who stood there staring us down, his mouth set in a grim line. My mouth fell open as he raised his hands in surrender.

      Surrender?

      Liam recovered first. He approached Nikolaos, with Scath prowling beside him. The cat shifter locked her green eyes on the sorcerer, her teeth bared, muscles tensed to pounce at the first sign of aggression. “Nikolaos Sideris,” Liam said grimly. “You’re under arrest on suspicion of the murder of Jamila Samaha, Aubrey Fakhoury, and Janet Simms.”

      I didn’t hear the rest of what Liam said. Peasblossom landed on my shoulder, her wings still buzzing furiously in the aftermath of the fight. Her tiny needle-sword was still in her hand, stained with the telekinetic’s blood. She said something, but I missed it. I couldn’t hear anything over the blood roaring in my ears.

      The fight couldn’t be over. Not now. Cold sweat broke out on my forehead. The pleasure was already receding. The colors of the world dimming. I was losing it.

      “Is that it?” My voice didn’t sound like me. I sounded drugged. Belligerent and breathless, and a growl echoed in my words. A threat. I was ready for a fight, but the sorcerer wasn’t giving me one.

      “I surrender.” Nikolaos spoke to Liam, but he was looking at me. Still with that curious glint in his eyes. “Let my people go, I’m the one you want.”

      “I expected more,” Peasblossom murmured.

      So had I. Frustration pulled my nerves tight. I rubbed a hand over my face. I didn’t feel well. Not like I had a moment ago. It couldn’t be over yet. I was going to be sick.

      Asher leaned in, put his mouth so close to my ear his breath sent goosebumps down my spine.

      “Come with me,” he whispered. “I’ll help you get it back.”

      He took my hand in his as he spoke, and I sucked in a sharp breath as he dug his claws into my wrist, deep enough to draw blood. A fresh flood of adrenaline reinvigorated me. I felt myself grinning.

      “I should break the bond between you two now,” Iman said. She took a careful step forward, her hands out in a calming gesture.

      Liam’s gaze locked onto her, his sensitive hearing picking up her words even though he stood at least ten yards away. “What bond?”

      Before Iman could answer, Asher lashed out, striking her hard enough to send her flying back. The psychic’s head struck the ground and bounced. Her eyes rolled back, then fluttered closed.

      Chaos erupted around me as everyone reacted at once. Asher pulled on my hand, and I was running with him. Liam shouted from behind me, but couldn’t give chase, not if he wanted to keep Nikolaos from escaping. Peasblossom left my shoulder, probably to use the healing spell I’d given her on Iman. I heard a sound behind me, and I knew Scath was giving chase. She’d probably catch me. I was nowhere near as fast as her.

      But how would she stop me? Tackle me? Bring me down with tooth and claw?

      I laughed and kept running.

      “Head for the shadows!” Asher shouted, pointing ahead.

      The sun was beginning to set, and one of the buildings ahead cast thick shadows over an alleyway. Asher gestured for me to go first, and I saw him open his mouth. His tongue shot out, six feet if it was an inch. I heard a feline growl, then Asher gagged.

      Cat got his tongue.

      If I’d been in my right mind, I would never have run headfirst into shadows. Certainly not at a goblin’s urging. But I did. The rush was leaving my body, all that delicious pain retreating, threatening to take the color out of my world and leave me numb. I went into the shadows not only unconcerned about the possibility of a fight—

      But excited for it.

      “Well, now, who is this?” An older woman’s voice spoke in surprised tones.

      I had a second to realize I’d just appeared beneath a table, right beside her. The smell of beer and peanuts swirled around my nose, and I sneezed. A bar.

      Asher fell on top of me, driving my elbows hard into the floor. Pain shot through my bones and the rough floor grated off my skin, driving a rush of pleasure that took my voice away. I looked up at the woman who’d spoken, a goofy grin on my face as I forced myself to stand.

      “Shade Renard,” I said, inclining my head. “Mother Renard.”

      The woman went very, very still. Dark black hair and darker black eyes met my gaze as I watched her, my grin slipping a little as I realized there was something not quite human about her lack of movement. Something older. More predatory. My heart skipped a beat, and I had the wild hope that she was as dangerous as the hairs standing up on the back of my neck suggested she was.

      “Shade Renard,” she whispered. “Are you really?”

      I pulled myself out from under the table, elbowing Asher sharply in the stomach for falling on top of me. Whether as a rebuke or a thank you I wasn’t sure. Probably both. I looked the woman up and down, noting the expensive business suit with its charcoal jacket and matching pencil skirt over a silver silk blouse. She wore high heels that made my ankles ache in sympathy, and for some reason I was absolutely certain that the glasses on her nose had nothing to do with poor eyesight and everything to do with the effect it had on people when a stern woman looked over her glasses at them.

      “Who are you?” I asked.

      The woman wasn’t looking at me now, she was looking under the table. As if waiting for someone else to follow me out. “I am Ms. Dorcha.”

      Asher rolled out from under the table, his tongue still farther out of his mouth than it should have been. The tip was bleeding as if the end had been cut off. Or bitten off. He looked at Ms. Dorcha and his red eyes gleamed brighter.

      “We’re of the same mind,” he said, staring into the woman’s eyes. “Head mojo from the sorceress’ wife.”

      “Is that so?” Ms. Dorcha smiled. “Play darts, Mother Renard. Quickly, before anyone else comes out from under that table.”

      I was heading for the dartboard before I’d made the decision to do so. The sticky floor made a tearing sound in spots when I lifted my feet, but it didn’t bother me. Not like it should have. The barman handed me a set of projectiles as I walked past, and I took them without stopping to speak. My head throbbed, and with every pulse of my heart, the world got a little more color. The dartboard on the wall called to me, black, red, and white teasing me, begging for the sharp bite of metal needles.

      I hurled the darts. All at once, holding them by their feathered ends. There was a shout from somewhere to my left, where tables full of patrons were arranged in a large group. I followed the angry sound to a short man with a red beard that looked like a furry butcher’s knife hanging from his face. He shoved his chair back and whirled to glare at me, blunt features scrunched with fury.

      “A cluricaune.” The words came out of my mouth of their own accord, and it should have disturbed me that I sounded like a little girl shrieking “Pony!” Cluricaunes were relatives of the leprechaun, but they drank more and tended toward laziness and bad tempers instead of their cousin’s industriousness.

      The one headed for me pointed to a spot of red on the sleeve of his T-shirt. “You hit me with a dart!”

      “Yes.” I started to apologize, but the words wouldn’t come out. I didn’t want him to calm down.

      The cluricaune’s response to my rudeness was swift. His fist drove into my stomach hard enough that I thought my kidneys would pop out my sides. All the breath left my body, and I doubled over, still grinning. That had felt good.

      The cluricaune choked, and I looked up to see Asher’s tongue wrapped around his neck. I pointed behind him where another cluricaune was running after the first, ready to jump into the fray to help his friend. He raised something, and I giggled when I realized what it was.

      “A shillelagh!”

      The second cluricaune ignored me and brought the thick piece of wood down hard on Asher’s head. The force made the goblin bite his tongue, and more blood poured between his teeth. The goblin’s body shuddered in pleasure.

      “Time to join the fun,” I said to myself. “Medium lupus!”

      My magic responded like a battering ram, striking my body hard. My arms and legs grew longer, my face protruded in a long snout. Fur rolled over me, and suddenly my mouth had too many teeth. I opened my mouth to make more room and roared, relishing the feeling of power that came from this new form, these clawed hands, this maw of sharp teeth. I watched Asher swipe at the second cluricaune, leaving bloody furrows in his wake.

      I wanted to do that.

      I took a step forward, but someone rushed out of the crowd, headed for Asher. He was swinging a sock over his head, and he’d obviously stuffed it with something heavy. I leapt forward, catching the blunt end of the sock in my palm before it could make contact with the goblin. With one smooth motion, I pulled it out of the third cluricaune’s grip and hurled it across the room. I used my other clawed hand to rake his face. He screamed and clapped his hand over the wound, blood seeping between his fingers.

      Asher released the first cluricaune, pulling his tongue back into his mouth and letting the unconscious fey hit the floor. Without missing a beat, he slashed at the second cluricaune, his arm swinging under the cane, catching the other man across the stomach. He hissed in pain and staggered back, and Asher picked him up and hurled him across the room.

      The cluricaune I’d slashed turned and ran, and I let out a cry of disappointment, taking a few steps after him as if I could make him stay and fight. My senses buzzed with renewed pleasure, and my world was bright and vivid once again. But I knew it wouldn’t last. I needed more.

      “Look out!” Asher shouted.

      I whirled around. A hulking man loomed right behind me. Well, sort of a man. He had one eye—in the center of his bare chest. And he had only one leg. He should have looked ridiculous, but I wasn’t laughing. Not when he was swinging a club at me, the entire piece of wood lined with bulging metal orbs. I had the wild thought that the orbs were shaped like apples and I wanted a taste, and then Asher shoved me out of the way. The fachan’s club landed hard on his head, and the goblin hit the floor, unconscious.

      I slashed at the fachan’s chest, scoring the eye that was glaring at me. The fachan roared in pain and lurched backward, but before I could follow it, there was a sound behind me.

      A howl pierced the noise of the bar. The sound parted the haze in my brain, froze the waves of pleasure and left me stiff and unable to move. The adrenaline that had felt so fantastic a second ago cooled, turned to something altogether different. Fear.

      I was paralyzed with fear. In my peripheral vision, I saw a man coming toward me. He had shaggy brown hair, and several days’ worth of untrimmed growth on his jaw. When he saw that I’d noticed him, he lifted his head. Another long, mournful howl trickled out of his throat.

      A striker. Kin to the banshee, a dog shifter who foretold death.

      When he wasn’t having an evening at the bar. Apparently.

      He came closer to me, close enough that I could feel his breath on my face. Still, I couldn’t move.

      “Is this how you imagined it would end?” he whispered. “Is—”

      The rest of his sentence was lost on another howl, but this time it was a sound of pain. The spell holding me broke, and I shuttered back a few steps, in time to see the weight of Scath’s body carry the striker to the ground. She dug her claws into the back of his shoulder blades, a silent warning not to get up.

      “Come to join the fun?” I asked, pleased to see her. My voice was garbled by the extra teeth, as I wasn’t used to speaking with a mouth this shape. I looked around the bar, noted that more than one opponent seemed to be ready to try me on. “I say we fight that one next.” I pointed to a large man with eyes that suggested at least one of his ancestors had a dalliance with a dragon.

      “I think you’ve had enough,” Liam muttered.

      I wasn’t fast enough. Liam’s arms banded around me, pinning my arms to my sides. I struggled against him, but it was no use. I had the shape of a shifter, but I wasn’t one. I didn’t have their strength, or their instinct. I tried to cast a spell, but my thoughts were in chaos, remnants of the striker’s fear and the pleasure of my wounds turning my brain to soup. Liam was holding me tight enough to press every bruise, every cut. It felt incredible, and I squirmed, chasing every last twinge.

      Iman’s hand touched my cheek, turning me to face her. Blood matted her dark hair in patches, and she had a cut high on her cheek that had partially healed. Asher had done that to her. Pushed her, left her to fall in that gods forsaken parking lot. But she didn’t look mad. She looked…

      I stiffened as I realized what she was about to do. “No!”

      “I’m sorry, Shade,” she whispered. “This was a mistake. I’m so sorry.”

      The pleasure stopped. Not just stopped. It drained away, and as it did, it left a gaping space for the pain to fill. Pain that swelled until I was certain I’d burst at the seams. My head throbbed, and my stomach ached with a force I was sure would wring out my last meal. I’d lost more blood than I’d realized, and suddenly I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think. The world lost some of its color, but I didn’t know if that was the separation from Asher’s mind or the haze clouding my vision.

      “Shade!” Peasblossom screamed. “Shade, where is your pouch?”

      “Can you heal her?” Liam’s voice was calm, but there was a tension in it that betrayed his concern. He poked at my head, trying to find the injury that was causing the blood loss.

      “No!” Peasblossom wailed. “I used it on Iman!”

      “She’s going into shock,” Iman said. “Call an ambulance.”

      “I’m going to find the pouch. She has healing potions.”

      All the voices turned into a dull roar, one voice indistinguishable from another. I drifted in a dark place between consciousness and unconsciousness, alone with my pain, the inability to make my body do what I wanted it to do.

      Suddenly, something cool and smooth pressed against my lips. Someone lifted my head enough so that when the object—a bottle—tilted, the liquid inside slid down my throat.

      The pain receded. Not enough—not nearly enough—but my vision began to clear. I could barely make out Ms. Dorcha leaning over me, and for a second—just a second—I saw a bird. A raven, with large black eyes empty of any discernible emotion. She tilted her head and smiled.

      “The healing potion comes with no strings attached. It is a…reward, for a fantastic show.”

      She stood. Liam helped me sit up, and I stared after her as she walked toward the door. Scath, still in cat form, watched her go, and Ms. Dorcha paused, just long enough to glance at the cat shifter. Something passed between them, something my poor brain was in no state to parse out.

      “Who was that?” I gasped.

      “That,” Peasblossom said under her breath, “was trouble.”
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      I woke up in Suite Dreams. I knew it was Suite Dreams because all I could smell was lavender. My hair was damp, and I was wearing the spare outfit I kept in my pouch, red and black leggings with a long black turtleneck. I hoped the dye of my new black shirt wouldn’t end up all over the white sheets.

      “Shade?”

      Peasblossom’s voice was unusually subdued. She was right by my head, standing on the pillow, but even then, she usually spoke much louder. It worried me.

      “Peasblossom?” I croaked. I winced. “Blood and bone, I sound awful.”

      “You should. You had a concussion from where you hit your head on the ground at Acme. And two of your ribs were broken.”

      I shivered. The broken ribs were from the cluricaune. Hearing about it brought back the memory—and it was a good memory.

      That thought sobered me up. I pushed myself into a sitting position, grunting as my sore body protested. “What time is it? How long have I been out? Where’s Nikolaos?”

      “It’s a little after eight. They just put you to bed ten minutes ago, after cleaning you up.”

      I glanced down at my fresh clothes, one hand rising to feel my wet hair. “Who cleaned me up?”

      “Iman. I watched, just in case.”

      Peasblossom curled up on the pillow with her knees pulled against her chest, and her arms wrapped around them. She watched me with her pink-multifaceted eyes, and there was something about that look that turned my stomach. She was too serious.

      “Where’s Nikolaos?” I asked, swinging my legs over the edge of the bed.

      “Downstairs. Arianne was making…arrangements. Safety precautions.”

      “Arianne?” I sputtered. “She’s back.”

      “Oh, she’s back. And in a great mood now that she has another suspect to question. Another one who is not her wife.”

      “Where’s Asher?” I asked.

      A shadow fell over the pixie’s face, highlighting the sudden glint in her eyes. “Gone. He regained consciousness while we were carrying you out and bolted. Probably afraid Liam was going to kill him.” She paused. “Or heal him,” she added. “Hard to say which one would upset the goblin more.” She shifted uneasily. “How do you feel?”

      “Better.” Now it was my turn to dodge the conversation. I didn’t want to talk about what it had felt like to be bonded to the goblin. “Where’s Scath?”

      Peasblossom flew to the door, hovering in front of the handle. “She didn’t come back with us.”

      I froze in the middle of sliding off the bed, my feet dangling just above the carpet. “What? Is she okay?”

      “She’s fine. You know how she is, she likes to disappear now and then.”

      Peasblossom wasn’t looking at me. “She likes to disappear at night while I’m sleeping, not in the middle of a case. Not since we talked. What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing’s wrong.”

      “Do you know where she is?”

      “No.”

      I shut my mouth on another question, and forced myself to take a deep breath. I knew from experience that if Peasblossom didn’t want to tell me something, she wouldn’t. Nothing could make her talk before she was ready. I’d have to try again later.

      “Do you know where Liam is?”

      Peasblossom nodded, and I noticed her shoulders slump slightly as if relieved I’d let the subject of Scath go. “He’s downstairs with Arianne and Nikolaos.”

      “I found your waist pouch.” Peasblossom pointed across the room at the desk chair.

      “Thank you.” I shoved myself off the bed, cursing when the floor seemed to buck under me, and I had to put out a hand to keep from falling over. Peasblossom shot into the air, hovering around me even though if I did fall, there wouldn’t be a thing she could do about it. Except maybe go for help.

      I left the room and headed for the elevator, then cursed as I realized I didn’t have the code to access the lower level.

      “I know the code,” Peasblossom offered, flying ahead to press the button to call the elevator.

      “Did they catch anyone besides Nikolaos?” I asked. “The rest of the Sanctum?”

      “No. Nikolaos had a teleportation circle inside the shipping bay doors.”

      I checked to make sure no one was in the elevator before getting in. “A teleportation circle. All right, now this is getting out of hand.”

      Peasblossom paused with one tiny pink hand on the first button. “What do you mean?”

      “That’s the third teleportation circle we’ve had in this case. And we’ve been seeing more and more people with enchanted contracts.” I frowned. “The teleportation circle at Acme. Was it a temporary spell, or inlaid, like at the club?”

      “Inlaid. Silver like the one at the club.”

      I leaned against the wall, resting my head for just a minute. “So someone put money into it to make sure it was there when he needed it.”

      “Not common spells,” Peasblossom observed. She aimed one pink fist at the second numbered button and punched it.

      “It’s not just that they’re uncommon. Permanent teleportation circles are expensive. Pure silver, pure copper, and if you want to be extra careful, solid gold. And the contracts. Those are tricky, you have to be just specific enough to keep someone from revealing information you don’t want them to talk about, but not so specific that they can get around it. I only know a handful of people who bother with them.”

      “Stavros,” Peasblossom said grimly.

      “Stavros is dead!” I slumped against the wall and closed my eyes. “He’s dead.”

      Peasblossom didn’t say anything more. The elevator stopped and the doors slid open. I followed her to one of the doors down the hall and on the right. It opened before I could knock.

      Liam’s sleeves were rolled up so high it cut into his biceps when he flexed. He filled the doorway, blocking my view of the room. The tendons in his forearms stood out as he flexed his hands into fists, then forced them open. The alpha was frustrated. Either he’d hit someone, or he wanted to hit someone. I checked his knuckles. No blood.

      Just wanted to then.

      “How are you feeling?” he asked. His eyes roamed over my face and neck, then up and down my body. His hand twitched forward, as if he wanted it to follow the same path as his eyes, probe for wounds, make sure I was still in one piece. For a second, his aura shifted from the unpleasant march of fire ants against my skin to the warm buzz I’d grown to associate with him.

      Some of that heat washed over my face, leaving my cheeks warm. I cleared my throat. “Better.” I nodded toward the room. “Is Nikolaos in there?”

      Liam nodded and stepped back to let me inside. The room was a large square, with plain white walls. There was a table in the center, with a comfortable couch on one side, and a hard-backed chair on the other. Arianne sat on the couch, looking for all the world like she was ready to curl up with a good book. A table beside the couch held a glass of red wine. She looked completely at peace.

      Nikolaos sat in the chair. He turned to look at me, and the chair tilted on uneven legs, making him tense at the brief tilt. His hands were tied behind the chair, and there was a circle of salt around his seat. When he saw me, he nodded.

      “Ms. Renard.”

      “Mr. Sideris. If that’s your real name?”

      “No, it isn’t. Is Shade Renard your real name?”

      I shrugged. “Touché.”

      “Tell her what you told us,” Liam said, positioning himself between me and Nikolaos without blocking my view.

      “My name is Nikolaos Sideris.” He winked at me. “For now. I am a sorcerer. I was born in Ebla many years ago.”

      “I’m from Ebla,” Arianne said, lifting her wine glass. Her eyes remained on Nikolaos.

      “And as I’ve told the dear lady, I remember her well.”

      I raised my eyebrows at Arianne, but she didn’t look away from Nikolaos.

      “But I do not remember you,” she mused.

      Nikolaos shrugged. “Perhaps I did not make the same impression on you as you did on me.” He met her eyes and held them. “And you did make an impression. I dare say, I’ve spent a lot of time since then searching for someone who might stir me the way you did. But alas. You are one of a kind.”

      I wrinkled my nose at the leering quality to the praise. Arianne seemed similarly unimpressed.

      “According to him,” Liam said, pacing around the circle, “he died a long time ago.”

      “Died?” Peasblossom echoed.

      “Sadly, yes.” Sideris let out an exaggerated sigh. “There were many who were jealous of my power. My skill. Unfortunately, that jealousy overwhelmed them and drove them to desperate acts. I was indeed assassinated.”

      I unzipped my waist pouch. This conversation called for a soda. “So how did you come to be here, committing crimes in my city?”

      “Your city?” Nikolaos raised his eyebrows. “I’ll keep that in mind. But to answer your question, in those days everyone had to live with the possibility of assassination, especially anyone with power who dared to use it. I used this—” he nodded down at his chest where a pearlescent orb hung from a gold chain to rest near his heart “—an artifact of my own creation, to give me the chance I needed to survive. It allows a ten second pause before death.”

      “Not a lot of time for medical help,” Liam noted.

      “But enough time for me to project my consciousness to the astral plane,” Nikolaos finished. “Before my assassination, I spent a great deal of my time on the astral plane, preparing for the possibility that I may find myself there without a reliable way to return to my body.” He paused. “Or rather, to a body. And of course my hard work paid off. After my body was killed, I spent a century on the astral plane, gathering more power, honing my skills. When I was strong enough, I possessed a body.”

      “How did you come to be Stavros’ business partner?” I asked.

      Liam paced the room. I was guessing he’d already heard this, but he listened intently, waiting to catch any inconsistency in Nikolaos’ retelling.

      “The modern world lacks the structure of the old one,” Nikolaos said simply. “Status doesn’t bring the same benefits. I missed aspects of my old life. And I found I wasn’t the only one who missed certain…ideals.”

      “Like slavery.” I cracked open my soda.

      Nikolaos frowned. “Slavery? Those women would be dead in a year if it weren’t for me. Or do you avoid the news because it’s too unpleasant for your delicate sensibilities? You think, perhaps, it would be better for them if they’d come over here officially, so they could sit for twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week in a cage while the government argues over political implications?” He scoffed. “I give them food and shelter, medical services. I help them find jobs.”

      “Are they free?” I asked. “Could they choose a job you didn’t want them to have? Could they live somewhere else? Move to a different state?” I leaned closer. “Can they marry whomever they please?”

      “Ah, so you believe if I am not one hundred percent altruistic, then I’m evil. You think I should spend my money to help them and receive nothing in return, is that it? I don’t deserve to keep the money I make, I should spend it on others?”

      “If you want to keep your money, then keep it. But you used your money to prey on people desperate for a better life,” I said coldly. “You asked of them what you would never be willing to do yourself. You made them give up their freedom.”

      “I gave them a better life,” Nikolaos countered. “You were at the boarding house. Did those women look like victims to you?”

      “They do in the crime scene photos,” Liam said quietly.

      I jerked my attention to him, watching as he walked to the table. He picked up one of the files and brought it back to me. He held my soda so I could open the file.

      “Not pretty,” he warned.

      Nikolaos looked away when I opened the folder. I spotted the picture on top and quickly shut the folder. The arson team had sent pictures of the bodies.

      “That wasn’t me.” Nikolaos sighed. “Renee. Poor misguided creature. She was always threatening to burn the place down. She would never have made an obedient wife, but I think I could have found her a husband willing to take her. Some men do love a challenge.”

      Renee. Again her words came back to me. I opened the folder, forcing myself to stare at the pictures. Five bodies. Why five? Who was that fifth person?

      “Rima loved science,” I added, shutting the folder. “She wanted to help people. She’d heard stories of the Guatemalan Forensic Anthropology Foundation, and she wanted to be a forensic anthropologist and help find names for all those missing people who disappeared during the civil war. She hoped that when the fighting was over in Syria she could do the same for her people.”

      I lifted my chin. “And you would have treated them all like horses. An animal to be prized for their beauty, trained in whatever skills their future husbands desired them to have, and sold off. Property instead of people. You’ll forgive me if I’m not in awe of this better life you gave them.”

      Nikolaos arched an eyebrow. “That was a very lovely speech. Go ahead and congratulate yourself if you’d like. And when you’re done, you can join us in reality.” He nodded to Arianne and Liam. “To answer your question, as I’ve already told them, I contacted Stavros because the wizard had the two things I needed. First, he could connect me with the people necessary to run my new empire. And second, he had a gift when it came to magical contracts. He could ensure that no one spoke of my business. Much more effective than a generic confidentiality agreement.”

      I snatched my Coke back from Liam and took a big gulp before facing the sorcerer. “The Sanctum follows you,” I said. “They were loyal to Stavros. Did you inherit them as part of the business?”

      “They follow me because they trust me as they trusted Stavros,” Nikolaos said simply. “And as you observed, they are followers. They need a leader.”

      “Some leader.” Liam stopped to stand in front of him, careful not to block Arianne’s view. “You made them follow Stafford. I can’t imagine they appreciated that.”

      Nikolaos rolled his eyes. “Stafford. What a fool. It is such a pity when a man fails to realize that part of having power is getting it. If you didn’t earn it, then you won’t be able to keep it. There are no short cuts.”

      I frowned at him over the lip of my Coke can. “But you did order them to obey him. They knew him from before. Why would they follow his orders, then kill him less than a day later? Why bother to make them follow him at all if you were just going to let them kill him anyway?”

      Nikolaos twisted his body to face me more fully. “I thought you already figured that out. Your lover here told me you received the pictures.”

      I let the lover comment go. “But that doesn’t explain why you made them follow him at all?”

      “I had every intention of honoring our bargain,” the sorcerer said slowly. “But then Arianne decided to step in and round up dear Kurt and Toby. It was only a matter of time before they told her about me and our working relationship.”

      Arianne stiffened.

      Nikolaos stared at her, then laughed softly. “They didn’t tell you? Oh, my, they really are worth the ridiculous prices they charge.”

      The energy in the room changed. Cold crackled in the air, not unlike an arctic wind. I took a step back, staring at Arianne, the icy darkness in her eyes. She rose from the couch, her gaze locked on Nikolaos.

      “You have sat here, and told us everything,” she said softly. She took a step forward. “I think you truly believe you were their savior. You brought them out of the country they love, the country that has been destroyed by—”

      Her voice broke, and she stopped. The room grew colder still, until I half expected my breath to fog in front of my face. Then she took a deep, slow breath.

      “You would sell them to your rich friends. Watch as they were forced to bear children, to help populate the world with more insufferable, entitled men like you. A twisted empire.”

      She circled the table. One foot in front of the other, her heels clicking on the floor, she stalked up to the very edge of his salt circle, careful to stop before disturbing the line. “You say you knew me once. I have not changed so much. I trust you know what’s coming.”

      Once again, a thought nagged at me. A tiny voice in the back of my head. I looked at Nikolaos, and was startled to find he wasn’t looking at Arianne. Instead of watching the sorceress who seemed very much like she intended to kill him now, he was looking at someone else.

      Me.

      He stared into my eyes…and smiled.

      “Oh, blood and bones,” I whispered. “It’s you.”
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      “Where are you going?” Arianne asked me.

      Her heels threatened to crack the cement floor with every step as she followed me out of the room. Heart pounding, I forced myself to stop just outside the door, pacing in tight, quick circles as my brain struggled to process a barrage of new realizations. Liam followed both of us, leaving the door open to keep an eye on Nikolaos.

      “Shade what’s wrong?” he asked, keeping his voice down.

      “If this is about turning him in, you can forget it,” Arianne seethed. “That man accused my wife, and he enslaved my countrywomen—and killed them when they were no longer useful! He will remain here until I’m done with him.”

      “That,” I said in a harsh whisper, “is not the Emperor.”

      Arianne’s lips parted, her dark eyes growing wide. “What? Are you… Are you that stupid?”

      The hairs on the back of my neck stood up as I felt Nikolaos’ gaze settle on me. Now that I knew who he was—who he really was—all I wanted to do was get as far away from him as possible. And take Peasblossom with me.

      “We have photographs of him with Connor and his brothers,” she continued. “He employed both Renee and Jamila. He knew about Foundations. And, oh yes, he’s admitted it!”

      “Why didn’t he escape?” I lowered my voice even more in an attempt to urge Arianne to do the same without having to tell the sorceress to stop shouting. “At the Acme Building, he had a teleportation circle ready to go. He was right next to it. He’d obviously planned the confrontation, had his escape ready. But he didn’t take it. Why?”

      Arianne pressed her lips together. Her eyes darkened, black pupils swallowing the white.

      Liam sucked in a breath. The muscles in his neck flexed as if he were trying not to look toward the man in the circle. “You think… You think that’s Stavros?”

      Peasblossom clung to my neck, her slight tremor giving me the illusion I had a second pulse. “Are you sure?”

      I looked at Arianne, bracing myself for the fury simmering in her eyes. “Why isn’t he afraid of you? You are terrifying and right now he’s confessing to framing your wife. He has to know he’s not looking at being turned over to the Vanguard, or even a quick death. But he’s not afraid.”

      “He will be,” Arianne promised.

      “Unless he’s waiting for us to figure out we have the wrong man,” I argued. “He said he knew you from before, right? And he was obviously very upset at the idea any of the women under his control might go to you. You were clearly a threat to his business, so why stay here in Cleveland? Why not go somewhere else, farther from you?”

      “You think he wanted to be near Arianne?” Liam asked.

      “I thought you said you don’t believe he’s the Emperor?” Arianne said, exasperated. “You are not making any sense, witchling.”

      One step forward, two steps back. I sighed and shoved a hand through my hair, pushing it back from my face. “All right, you were questioning him for a while before I came downstairs. Did you look at him with your third eye?”

      “Of course I did.”

      I waited, but she just stared at me, every inch the uncooperative witness. I gritted my teeth. “Arianne, I know this is all upsetting for you. I know he’s preying on your countrywomen, he’s accused your wife. It’s personal, and believe me, I understand that. But don’t you want to make sure that when you finally do get the chance to punish the Emperor, you’re actually punishing the right man?”

      Liam stiffened at my mention of Arianne punishing the Emperor, but I ignored it. If he were honest with himself, he had to know she’d never let us turn him over to the Vanguard. The Emperor had made it personal for the sorceress, and whether we liked it or not, she’d be the one meting out justice. If he thought he could stop her, he was welcome to try.

      I knew better.

      “I did not see two souls inside his body,” Arianne said finally. “But if that is his permanent body, then there would be no second soul. He would have evicted the true owner of the body as soon as he was strong enough. If he’s as powerful a sorcerer as he claims, he would have the ability to remove the soul.”

      “What about a tattoo?” I asked. “Did he have an enchanted tattoo like the others?”

      “Yes.”

      My jaw dropped, but before I could recover enough to say anything, Arianne rushed to continue.

      “Don’t get excited, that tattoo doesn’t mean he’s a victim. It means the body was a victim.” She shook her head. “When the Emperor first decided to make that his permanent form, he would have had the body tattooed to make it easier for him to remain, despite the original soul’s natural instinct to push him out. The tattoo for his current victims, and his original victim, so to speak, would be identical.”

      She held up a hand. “And before you ask, yes, he is bound by a contract, as the women were. But once again, that means nothing. If he partnered with Stavros, then the wizard would have insisted they both sign a contract. Stavros was many things, but he was not a fool.”

      Frustration spilled more adrenaline into my blood, and I had the wretched urge to pace again. I resisted, trying to stay calm and think clearly.

      “What about the conjoined twins?” I said finally. “Nikolaos had the twins standing by to pick off the goblins when they showed up. Do you really think Stavros called his business partner before he died to tell him about the goblins?”

      Arianne threw up her hands. “Moghadam said it was Nikolaos. He nearly died because telling us it was Nikolaos violated his contract. What more proof do you need?”

      I snapped my mouth shut. I didn’t have an answer to that one.

      Liam looked back and forth between me and Arianne. He didn’t have the same detached analytical look Andy had in these situations. If Andy had been here, he would have had the patient look of a man willing to wait and see how things played out, so he could formulate a plan based on the newest circumstances.

      Liam looked more like someone who was aware any argument had the potential to devolve into violence, and he was debating on how effective he could be trying to stop a fight between two magic users.

      “I’ll call Borvos Springs,” he suggested suddenly. “If they’ve managed to stabilize him, maybe they have someone on staff that can scrape his surface thoughts.”

      “If he already managed to communicate Nikolaos’ name to Iman, then it’s possible,” I agreed. “If you can convince them it’s not too big a risk to both their staff and their patient.”

      Liam nodded and walked away, already digging his phone out of his pocket.

      Arianne continued to stare at me.

      “What was it then?” she asked finally.

      “What was what?”

      “When we were in there. We had the evidence, he was confessing. You looked at him, and suddenly you were sure it was Stavros. What was it?”

      I studied her face for a long minute. Her eyes were still inhumanly dark, and I was certain if my third eye wasn’t out of commission, I’d have seen power glittering in those eyes. But she looked serious. She wasn’t mocking me, she really wanted to know.

      “There were a few little things that nagged at me,” I admitted. “Like the fact that Nikolaos Sideris was so secretive his entire life, then he gets here and suddenly he’s in the public eye. Besides Ms. Piper, there wasn’t anyone in his house to stand between him and any guests that happened to show up. Ms. Piper wasn’t the friendliest person, but I didn’t get a dangerous feeling from her.”

      I snuck a quick peek at Nikolaos. He remained in his chair, perfectly still, his attention straight ahead of him. He might as well have come right out and said, “I’m not listening, go ahead and talk.”

      “It makes more sense that Nikolaos Sideris wasn’t a real person, but a persona Stavros developed. Stavros worked with a lot of dangerous people, and from what I heard, he didn’t treat people with very much respect. Weren’t there rumors that he was accepting bribes to break contracts? The treaties he arranged? That had to have made him some powerful enemies.”

      Arianne tilted her head. “He said he needed a Plan B.”

      “I think the Emperor approached Stavros while the wizard was still alive. I think he wanted his help setting up this new business, but Stavros refused. At the time, he was working with Ian Walsh on top of running Fortuna’s.” I shook my head. “And based on what I’ve seen now, he was a lot more involved in that place than I thought.”

      “So you think the Emperor—the real Emperor—made him an offer. He would craft one of his second-chance artifacts, with the stipulation that if Stavros used it, if the artifact saved his life, then Stavros would work for the Emperor.”

      I nodded. “But I don’t think Stavros ever intended to serve him forever.”

      Arianne’s eyes widened. “You think that’s why he’s confessing.”

      Peasblossom crept out from under my hair. “Clever wizard.”

      “Think about it,” I pressed. “Stavros uses the artifact, he survives. Now he has to obey a master—and he doesn’t like it. But his contract won’t let him turn the Emperor in. So he does the next best thing. He tells us all about the Emperor. He’s a sorcerer, he knows you, he made a deal with Stavros—he tells us all of that while pretending he’s talking about himself.”

      “When really he’s only giving us the information with the hope that we’ll figure out who the Emperor really is,” Arianne finished.

      “When you were threatening him in there, he wasn’t looking at you. He looked at me. Why? He couldn’t possibly think I could save him. Not if he was really the Emperor. We’re in your hotel, even if he believed I could overpower you, even if he believed I would try, he couldn’t really believe I’d succeed here, in your fortress. Especially not when he knows this is personal for you. But he didn’t look at you, didn’t beg, didn’t bargain, didn’t try to deny anything or talk his way out of it. He just looked at me and…waited. With that expectant look on his face.”

      “Waiting for you to recognize him,” Peasblossom murmured.

      Arianne narrowed her eyes. “This is all conjecture. You could be over-complicating your interpretation of events to match some misguided gut instinct—an unfortunate tendency for witches that I’ve bemoaned before. Perhaps he is who he says he is.”

      I hesitated, but only for a second. “There’s also the comment he made. Referring to Liam as my lover.”

      Arianne’s eyebrows shot up. “Oh?”

      My cheeks heated against my will, and I gritted my teeth. “When Liam and I went to Stavros’ office to steal the contract, we…” I trailed off, at a sudden loss for how to explain it. “We were pretending to be at odds, a sort of inter-species conflict that required Stavros’ negotiation treaties. But it—”

      “You don’t have to continue, Ms. Renard, I understand. Stop now before you faint.” Arianne studied me, and I had the sudden hope she believed me now.

      “We have a problem.”

      Arianne and I both turned at Liam’s voice, and my chest tightened at the grim look on his face.

      “What?” Arianne demanded.

      “I just talked to Moghadam’s doctor at Borvos Springs. Moghadam is gone.”

      “Gone?” I sputtered. “How? Who took him?”

      “No one took him. He left.”

      My blood ran cold. “No. That’s not possible. Iman told me what the contract did to him, and I saw the marks on his throat. She had to put him to sleep to keep him alive. There’s no way he could have walked away from that.”

      Liam looked at me, and something changed in his body language. He angled himself slightly, almost imperceptibly, to face Arianne. “According to the doctor I just spoke to, there was no contract,” Liam said.

      I backed up. It wasn’t cowardice, just practicality, a knowledge that I was going to need more space if the sorceress reacted the way I expected.

      And she did.

      Arianne’s eyes burned with sudden fury, and the hairs on the back of my neck and my arms stood straight up as the hallway filled with the rumbling potential of strong magic. “You did not confirm there was a contract?” she snarled at me.

      “You weren’t there,” I shot back. “And if you’ll kindly remember, the Emperor put out my third eye. I couldn’t have confirmed it. But Iman said—”

      I froze. No. Oh, blessed Goddess, no.

      I tried to keep my sudden thought from my face, but it was too late. Arianne had stiffened at the sound of her wife’s name.

      “What?” she demanded.

      Liam abandoned subtlety, facing Arianne with the calm stoicism of someone who knew it was their job to get between danger and possible collateral damage. Arianne didn’t spare him a glance. Her full attention was on me.

      “Iman looked into his mind,” I said softly. “She said she felt the contract.” I tensed, ready to jump out of the way if I had to. “She lied.”

      “No.” Arianne’s voice drove that single word into my brain, hot and sharp like a molten railroad spike. The sorceress drew herself up to her full height and pointed one shaking finger at me. “Don’t you dare. Don’t you dare accuse her.”

      “Listen to me,” I said, trying to stay calm.

      “I will not,” Arianne seethed. “Nikolaos has confessed. He’s confessed.”

      “I told you why I think—”

      “You have no proof!”

      “Moghadam left Borvos Springs,” Liam reminded her, keeping his voice low and even. “The doctor said there was no evidence he suffered from a violated contract.”

      “If the contract had reacted enough to make him claw his throat, enough for Iman to feel it, then the doctor would have known,” I pointed out.

      “She linked her mind with his!” Arianne protested. “How do you know he wasn’t the one lying? He could have faked being affected by a contract.”

      Liam paused. “She has a point.”

      “And he was at the Cleveland Clinic,” Arianne added, clinging to the idea of a new suspect that wasn’t her wife. “When Aubrey died, he was there. We only have his word that she’d asked him to be there.”

      “But we also have Aubrey’s accusation that Iman is the Emperor,” I said.

      “She could have been lying,” Arianne protested.

      “But why? She was going into witness protection, why lie?”

      “Maybe someone forced her!”

      Arianne’s voice was getting louder with every defensive word out of her mouth. And her magic responded to her temper until it snapped against my skin.

      I straightened my spine and drew in a deep breath. “Let’s look at this logically. If there was no contract on Moghadam, that means either he’s lying, and he was able to fool Iman, or Iman is lying.”

      “Or maybe he did have a contract, neither of them are lying, and the doctor is wrong,” Arianne snapped.

      I threw up my hands and pivoted, stomping into the room. Nikolaos turned to watch me, one eyebrow raised in question.

      “You,” I said, jabbing a finger at him. “What do you know about Charity Moghadam?”

      Nikolaos smiled. “A skilled liar. Oh, I’m sorry, I mean lawyer.”

      I pressed my lips together and closed my hands into fists. Arianne stood behind me, her magic sizzling against my spine in subtle warning. I felt as if I were standing in front of a hissing cobra, and that brief thought brought images of Arianne’s nightmare snakes to the forefront of my brain. “What do you know about Stavros Rosso?”

      There. A twinkle in his eyes, a slight quirk in the corner of his mouth. Goddess, help me.

      “I know he was a very powerful wizard. A man who should not be trifled with. Or underestimated.”

      “I thought so too before he died.” I ignored the fury pulsing through the empathic link between me and Peasblossom, putting aside the pixie’s hatred so I could concentrate. “He had his heart cut out. His body burned.”

      “Overkill,” Nikolaos agreed. “And yet…insufficient?”

      He added the questioning lilt at the end to annoy me.

      “You—”

      “Oh, there is one more thing I know about Stavros.”

      “And that is?” Liam demanded from beside Arianne.

      Nikolaos’ eyes darkened, and he lowered his voice to a whisper. “He enjoyed the show you two put on in his office. He was very sorry he never got you into Fortuna’s.” He leaned forward. “And he’s very hopeful that when he starts a new club—for real this time—he’ll be able to convince Iman to perform her magic with you and the goblin again. Preferably with the shifter as well.”

      “Don’t you ever say her name again.” Arianne raised her hands and approached the circle until she was close enough that a nudge of her toe would have broken it. “Give me a reason not to kill you. You set up my wife, left her in that hospital to be branded a murderer. Give me one reason not to make sure you never have a chance to make that mistake again.” She glared at the artifact around his neck. “You won’t have that to save you this time.”

      “She’s going to kill him before we get anymore answers,” Peasblossom hissed.

      “No she won’t,” I murmured. “Look at him. He’s not done.”

      Stavros gave me a wide smile. “Too true, Ms. Renard. I’m not done.” He met Arianne’s eyes, the smile never wavering from his lips. “You won’t kill me, my dear girl, not after I have given you all you need to catch the real Emperor. And if you agree to release me, if you agree to let me go and never come after me for my minuscule part in this misadventure—I will do you one better.”

      He looked at me and Liam. “I’ll tell you how to catch him.”
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      “We don’t need your help,” Arianne seethed. “I will find him.”

      I opened my mouth to say something, but Arianne didn’t wait. She whirled around and stormed out of the room, pausing only long enough outside the door to point at Stavros. “Do not release him. Come with me.”

      Liam looked at me, then at Stavros. “Is he secure?”

      “Oh, he’s secure.” I looked around the room, not needing my third eye to know that it was heavily warded. “Even if he could get out of the circle, I don’t like his chance of leaving the room.”

      “Don’t forget to close the door behind us,” Peasblossom warned.

      Liam took a few steps toward the door, but I stayed by Stavros. The wizard looked entirely too pleased with himself. It was an affront to my sensibilities to leave him smiling.

      “You know,” I said thoughtfully. “I expected more.”

      Stavros arched an eyebrow. “Oh? How is that?”

      I shrugged. “Well, correct me if I’m wrong, of course, but you made a deal with a powerful sorcerer to save your life. Yes?”

      “I did.”

      “And the result of that is you are now under contract to said powerful sorcerer. Bound to do anything he says?”

      Stavros tsked and shook his head. “I can’t speak to that. But hypothetically, I can’t help but note that a contract is only relevant while both parties are alive. At least, that’s the clause I always liked to add to my contracts. If I were a party, that is.”

      “Mmm.” I twisted the zipper on my waist pouch back and forth. “And can I assume you have deliberately been attracting people to this case? Arianne, Liam, myself? Drawing attention as much as possible to increase the chance your master would be found out?”

      “I would never!”

      It would have been more believable if he weren’t smiling so big he could scarcely get the words out.

      “See, that’s what I don’t understand. You involved me.”

      Stavros barked out a laugh. “Oh, my dear witch, are you saying I should be worried about you? That the downfall of my plan will be a village witch from Dresden?”

      Peasblossom poked her head out from under my hair, wings buzzing furiously as she shot up to hover in front of me. “Why you—”

      “It’s all right, Peasblossom.” I held up a hand. I wagged a finger at Stavros. “I’m not surprised you involved me because of my power, Mr. Rosso. Though you’ve most certainly underestimated me—again. No, what perturbs me is the fact that you would involve me when I’m privy to certain information gleaned from circumstances surrounding a previous case.”

      The wizard’s smile faltered, but only a little. “I’m afraid I don’t see what you’re getting at.”

      “Obviously. You survived Ian Walsh’s attempt on your life because the sidhe was unaware of your little arrangement,” I said, pointing at his medallion. “But if he were to find out you’re alive—if someone were to tell him, and perhaps clue him in to how you survived—do you think you would survive a second attempt? Do you think he wouldn’t make sure to return and finish what he started—if only to save his reputation?”

      Stavros narrowed his eyes, but then his smile returned. “If I remember correctly, Ian Walsh is in hiding himself. Even if he were to learn of my little deceit, what makes you think he’d come out of hiding?”

      “And who is he hiding from?”

      Stavros shifted and his weight caused the chair to fall to the side where one leg was shorter than the others. His stiffened at the sharp falling sensation, but recovered quickly. Interesting that he’d forgotten about the shorter leg.

      “The vampire,” he answered finally.

      I spread my fingers in the air in a “There you have it” gesture. “Ah, yes, that’s right. The vampire. The one who was forced to make significant changes to his business and political relationships…because of you.” I tapped my chin. “I wonder if he would be interested to hear of your miraculous survival?”

      The smile fell from the wizard’s face, washed away as the blood drained from his complexion and left him as pale as the vampire he feared. Mission accomplished, I turned and left him sitting there, stewing in the possibility that he might find himself facing the vampiric crime lord of Cleveland sooner rather than later.

      Liam gave me an amused grin as I walked out of the room, closing the door behind me.

      “You really think Anton Winters will come after him?” he asked.

      “I think it’s likely enough that he believes me.” I glared back at the door. “I hate cocky wizards.”

      Arianne appeared in the doorway to the conference room Liam had led me to earlier today. “If you are finished flirting in the hallway, perhaps you’d like to join me to stop a murderer?”

      Liam and I held our tongues and did as the angry sorceress said. We filed into the room to find Arianne standing near the table, tapping her foot on the floor with all the patience of a mother trying to get her last child to bed so she could have some time to herself.

      “Detective, take this.”

      Liam looked down at the piece of paper Arianne shoved at him. “What is it?”

      “Notes. I want you to call Moghadam.”

      I blinked. “That’s…very direct.”

      “What makes you think he’s going to answer?” Liam asked.

      Arianne paced the room. “The last time he was here, he accused Nikolaos. He must know by now that we have him. Right now, he needs to know if we believe Nikolaos to be the Emperor, or if we’re still looking.” She stopped and faced Liam. “Moghadam has a life here, contacts, money, property. If he can salvage that, he will.”

      Liam glanced over the notes. “You want me to tell him Nikolaos has confessed to being the Emperor—”

      “Which he did,” Arianne reminded him.

      “—and tell Moghadam that I’m concerned because you’ve trapped the Emperor and buried him in a location you refuse to reveal.”

      “It shouldn’t be a problem convincing him that I acted irrationally in an emotional fit, considering the way he arranged for my wife to be a suspect,” Arianne added.

      I shared a look with Peasblossom. Nope, that wouldn’t be hard at all.

      Liam continued. “You want me to tell him I don’t blame you, but the fact that you won’t reveal the location has put me in an untenable legal situation. If I call the Vanguard in, it will cause trouble for you.” He squinted at the paper. “If I don’t, I’m worried for Yara’s safety.” He looked up at Iman, a frown wrinkling his brow. “Who’s Yara?”

      “Me. You’re going to tell Moghadam that you discovered Nikolaos was keeping another woman, one that was not from Foundations, but was also here illegally. You will tell him she is a sorceress, but Nikolaos has somehow bound her power, keeping her weak and vulnerable. Tell him Nikolaos intended to keep her for his wife.”

      “What a horrifying thought,” I said.

      “One that will appeal to the Emperor,” Arianne pointed out. “You will tell him that you don’t want me to find out about Yara because you’re already worried about my erratic behavior, and that Ms. Renard is trying—unsuccessfully—to break the bindings on the young woman. Tell him right now your immediate concern is for her safety. You want him to meet with her, and see what he can do about helping her to stay in the country, perhaps ask him if he could find a place for her to stay where she’ll be safe.”

      “That does sound like the perfect temptation for a man pining for you and victimizing other Syrian women in the meantime,” I agreed. “But won’t he find it strange that we don’t just ask you to find her a safe place? Surely he must know that’s what you do? Especially after Jamila came to see you?”

      Arianne’s grin turned cruel. “You will tell him that Iman knew this woman. Tell him you are concerned that if I were to learn about her, in my current emotional state, I may react harshly out of jealousy.”

      “That sounds flimsy,” Peasblossom said doubtfully.

      Arianne put her hands on her hips. “To us, yes. But how do you think it will sound to a straight man who believes women are commodities to be sold for the pleasure of men?”

      Peasblossom considered that. “You have a point.”

      Arianne dropped her arms. “If this doesn’t work, we’ll be no worse off. But I would rather attempt this charade and fail than bargain with that…that…wizard for help.” She gestured at Liam. “If Detective Sergeant Osbourne makes the call, and he can insinuate it’s being done while you and I are unavailable, it will cut down on the questions Moghadam asks. He won’t think to ask too much of a someone who is not a magic user. Especially not a werewolf.” She paused, then added, “No offense.”

      “None taken,” Liam said dryly.

      “Try to convince him to meet us at Nikolaos’ house. If he suggests another location, try to make certain it’s not somewhere that will give him too much of an advantage.”

      Liam nodded and walked away, holding the note in front of him as he called. Arianne watched him, her hands clasped in front of her. She felt me watching her, and turned to face me.

      “Is there something you want to ask me, Ms. Renard?”

      I started to say no, then stopped myself. “Renee,” I said finally.

      Arianne’s face fell, and she bowed her head. “Another I failed to save.”

      “No, that’s not—” I stopped and drummed my fingers on my waist pouch. “The fire department found five bodies in the house. That’s how many people lived there. Renee, Rima, Mariam, and Kaila. Plus Aubrey, until today.”

      “But Aubrey died at the hospital, she wasn’t at the house,” Arianne said.

      “Exactly.”

      Arianne shifted her weight from one foot to the other. “I don’t understand what you’re getting at.”

      “Rima told me she was interested in forensic anthropology. She made a comment about the unidentified bodies at Highland Hills. And Renee asked me about identifying bodies, specifically people who didn’t have citizenship papers here.”

      Arianne stared at me, and I could practically see the wheels in her head turning. “You think the fire was meant to be an escape. You think…” She shook her head. “But didn’t you tell me that Aubrey said the terms of their contract dictated they couldn’t remove their tattoos—that they had to fight if someone else tried to do it? What purpose would faking their death served if the Emperor could simply enter their bodies to confirm they were still alive?”

      “There was nothing that said they had to fight not to remove each other’s tattoos,” I pressed. “Renee is a hatif. And Stavros hinted her affinity was fire. What if they dug up bodies at Highland Hills? Rima could have chosen bodies that would most closely match them, then hid the bodies in the basement, something like that. Then—”

      “They take turns holding each other down and burning off the tattoos,” Arianne murmured.

      “And then burn the house down, leaving the bodies to be found by the Emperor,” I finished.

      Peasblossom landed on my head. “Good for Renee!”

      Arianne stared into the distance. “I am truly starting to wish I’d had the chance to meet these women. They sound extraordinary.”

      Liam came back, his cell phone in his hand and a look of surprise on his face. “He’s agreed to meet us at Nikolaos’.”

      We left immediately. Arianne disguised herself once again, but she kept her appearance similar enough that I almost didn’t realize she’d changed it at all. My confusion must have shown on my face.

      “If this man knew me, then I will know when he looks at me,” she explained. “He would never expect me to disguise myself so poorly, so he will dismiss the resemblance.”

      It sounded risky, but I understood her logic. If the Emperor did have strong feelings for Arianne, and wasn’t expecting to see her, his reaction should be noticeable.

      “You still don’t have any idea who it might be?” I asked.

      Arianne fastened her seatbelt. I noticed her hands shaking, but didn’t comment.

      “I have no idea who it could be,” she said finally. “I’ve lived an…eventful life. Based on this man’s behavior, I’m sure I would have limited our relationship as much as possible. It’s likely I tried to forget him.” She looked out the window as Liam pulled out of the parking lot, the lights of the city playing over her face. “After all. No one wants more bad memories.”

      An uncharitable part of my brain wanted to point out that no one wanted more nightmares either. But Arianne was obviously struggling. I couldn’t imagine having someone I cared about charged with murder. Accused of worse crimes.

      We arrived at Nikolaos’ house to find Moghadam’s car already parked at the top of the driveway. The front door was unlocked, so we let ourselves in. I wished I could use a spell to double check the braided rope around Arianne’s waist. It had been the sorceress’ idea, an enchanted rope that would mimic the metaphysical appearance of a binding if Moghadam looked. More support for our charade that she was Yara, bound sorceress looking for sanctuary.

      Both Arianne and I checked for traps, the sorceress scanning for magic while I looked for anything that had changed since we were last here. Liam would be able to smell any unexpected visitors, so I glanced his way now and again.

      Moghadam waited in the Great Room, sitting in the same chair he’d occupied the first time we’d met him. The overhead lights were on, but turned down to a subtle glow that reminded me of a lantern. It felt warm and friendly. A sharp contrast to the anxiety trying to tie my nerve endings into knots. I kept my attention on his face, watching for his reaction when he saw “Yara.”

      Arianne was right. He definitely did a double take when he saw her.

      “Mr. Moghadam, this is Yara,” I said, gesturing at Arianne. “Yara, this is Mr. Moghadam.”

      The lawyer rose from the chair, the smile on his face a world away from the sour look he’d worn…well, almost every other time I’d seen him.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Yara.”

      “Sublatis ancoris!” Arianne whispered under her breath.

      I hadn’t expected her to act so quickly. More fool me for thinking the sorceress would bother with small talk.

      The spell lashed out at Moghadam. Without my third eye, I couldn’t see the magic, but I didn’t need to.

      I knew it didn’t work when I saw her face.

      Moghadam sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose. “I was afraid of this.”

      I stared down at the floor. At the wretched pattern of powdery white circles.

      One of them was real.

      Moghadam had secured himself in a salt circle.

      The lawyer faced Arianne, releasing all pretense that he was the helpful lawyer here to help a refugee sorceress. I cringed at the condescension that pulled at his features as he clasped his hands in front of himself like a holy man about to deliver his homily.

      “It was never my intention for our re-introduction to go this way, Arianne,” he said calmly. “I want you to know that. I was willing to be patient, let you get to know me. I had hoped you would come to see on your own everything I have to offer you.”

      Arianne’s mouth twitched, and her gaze flicked down to the floor, to the salt circle surrounding the sorcerer. Her eyes darkened and she took one shaky step forward. “Who are you?”

      “I’m going to give you one more chance, Arianne. You turned me down once. It was youth that made you too ignorant to recognize what I offered you then, but you’re older now. Let’s see if you’re wiser.”

      Arianne’s eyes bulged. “It can’t be.” She dropped the disguise, moving forward a few steps as if drawn by an unseen force. “Richard? Richard Prower?”

      Richard beamed. “I knew you would remember me.”

      Arianne’s entire body shook. It was like watching a cartoon volcano, trembling and rumbling with sharp jerks back and forth, tension building toward an inevitable explosion.

      Only it wasn’t a cartoon. And it wasn’t funny.

      Liam and I both took a step back, and Peasblossom dove under my hair. For a long minute, there seemed to be a very real possibility that Arianne was going to literally explode.

      “You’re…” she sputtered. “You… How dare you!”

      Richard frowned. “How dare I? How dare I what? Teach the influential men of this country the value to be found in the beauty of a brown-skinned wife?”

      Arianne choked.

      “Are you okay?” I asked carefully. “Who is he?”

      “He is a colonialist,” Arianne ground out, spitting out the last word as if it tasted foul. “From one of America’s oldest families. He came to this country as a boy on the Mayflower.”

      My jaw dropped. “The Mayflower?”

      Richard gave me a condescending smile. “Yes, my dear. The Mayflower. But traveling here was just one of my family’s trips overseas. We traveled to many places. Including Ebla.”

      “My parents were so insistent that I marry a sorcerer,” Arianne seethed. “They dragged me to every summit. Constantly introducing me to the other families. And then him.”

      “Your father wanted you to marry me. He saw what I could give you.”

      “My father hated you,” Arianne sneered. “As did my mother. Neither of them as much as me, but make no mistake, everyone saw you for what you were. An arrogant man who assumed his white skin came with a superior brain and breeding, and that it was his birthright to lord over everyone different from him. Even with all your power, all your influence, did you never wonder why no one would be your bride?”

      “I did not take a bride because I wanted you,” he snarled. “But you’re too proud, like so many other women in your country. You don’t recognize what men do for you. What civilized men do. You don’t see kindness when it’s offered. Realize what an honor it was that I even considered you.”

      “You don’t give, you only take,” Arianne snapped. “People are no different than possessions to you. Objects to be acquired and used—sold if you desire.”

      “I would have given you everything! The whole world on a platter!”

      Arianne sputtered. “You are literally wearing the skin of one of my countrymen!”

      “I have more to offer the world than he ever did! I—”

      His mouth snapped shut, his tirade over as suddenly as it began. He straightened his spine, smoothed his hands down his jacket. “I had planned,” he said, composing his voice as he had his clothes, “to woo you slowly. I was willing to wait for your sham of a marriage to that…woman to run its course, for you to realize that you could not possibly get what you need from another of your own sex. Not just as a sorceress, but as a woman. But now I see you need a…stronger hand.”

      He took a step forward, careful not to disturb his circle. “I understand how Iman could come to care so much for you,” he said, his voice dripping with sincerity that made my skin crawl. “I of all people know what it’s like to see you, see your power, your glory, your beauty, and wish that you could be mine. But Iman must understand, a woman needs a man. Even more so when she is of magical lineage. Your power suffered with your bond to Iman. Can’t you see that? Can’t you understand how important it is to have masculine and feminine energy?”

      His expression darkened. “Not to mention the immorality of your union. I don’t like to think how much time it will take me to scrub that sin from your soul.” He took a deep breath and nodded. “But I will. I will do whatever it takes. I’ll see you soon.”

      “Shade?” Liam asked, his voice tight.

      Moghadam lifted his chin. “Occidere.”

      “No!” Arianne screamed.

      Liam stiffened, realizing something was wrong, but unable to see what it was.

      I knew.

      I recognized the spell. A powerful spell far beyond what I was capable of.

      I could only watch as Moghadam collapsed.

      Dead.
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      “What just happened?” Liam didn’t move, every muscle in his body vibrating with restrained tension. His shifted his weight from one foot to the other, leaning forward as if to get closer to the body, then forcing himself to stop. I could almost see his wolf inside him, demanding he move closer to sniff out what happened.

      I kept my eye on Arianne as I approached the corpse. “He killed himself with a spell. It’s one of the words of power.” I shook my head. “Given how strong he is, I’m surprised it worked.”

      Arianne rubbed shaking hands over her face. Sweat shone on her temples, and it was only through sheer force of witchy willpower that I didn’t back out of the room just as a precaution.

      She dropped her hands and sucked in deep breaths in short, staccato bursts. “He would have needed to weaken himself first. At full strength, it would not have worked. He planned this.”

      “So he’s dead,” Liam clarified. “Dead, gone, no longer a threat?”

      “Oh, no.” Arianne’s voice dropped to a whisper, but it didn’t sound intentional. More like she was so upset, she could barely speak. “No, I’m afraid he is now an even greater threat.”

      “Peasblossom,” I said under my breath.

      “On it,” she said grimly.

      I waited for her to make herself invisible and fly to Liam. Not that I thought Arianne would hurt him. And I was sure Liam could take care of himself. But there was something unhinged about Arianne right now, something that suggested seeing Richard Prower again had tapped into some bad memories.

      Very bad memories indeed.

      When I thought Peasblossom was in place, ready to protect Liam if the sorceress’ temper began leaking out, magically speaking, I answered his question. “He only killed the body. Richard, or the Emperor—or whatever you want to call the soul of the sorcerer—is probably on the astral plane as we speak.”

      Arianne strode forward and dropped to the floor beside the fallen body. He’d broken the salt circle when he fell, his legs sliding out to scatter the salt. “He needed to break his bond with this form. We knew who he was, we had ways to track this body. Hairs he left at Suite Dreams. If he was rolling around on the floor as Iman said, there would have been something left behind I could use.”

      I assumed that had been Plan B if Moghadam hadn’t agreed to meet us.

      “I thought he could possess other people at will?” Liam asked. “Couldn’t he have just hidden in another person’s body?”

      “Think of a body as a house,” I explained. “Richard lived in this house. This is where his mail is delivered, where other people know to look for him. He can leave this house and go to someone else’s house—even break in to someone else’s house—but he’s tied to this one.”

      Peasblossom spoke from her perch on his shoulder. “Right. And magic is like the police. It can kick him out of someone else’s house, and make him stay in his house.”

      “It would have been far easier to bind him to this body,” Arianne said, laying a gentle hand on Moghadam’s forehead, “than to force him out of it.”

      “Exactly,” Peasblossom agreed.

      “And staying with that analogy, Richard has now abandoned his property to seek out somewhere he can squat until he regains the strength to steal a new house,” I added.

      “So he’s weak now. That’s good, right?” Liam asked.

      “In a manner of speaking.” Arianne pulled out her phone and began sending a message to someone. “It means we are on the clock, as you would say.”

      Liam’s brows furrowed.

      “On a clock,” I supplied. “She means we have a limited amount of time to catch him. Richard had to weaken himself for that spell to kill him, and he already would have been weakened by the death of his thrall. So this is the ideal time to catch him.”

      “So he has to find someone with a tattoo?” Liam asked. “That’s just Stavros, right? Everyone else…”

      He trailed off.

      I shared a look with Arianne, and for one perfect moment, we shared a hope that my wild theory was right. That the women from Foundations weren’t dead. That the fire had been part of an elaborate escape plan.

      “He doesn’t need someone with a tattoo,” I said. “He could likely possess any human he wants to, since humans in general aren’t trained to guard themselves psychically.”

      “But possessing a human for him would be like staying in a 1-star hotel,” Arianne muttered. “He’ll want someone Other.”

      “In which case,” I continued, “it will be harder, but still doable, as long as he doesn’t choose someone too powerful. Anyone with a tattoo would be easier. As would possessing someone he’d possessed before, even without the tattoo.”

      Peasblossom tapped Liam’s jaw to get his attention. “Remember the house analogy?”

      It had been two minutes ago.

      “I do,” Liam said seriously.

      “Well, think of possessing someone he already possessed before like a thief breaking into a house, then leaving the basement window unlocked. Second time getting in is much easier.”

      “Can the person…lock the basement window again?” Liam asked.

      “If they realized it was unlocked, yes,” I confirmed. “But most people won’t notice. Unless you routinely check your psychic defenses, or have some reason to suspect the window is unlocked, then the thief wins. And in this case, the thief has the ability to make the homeowner forget they were ever broken into. Maybe even psychically discourage them from checking that basement window.”

      Arianne stood. Blessedly, the academic discussion of possession seemed to have given her the time she needed to get her emotions under control. At least, she didn’t look as if she’d erupt at any second. “I’ve called someone to collect Charity Moghadam’s body. I’ll see that he gets a proper burial.”

      “Good.” Liam nodded. “How do we track Prower, then?”

      Arianne clenched her hands into fists, then forced them open and headed for the door. “He’s gone back to the astral plane. There’s no body to track, no way to force him to come back. He could be anywhere.”

      “There’s no way to predict who he’ll take next?” Liam asked.

      “Like you said, the people we knew of that had tattoos are gone,” I said, frustrated. “Stavros is the only one left, and he’s under wards at Suite Dreams.”

      “Can we use him as bait?” Liam asked.

      Peasblossom clapped her hands. “Oh, I like that idea!”

      I liked that idea too.

      “There are benefits to him taking a temporary form,” Arianne added as we all made our way back to Liam’s truck. “Completely possessing a thrall takes time and a ritual. It’s not a decision to be made lightly. Even if he planned this, if he knew he was going to die, he’s not strong enough for that. Yet. But he’ll recover quickly. More so if he has help.”

      “If we trapped him in Stavros’ body, that’s two birds with one stone!” Peasblossom crowed. “We can gift wrap him and send him to the Vanguard!”

      “No,” Arianne interrupted. “We do not need the Vanguard. I will punish him myself. Sorceress to sorcerer.”

      I glanced at Liam when she said that. It was difficult to read his expression in the darkness as we walked to his truck, even with my better than average night vision. However he felt about it, he didn’t say anything on the drive back to Suite Dreams.

      Arianne entered the hotel first, leading us to the front desk. None of us bothered with disguises now that the cat was well and truly out of the bag.

      Just having that thought made me look around, as if Scath and her pouch o’ Majesty would suddenly appear behind me.

      It could happen.

      “Stay here,” Arianne ordered. “I’ll need to adjust the wards on the elevator to make certain Prower can’t ride any of you down to the wizard.”

      Liam stiffened. “He could be inside one of us?”

      “Unlikely,” I assured him. “Arianne looked at us in the truck. But, yes, he could be here in the lobby. It’s a public area that doesn’t benefit from the same wards. But it’s unlikely it would be you,” I added. “Shifters are hard to possess. You’ve got a guard dog on patrol, so to speak.”

      Liam arched an eyebrow at my choice of words, but didn’t comment. “If Stavros is bound by the contract, he won’t be able to say much.”

      “If there’s one thing I’m sure of, it’s that Stavros wouldn’t have entered into a contract without negotiating,” I said darkly. “He’ll have worked out a way to say what he wants. And he already offered to tell us.”

      “Like when he basically told us who the Emperor was by pretending he was talking about himself,” Liam observed. “I have to admit, that was clever. He probably did it with Prower’s blessing. Told him he’d draw suspicion away, knowing that if it came down to it, he could tip us off to who he really was.”

      True to her word, Arianne didn’t take long to make the arrangements. She returned and ushered us to the elevator down the hall from her office. Unease rolled down my spine, leaving shivers in its wake. There was something unsettling about the way Arianne watched me approach the elevator, her dark eyes unfocused as she watched her wards react to me, scanning for any astral hitchhikers.

      “So you knew Prower well,” I said lightly as the elevator doors closed. As much as I hated to bring him up again, it was best to get this particular conversation out of the way now. If Arianne was going to have an emotional meltdown, I didn’t want it to be in the same room as Stavros. Chaos presented far too many opportunities for escape.

      “Yes,” she said, her voice clipped.

      I waited, but she didn’t add anything else. “How—”

      “Ms. Renard, I don’t expect you to know how the world of sorcery works, but let me assure you, there are few societies within the Otherworld that take producing heirs as seriously as my people,” she said bitterly.

      “I know of a lot of Others who take continuing their line very seriously,” I said. “The sidhe—”

      “In the world of sorcery, you are not expected to have one child,” Arianne interrupted coldly. “You’re expected to have a minimum of seven. And if you’re not lucky enough to birth seven girls in a row or seven boys in a row, then you must continue having children up to fourteen. Do you understand?”

      Ouch. I tried to tell her with my sympathetic facial expression what I was pretty sure I’d never be able to say verbally—at least not without interruption.

      “Families in the world of sorcery meet at summits once a year. I hated them. My parents dragged me to every single one. They had every intention of letting me choose my own spouse, and I was so grateful, until—”

      This time, she cut herself off. My heart ached at the sudden pain in her eyes.

      “When they saw I would not be happy with any man, and I would never…make a choice they would find satisfactory, they stopping asking me. And they stopped waiting.” Her eyes narrowed. “That’s when they introduced me to Richard Prower.”

      “You said they hated him,” Peasblossom said, her voice soft.

      “They did. Everyone did. Prower was from a time when Britain was still colonizing new lands, sending its citizens out to exert their supposed superiority over others.” She stared into space, as if looking into the past. “I don’t know why he fixated on me. But it was the last straw. I saw my father’s dreams one night, and I knew he intended to marry me off to Prower whether I was willing or not. So I left.”

      “You changed your name,” Liam guessed.

      Arianne gave him a wan smile. “Indeed.” She lifted her chin. “When I was sure I had the power to fight should my parents come looking for me, I started this place.” She gestured around her.

      The elevator doors slid open right on cue, as if the gods themselves appreciated the drama of the moment. I stepped out of the elevator with a new understanding of Arianne. Why her wards were the best. Why she’d made her fortress a hotel instead of a house, or a castle. She didn’t just want security and safety for herself. She wanted everyone to have it. And she was slowly, but surely working toward that goal.

      To his credit, Stavros seemed to sense immediately that his circumstances had become significantly more precarious. When Arianne swept into the room, all traces of humor vanished from his face. He looked at me and Liam in turn, and I met his stare. I let him see what was on the line. Our determination that this would only end one way.

      The wizard watched Arianne approach with the wariness I felt when Peasblossom reminded me how much she loved me out of the blue.

      “Prower,” Arianne hissed. “He’s fled his body. You will help me find him.”

      “Of course,” Stavros said easily. “Release me, and I’ll help you find him.”

      “No,” Arianne snapped. “You will tell me now.”

      Stavros hesitated, but only for a second. He narrowed his eyes. “You have seen what binds me. It is no small risk to my own life for me to help you. Release me, and I will try. Keep me prisoner, and you can find him yourself. If you can.”

      “I can find him myself,” Arianne ground out. “There is no one who can hide from me in the Dreamworld.”

      “Not forever,” Stavros agreed. “But how long will it take you? Considering he knows you’re looking for him, which will give him an advantage when he hides from you. And what will he manage to accomplish in the meantime? Who will be his next puppet?”

      “You are in no position to bargain,” Arianne reminded him. “You betrayed him. If you don’t talk to me, I’ll remove you from the protection of my wards.” She gestured to his tattoo. “With that marking on your body, Prower should have no problem making you his next puppet.”

      Stavros’ mouth twitched up at the corner, but he wisely held the grin from his face.

      “You put that in the contract, didn’t you?” I guessed. “He can’t make you his thrall.”

      Stavros shrugged. “I may have seen that I had some protection. He can’t kill me, either.” He sighed. “Though of course, once he’s really considered the terms, I’m sure he’ll figure out a way around that. So as you can see, it’s in my best interest to help you find him.” He met Arianne’s eyes. “But only once you’ve guaranteed my freedom.”

      “I can make you talk.” Arianne raised her hand, and again I didn’t need my third eye to know she was holding a spell. Probably something nasty. And painful.

      “No, you can’t,” Stavros retorted. “If you try to force me, if I’m not free to be as manipulative and careful in my wording as possible, then I’ll die before you get the information. That I promise you.”

      “Agreed,” I said. “If your information helps us find Prower, we’ll let you go.” For now.

      Stavros looked at Arianne. “I want her word, too.” He looked at Liam. “And his. Everyone here must swear it.”

      We all swore, but Arianne looked very much like she intended to kill him at a later date. If Stavros did get out of here alive, he’d run if he knew what was good for him.

      “Did you see the shrine at the new fight club?” Stavros asked.

      I frowned. So he had deduced we’d found the club. Not much of a leap since that was where the Sanctum had killed Stafford and left his corpse. “Yes, we saw it.”

      “It was my idea,” Stavros said. “The Emperor clearly felt he was not on the level he deserved to be. Egos like that can be dangerous when fed. So I fed it, and waited for the beast to grow too fat to move. He was already very powerful, already used to manipulating the astral plane as if it were no different from rearranging office furniture. Deification was the next step. And after all, what is a god if not simply a being with great power? The power over life and death?”

      “Why would you give him so much power?” Liam asked. “You were his slave, why would you give him more power to lord over you?”

      “Blood and bone,” I whispered. The pieces fell into place.

      “What?” Liam asked.

      “Blood and bone,” I repeated. “The base of what we are.” I looked at Liam. “Ancient races used blood and bones in magic. It’s the oldest magic. That’s why it was used in offerings to the gods. And in some cases…”

      “Transubstantiation.” Arianne stared at Stavros, and a grudging respect filled her eyes. “You manipulated him into accepting the worship. You tricked him into giving the transubstantiation his blessing.”

      Stavros grinned. “I did.”

      “What does that mean?” Liam demanded.

      “Transubstantiation means the blood and flesh that were offered to the god—Prower—on that altar became Prower’s body and blood,” I explained. “Not just symbolically. Literally. He accepted the offering, and he gave the ceremony his blessing.”

      “So?” asked Liam.

      “So the blood on that altar is Prower’s,” Arianne said softly. “As much as if we took it from his true body.” A wicked smile spread over her lips. “I can use it to summon him. We’ll make a circle around his altar and summon him there.”

      I remembered the jar on the altar. “Liam. What did Vincent say about the altar? Did he tell you what the jar was for?”

      Liam frowned. “He said it was…” His brown furrowed. “Something Latin, anima mea?”

      “A soul jar.” I stared at Stavros. He’d planned this all along. The wizard winked at me. “We can use that jar to hold him. A sort of artificial thrall. Or, rather, a prison.”

      “We need to get blood from that altar.” Arianne left the room, marching back to the elevator like a hunter who’s spotted wounded prey. Liam and I barely made it into the elevator in time before the doors slid closed.

      No one said anything in the elevator, each of us seemingly lost in our own thoughts. I shuddered as I thought of the altar and what had been done to turn it into something powerful enough for us to use against the Emperor. Stavros had done this. He’d sacrificed lives just to set this up. To get his freedom back.

      I needed to make sure he didn’t get to enjoy the fruits of his labor.

      We exited the elevator and rushed down the hall only to come to a dead stop when the sorceress in front of us did. I grunted as I tried to stop in time to avoid running into her, rocking back on my heels as I tried to regain my balance.

      “Iman, what’s wrong?” Arianne asked.

      It wasn’t until she moved that I spotted Iman standing near the front desk. She was crying, fat tears sliding down both cheeks. Arianne hushed her, sliding one arm around her wife’s shoulders.

      “Come on, love, tell me what’s wrong.” Gently, she guided her crying wife away from the lobby, pulling her down the hall to her office. She gave me a look as she passed by, and I nodded. We’d give her a minute. If she needed to stay with Iman, Liam and I could go retrieve the blood sample alone.

      “Poor Iman, she looked devastated,” I said, leaning against the front desk.

      “I’d like to know what’s got her so upset,” Liam said.

      The girl at the front desk put down the papers she’d been stapling. “One of her patients just passed away.”

      “Oh, no. That’s awful. What happened?” I asked.

      The girl’s dark brown eyes were sad as she came closer to where we stood. “There was a car accident, and a girl was badly hurt. She needed an emergency heart transplant. Iman had a coma patient at the hospital who could donate, but the parents hadn’t signed off on taking her off life support yet.” She nodded toward the hallway, three of her thin black braids sliding over the shoulder of her suit jacket with the motion. “Iman had been working with them, trying to find some sign their daughter’s mind was still there. She’s already told them it’s not, but they wanted her to check one more time before they agreed to the transplant.”

      “That sounds incredibly stressful for everyone.” I sighed.

      Liam tilted his head. “If it’s such an emergency, shouldn’t she be leaving? I thought she had to touch her patient to make the connection?”

      The girl shook her head. “Oh, no, she’s not going. She just got back. It’s already done.”

      I stiffened. “She was just at the hospital?”

      “By herself?” Liam demanded.

      “Connecting her mind to a coma patient?” Peasblossom squeaked.

      The girl at the front desk—Crystal, according to her name tag—widened her eyes at our reaction. “Um, yes?”

      “I hate coincidences,” I groaned.

      Liam was already running, and I hurled myself after him. I was not a runner, but even I could maintain a sprint from the front desk down the hall to Arianne’s office. As soon as we rounded the corner, I spotted Arianne’s office door—slightly ajar.

      Her wards wouldn’t activate with the door open.

      We were three feet from the room when I heard another door close—sounding as if it had come from inside Arianne’s office. I tried to remember if there was a closet, or something else with a door that might have made that sound, but I couldn’t remember.

      Liam hit the doorway first, with me right on his heels. I knew right away something was wrong when Liam skidded to a halt. I looked ahead of him and gasped.

      Iman lay on the floor. Blood dripped from a wound on her head, and her eyes were closed. The amethyst statue of Morpheus I’d given Arianne months ago sat on her desk—smeared with blood.

      The sorceress was gone.
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      “Iman!”

      I dropped to my knees beside the telepath. Peasblossom shot off my shoulder, landing on Iman and squeezing her eyes shut in concentration, stabilizing her while I put my hand on Iman’s forehead, calling my magic.

      “Sana,” I hissed.

      Liam ran around me, sniffing the air as he tried to find the hidden door Arianne had escaped out of. I shut him out, shut out everything as I concentrated on Iman. I guided my magic over her wound, probing gently. The blow had been violent, but it wasn’t a lethal blow. The skull was fractured, but I didn’t feel any shards in her brain. Just cracked, not splintered inward. I closed my eyes, feeling the injury as I pushed my magic deeper, trying to be as gentle as I could.

      All the while Peasblossom gripped Iman’s neck, her magic keeping the telepath stable while I worked to heal her injury.

      Across the room, Liam ripped books off the bookshelf, hurling them to the floor as if he were trying to dig through it to the wall beyond. He shoved at the heavy furniture, but it didn’t budge. If he wanted to, he could push that bookcase into the wall, so I knew he was holding back. Trying to open it without breaking whatever mechanism might open it.

      “Her scent ends beyond this bookcase, but I can’t get to it,” he growled.

      I opened my eyes, staring down at my patient, my heart in my throat. Iman’s eyes fluttered open. She gasped, then winced and rolled to her side, her hands raising to hold her head.

      “Easy,” I said gently. “You took a nasty blow to the head. Don’t move too quickly, or the rush of blood will make you feel like your head’s going to explode.”

      “And you’ll throw up,” Peasblossom added, rising into the air as if just remembering that possibility.

      “Arianne,” Iman choked. “Arianne’s been taken.”

      “How do I open this bookcase?” Liam snarled.

      Iman tried to sit up, but as she opened her mouth to answer him, her eyes bulged. She twisted to the side just in time to avoid vomiting on me.

      “Lay down,” I urged her.

      I used a Cinderella spell to clean up the vomit, and Liam grabbed a pillow from the couch to put under her head.

      “Switch behind the bookcase,” Iman mumbled, one hand covering her eyes. “Halfway down. On the left.”

      Liam returned to the bookcase and a second later, there was the mechanical click of a latch releasing. Liam pulled the bookcase out from the wall and it swung easily to reveal a hidden door. He jerked it open and ran out.

      I let him go, keeping my attention on Iman. “Can you tell us what happened?”

      Iman closed her eyes. “It’s all my fault. It was a trick, and I fell for it.”

      “What was a trick?” Peasblossom asked.

      “Such cruelty,” she whimpered. “He possessed a doctor. Lied to my patient’s family about the car accident. Lied about needing her heart. To put them through that…” She shook her head. “All because of me. I thought it would be safe. Arianne was going to meet with Moghadam, you were all so certain it was him. I thought…”

      She pressed her lips together. “But he was there. Hiding in my patient. Waiting for me. I didn’t even feel it. I didn’t know. I came back and I was so sad. I remember crying, and then Arianne brought me in here.” Her hand rose to her head, and she winced as her fingertips touched her scalp.

      “You’ll be sore for awhile,” I said apologetically. “I healed you as much as I could, but the damage was significant.”

      “At least it wasn’t a burn,” Peasblossom said encouragingly.

      “I remember the pain, and falling to the floor. Then Arianne spoke, but it wasn’t her. It was someone else’s voice, using her mouth. They said ‘Take me someplace safe, or I will finish her now.’ That’s all I remember.”

      Liam returned then, and I knew right away he’d been too late to catch up with Arianne’s abductor. I told him what Iman had told to me, and he huffed out a breath and rolled his sleeves a little higher.

      “Can you do the summoning?” he asked.

      “Yes. I’ll just need the blood scrapings from the altar.”

      Iman started to sit up again, then thought better of it and laid back down. “What summoning?”

      I told her about our plan. Her eyes widened and she grabbed my wrist. “No! No, you can’t do that. He made her take him somewhere he believes is secure. He can’t fight her forever, Arianne is too strong. He’ll have to restrain her in some way, make certain she can’t escape if she wrests control back from him. If you summon him, he may refuse to tell us where her body is. I could lose her!”

      “Calm down, calm down, it’s okay.” I patted her hand. “We won’t do anything you’re not comfortable with.”

      “That corridor ends in the ladies’ room,” Liam said, pointing to the secret passageway. “She left the ladies’ room and Crystal said she saw her leave out the front door. She must have got into a car because I lost her scent in the parking lot.”

      “We have to find her before you summon him,” Iman begged. “Please. I need her back. I can’t be the cause of her death.”

      “The longer we delay, the stronger he’ll get,” I said grimly. “We don’t have a lot of time.”

      “And he knows we’re looking for him,” Liam added. “On top of that, Arianne knew about the summoning plan. Isn’t it only a matter of time before Prower sees that in her head? Could he stop us from doing that if he knew about it in advance?”

      “Yes.” I hesitated, then added, “If we can’t find her soon, then I’m afraid we’ll have to go ahead. If we can get Prower out of the way, it’ll be easier to find Arianne without him stopping us.”

      “Unless he has some sort of artifact blocking us from finding her,” Peasblossom said.

      I gave her a look, and she threw up her hands. “What? It’s true!”

      “I think I know where they’re going,” Iman insisted.

      Liam’s gaze sharpened and he leaned closer. “Where?”

      Iman hesitated. “Arianne and I have a…safe place. If I tell you about it, if I show you where it is, I would need you all to swear that you’ll never reveal its location to anyone else.”

      “You have my word,” I said immediately.

      Peasblossom and Liam agreed as well. Iman watched our faces carefully, squinting as if she could know by looking at us if we were sincere. And maybe she could.

      “We have an island,” she said finally. “On Lake Erie. Arianne enchanted it. If the Emperor forced her to take him somewhere safe, the island would qualify. And Arianne would know that’s the first place I’d look.”

      I stared at her. “She enchanted an island?”

      Iman nodded.

      Liam frowned. “You say that like it means something special.”

      I shook my head. “It’s not an easy thing to do. I’ll explain later.” I looked back at Iman. “If she knows that’s the first place you’ll look, then the Emperor would know that too. He wouldn’t count that as a safe place.”

      “It’s still safe if he has Arianne,” Iman said quietly. “It’s heavily warded. We won’t get in without permission.” She paused, then smiled. “But I have an idea that might work.”

      I stood and fished out my cell phone. “I’m going to call Vincent and ask him to bring over some blood scrapings from the altar. I’m sure he took some, and it would be better to get them from him than to risk going back there. He should have the soul jar too.”

      I didn’t mention that I also wanted Vincent to take a look at all of us before we left. Fighting someone who could move from body to body had left me very, very paranoid. I wanted to make sure Prower didn’t ride any of us on the way to rescue Arianne.

      I retreated to the corner to make my call while Liam helped Iman to stand and half-carried her to Arianne’s desk. When I finished my call, Liam joined me in the corner to wait while Iman made arrangements for the transportation we needed to get to Arianne’s “safe place.”

      “So,” Liam said, keeping his voice low. “Flint’s still gone?”

      I leaned my head back against the wall, still holding my cell phone. “He’s been gone for weeks now. I’ve gotten word here and there that he’s in Europe. Apparently, he goes out every night, getting drunk and just generally behaving like a rich brat throwing himself a twenty-first birthday with daddy’s money.”

      “What’s he celebrating?” Liam asked.

      I shook my head, wincing my headache returned full-force. “I don’t think he is. I think Flint’s putting on a show so no one knows how upset he is over the destruction of his mother’s artifacts. Well, alleged destruction, but I’ve already told you my theory about that.”

      “Fire is usually pretty final,” Liam said doubtfully.

      “Tell that to Stavros.”

      “Point taken.” He frowned. “So you think Flint is planning something with the artifacts.”

      “I do. Andy and I are trying to figure out what.”

      “Andy?” Liam tilted his head. “Andy is a very capable law enforcement officer, but he’s still human. What’s he going to find out that you can’t?”

      “Don’t underestimate Andy,” I warned him. “He’s a fast learner, and his attention to detail is impressive. He’s treating Flint the same way he’d treat a mob case.”

      “Find out where the money comes from, where it goes,” Liam guessed.

      “Who’s calling the shots,” I added.

      “You don’t think Flint’s in charge?”

      “I think he’s in charge, but I also think he has people working for him. Flint is a planner, and he’s managed to make a lot of enemies. He has to have help.”

      Liam considered that for a long minute. “Do you have any idea what he’s up to yet?”

      “No. But I know that whatever it is, he’s using me to do it. Which makes it my business.”

      “I thought everything was a witch’s business?” Liam asked.

      I grinned. “Indeed.”

      Something changed in Liam’s eyes, something about the way he was looking at me. His aura kicked up a few degrees, humming against me like that first beam of sunlight on a summer’s day. My cheeks felt warmer, and I wasn’t sure if it was his aura, or if I were blushing.

      “How’s your head?” he asked softly.

      “Still hurts.” My voice was a little raspier than I’d expected, but there was nothing for it.

      Liam leaned closer.

      Suddenly Peasblossom landed on my head with a thump. “Want me to massage your head?”

      I sighed as she put her hands on my forehead and began furiously rubbing back and forth in what I’m certain she meant to be a soothing motion.

      “Thank you, Peasblossom.”

      Liam chuckled.

      The phone clicked as Iman put it back in its cradle. She leaned back in the chair with a heavy sigh. “It shouldn’t be long,” she said. “Thirty minutes.”

      “Why don’t you lie down while we wait?” Liam suggested, heading back to the desk. “If you have to come with us, you should rest while you can.”

      “I have to come with you,” Iman said firmly. “You won’t make it to this particular hiding place without me.”

      Despite the vehemence of her insistence, there was no mistaking Iman’s weakened condition. Magical healing could do what medical professionals could do in less time, but for serious injuries, it didn’t eliminate the pain or the injury completely. Arianne would need to watch Iman for a night or two to make sure there was no concussion, and her head was going to hurt like the devil for awhile. And of course healing took a lot of energy, some of which came from her as her body responded to my magic.

      I’d have felt better if we could leave her home to recover.

      Vincent called when he arrived, and I went to escort him inside. I raised my eyebrows as I noticed Vincent had his wizard’s staff with him today. He noticed me looking.

      “If I’m going to check for an evil god, I thought it best to prepare for the worst,” he explained.

      “I see.” I held the door open for him.

      As soon as he was inside, he handed me a satchel. “Here are the samples you asked for. And the jar.” He hesitated.

      “Is something wrong?” I asked.

      He ran a hand through his unruly brown hair, making it even more of a mess than it had been to start with. “It’s not my place to tell you how to work your cases, but I would be remiss if I didn’t warn you how terribly dangerous necromancy can be.”

      I frowned. “Necromancy? I’m—” Realization dawned. “Oh, you mean the second sample. No, Vincent, I’m not using necromancy. Far from it.”

      The wizard visibly relaxed. “Excellent.”

      He fell into step beside me as I led him back to Arianne’s office. Seeing the wizard reminded me of another member of the forensic team.

      “Speaking of the dead,” I said casually. “Have you talked to Kylie?”

      Vincent stopped walking and turned to face me. “Yes, I have. And I want to thank you, Mother Renard. I’ve been thinking about Kylie’s situation for a long time, but I’ve never quite figured out how to broach the subject. I’m not just a wizard, you know, I’m a scientist. A scientist first, really. I already have several ideas that might help our friend, and thanks to you, I’ll be meeting with her for lunch to talk about which ones she’s interested to try.”

      My shoulders slumped in relief. “Oh, thank the Goddess.”

      Vincent cleared his throat and started walking again. “Well, yes, I suppose. But let’s give some of the credit to science, yes?”

      I led Vincent to Arianne’s office and let him set up a circle so he could view each of us. As I waited my turn, my thoughts inevitably strayed to the satchel in my hands, and the two blood samples therein.

      Plan A and Plan B.

      One of them had to work.

      Right?
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      “You don’t like being on the water, do you?”

      I jumped at the sound of Liam’s voice, then immediately tightened my grip on the railing that encircled the boat. My heart pounded as my mind tormented me with images of falling into the dark water. Images of what could be waiting for me in the depths of Lake Erie.

      “No,” I rasped. “I don’t.”

      Liam came to stand next to me, glancing from my face to the water. “Because of the kelpies?”

      “Yes.” I stared into the water, imagining I could see them now. Waterhorses with their shining pearlescent eyes. Teeth that could crush bone. Hair winding through the currents like seaweed, long enough to tangle around your limbs and drag you down…

      For a second, every twinkle of the boat’s lights on the lake looked like those eyes. Staring. Waiting. “It’s hard to be on the water without feeling like I’m being watched.”

      Liam stared out at the fog surrounding our boat. “Where does the fog come from?”

      I followed his gaze, appreciating the slight change in subject. “It’s not really fog. That’s just your brain’s way of visualizing the veil.”

      “You sure Iman can find their island in all this?”

      The mention of Arianne’s wife made me turn to the helm. Iman was wrapped in a blanket, her head nearly hidden by a wool cap. We’d commandeered one of the big comfy chairs from the hotel to put on the boat, giving the telepath as comfortable a seat as possible. I was hoping the scent of lavender clinging to it would calm her too, remind her of her wife.

      She sat underneath one of the boat’s bigger lights, and it made shadows dance over her face. Her heavy-lidded eyes remained fixed on some point beyond the bow of the boat, and she remained silent except for the odd direction she had to deliver to Blake. Liam’s second-in-command steered the boat, while his partner Sonar, still in her German Shepard glamour, patrolled the perimeter of the deck looking for any signs of unexpected trouble.

      “I don’t know anything about their island specifically, but enchanted islands share some common characteristics. You can’t navigate to them with a map. They don’t have a fixed point in the physical world so much as a general area they like to hang about in. If someone claims an enchanted island, and the island itself accepts the bond, accepts them as its keeper, then they gain the ability to find it. In this case, the island belongs to both Iman and Arianne. It’s their hidden sanctuary. She could probably swim to it if she wanted to. She’d…” I frowned. “I don’t know how to explain it. The island would let her find it.”

      “Magic is weird,” Liam muttered.

      “It is.”

      “Any idea how long it will take to get there?” he asked.

      “Nope. Magic.”

      I walked around the deck seeking some sign of Peasblossom. The pixie wasn’t crazy about being on the lake either. The moisture in the air made her wings feel heavy, and she was extra sensitive about it after months of not being able to fly. I arched an eyebrow when Sonar trotted past me, and I noticed a spot of pink on her neck.

      “Well, that’s very tolerant of you,” I observed.

      Sonar snorted. Peasblossom ignored me completely, continuing on with whatever story she’d been in the middle of telling the female shifter. Pixies used the words “and then” a lot. Their stories could take awhile.

      I sat down on the deck, and Liam wandered over to join me. He shrugged his shoulder a little, and I smiled in spite of myself. I accepted the offer and put my forehead against his shoulder, letting his aura hum against my poor third eye.

      “So Scath still hasn’t answered your texts or calls?”

      I closed my eyes. “No.”

      Liam waited. When I didn’t continue right away, he spoke again.

      “Do you want to talk about it?”

      I thought about it. “No. Not right now.”

      Liam nodded, then took a deep breath. “So how sure are we Prower will be on this island?”

      “Iman is pretty certain. Prower probably thought he’d killed her, and this island can only be found by accident, divine intervention, or by someone with Arianne or Iman’s help. Since Iman overheard him demand that Arianne get him to safety, we can assume Arianne had some say in where he went. Iman thinks she’d have brought him to the island, knowing Iman would look there.”

      “Makes sense.” He paused for a long minute. “So…we’re going up against a god.” He made a sound somewhere between a laugh and a grunt. “That’s a new one. Even for me.”

      “We’ll never have a better chance than now.” I looked out over the water, imagining I could see the island already. “Breaking from his physical body and releasing a thrall he’d held for decades would have cost him dearly. Not to mention possessing a psychic a powerful as Iman. It would have been easier the second time, but not effortless. And even though he was able to use Iman’s ability to bond with Arianne and gain entry to her mind, that would have taken effort as well. Bond or no bond, Arianne is powerful, and very accomplished in self-defense on alternate planes.”

      “So if we get there soon he’ll still be weak,” Liam said.

      “As weak as he’ll ever be.”

      Peasblossom chose that moment to land on my head. I jumped, and she squeaked as she was nearly thrown to the deck. Liam swung one arm around, ready to catch her. Peasblossom managed to save herself and recover in time to stay in the air, but she noticed his effort. That would work in his favor in the future.

      “Don’t be so jumpy.” She glared at me and made a point of landing in Liam’s still upturned palm. “I don’t understand why the Emperor is possessing Arianne in the first place. He wants to be with her. Romantically be with her. He can’t do that if he is her.” She scoffed. “I doubt he wants her just for her mind.”

      “He thinks he can change her from the inside.”

      Iman’s voice was so weak, I almost missed it.

      Iman continued in the same quiet tone. “He knows she despises him. That even if she didn’t find him repulsive on a personal level, she isn’t a lover of men. But he thinks he can ‘fix’ her.”

      “It won’t work,” I said immediately. “You can’t change everything someone is with a few tweaks of their memory.”

      “No, you can’t.” She looked out over the water, turning her face away from us. “But with enough time, brainwashing is possible. With constant reinforcement. Constant mental torture. He can’t change her, but he can manipulate her behavior. And I think that would be enough for him.”

      “It’s not going to happen,” Liam said firmly. “We’re going to get her back. Tonight.”

      “Starting now,” Peasblossom said grimly. “I can see the island.”

      She was right. Liam and I both stood and moved to the front of the boat. The fog faded away as if it had never been there, and we were left staring at a rocky shore. It was getting close to midnight, and the darkness fought the full moon’s illumination in every nook and cranny, but there was no mistaking the lights of the boat tied to a long pier.

      Iman shuffled up behind me. She stared at the boat, and her body trembled.

      “We’re going to get your wife back,” I said gently.

      The dark-haired woman looked away, but not before I saw the tears welling in her eyes, turned to liquid silver by the moonlight. I shared a look with Liam, but neither of us said anything else as we tied the boat to the pier on the opposite side and disembarked. There was only a short strip of land around the island, most of it rocky with patches of sand. A thick band of trees blocked whatever else might be in the center of the island.

      From the water, you’d never guess there was a military-esque complex here.

      Cold sweat prickled on my neck. “Peasblossom, can you tell if we’re being watched?” I asked under my breath.

      “We’re being watched,” Iman confirmed. “Rue and her guard will have noticed us by now.”

      “The leader of the island guard,” Liam said, recalling Iman’s earlier description of her plan when we’d first boarded the boat. “You’re sure she won’t sound the alarm before we can talk to her?”

      Iman shook her head. “No one is more aware of the possibilities for deceit through mental manipulation or illusion than Arianne and I. Upon arriving on this island, she would speak to Rue first, and she would give her a password. Without it, Rue would know something was wrong. She’ll be watching. And waiting.”

      “If Prower is in Arianne’s mind, won’t he know about the password?” Liam asked.

      “I don’t believe so. Prower is weakened by how far he’s pushed himself, and Arianne is strong. I would be very surprised if he had enough control over her to dive that far into her mind. As I said, no one is more aware of these possibilities for infiltration than Arianne. She takes precautions. One of which is making sure that password is buried deep in her psyche. It takes her several minutes of concentration to remember it herself. A sort of self-hypnosis.”

      “So where is this Rue?” Liam asked.

      Iman waved a hand. “Don’t waste your time trying to find her. Go to the dogwood tree I told you about. The one anointed with lavender oil. Sit at the base of the tree and wait. Rue will find you.”

      “Right.” Liam looked at each of us in turn. “Be careful.” He nodded to Blake and Sonar. “You two, come with me.”

      Blake followed Liam without a word, but I could have sworn I saw his gaze flick between me and his alpha, a tiny furrow between his brows that was there and gone in a heartbeat. I shook off the thought and turned my attention to Peasblossom.

      “All right, let’s get started.” I reached out a hand and the pixie landed on my palm. “Are you ready?”

      Peasblossom scowled, but nodded. “Ready as I’ll ever be. You’re sure she’ll leave me when it’s over? As soon as it’s over?”

      “Yes,” I promised. Then added, “Be nice. She’s still not feeling well.”

      Iman reached down to the belt around her waist and unhooked the small jar hanging from the strip of leather. “Echo, are you ready?”

      Ready.

      My chest tightened. Echo’s voice was still so weak. So unlike her. I felt as if a stiff breeze would blow the spirit away, her voice lost to the wind. Maybe this had been a mistake. There was a reason we’d left her out of this investigation. I bit my lip as Iman pulled the cork from the bottle and held it out to Peasblossom.

      “It will be easier for her if you come closer.”

      The pixie still didn’t look happy, but she did as she was asked. Her wings beat the air as she flew to the bottle and leaned in.

      Without my third eye, I couldn’t see Echo’s green glow, so I had to trust Peasblossom when she shivered and nodded. “She’s with me. We’ll see you soon,” she promised.

      I nodded, mostly because I didn’t trust myself to speak. Every nerve in my body vibrated, the hairs on the back of my neck standing straight up. There were too many things going on right now. Too many possibilities for complete and total disaster.

      “You don’t like my plan.”

      I jumped at the sound of Iman’s voice. “It’s not a bad plan,” I said quickly.

      Iman swayed on her feet, and I held out a hand, silently offering support if she needed it. She smiled and waved me off.

      “I’m fine. And I know this is not how you wanted to proceed.”

      I took a deep breath, held it, then let it out. “It’s not ideal. Summoning Prower was risky enough when we planned to do it inside the wards at Suite Dreams. Out here, we have to hope he’s weak enough that we can blind his astral sight by flooding the Dreamworld with illusions. It’s just not how I would have preferred to do it.”

      “This was the only way to make sure Arianne is safe,” Iman said firmly. “We don’t know what he’s doing to her. And I had no way to know for certain that she was even here.”

      “I know, and that’s why we’re doing it this way. But I just wish we had the resources for two groups. One group at Suite Dreams to summon him, and one here to find Arianne.”

      We’d already had this conversation in the truck on the way to the dock, but I couldn’t help repeating myself. Nerves, I guess.

      “There was no time,” Iman reminded me. “We have to strike while he’s weak. If we had split our resources, we would only have given him a better chance. This will work.”

      The sound of the water lapping against the shore did nothing to soothe my nerves. The rolling rush of waves would too easily hide the creeping progress of a creature from the water. It would be impossible to hear footsteps in the sand. Hear them climbing over the rocks as they left the lake to seek revenge…

      I concentrated on the periodic pulses of determination I felt from Peasblossom and headed into the woods to set up for the ritual—

      And entered the trees just in time to see Liam ditch his jeans.

      I froze. For one blessed second, my brain abandoned its litany of everything that could go wrong with our plan. I forgot about the fact that Prower was a god, and he had all the power of a dream sorceress at his fingertips.

      I stared at Liam’s naked back, the smooth expanse of skin kept near-perfect by a preternatural healing factor. Liam was at least eighty years old, but he had the body of a forty year old. A forty year old that didn’t get a lot of down time and spent a good quarter of his life running.

      As a witch, I didn’t have quite the level of comfort with nudity that shifters did, but I wasn’t a prude either. And right now, I wasn’t inclined to look away. Not when the sudden heat in my cheeks was such a welcome distraction from the nightmare that lay ahead.

      “You’re staring,” Iman murmured as she knelt on the ground to begin setting up the items we’d brought from Suite Dreams.

      “I don’t care.” I let my gaze fall a little farther.

      She chuckled and continued her task, unloading the small bag that had been all she could carry in her weakened state. I had most of the stuff we needed in my pouch, and I groped for the zipper without taking my eyes off Liam. Was it just me, or was the full moon deliberately acting as a spotlight?

      Blake stood near his alpha, also in the process of undressing. He caught me staring at Liam, and paused. This time there was no doubt his gaze flicked from me to his alpha—his alpha who hadn’t looked my way despite the fact that he had to have heard Iman. Even with Blake noticing me staring, I wasn’t shamed into looking away. Sonar nipped at his naked hip and Blake jerked back.

      Liam raised his arms over his head and stretched, arching his body in a way that showed off every sinew, every carved muscle. I grinned like an idiot.

      “Show off,” I murmured.

      I thought I heard him laugh under his breath, but I couldn’t be sure. A moment later, he shifted, a beautiful example of grace and power. Blake followed suit, albeit a little slower than his alpha. Then the wolves vanished into the trees.

      “Are you two seeing one another?” Iman asked casually.

      I knelt to help with the preparations, reaching into my waist pouch for the rest of the things we needed. “No.”

      Iman arched an eyebrow.

      “I only ended my apprenticeship just under four years ago,” I said, ignoring the defensive tone in my voice. “I’m trying to start my own PI business. But things…haven’t exactly gone as planned.” I shook my head. “If I’m perfectly honest, I don’t have time for a relationship.”

      “No one has time for a relationship,” Iman said dismissively. “It’s something you make time for when you decide it’s worth it. And if you choose right, then you’ll find someone who fits into your life. Fills in the small moments.”

      She glanced up at me. “It would be very fitting for you to choose someone who shares your desire to pursue justice.”

      “Maybe.” I peered into the pouch. “Bizbee, could I have the amethyst bowl and that vial of blood scrapings? And— Ouch!”

      I yelped as Peasblossom collided with the side of my head. There was a tiny grunt as she bounced off of me and hit the ground.

      “Get her out!” she demanded, both hands clutching her head. “We’re done, now get her out!”

      “Did you find Arianne?” Iman asked, her voice breathy.

      “Yes! She’s in the big house, just like you said. In the soundproof room. Echo went inside and saw her. Now get her out!”

      Iman held up the jar and murmured something under her breath as she put her free hand on Peasblossom.

      Echo’s voice sounded more tired than before, and if I hadn’t leaned closer to the bottle, I might have missed her words. Thank you.

      “Thank you, Echo,” Iman said sincerely. “I don’t know what we would have done without you.”

      It worried me that Echo didn’t preen at the compliment. The spirit was usually bubbly and perhaps a bit arrogant. I made a mental note to take her home with me for a while so I could keep an eye on her while she recovered.

      Peasblossom would love that.

      The confirmation of Arianne’s presence on the island seemed to lend strength to her wife. Iman worked feverishly with me to set up for the ritual, finding rocks and placing them in a neat circle, painting the runes we needed onto the stones. I set the bowl in the center, letting the moonlight catch the veins of gold and silver that had been used to create the special bowl.

      Liam returned as we were finishing. At first glance, I didn’t see the pixie. Then her wings twitched, and I caught the silvery sparkle against the grey of Liam’s fur. She rose into the air when she saw Iman, and I saw that her skin was the color of the night sky, her eyes a beautiful silver that matched her wings.

      “Rue, it is so good to see you again,” Iman said. She wrung her hands. “How did Arianne seem? When you saw her arrive?”

      “Not herself,” Rue replied, her voice deeper than I would have expected from a pixie. “I landed on her shoulder and she shrugged me off.”

      “She wanted you to know something was wrong,” Iman said.

      Rue nodded once. “As I suspected when she failed to provide the password. The wolf told me what is happening. I am in accord with your plan. My people are spreading out now.” She smiled, revealing sharp teeth. “It will be much like the old days.”

      Peasblossom rose into the air, and she and Rue circled one another a few times, sizing each other up.

      “What are those?” Rue asked, pointing to Peasblossom’s feet.

      Peasblossom grinned. “Chargers.” She scuffed her feet together a few times, then touched her pointer fingers together. A flicker of electricity zapped between them.

      Rue made a soft sound of awe.

      “Later,” I reminded them. “Everyone to your places.”

      Iman stood and approached the wolves, placing around each of their necks a leather thong holding a piece of amethyst from Arianne’s stash. The stones were darker than usual, throbbing with the energy of the illusions they held. Pieces harvested from nightmares—not unlike what Arianne had once done to me. The runes we’d painted on them gleamed, winking at me as if to reassure me that everything was going to turn out all right.

      “Okay,” I said, standing up. “Time to be scary. Everyone spread out. We want a show of force.”

      I called my magic and raised my hands to the sky. “Formidulosus.”

      Energy spiraled upward inside me, arcing out farther and farther until it passed out of my body and solidified beside me. Shadows blossomed around it as it grew in density, took on more detail. It was me, but not me. More terrifying, with paler skin, darker eyes, and sharper teeth. The hair of my double floated around her like the tentacles of a sea monster, and her eyes glowed with a sickly green that reminded me of Scath’s eyes. As I poured more magic into the illusion, she grew larger, swelling upward to tower over the trees.

      I held the image in my mind until it was substantial enough to stand on its own. I stood beneath it and tilted my face up, using a new spell to amplify my voice. My words boomed from the illusion’s mouth, shaking the leaves of the trees around me until birds and small wild animals fled in shrieking terror.

      “Richard Prower!” I called out. “Come out and suffer the consequences of your insolence! I am Shade Renard, apprentice to Baba Yaga. I have come to show you what happens when you threaten what is mine!”

      I felt like the villain on a Saturday morning cartoon, but I also knew that the older an Otherworlder was, the less over the top you were likely to sound to them.

      Beside me, Iman added a drop of water to the amethyst bowl in the center of our stone circle, mixing it with the flakes of blood. She murmured the words of the spell, then stepped out of the ring of rune-painted rocks. She touched one of them with the tip of her finger, giving it a small zap of her power.

      I held my breath, concentrating on maintaining my illusion. Iman stood next to me, her eyes wide, so still I almost couldn’t make her out in my peripheral vision. Without my third eye, I still couldn’t see energy. Still couldn’t see the other planes.

      And so it came as a great shock when Prower’s voice came from the circle in front of me.

      Well, not in the circle.

      Beside it.

      Outside it.

      “Hello, Mother Renard.”
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      I knew what I was seeing was an illusion. Without my third eye, I couldn’t see Prower for who he really was, his true astral form. The man I saw before me with the smooth white skin was only a projection. His starched white shirt and black dress pants no more than a picture he wanted me to see.

      It made the fact that he wore so much gold around his neck all the more gaudy.

      “I hope you appreciate the illusion,” Prower said, gesturing at his body. “I know how frustrating it must be for you, your sight limited as it is by our unfortunate first meeting in the garden.” He tapped his forehead, and the grin spreading over his mouth suggested he was not, in fact, sorry.

      “You know,” I said slowly, “at first I wondered how Stavros managed to fool you so completely. I mean, granted he used to make his living with blackmail and bald-faced lies, but still. You’re a sorcerer. You’ve lived to be centuries old, I thought you must have gleaned at least a little wisdom along the way.” I eyed the gold around his neck. “But now I see it. It’s pride. You really think you’re that great.”

      The sorcerer-turned-god ignored the jab. He looked down at the circle beside him, the stones we’d so carefully etched with runes. Iman knelt in front of the circle, her eyes closed, her lips moving in prayer.

      “Pathetic.” He shook his head. “Pray all you like. I discovered your little plan to summon me when I saw into my bride-to-be’s mind. I’ve taken precautions. Nothing you can do will get me into that little circle.”

      Iman raised her voice, just loud enough that Prower could hear the words. I studied his face, not daring to breathe as I waited to see some flash of recognition. Of understanding. I had a strong suspicion that Prower did not speak Arabic. I would bet Peasblossom’s last honey packet that when he needed to speak or understand it, he used magic.

      My suspicions were confirmed when he failed to react to Iman’s taunting, her suggestion that he was an… Well, her unflattering remarks.

      Prower shook his head and returned his attention to me. “I’ll admit, I had hoped she’d be dead. Arianne was quite insistent I leave her alive, and it seemed a small price to pay for her to bring me here.” He gestured around him, another grin spreading over his lips. “Can you believe this? Arianne did this. She enchanted an island.” He paused. “But you are only a witch. It’s possible you don’t understand the significance of this?”

      “You don’t enchant an island,” I said coldly. “You ask it to accept you. The land has its own spirit, and if you try, and it finds you worthy, you can speak to it.” I looked around at the trees, up at the sky. “But it is very impressive. The island obviously saw something in Arianne.” I looked at Prower. “I doubt it will see the same in you.”

      Prower lowered his voice to a soft whisper that raised the hairs on the back of my neck. “Whatever you think you’ll accomplish with your little circle, it won’t work. Your summoning failed, and no matter how much anyone prays, it will continue to fail. I will finish with you, and then I’ll return to dear Iman.” His face darkened. “And this time I will make certain that there is nothing left of her mind to remember my bride to be.”

      I clapped my hands quickly, signaling the shifter and pixies.

      To either side of me, the werewolves set off their illusions. Fog rolled over the island from my right, and darkness erupted from my left. The two met in the middle to turn the island into a ball of nightmares, swirling with wisps of grey smoke. Ghostly wails and cries burst out all over the island. Fairy lights erupted around us like lightning bugs, as the pixies twirled through the air, bobbing and weaving, letting out little shrieks and moans that echoed through the air.

      “How…quaint.”

      Prower’s voice slithered through the fog, crawling down my spine to pool in an icy lake in my stomach.

      “These illusions are Arianne’s,” he said, his voice softened with awe. “They dance in the Dreamworld and cast their shadows on the physical plane. I see their energy in the astral realm as well. There truly is no end to her skill.”

      His voice shifted, as if he’d taken a step closer to me where I’d used the fog to hide my movement toward the opposite side of the circle to Iman. I froze. He couldn’t see me. It wasn’t possible.

      “Your clever use of Arianne’s gifts does make it more difficult to see your tricks, I will grant you that,” he said. “But you forget that I have the power to determine the field of battle.”

      His hand closed around my arm, and I barely kept from crying out. When he spoke, his mouth was so close to my ear I flinched.

      “Come with me,” he whispered.

      Traveling to the astral plane isn’t painful. It can be disorienting, even scary, but it’s not painful.

      At least, not unless someone rips you out of your physical form like a three-year-old tearing the first tissue out of a tightly packed new box, shredding the delicate Kleenex in the process.

      And of course, it’s much more terrifying if you can’t see anything.

      Fear brought my magic rushing forth in a sudden wave, and I blurted out the first spell that came to my mind.

      “Coruscent!”

      I closed my eyes, but it was mostly reflex. I was already blind, the glittering dust of my spell wouldn’t do me any further harm.

      But it would even the playing field. A little.

      “You little…” Prower sputtered.

      His grip on my wrist tightened until I felt his bones grinding into mine, felt pressure so sharp I held my breath, waiting to hear the snap of bone. I reacted without thinking, thrusting my knee up.

      And was rewarded with a string of the foulest words I’d heard in a long time.

      As soon as he released my wrist, I retreated as quickly as I could. It’s no easy thing to run when you’re blind. Instinct screams at you, warns you to slow down, to stop before you stumble. Every nerve in your body hurts as each body part anticipates crashing into something. You feel the pain even though it hasn’t happened yet. I forced myself to go slow, feeling out in front of me. My fingers touched something soft. A pillow. No, a couch cushion.

      “I should have expected such brutality from you,” Prower said.

      I congratulated myself for the hoarseness in his voice. He could mock me if he wanted, but that pain would be with him a while.

      “I wish you could see where you are, Ms. Renard.” Prower’s voice crawled out of the darkness. “I spent a great deal of time crafting this home here on the astral plane. It’s not easy, you know. Yes, the astral plane lends itself to manipulation, and of course I made certain I was an expert long before my body died. But to craft a home as grand as this one…”

      He laughed. The sound chased me around the couch, and I moved as quickly as I could, needing to put something between us

      “Are you trying to escape? Are you in that much of a hurry to die?”

      I tripped over the edge of a rug and landed hard on my backside. Pain shot up from my tailbone, seizing my spine and drawing a grunt from me. I pushed the pain away, forced myself to get up again, feel my way farther from Prower’s mocking tone.

      “If you leave this house, you’ll be killed by the beasts that wait outside for me. It’s why I had to build this place, why I took the time to make it so perfect. The astral plane is not a friendly place, and there are many creatures who prowl around this house waiting for someone to leave the safety of these walls.”

      He chuckled again. “In fact, I think they deserve a treat for their patience. Why exert the energy and effort to kill you myself, when I could simply wait for your little spell to wear off and see you torn asunder and consumed by astral predators?”

      He was stalling. He and I both knew he was exhausted. If he had the energy to kill me himself, he would. But then it would take him even longer to recuperate, give Liam more time to find Arianne. He’d chase me around his house until his blindness wore off and he could throw me to the astral wolves, so to speak.

      Which gave me time for my own plan.

      I said a small prayer that I was right, and he’d herd me closer to the door. Even blind he’d know what direction to move. And I need to be by the door if I didn’t want to die here with him.

      I groped for the zipper of my waist pouch. “What have you done with Arianne?”

      Prower’s voice came from a different angle this time, as if he were pacing around me. I moved away from his voice, as I’m sure he intended. Lead me to the door, you arrogant son of a demon.

      “Somewhere your wolves won’t find her,” he promised.

      “I doubt that,” I scoffed, digging my hand into the pouch. “My guess is you’re running a little low on energy. You didn’t have the strength or the time to ward her off. So what did you do? Tie her up with rope? Chains maybe? Sit her in a circle of salt and lock the room behind you?”

      His lack of a snappy comeback made me smile. Mundane locks it was. Liam would have no trouble.

      Bizbee smacked my hand, and I gritted my teeth. I couldn’t tell him what I needed without giving Prower a heads-up. I made a tsking sound. “With no body, even that must have taken it out of you. You had to use magic just to manipulate the bonds, didn’t you? Liam won’t have that problem.”

      “This island is a fortress,” Prower snapped. “There is a labyrinth of tunnels. Even for your sharp-nosed lover, he’ll never find her before I finish with you and her ex-wife.”

      I almost pointed out that labyrinths were only challenging if you didn’t have a map. Which we did, thanks to Iman. But I held my tongue. I wanted to upset Prower, but I didn’t want to drive him away yet. Let him think he had time to toy with me.

      Bizbee smacked my hand again, harder this time. I shoved my hand deeper, feeling around. Something stabbed me, and I bit down on a cry. It took me a second to realize it was the tip of a pencil. Bizbee shoved the writing implement into my hand. I almost laughed when I realized he was holding a pad of Post-its. Clever grig.

      “Speaking of wolves,” I said lightly, grateful the item I needed was just one short word and didn’t require much concentration. “What’s your plan for them? You think you’ll defeat me here, return to the physical plane, destroy Iman’s mind…then what? There are three wolves down there. Even if you find them before they free Arianne, how exactly do you plan to get rid of them without a physical body?”

      As I asked the question, I had a moment of fear as I wondered if I’d underestimated him. Usually, a magic user needed a body to ground themselves to work most spells. Anything beyond illusions and such. But maybe Prower was stronger than that. Maybe he’d figured out a way. I quickly scribbled on the Post-it.

      “I don’t need a body, or magic, to defeat them.” Prower continued to pace around me. “I will pull their human psyches to the astral plane one by one and hold them here. With a little effort on my part, I can drive them feral in a day. Three days, at most.”

      Ice slid down my spine at the mental images that came with Prower’s threat. Thoughts of Liam, Blake, and Sonar trapped on the astral plane while their wolves roamed the island. Liam would last the longest. Or possibly Sonar, because she already spent so much time in wolf form. But even they could only last so long. If Prower kept their human half separate from their wolf halves for too long…

      “When I’m done with the wolves,” Prower continued, speaking with the musing tone of a professor planning his long-awaited sabbatical, “I’ll rest here. The astral plane is my domain now, as safe for me as the physical realm is for you, thanks to this house. And once I’ve rested, I’ll return to Arianne. And we’ll begin fixing the damage all those years with that woman has done to her.”

      “It truly doesn’t bother you at all that she despises you.” I started to retreat, relieved when Bizbee shoved the item I needed into my hand. I took the small radio and turned the volume all the way up. “Not even a little?”

      Prower snorted. “Women are often ignorant of what’s best for them. More so when they’re from the less civilized areas of the world.”

      I rolled my eyes.

      “The problem is, Arianne can’t fully grasp what I’m offering her as a partner. There’s been no one like me for centuries, certainly no one she’s ever met. I don’t blame her for doubting that I can follow through on my offer. But I will show her. And in time she will see.”

      “And you think if you can offer her power—which she already has—then she’ll find a purpose—which she already has—and then she’ll love you the way she loves the spouse she already has?”

      “You’re a witch,” Prower snapped. “How can you not see how disastrous a homosexual relationship is for a sorceress? For any magic user? It’s not natural.”

      “Yes, clearly her power has suffered horribly,” I said dryly.

      “You miss the point. If that’s how powerful she is with a wife, imagine how powerful she’ll be with a husband? How powerful our children will be?”

      Prower’s voice was getting excited, and it creeped me out more than when he’d been angry. I held my breath, composing the spell I needed I my mind. I knelt down, and put the radio on the floor. Then flipped the switch.

      Alice Cooper’s voice boomed from the small but powerful speakers, blasting Prower with the lyrics of “No More Mr. Nice Guy.”

      I rolled away from the radio seconds before something crashed into the wall behind me. Something splintered and broken glass sprayed over me. One larger shard cut my cheek and I pressed my lips together to hold in a hiss of pain. I took a deep breath and whispered the spell I needed, letting Alice Cooper’s snarling shock rock voice cover the words.

      Summoning a fire elemental was never a particularly smart thing to do. Unlike some of the Otherworlders I’d encountered on the material plane, who merely had fire elemental in their heritage, pure fire elementals were as unpredictable as fire itself. They could be used, could be helpful, but they really only cared about burning things down, and they weren’t picky about what it was. Normally, I’d only summon one in a stone room after making certain there were limited combustibles in the area.

      Only, this time, I wanted it to burn the whole house down.

      The first hint of smoke curled around my nose. A split second later, Prower hissed.

      “What have you done?!”

      I tried to keep the uncertainty out of my voice, infusing it with inflated arrogance using Prower’s previous tone as a guideline.

      “I’m burning down your safe house. It’ll make a nice signal fire for all those monsters you were just telling me about.”

      “You’ll kill us both,” he snapped.

      I shrugged even though he couldn’t see me. “Win some, lose some. The point is, you’re about to lose your recharging station, your sanctuary. So I hope you had a nice rest, because it’s all over now.”

      The fire elemental I’d summoned was just a small creature, but it didn’t take a big elemental to burn a house down. A few well-placed sparks was all it took. Already the temperature in the house was rising, and I had to stay low to the floor as smoke thickened the air above me. I said a small prayer that one of my two potential rescuers showed up soon.

      Prower sacrificed stealth for expedience. He crashed into what sounded like a small end table, and I followed the sound. He’d be heading for the door, and I needed to be right behind him. With any luck, his blindness would last a little longer. I didn’t have a time piece to tell me how long it had been, and the not-knowing wasn’t doing my nerves any favors.

      A door slammed. My heart leapt into my throat. I rushed toward the sound, grateful there was nothing to trip me as I fell forward, my hands reaching to find the door knob. I tried to pull it open, but it wouldn’t budge.

      Prower was holding it closed from the other side.

      My heart skipped a beat, and I forced myself not to panic. I groped for the open flap of my waist pouch. “Bizbee, I need—”

      “Take it and zip the pouch before ye let any more smoke in here!” Bizbee shouted. “I’ll never get the smell out!”

      I took the respirator, my shoulders slumping with gratitude. The most dangerous thing about a house fire was the smoke, since it would kill you faster than flames. Assuming you could stay away from the flames. I slipped the respirator over my head and returned my hands to the door knob to keep trying the exit.

      Prower was still holding the door knob. I pulled and pulled, but he was larger than me, and stronger. I wasn’t going to win a game of tug o’ war. The warmth at my back continued to grow, and my ears filled with the sounds of crackling flames, the snap of burning wood, and the soft whoosh of curtains going up in smoke.

      Suddenly, the door gave. I fell back as it swung open, hitting the same spot on my tailbone I’d hit last time. I got up slower than I’d have liked, throbbing pain in my backside hindering the first few steps as I felt my way out of the house. Every nerve ending screamed, waiting for Prower to take advantage of my blindness, to strike at me while I tried to escape death by burning. He wouldn’t even need to expend magic. If he timed a strike right, he could—

      My sight returned with world-swaying speed. I blinked as my vision filled with a view of a burning mansion, complete with wrought iron gates and stone gargoyles. Fire licked out of the window in bright orange and red tongues, crawling higher and higher until the entire building was one huge bonfire.

      Only, I wasn’t seeing it from my spot on the porch. I was seeing it from farther away. As if I were standing on the front lawn. I turned my head and my vision didn’t change.

      There are no words to describe just how disorienting it is to see through someone else’s eyes. You can’t control the view, you can’t orient yourself, and you can’t even see whose eyes you’re seeing through.

      “Umbra ancoris!”

      I recognized the voice. Prower ran, bolting off the front porch, onto the purple grass under an orange sky. But Arianne’s spell was faster.

      A smoky purple spear shot up from the ground. The wickedly sharp tip shot through Prower’s back and exploded out of his chest. There was no blood. It wasn’t a mundane anchor.

      There was a time when political leaders had thought it a grand practice to impale their enemies’ corpses on sticks and set them about their property as a warning to others not to try anything rash. I thought of those dark days now as I watched Prower squirm, his mouth opening and closing, his eyes bulging from his face.

      Arianne took a step closer, and it changed my view. I realized I was seeing through her eyes. Iman must have linked our minds together. Which meant Arianne was no longer imprisoned on the island.

      Yes, I’m free, Ms. Renard. Now do be quiet.

      Arianne’s voice came from inside my head. Despite our current partnership, I couldn’t help the wave of cold fear that washed over me. I didn’t want her in my head. And I didn’t particularly want to be in hers.

      “Now,” she said slowly. “Where were we?”

      With shaking legs, I left the porch and the burning house to move closer to Arianne. If I could stand beside her, the view from her eyes would be less disorienting. As it was, the voices I heard came from a different area than my eyes told me.

      “My love,” Prower rasped. “Think before you act. You know what our union can offer you.”

      “Yes,” Arianne said softly. “I do. A life of misery and subjugation, filled with all the frivolities of wealth with none of the responsibilities. An existence of pure capitalism, enjoying everything money can buy without a thought for where it came from, or those less fortunate.”

      “We could save your people,” he insisted. “We would have the money to save them.”

      “But that’s not what you did with your money last time, is it?” Arianne asked. “No, you used your money to buy people. Body and soul.”

      Something growled behind me. I turned to look, then remembered I couldn’t change this particular viewpoint. I pulled my respirator off my face. “Arianne—”

      “Ms. Renard, I’m in the middle of something,” Arianne snapped.

      She raised her fist, and blue sparks danced around her white-knuckled grip. “I’ve wanted to do this for a very long time.”

      A pit opened up beneath Prower’s body. The ground holding the shadow anchor began to sink, taking Prower with it. Flames erupted as a pit opened up, roasting him like a fluffy white marshmallow in the hands of a child with no patience for anything but a charred mound of sugar. He screamed, and the sound twisted my nerve endings into knots.

      The hackles on the back of my neck stood up.

      “Arianne, we aren’t alone,” I said, my voice louder than I’d intended. “There are a lot of creatures who’ve been waiting for that house to give up its master. And I don’t think they’d turn down a couple unexpected side dishes.”

      Arianne glared at me, but this time she looked around.

      My first glimpse of the night hags turned my breath to spiky shards of ice in my lungs. The first breath I took hurt, and I shuddered and tried again.

      “Night hags,” I rasped.

      “And a hellhound,” Arianne murmured. She flexed her hands into fists at her sides. “Blood and bone.”

      One night hag was a problem.

      Three was a disaster.

      Three night hags riding cauchemars was a slow death and soul imprisonment waiting to happen.

      The hellhound was superfluous. But still terrifying.

      The night hags sat on their emaciated mounts, grinning as they stared down at us. Each of them was seven feet tall if she was an inch, their frail bodies draped with clothes that might have once been fine silks and furs but were now as worn and ragged as the women themselves. Their mounts, the cauchemars, were inky black beasts that exhaled poisonous black smoke. Their flaming eyes rolled wildly in their sockets as they pawed at the ground, eager to give chase.

      I put my respirator back on.

      For all the good it would do me.
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      “Arianne, we need to get out of here.” I put a hand on my stomach, imagining I could feel the bond between me and the astral plane. “Prower bound me here when he brought me, I can’t return to my body until it’s broken. Can you—”

      “I’m not going anywhere without him,” Arianne spat, jabbing a finger back at the pit where Prower’s screams still poured forth. “Don’t tell me you can’t break the anchor yourself?”

      I gritted my teeth. “I could, if I could see it. But using a spell that breaks magic isn’t something I want to use when I can’t see the spell I’m trying to break.” A lump rose in my throat as the growling of the hellhound grew louder. “We’ll summon him into the soul jar. He’s weak, we can—”

      “Does he sound like he’s managed to get free of the shadow spike?” Arianne glared at the night hags. “If they get to him before my spell ends, they’ll take his soul for themselves.”

      “And if they do, they’ll stuff his soul into a gem and barter it around the astral plane until some other hag ends up using it to power her magic,” I pointed out. “Seems like a very fitting punishment.”

      “Unless he bargains his way out of it. I cannot let that happen. I won’t risk it. Iman will never be safe as long as he continues to exist.” Arianne glanced back at the pit, and I swayed at the disorientation of having someone else move my point of view. “He will suffer and he will die. By my hand.”

      I closed my eyes, further disoriented when I still saw what Arianne saw. It was just our luck that we’d face three night hags working together. Night hags were not known for their cooperation, and were as likely to kill a fellow night hag to steal her magic as greet them good morning.

      “Arianne, I have an idea,” I said suddenly, opening my eyes. “Can you influence one of the hags to attack the others?”

      “A night hag’s will is strong, it would be a gamble,” Arianne said grimly.

      “I can help. If you—”

      A spell struck me. The scent of lavender exploded in the air in front of my face, and my eyelids fluttered. For a split second, I felt as if I were falling, collapsing into a comfortable bed, a downy comforter and fluffy pillow. A sleep spell.

      Arianne tossed her hair over her shoulder and glared at the night hags. A sleep spell meant little to a dream sorceress. She threw off the enchantment with the same ease someone else might flick a piece of lint from their clothing. The bond between us flexed, and I felt her will force the spell off me as well, like a shot of adrenaline right to the heart.

      I sucked in a sharp breath and took a step forward without meaning to, in time to see the third night hag urge her mount into a run, heading straight for Prower and the pit, the hellhound at her side.

      “Retrieve him!” she screamed to the hellhound.

      The black-furred beast with the blazing coals for eyes obeyed its mistress without hesitation. It leapt into the air and sailed into the fiery pit, the flames as threatening to the animal as the spray of a warm shower.

      The first two hags realized their spell had failed, and they gathered the reins of their mounts, preparing a charge. I stared at them as hard as I was able considering I wasn’t the one controlling my line of sight. With one last deep breath, I laughed. Well not laughed, exactly.

      Cackled.

      My magic stirred inside me like fog disturbed by a fleeing thief. It swirled and shifted, flowing upward with the sound falling from my lips. Notes of misfortune drifted through the air to curl around the night hags. Arianne took my lead, and her hands moved in a complicated pattern before hurling her spell.

      The first two night hags threw off the spell with a snarl and a wave of their bony hands. Their eyes twitched to Arianne, and they bared their teeth in sharp smiles.

      The third hag was not so lucky. The hellhound had just dragged Prower out of the pit, freed from his shadow anchor by the hag, and the woman held out her hand where she sat on her mount, eagerly waiting for the beast to deliver her prize. Suddenly, she stiffened.

      “They want to take him from you!” Arianne shouted at her.

      The hag blinked, but it was too late. Arianne’s spell clouded her thoughts, and she shrieked in fury as she jerked on the reins, sending her mount reeling to face the charging hags.

      “Get them,” she shouted to the hellhound, pointing one gnarled finger at her fellow hags.

      The hellhound hesitated, but only for a second. They weren’t mindless beasts, but they also weren’t terribly picky about what they victimized. Attacking a night hag could be every bit as fun as attacking a sorcerer, so the hellhound took the change in direction in stride.

      Arianne ran after Prower, grabbing his arm just as the sorcerer attempted to flee. He howled in agony as her hand closed around an arm blackened by flames, wet with blisters that had already burst. My stomach rolled from the vertigo of having my view point forcibly changed, along with the carnage that new viewpoint revealed. I continued to cackle, trying to keep the third hag from shaking off Arianne’s confusion. My ears filled with the shrieks and growls of the first two hags fighting the third and her hellhound. Every nerve in my body warned that they could turn on us at any moment. And I wouldn’t see them coming.

      I wasn’t wrong.

      A spell struck me in the solar plexus, driving the wind out of me, and sending a spout of pain through my body like a bolt of lightning. I hit the ground, the impact jarring my shoulders and elbows, my skull bouncing off the hard earth.

      “Retrieve him!” one of the hags ordered the hellhound.

      Despite the fact that my eyes were fixed on the sky above, I still saw through Arianne’s eyes, still saw a roasted Prower as a hellhound’s jaws closed over his arm. Arianne tightened her grip, started to pull. Then she cried out and fell to her knees. Her grip on Prower fell away, and she collapsed to all fours.

      I heard her snarl under her breath, and her hand groped for my shoulder. Another burst of magic struck my body, but this time it didn’t hurt. A pressure I hadn’t even realized was there suddenly released. I sat up with a sudden inhale, eyes wide as I realized she’d severed the magic holding me to the astral plane.

      Beside me, Arianne grunted. She collapsed to the ground, and my vision went dark. She’d closed her eyes.

      Blind again, I couldn’t see the night hags. There was nothing for me to do, nothing that would make a difference. The hellhound growled again, and it sounded closer this time. Instinct made me twist to face the direction of the sound and I hurled one hand out.

      “Frio!”

      Cold shot from my palm, and the yelp of the beast told me I’d hit my target. Unfortunately, I didn’t get to enjoy my success.

      The smell of burning human flesh—which regardless of how morbid it is, does smell like any other cooking meat—filled the air around me a split second before something touched my ankle.

      “Umbra ancoris!”

      “Take…her!” Prower’s voice was a wheezing rasp, so weak I was amazed he’d managed to anchor me to the astral plane again at all. But that was small comfort. Because he had renewed the anchor. And if the feminine sound of protest was any indication, he had caught Arianne.

      Arianne forced her eyes open halfway, giving me a nightmarish glimpse of Prower. He looked as if he were made of wet ash and blood, burned so badly he was almost unrecognizable. But still, he lived. And he was dragging Arianne closer, holding her against his body.

      The hags charged forward, the pounding hooves of their mounts drumming inside my head, warning me of my impending doom. Through Arianne’s eyes, I saw Prower jerk as if another spell had struck him, then Arianne’s eyes slammed shut. I knew she’d lost consciousness.

      For a moment time slowed down. I had a moment of perfect clarity. Prower had Arianne. He could leave the astral plane, and take her with him, returning them both to her body. Arianne was unconscious, so he would have control, at least temporarily. If he could fool the others on the physical plane, he might escape.

      I was anchored here. I didn’t have time to free myself and escape. I had time for one spell. I had to make it count. I groped for the sorceress, and my hand closed around her ankle.

      “Fight, Arianne,” I whispered. I called my magic, and with a final flex of will, I shoved it into her. “Benedicite.”

      Arianne roused, her eyes opening to give me one last view of my fate. Charging night hags. Cold-enraged hellhound. Prower’s crusted blackened face curling into a sneer as he prepared to return to the physical plane with Arianne. I liked to think I felt Arianne’s will harden. That her determination swelled like a physical force, a sign that Prower’s return to earth would not be the salvation he’d thought it would.

      I frowned. I did feel something.

      Warm energy washed over me. My spirits rose, and I felt myself smiling without meaning to. I let the smile spread over my lips, allowed myself a chuckle.

      Arianne gasped. And as she raised her eyes to the source of the warmth, I saw something glorious.

      Plan B had worked.

      I heard Prower suck in a choked breath, heard the horror, the disbelief in that one sound.

      “No. No, it can’t be you.”

      Through Arianne’s eyes, I beheld a glowing silver light. Humanoid in shape, with twin sets of powerful feathered wings. One arm rose, and I realized she held a sword. The weapon swept down toward one of the night hags, slicing her head from her shoulders to be crushed under the pounding hooves of her mount. The other two night hags fled without so even a backward glance at their fellow’s corpse. One of them vomited as she was carried away, sickened by the positive energy rolling off the angel.

      “Hello, Richard Prower. It is time for your reckoning.”

      I didn’t recognize the voice. But I knew the feeling of something holy when it touched me. And I knew who it was.

      “Jamila,” I whispered.

      She reached down with one glowing hand, and when she touched me, I felt the anchor holding me to the astral plane snap. I fell back into my body with a thud that vibrated up through my tailbone and outward into my entire skeleton. My teeth clacked together, sending a sharp spike of pain into my jaw. But I kept smiling. I smiled, and I blinked, trying to clear my vision.

      I didn’t want to miss this.

      I didn’t even care that I’d been tied up with rope that hummed with a magical binding. My wrists were bound in front of me, and I raised them just long enough to remove the mask from my face and let it fall to the ground. As had Arianne and Iman. Liam and Blake stood guard, with Rue and Peasblossom hovering over their shoulders, and Sonar standing guard between them. They watched us with the wary gazes of those who understand the faces they could see may not match the spirit inside them. I looked around, relieved to finally be in charge of my own vision.

      Jamila was much larger than she’d been in the human world. She towered over us, two sets of wings fanning gently against her back. She held a curved blade in her hand, and like the rest of her, the blade looked as if it had been carved from moonlight.

      I glanced at Iman and the summoning circle beside her. “You did it,” I murmured.

      Iman didn’t take her eyes off Jamila. Together we watched the angel raise her sword, pointing it at Arianne’s body. “Richard Prower. You have sinned against Allah and his children. You have sought to rule over that which was not yours. You’ve taken lives that were not yours to take. Will you repent? Will you beg Allah’s forgiveness, and seek to make amends for the wrongs you’ve done to his children?”

      “I repent nothing,” Richard snarled with Arianne’s voice.

      Jamila’s face was serene, her smile gentle and a little sad. “Very well. Then go to your judgment.”

      “You can’t kill me in Arianne’s body,” he sneered.

      Jamila put her sword away, sliding it into the hilt at her hip. She smiled at Prower, and I was surprised to see sadness in her eyes. She bent down and picked up the soul jar, then held it out to Iman. “If you would?”

      Iman took the jar. Even with her hands bound, she could easily hold the jar and still put her hands on Arianne. Prower struggled, but Liam and Blake stepped closer, each taking hold of one of Arianne’s shoulders. They held her body still so Iman could press her fingertips to Arianne, the bottle squeezed between her palms.

      Jamila stepped forward at put one hand on Arianne’s forehead. “May Allah be with you,” she whispered.

      “No!” Prower fell to his knees, bowing his head. “Forgive me!”

      “I will give you a choice. Just like the choice you gave others.” She waggled the jar. “You can go to your judgment, suffer the fire and the torment. Or you may take shelter here. In the caring hands of another.”

      “That’s not what I offered!” Prower snarled.

      “You offered a choice between death or enslavement. And that is what you must choose between now.” She tilted her had. “I trust you will be grateful. Enslavement is so much better than death. Is it not?”

      I didn’t know angels were sarcastic.

      I couldn’t see what happened then. But I didn’t need to see to know. Arianne’s eyes squeezed shut, and she grunted, her head bowing. Sweat broke out on her temples. Her lips moved, but no sound came out. Iman’s hands trembled as they fought to hold the soul jar still.

      Then Arianne collapsed to her knees. Iman jerked back, one hand covering the soul jar, the other rubbing the rune on the front of the glass jar. My ears popped as the magic sealed. Trapping Prower in the jar.

      Iman handed the jar to Jamila, startling the angel. Then she fell to her knees and pulled her wife into her arms. Tears flowed down her cheeks, and she spoke in Arabic, her voice low and hushed. Arianne murmured her response, too quiet for me to hear even if I wanted to. Iman kissed her, long and sound, then went back to crying and gathering her wife into her lap.

      Jamila smiled down at both of them. She started to retreat, to give them privacy, but Arianne rose quickly, stopped only by the ropes that bound her. Blake moved forward to untie her, but Arianne’s attention was all for the angel.

      Tears streamed down her cheeks. “Jamila, forgive me,” she whispered. “I’m so sorry.”

      Jamila shook her head, the smile never leaving her lips. “You have nothing to apologize for. Allah has welcomed me home. He has reminded me of my purpose, and I am at peace.” She tilted her head. “You save lives, Arianne. Do not let your anger stain your beautiful soul. Every choice counts.”

      Arianne hung her head. It wasn’t until that moment that it occurred to me I’d never asked what happened to Kurt and Toby.

      Liam untied me as Blake moved on to release Iman. As soon as she was free of her bonds, Iman stepped forward to stand by her wife in front of Jamila. “Thank you for answering my prayer.”

      “It was my pleasure.” Jamila raised her face to the moon, sighing as the light caressed her face. “I must go now. There is someone waiting for me.”

      She turned and her wings rose. I jumped forward a step. “Wait!”

      She paused and looked over her shoulder.

      I wrung my hands in front of me, heart pounding as I asked myself one last time if I really wanted to know the answer to the question on the tip of my tongue. Yes. Yes, I did. “Renee, Rima, Mariam, and Kaila. Are they… Are they all right?”

      Jamila smiled and tapped the side of her nose. “Have faith, Ms. Renard. Never lose faith.”

      With that, she leapt into the air. The night breeze carried her higher, as delicate as a flower petal on the wind. I watched her fly off until I couldn’t see her anymore.

      Arianne embraced her wife, the two of them once again lost in their own world. I knew an opportunity to sneak away when I saw it.

      I backed away, giving the couple some privacy to reassure one another they were all right. I must not have been as steady on my feet as I thought, because Liam’s hand came down on my shoulder to steady me as I ventured farther into the trees. I stopped beside a fallen tree that provided a convenient resting spot, half-sitting, half-leaning to take the weight off my feet. As I relaxed, I noticed Liam was standing beside me wearing his jeans but no shirt.

      “Are you all right?” he asked.

      I nodded, trying to lift my gaze from his broad shoulders all the way to his eyes. “My third eye is throbbing, but that will fade in a few days.” I fished my cell phone out of the side pocket of my pouch.

      “Still no word from Scath?”

      I put the phone back in my pocket. No missed messages, no texts. “Nope.”

      He shifted to stand in front of me, studying my face. “You really okay?”

      “Yep. At least I know there’s a good chance when I go back to the apartment, Flint won’t be there. I don’t know what he’s really up to in Europe that’s keeping him so busy, but I hope it keeps going.” I hesitated. “I appreciate you working this case with me. I know you’d have preferred to keep your distance.”

      “I don’t prefer to keep my distance.”

      Liam’s voice was gruffer than it had been a second ago. The sound made my heart skip a beat.

      “I don’t know who I’m kidding anyway,” he added. “I know better than to think not being in the same room with you is going to stop Flint from plotting. He’s a leannan sidhe. It’s in his blood to manipulate people.”

      “I never meant to drag you into my mess,” I said quietly.

      Liam sighed and rubbed a hand over the back of his neck. “I’ll admit I can be overly cautious. I have to consider my pack, not just me. But in this case, I think I gave you the impression that I blame you more than I do.”

      He tilted his head down so he could meet my eyes. “Shade, I appreciate what you did. If it weren’t for you, my sister would still be in wolf form. I don’t like how it played out, but that has nothing to do with you, and everything to do with the situation. I wasn’t going to find anyone to help me that wouldn’t have asked for more. Or worse.”

      “I tell myself the same thing when I think back on the night of Marilyn’s auction,” I murmured. “I replay it, try to figure out another way. And maybe there was one. But then, I didn’t really have the luxury of time.” I scowled. “I do look forward to the day the contract ends though. And I’m not just talking about a celebratory cake. I plan to make that smug sidhe wish he’d never signed that dotted line.”

      “I look forward to that,” Liam said. And he sounded like he meant it.

      I leaned back to look at him. “How about you?” I asked. “How are you, I mean?”

      “Fighting fit,” he said easily. He looked around the forest. “Peasblossom?”

      I sighed. “I saw her standing on a tree branch with Rue. If what I’m getting from our link is any indication, she’s bragging. Probably trying to convince Rue that she has her own army back in the city.”

      His aura kicked up a few degrees, chasing back the chill in the air. In that moment, I became hyper aware that we were alone. No familiar, no bodyguard, no pack. A very rare moment. My heart pounded, and for a second I didn’t breathe.

      Awareness flickered in Liam’s eyes and a hint of gold shone through his blue irises. Then his arm snaked around my waist, dragging me off the fallen tree and into his arms. I tilted my face up to meet his, and his mouth closed over mine.

      The aura that had felt so good before shot through my body in a rush of adrenaline. I gasped at the intensity of it, and Liam swallowed the sound, his tongue sweeping in to deepen the kiss. The lower half of my body liquefied, but his strong grip kept me on my feet, locked in his arms. After the last few days of chaos and unpleasant surprises, it was all too easy to give in, let the heat boil away all the pain and all the tragedy. For one blessed minute, there was nothing but Liam.

      And something trying to unzip my waist pouch.

      I broke from the kiss with a sound somewhere between a growl and a groan to glare at my familiar. Peasblossom paused with one leg inside the pouch. Rue hovered in the air over our heads.

      “Peasblossom, what are you doing?” I demanded.

      “Getting some honey.”

      She gave me the look that said I was embarrassing her.

      The dark pixie tilted her head, silver eyes narrowed. “Does she take many shifter lovers?”

      Peasblossom scoffed. “No. Sheesh, she hasn’t taken a lover of any sort since the—”

      “Thank you, Peasblossom,” I said through gritted teeth.

      “For what?” Peasblossom frowned. “You look mad. Did he not do it right?”

      I slumped backward onto the fallen tree and covered my face with my hands.

      “Well, you might as well know now.” I pointed in Peasblossom’s general direction. “That’s going to happen a lot.”

      Liam snorted. “I live with a hundred and fourteen gossips. This is nothing new.”

      I dropped my hands in surprise, my heart skipping a beat when I found Liam grinning at me, blue eyes still glittering with flecks of gold. He winked at me and I blushed in spite of myself.

      “This is going to be fun,” Peasblossom decided.

      I started to argue, then stopped. Yeah. Yeah, it was.
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      “And by the time I was done with her, she was covered in blood. Covered.”

      Mother Hazel quirked an eyebrow as Peasblossom gestured at her own face and body to illustrate the blood that had covered the telepath—getting honey smeared over her from forehead to bellybutton in the process.

      I tightened my grip on my teacup. The fragrant black tea did little to soothe my raw nerves, my stomach that remained twisted into knots despite the weight of the beef stew we’d just finished. It would take more than tea and supper to put me at ease. Peasblossom had been telling Mother Hazel all about our latest case. In great detail. Without pause.

      For two hours.

      Which meant for two hours, I’d sat here with my tea, trying to keep up the nerve to demand answers from my mentor. Answers I was determined not to leave without. Answers about the sidhe woman who’d muscled her way into being my bodyguard only to leave me when I’d needed her most.

      “It is good that you faced her,” Mother Hazel praised Peasblossom. “It is always best to not only face your fear—but dominate.”

      “Exactly,” Peasblossom said, jabbing a sticky finger in Mother Hazel’s direction. “I dominated. And then—”

      “Who’s Ms. Dorcha?” I blurted out.

      Peasblossom’s mouth snapped shut. Like a dandelion going to sleep for the night, she folded in on herself. She looked suddenly very, very interested in getting the last smear of honey from the small bowl in front of her.

      Mother Hazel’s eyes locked on to mine with almost physical force, unimpeded by the fall of steely grey hair that framed her wrinkled face. “How are things going between you and Scath?”

      I forced myself to put the delicate ceramic teacup down before I squeezed it so hard I broke it. “Do you know who Ms. Dorcha is or not?”

      “Have I ever answered your question before you answered mine?”

      I clenched my hands into fists under the table and dragged in a deep breath. If I tensed any further, that beef stew was going to come back up. But the old crone was right. There was already a chance she wouldn’t answer my question at all. She definitely wouldn’t answer it if I ignored hers.

      “I thought we were getting along. She’s been spending more time in human form, talking to me more. She doesn’t get personal, but she’s been participating in cases. Offering insights, finding clues. She doesn’t seem to dislike me as much as she did before.”

      “What was it that prompted you to ask me about Ms. Dorcha?”

      “I met her. At a bar, the Crow’s Nest. I was psychically bound to a goblin at the time, so I wasn’t quite myself. But Ms. Dorcha was there, and she seemed…interested in me. Something about the way she looked at me. And then Scath froze up when she saw her. And when I left the bar, Scath didn’t come with me.” A lump rose in my throat. “I haven’t seen her since.”

      Mother Hazel was silent for a long minute. My heart skipped a beat, and I found myself holding my breath. Blood and bone, was she actually going to answer my question?

      “Ms. Dorcha is the human guise of Dubheasa. The Unseelie Queen.”

      I didn’t move. I didn’t breathe. It was as if someone had sucked all the air out of the room. All I could do was stare at my mentor, wait for her to tell me she was kidding. That after centuries of life, she’d decided to try her hand at a joke.

      “Scath is hers, isn’t she?” My voice came out quiet, the strangled whisper of something that didn’t want to be said.

      “No.”

      I tried to take a deep breath, failed, and tried again. My lungs shuddered, and I groped for my teacup. “But they are connected. They have a relationship.”

      “Yes.”

      I downed the rest of my cold tea, wincing as all the honey that had settled at the bottom of the cup went down my throat in a burst of sugar. Was it just me, or was the room spinning? Had the fire been crackling that loud a second ago?

      “You’re upset. Why?”

      I made a sound somewhere between a whimper and a laugh. “Why am I upset? Why am I upset that I’ve taken on a bodyguard with connections to the Unseelie Queen?” I covered my face with my hands, hid like a child while I gathered my thoughts. “I’ll have to end it. If it’s not already too late.”

      Mother Hazel retrieved the teapot from its hook over the fire and poured me another cup. “And why would you have to do that?”

      “Why are you being deliberately obtuse about this?” I demanded. “You know as well as I do that out of all the creatures and people of the Otherworld who don’t deserve the terrifying reputation they have, the Unseelie Queen is not one of them.”

      “Nor am I.”

      I snapped my mouth shut.

      Peasblossom was wearing what was left of the honey, and she sat like a glistening statue, only her pink eyes moving as they darted between me and my mentor. Mother Hazel set down a fresh bowl of honey and pushed the cup of lemon juice closer to me. “Have I ever been anything but kind to you?”

      I assumed she was asking if she’d ever been deliberately cruel for no reason, not had she ever been cruel as a means to an end. “I’m grateful for everything you’ve done for me. But are you truly telling me that there is no cause for me to be concerned that I’ve let someone from the Unseelie Queen’s circle into my life? Into a trusted place in my life?”

      “Shade,” Mother Hazel said gently. “You may feel as if you’ve only just begun your life, but the fact is, you are not a young witch. You’ve been taking care of others for a long time, and you’ve learned well the lessons I’ve taught you. Now, I’ve done my best to give you guidelines and experience to help you. But I cannot force you down a path you don’t want. Apparently,” she added under her breath. “But let me remind you of what you already know. A person’s actions speak more truth than their words.”

      I prepared my cup of tea in a daze, barely noticing that Peasblossom didn’t shriek in protest when I used half the honey. I added a splash of lemon, then drank half of the tea before it cooled. But even burning my tongue couldn’t take my mind from thoughts of the Unseelie Queen. Stories I’d heard. Possibilities for why she might take an interest in me.

      “Is the Unseelie Queen my patron? Is that where my magic comes from?”

      “No.”

      I stared at her, outlined as she was by the flames of her hearth. “You know who my patron is.”

      “Yes.”

      “Will you tell me?”

      “No.”

      I stood up so fast I knocked my chair over. The heavy piece of furniture hit the floor with a loud bang that made Peasblossom’s wings twitch. “Why? Why won’t you tell me?”

      Mother Hazel sighed, and for the first time, she looked almost sorry. “Because I swore I would not. But I do not think it will be much longer before you find out for yourself.”

      Emotion welled up in me, so strong and so sudden that for a minute I didn’t know what to do with myself. My hands shook, and my legs felt weak. I thought I might cry, but it was equally possible I’d scream, or break something.

      I ran out of the cottage, needing to get away from the crone, away from that apologetic look that didn’t belong on her face.

      It didn’t surprise me to find Scath waiting by my car. I stumbled to a halt, staring at her as a cool autumn-scented breeze swept my hair back from my face. The same breeze barely moved the wild peaks of hair that stuck out from Scath’s head at odd angles, but that was par for the course for the slightly feral sidhe. I gave her a once-over, looking for some hint as to where she’d been. What she’d been doing. But there were no clues to be found on her black shirt and leggings. Black clothes hid all manner of sins.

      Silence dragged on, broken only by my uneven breathing and the occasional gust of wind.

      “Where were you?” My voice came out hoarse. Strained.

      “Out.”

      I dug my nails into my palms, using the pain to help me focus. “With who?”

      “Majesty.”

      I didn’t glance down at the pouch. I didn’t care about Majesty, not right now. And I wouldn’t be distracted. “Did you ever leave the Crow’s Nest?”

      “Yes.”

      “Have you been with Ms. Dorcha this whole time?”

      “Why do you care so much about where I go and who I’m with?” Scath asked, her voice cold and hard. “Isn’t it enough that when I’m with you, I do whatever I can to help you?”

      I stared at her, trying to think straight, trying to hold onto a coherent train of thought through the turmoil swirling around my brain. I took a step forward, holding her gaze. I hated how calm she was. How completely unruffled she seemed compared to the chaos inside of me. Why should she be so relaxed when she was stuck in this nightmare of a relationship too?

      “I let you into my life. Whatever our arrangement, the fact of the matter is, you see my life. You’ve seen me cry, you’ve listened to me worry about choices I’ve made, my fears about what those choices might lead to. You can find me anywhere, even though you won’t tell me how.”

      I took another step. “I know nothing about you. If it weren’t for Liam, I wouldn’t even know you had a human form. You hide everything from me.” I sucked in a deep breath, held it for a second before letting it out. “Whatever our agreement, there is nothing balanced about this relationship.”

      Scath’s jaw tightened, and for a moment, I thought she’d run. Just turn around and disappear.

      But she didn’t.

      “What do you want to know?” Her voice was so quiet, I almost thought I’d imagined it.

      My heart pounded. “Tell me something personal. Something that will help me know you. Understand you.”

      Scath’s gaze darted back and forth, as if she suddenly couldn’t look me in the eye. She took a step back, caught herself, and stepped forward again. Finally, she forced herself to meet my gaze, lifted her chin and squared her shoulders.

      “I hate being in human form,” she said vehemently. “I hate it. And if it were up to me, I’d stay a cat. Forever.”

      It was nothing I hadn’t already suspected, but the fact that she’d said it made hope flare in my soul. “Why?”

      She didn’t break eye contact, but now she held my gaze the way someone might clutch at a life preserver on rough seas. As if she’d be lost if she eased her grip, even a little.

      “When you’re in human form, people want to talk. They want to talk all the time. Your cases…those aren’t so bad. I don’t mind talking about crimes, or how to find more clues. But small talk? It’s pointless. A waste of breath. And the other stuff…the personal stuff…”

      She stopped and I thought for a minute she wouldn’t, or couldn’t, finish. I held my breath. Waiting.

      “The personal stuff…hurts.”

      I took a step forward. We were only a few feet apart now. I could have leaned forward and touched her. “I can respect your silence. I only ask that you connect with me now and then. You don’t have to tell me your greatest fear or deepest desire. Just something.” I pushed a lock of hair behind my ear, hating how clumsy every word out of my mouth sounded. “If you’re going to stay with me, I can’t hide from you. And it’s nerve-wracking to be that vulnerable with someone who never lets me see beyond the surface.”

      She ran. One minute she was standing there, her green eyes bright with a sudden pain I couldn’t fathom. And then she turned and ran into the forest, preternatural speed carrying her away before I could open my mouth to call her back. Then she was gone.

      I turned to find Mother Hazel standing in the doorway, a sticky Peasblossom stuck to her palm.

      “She’s lost someone, hasn’t she?” I said quietly. “Someone she used to be open with. I’m guessing there were never many people who got to see the real her.”

      Mother Hazel carried Peasblossom down the porch steps and held her out to me. “A keen observation. I’ve taught you well.”

      I thought of Jamila. The guardian angel who’d been driven to make a deal with a bad man after she’d lost her charge. A woman who’d let herself believe she didn’t deserve more. Who’d very nearly lost her faith because she didn’t think she was worthy. She’d died before she found herself again. Scath had offered to be my bodyguard. I wondered if there was more to that offer than I’d first thought.

      “It was someone she felt was hers to protect. Wasn’t it?” I asked.

      “It was.”

      “I’m not the first one she’s been a bodyguard for.”

      Mother Hazel sighed. “In life there are natural leaders and natural followers. Neither is better than the other. But for a follower who’s found a leader they trust, a leader they love… Losing them can be devastating in more ways than one.”

      “Am I the first she’s offered to protect since…?”

      “You are,” Mother Hazel said softly.

      In a daze, I took my familiar from my mentor and cleaned her off with a spell. For once, Mother Hazel didn’t give me a disapproving look for doing with magic what could have been done with soap and water. I must have looked more out of sorts than I thought, because Peasblossom didn’t make a peep the entire two hour drive back to Cleveland.

      I checked the clock in my car when I got back into the city. I was right on time. Andy had asked me to meet him at an office he was renting. It might have been a little paranoid, but Andy had felt it was best to rent an anonymous work space for his investigation into Flint. I doubted the sidhe would be able to spy on Andy at home, what with his parents haunting the place, but if Andy was uncomfortable with the idea, I wasn’t going to force the issue.

      I pulled into a small parking lot outside a building that looked as if it had danced on the edge of demolition orders for more than a few years. A large crack bisected the front window, and one of the front steps was missing, forcing whoever entered to take a step up higher than my knee. I shook off the melancholy holding me immobile and got out of the car.

      “Shade.”

      I paused before shutting my car door and saw Liam walking toward me. He was dressed in his civilian clothes, worn blue jeans and a flannel shirt. Even though it was only sixty degrees out, his sleeves were rolled up to the elbows. Ready to work as always.

      Even the sparks I felt crackling in my blood at the sight of him after our surprise kiss yesterday wasn’t quite enough to chase back the tension of my last interaction with Scath.

      Liam read my expression quickly, and jogged the last few steps. “What’s wrong?”

      “I talked to Scath.”

      He waited, but I wasn’t sure what to say next. Scath had just opened up, it seemed disrespectful of her trust to go blurting it out to someone else a few hours later. Even though she really hadn’t said much. I shook my head.

      “I’m fine. Just worried for her as a friend. It’s personal.”

      Liam hesitated. I held my breath. Werewolves were notorious gossips, and as alpha, Liam had even more of a need to know every detail he could about anyone who might come into contact with his pack. It said a lot about how much he trusted me when he finally nodded.

      “I talked to Jamila’s sister,” he said. “You’ll be happy to hear Arianne is helping her come to America.”

      “Oh, that is good news.” My shoulders slumped in relief, and my smile came a little easier.

      “Shall we go in?”

      “Yes.”

      Liam’s aura pressed against me, and I let him give me his hand to help me up the monstrous first step. He didn’t let go right away, holding my hand until we’d entered the building. Warmth pooled low in my body as he looked at me, his blue eyes appearing darker in the shadowed hallway.

      “Do you want me to fly ahead?” Peasblossom asked slyly. “Give you a little privacy?”

      Liam started to pull away. I tightened my grip on his hand. “Yes,” I told Peasblossom, not looking away from Liam.

      I thought I saw a flicker of gold pass over Liam’s eyes, but I couldn’t be sure. And I didn’t care. Peasblossom snickered and flew away, disappearing down the hall. Liam let go of my hand and slid an arm around my waist, pulling me closer. I came willingly, putting my hands on his strong, bare forearms before sliding my hands up to his shoulders.

      His mouth closed over mine, sending a shower of crackling electricity down my nerve endings and drawing a soft gasp from my throat. The sound seemed to encourage him and he deepened the kiss, his arms tightening around me. I rose up on tiptoe, trying to lessen the height difference, make it easier to keep the delicious contact going.

      Unfortunately, my balance was terrible, and I tipped back toward the wall. A cry rose in my throat, but never got the chance to escape. Liam followed me, his mouth continuing to move against mine, his body pressing me against the wall. The heat from his aura threatened to melt whatever thoughts I had left of finishing the walk down the hallway.

      When he finally pulled back, his eyes were definitely lighter than they’d been before, and his aura had thickened until it felt as if it were holding us together even as he stepped back. “We’re still on for dinner?” he murmured.

      I nodded. Or I thought I did. “Yes.”

      A flicker of pink caught my eye. Peasblossom peeked out from where she’d hidden herself in the doorway down the hall. “I can’t turn the door knob,” she said defensively.

      Liam chuckled as I shook my head. Together we resumed our trek toward Andy’s office door. It wasn’t until I was farther inside that I realized the building was worse off than even the facade had suggested. I wrinkled my nose at the unmistakable scent of dry rot coming from the floor. I made a mental note to suggest to Andy that he relocate, if only for health reasons. The door swung open on squeaky hinges so loud and awful, I cringed.

      FBI Agent Andrew Bradford was around six feet tall, and somehow the immaculate lines of his dark blue suit pants and pale blue dress shirt made him seem even taller. He wasn’t wearing his jacket, which surprised me. It was very rare to catch Andy without the complete suit. But his black tie hung straight and neat, and he’d either just combed his brown hair or really layered on the product.

      He stood facing a wall covered in photographs, with honest-to-Goddess thread connecting the pictures, and Post-it notes pinned here and there with neat comments printed on them. I stared at the pictures of Flint. Some of them had obviously been taken without the sidhe’s knowledge.

      “I have news,” Andy said without turning around. He held up a photo he’d been about to pin to the wall. “I think I know where Flint’s been getting his fun—”

      He turned and abruptly stopped talking when his gaze landed on Liam. Tension seized his shoulders, and for a second, it was as if he’d somehow gained a vampire’s gift for utter stillness. His gaze flicked to me. It was just my imagination that he could tell what we’d been doing in the hallway. I was ninety percent sure.

      “I brought Liam,” I said, stating the obvious. “He wants to help with the investigation into Flint.”

      Liam stared at the photograph in Andy’s hand. “Is that Anton Winters?”

      For what felt like the hundredth time since sunrise, I found myself fighting to breathe. Only this time, it wasn’t just shock.

      It was fear.

      I put a hand to my throat, instinct driving me to touch my neck as if I could feel the magical confidentiality contract I’d signed with the vampire Anton Winters. The terms of said contract forbid me from revealing his true nature. If Andy asked me about him…

      The vampire’s name broke Andy out of his near-coma state, and his brown eyes sharpened as they fixed on Liam. “You know him.”

      “Everyone knows him,” Liam said grimly. “That vampire fancies himself the master of the city. And he’s probably not wrong.”

      “Vampire?” Andy asked sharply.

      My knees trembled, threatening to spill me onto the floor. I groped for the table in the center of the room, holding onto it for support while I pulled out one of the chairs. It wasn’t until I’d managed to sit down, one hand on my pounding heart, that I realized Liam was watching me.

      Blood and bone. He could smell my fear.

      I took a deep breath. It’s fine. It’s fine, of course I’d be afraid. It was a perfectly natural reaction for anyone to have at the mention of Anton Winters. It in no way betrayed my connection to him.

      “Yes,” Liam said slowly. “He’s a vampire. And his wife is a rusalka.”

      Andy grabbed a notebook off the table and flipped it open, scribbling furiously. “Rusalka?”

      “A siren,” I said weakly. “Sort of like a mermaid without the fish tail. Very seductive. Enchanting voice.”

      “Like Borgia?”

      I nodded. “Similar, yes.”

      Liam picked up the photo Andy had laid on the table. I braced myself, then leaned over so I could see it too. The picture had been taken at night, but there were enough streetlights to make the identity of the man undeniable. It showed Flint entering the Winters building. “Do you have any idea what he was doing there?” Liam asked.

      “Not yet. But that’s not the first time I saw him going into that building. He’s gone in at least once a month since I started watching.”

      “What made you start watching the Winters building?” Liam asked.

      “This.”

      Andy slid a sheet of paper across the table. His eyes were on me when he did it. A sick feeling swirled around my stomach as I leaned over.

      It was a copy of someone’s bank records. One line had been highlighted. A payment of five million dollars.

      Cold sweat broke out on my forehead. It couldn’t be.

      “It turns out, Flint doesn’t actually have a lot of money. That apartment he gave you? His friend owns the building. So when I saw this little transaction, it stood out.” He tapped the paper. “That’s a payment from one of Winters’ accounts to Flint. Look at the date.”

      I didn’t want to. I already knew what I’d find.

      “What?” Liam demanded.

      “Anton Winters loaned Flint five million dollars in April. The same night Flint bought Shade at auction. For five million dollars.”
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      Thank you for helping us improve the reading experience for later readers.

      

      - The Skeleton Crew

    

  

  
    
      
        
        Ahoy, ebook pirates!

      

      

       

      All right, so here's the deal. Certain online retailers have affiliate programs whereby people can earn referral fees for sending people to shop on their site. It's sort of like a "finder's fee" negotiated by a burly sea captain. Or perhaps a roguish treasure hunter. Maybe a dragon-shifter with a head for business... I digress. Basically, when you click on a referral link, the online retailer pays the associate (in this case, me) a very small percentage of whatever you spend during that session. So if you click that link and buy, say, LEGO Super Heroes Super Hero Airport Battle for $75.70, then the retailer takes your $75.70 and gives me somewhere around $2.

      Now, some of you are reading this because you got your hands on a pirated copy of one of my books. I'm not going to lecture you, or shame you, or beg you to stop. I spent an hour last night begging my daughter to go to sleep, so I'm all groveled out for at least the next 12 hours. All I'm going to say is this: If you got any enjoyment out of my work, please consider clicking on the link below the next time you need to buy something from one of these very popular online retailers I’m sure you already shop at. You won't be spending a penny more than you would have anyway, and I'll get a little compensation for all the time and effort I put into writing the book so I can continue to write more books.

      Clicking the link is not an acknowledgement that you pirated one of my books. Even if you are a wonderful person who paid for this book, if you'd like to use this link to help me earn enough money for the next Lego set with a superhero in it (even though we all know my son's going to build it, then discard the majority in favor of playing with only the little people) then you can click the link too.

      The link can be found here: http://www.jenniferblackstream.com/ahoy-ebook-pirates/

      If for some reason you can't bring yourself to click the link, consider leaving a review for the book. Reviews help too.

      All right, back to writing. Thank you for reading,

      Jennifer Blackstream
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