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                                            CHAPTER 1


“HOW COULD you do this to me?”
The wounded tone of my voice made me sound petulant, but that couldn’t be helped. My mind filled with visions of my future, and how it had been altered.
The dwarf standing before me toyed with the tools tucked into his battered leather apron, his brown eyes darting from side to side before reluctantly focusing on me again. “I was only trying to help.”
A sharp silver grappling hook shot through the space between our faces. Metal clinked, followed by the whir of a tight wire rapidly retracting. My pixie familiar squealed in delight as her body hurtled through the air.
I narrowed my eyes. “You made Peasblossom a grappling gun. A gun. You gave her a gun.” It sounded worse every time I said it, but I couldn’t seem to stop. The hysterical note pushing my voice higher didn’t help.
Gundersson tugged at the thick grey beard that obscured the lower half of his face. “I didn’t mean any harm. I was only thinking of—”
The sound of smashing ceramic cut him off. His head jerked to the side, following the sound. I didn’t look. I’d known Peasblossom for a long time.
I knew the sound of a breaking coffee mug when I heard it.
“It’s bad enough that she’s taken full advantage of my sympathy to eat enough honey in five days to last most of her kind a lifetime,” I said, flattening my palms on the countertop between us in an attempt to steady myself. “I can admit that I’ve given in more than I should as well.” My hands curled into fists. “But at least I had the sense not to give her a grappling gun.”
“Now, Mother Renard—Shade. I think we both know there was nowhere else you could have found her a wee grappling gun,” Gundersson said reasonably, gathering the bigger pieces of broken ceramic from the front counter of his shop. “I made that myself, and it was a challenge, let me tell you. The tiny bits—”
“If I’d known this was why you wanted to see me, I might have put it off until after I met with Agent Bradford.” I pressed my lips together, holding back all the other things I so desperately wanted to say to the kind-hearted—but terribly misguided—dwarf. Finally, I resigned myself to plucking my familiar from her nest of broken coffee mug and the chains of paperclips that had apparently been stored inside it.
The pixie had gone completely silent after the carnage, sitting very still as if I would somehow forget about her and her grappling gun. I held her in my palm and waited for her pink multifaceted eyes to meet mine.
Peasblossom scowled. “That coffee mug was patently unsafe.”
I stared at her. Waiting.
Unease made her squirm, and she clutched her present to her chest. “I’m not giving this back.” Her eyes wrinkled at the corners, and her voice rose on the first swell of panic. “Don’t take it away from me.”
“I’m not going to take your grappling gun,” I promised, suppressing the pain in my tone. “That was a gift from Gundersson to you, I would never take it.”
Peasblossom didn’t look like she believed me, and she tightened her grip on the cursed contraption as I settled her on my shoulder.
“Are you okay?” I asked.
She still looked uncertain, but she nodded.
“Let me see your wings.”
Some of her confidence returned. If there was one thing she’d learned, it was that reminding me of her injury was the fastest way out of trouble. She turned, and her wings twitched as if she’d tried to lift them for inspection. The limp gossamer limbs didn’t rise, nor would they for some time yet. My jaw tightened at the sight of the broken bones, some of them no thicker than a needle. If I closed my eyes, I could relive the event that had led to Peasblossom’s useless wings. Hear the wizard’s booming voice as he gave his minions their second wind. See the sideshow telekinetic catching Peasblossom in her hand, closing her fingers around the pixie until she—
“I’m okay,” Peasblossom whispered.
I blinked away the tears I hadn’t felt welling up in my eyes and cleared my throat. “I know.”
Gundersson gave me time to compose myself as he retrieved a small dustpan and brush and cleaned up the coffee mug incident. “I don’t believe she’ll need the grappling hook very long, at any rate. Peasblossom is a strong one, and I’ve no doubt she’ll be fully healed in no time.”
I didn’t point out that Peasblossom’s wings had been injured badly enough that in a sense, she was regrowing bones from scratch. Gundersson knew it, I knew it. And Peasblossom knew it. I forced a smile instead. “So true.”
“And how is Scath’s recovery coming along?”
Just the mention of the cat sith made my stomach roll in sympathy. I didn’t have to be fey to imagine the agony Scath must have felt when those iron slivers burrowed into her flesh. My imagination leapt into action, providing sensory information to go along with the memory.
I breathed through my nose, waiting for the nausea to pass. “The iron poisoning is proving difficult to shake off, even for her. She’s healing, but it’s slow.” A lump rose in my throat. “I think I hurt her worse getting the iron out of her than he hurt her putting it in.”
Gundersson didn’t ask who “he” was. Detective Sergeant Liam Osbourne had already told him what happened, and neither of us wanted to hear his name again, much less say it.
“It’s a miracle she survived,” he said quietly. “Even the strongest of fey have been known to fall to iron.” He looked at me, and there was a seriousness in his gaze that hadn’t been there a second ago. “She came into your life for a reason. The fact that she survived such an attack… If I were a betting man, I would say she’s part of something big. I would say you are part of something big.”
I forced a smile I didn’t feel. “Thank you for thinking of Peasblossom. I should get back to Andy.”
“Will you be stopping in to see the detective before you go?” Gundersson asked lightly.
The mention of Liam sent me hurtling back in time all over again. This time, I was back in the wizard’s office, putting on a show, acting out a pretense for the benefit of a suspicious audience. Liam’s aura pushed against me in a solid wall of heat, his deep voice rasping in my ear.
“I think you like it.”
A ferocious blush burned my cheeks. “No. No, I don’t have time. Andy and I just finished a case yesterday, so we’ll be starting another today. I only have two days of…vacation left.”
Vacation from my fey master, is what I meant, but I didn’t say that. I wasn’t sure if Gundersson had heard about my contract with the leannan sidhe Flint Valencia, but if he hadn’t, I wasn’t in a hurry to talk about my indentured servitude.
“Goodbye.” I fled before the dwarf could say anything else.
Peasblossom squawked in protest, clinging to my shoulder as I half-jogged to my car. “Hey! Slow down. If I fall I’ll be a pancake!”
I slowed, giving her time to settle herself in the neckline of my shirt.
“Are we really not going to stop by and say hi to Liam?” Peasblossom asked as I opened my car door.
“We don’t have time. I told Andy I was checking on Scath, then picking up your present from Gundersson, and I’d be straight over.”
“You’re blushing,” Peasblossom observed. “I think you like Liam.”
The blush grew hotter, and I paid a ridiculous amount of attention to getting my car key in the ignition. “He’s a good cop, I enjoyed working with him.”
“He was injured helping you on that case and you still didn’t go visit him to see if he was okay.”
The disapproving tone in her voice wasn’t all for show. As a village witch, I would have been expected to drop by the home of someone who’d been injured helping me—with a basket of hot food and an offer to help with housework. I was ashamed to say that, looking back, I hadn’t even noticed his injuries after the fight. In my defense, the werewolf had shifted to heal the worst of it. And I had been waiting for an ambulance to come and help my crippled familiar. Still…
“I called,” I said lamely. “And I offered to bring food, or to help with healing. He said he didn’t need either.”
“And you knew he would say that, because he’s a man, he’s an alpha, and he’s stubborn.” Peasblossom shook her head. “What would Mother Hazel say?”
“Right now she’d say I’m dawdling,” I mumbled, turning the car in the direction of Andy’s house.
Peasblossom drummed her fingers against the back of my neck. “He stares at you when he thinks you’re not looking, you know,” she said.
I frowned. “Andy?”
“No, Liam.” She paused, considering. “Andy too, though, now you mention it. But not in the same way. Andy stares at you like he’s waiting for you to do something weird. Liam looks at you like he wants to chase you down.”
“Chase me down.” I shifted in my seat. “You mean because he likes me or because he thinks I’m hiding something, and he wants to get it out of me?”
“I don’t think he knows.”
“Shifters,” I muttered under my breath. “I’ll never understand them.”
“It’s because you squirm and lean on him all the time. He doesn’t know why you do it, but he likes it. The conflict is your fault, you should stop leaning on him or start giving him a kiss when you do. It’s the not-knowing that’s getting his fur up.”
I opened my mouth to protest, but the hiss of her new grappling gun cut me off. There was a clunk of silver on hard plastic as the hook found purchase on the arm that held my rearview mirror suspended, and a second later Peasblossom shot off my shoulder.
I let her play with her new toy while talking in her Batman voice—which just about made her high-pitched voice sound normal—and concentrated on driving. Andy’s house wasn’t far, and I really didn’t want to be blushing when I got there.
By the time I reached his pale blue two-story, split-level home with the white trim and red brick lower half, my cheeks no longer felt like they were on fire. I plucked Peasblossom off the top of the passenger seat’s headrest and settled her on my shoulder before climbing the porch to knock on the front door.
It swung open before my knuckles made contact. Andy appeared in the doorway, the lines of his midnight blue suit as straight as always, his white shirt starched and blinding in the June sunlight. Unfortunately, the frown on his face was par for the course as well, as of this past week.
“That took longer than I expected,” he said, stepping back to let me come inside.
I pressed my lips together, smothering a defensive protest. For a solid month I hadn’t answered his calls, or returned his texts with anything more than “I’m fine, just busy.” It hadn’t been my fault, as that’s the only response my master Flint Valencia would allow me, but apparently that didn’t make things any easier. For either of us.
“Show Andy what Gundersson gave you, Peasblossom,” I said instead.
Peasblossom brightened and hefted her gun in the air. Andy’s eyes widened a split second before the grappling hook shot through the air and latched itself onto his breast pocket. He opened his mouth, but couldn’t get the protest out in time.
The pixie pressed the retractor button on the gun and laughed as she swung forward to land against Andy’s chest before rappelling quickly up to his pocket and climbing inside.
He stared at her for a moment, then looked at me. I crossed my arms.
“That’s impressive.” He craned his neck. “I wouldn’t have thought you could make a grappling gun that small.”
“I suppose I should be grateful it’s not a real gun.”
“Do you think he could make me a real gun?” Peasblossom asked, her eyes widening as she peeked out of Andy’s pocket.
“No,” Andy and I said simultaneously.
I smiled, ready to share the moment of perfect agreement with Andy, but he turned his back and headed for the small staircase that led down to the house’s lower level.
“I’ve picked out another case. It’s a string of thefts, wealthy houses, all on the edge of a forest. Three of the homeowners reported catching a coyote on a security camera, or having allergic reactions to an animal despite no animals being in the house.”
I was glad he wasn’t looking at me. That meant no chance of him catching the look on my face that would have betrayed my disappointment. We’d just finished working a theft, I’d been hoping for something a little more…
Well, a little more.
Guilt ate at me. Working with Flint for a month had been miserable, but I couldn’t deny it had felt good to test myself. I’d made more strides magically speaking in that month than I had in the past three years combined. He’d made me fight, and he’d pushed me to reach beyond what I’d thought I was capable of. My power had grown, and so had my confidence. I felt like I could tackle bigger problems.
But that doesn’t mean you can ignore the smaller ones, I chastised myself firmly. That’s exactly what Mother Hazel warned you would happen.
“I need to use the bathroom,” I said, heading for the door at the bottom of the short staircase.
Andy stiffened. “You didn’t go while you were home?”
The protest caught me by surprise, and my eyebrows shot up. “I did. But I need to go again. Is that a problem?”
Andy’s jaw tightened and he clenched and unclenched his fists at his sides. “I’ve been working on some home improvements. You can’t use that bathroom, you’ll have to use the one upstairs.”
I nodded and turned to go up the stairs. Blood and bone, if I’d known my bladder was going to be an issue, I’d have forgone the second cup of coffee.
“Wait.”
I paused again, startled when Andy pushed past me to go up the stairs first, dropping Peasblossom onto my shoulder as he went. I shared a look with the pixie as a door slammed, then another. When I heard the click of a door being locked, I bristled.
Peasblossom patted my neck as I passed Andy on his way back down the stairs, avoiding his gaze. As I’d expected, he’d closed—and locked—all the doors, leaving only the bathroom open. I shut it behind me, gritting my teeth so hard my jaw hurt.
“Does he think I’m going to steal something?” I hissed. “Am I a thief, not to be trusted with open, unlocked doors?”
“Something’s going on with him,” Peasblossom said slowly. “This is more than being a little cranky because you shut him out for a month.”
My chest tightened, squeezing the air out of my lungs. I’d known—as I’m sure Flint had known—that my forced isolation from my FBI partner would put a strain on our relationship. But I hadn’t expected this. All week long I’d tolerated Andy’s short temper, the tension that vibrated off of him whenever I was around, the way he looked so…angry all the time. I’d expected it, to some degree, and I’d been sure it would pass. Maybe I’d underestimated just how upset he was.
“I’m telling you, it’s not just you,” Peasblossom insisted. “You’re a witch, think about it logically. Where does anger come from?”
“Fear,” I answered automatically. I frowned. “You think he’s afraid of something?”
“He’s got plenty to be afraid of.”
I froze and stared at her in the mirror. “The kelpies. Goddess, Peasblossom, do you think they came after him while I was gone?”
Peasblossom’s brows furrowed. “I think he’d be dead if they had. But I think the whole situation affected him more than he’s ready to admit. Maybe he’s mad because he had to deal with that fear without you while you were gone. Maybe he didn’t feel safe. Remember, he’s still pretty new to the idea of the Otherworld, let alone being on a kelpie’s hit list.”
For a split second, I felt like I was back at the lake, facing off with the sister of the kelpie Andy had killed. I could still hear Siobhan’s voice.
“Like all humans, he draws a line between his people and all that is Other. And anyone Other is invariably less than he and his kin.”
“Or maybe he doesn’t feel safe around me at all,” I said quietly. “Maybe he’s angry with me because I scare him. He was starting to trust me, but I think… I think maybe Siobhan is more right now than she was then. He wanted my help before, but maybe he’s just not ready to admit he doesn’t want it now. Maybe Andy isn’t as ready to let the Otherworld into his life as he wants to be.”
“He warmed up to you once,” Peasblossom said. “He’ll do it again. Just be patient with him.”
I thought about that as I finished up in the bathroom, washed my hands, and left. As I stepped into the hallway, a cool breeze tickled my skin, raising the hairs on the back of my neck. Instinct turned me to face the door that for most house plans would lead to the master bedroom.
“Peasblossom, do you feel that?” I whispered.
Peasblossom leaned forward, her wings twitching, but not moving. “A cold spot.”
“It feels like a ghost.” I moved closer to the door without meaning to, my hand rising to try the doorknob. Locked.
“Shade?” Andy called out.
I whirled around, heart pounding. Andy stood at the bottom of the staircase, staring up at me with tension drawing deep lines around his eyes and mouth.
“Something wrong?” he asked.
Great, he was angry again. Angrier. I stared at him for longer than I meant to, my brain trying and failing to come up with something to say that would explain why I was upstairs trying to get into a room he’d clearly wanted to keep me out of. “No. No, nothing’s wrong.”
I hurried to the stairs, and in my desire to find something else to talk about, I noticed something I hadn’t before.
Andy’s house was not decorated the way I might have expected from a bachelor. There were Precious Moments figurines everywhere, covering every shelf. The side table next to the couch had honest-to-Goddess doilies on them, and there were enough framed photos on the walls to tell me a woman had decorated this room. A woman who was very proud of her son.
Andy’s young face stared back from the pictures, a pre-pubescent Andy with a smile on his face—and shadows in his eyes.
Shadows I would guess came from the same person who’d given him those scars on his back.
“Are you coming downstairs to look at the case files or not?” Andy asked, his voice tight with impatience.
I ignored his tone. “Where do your parents live?” I asked.
“They lived here, but they passed away.”
“I’m sorry to hear that.” I nodded at the figurines. “Were those your mother’s?”
“Yes.”
He didn’t add anything else. I pushed back a wave of my own frustration. Had he always been this resistant to small talk? “It’s nice that you keep her things around.”
“Are you ready yet?”
I pressed my lips together and glanced at Peasblossom for support. She shrugged and I rolled my eyes, following Andy downstairs to the family room.
“Do you have any siblings?” Peasblossom asked him.
“No.”
His cell phone rang. Andy answered it without looking at me, but I could tell from the stiff set of his shoulders that he was just as riled as I was by our failed conversation. Probably for different reasons.
“Agent Bradford. Yeah.” A pause. “Text me the address.”
He turned, his face grim. “We have a murder. Let’s go.”


                                            CHAPTER 2


“WHO’S THE VICTIM?” My knuckles turned white where I gripped the handle of the door on my side of the SUV. My peripheral vision wasn’t the best in the world, but I was certain Andy had missed sideswiping the truck we’d just passed by less than an inch. Considering he was going at least eighty miles an hour, that was unsettling.
And it had been a big truck.
“Adrian Varca.” He swerved around another vehicle. The driver opened his mouth in a silent shout, his hand hovering, ready to blare his horn at Andy. One glance at the light flashing above the FBI agent’s car, and his hand fell, his fury burning down to a muted death glare.
I tried to force a breath into my lungs without gasping, my hands tingling with a stabilization spell just in case the laws of physics caught up to us. “I take it he’s someone important?”
“He could have been.”
“Could have been?” I clenched my teeth and tore my eyes from the road to give Andy as much of a witchy look as I could while hurtling over the earth at this speed. “Perhaps you could slow down?”
“They’ll have handed the case to whatever detective was on call. I want to get there before they’re too attached.”
“Slow down!” Peasblossom shouted, her voice ringing in my ear thanks to her position pressed against my neck. “You’re going to kill us all before we get there.”
Andy ignored her, zipping by a sports car painted a red so bright I was sure I’d see spots when I blinked. “Can you do that?” I asked. “Just take over the case?”
“Adrian is a person of interest in at least six of my cases. If I get there fast and ask very nicely, it won’t be a problem.”
Peasblossom opened her mouth—probably to offer another opinion on his driving. Before she could get a word out, Andy jerked the wheel, sending the SUV careening down an exit ramp. Peasblossom let out a squeak as she almost tumbled off my shoulder.
“Andy,” I said sharply. “She’s already injured, and she can’t wear a seatbelt. Slow down, or I will slow you down.”
Technically, it was an empty threat. Nothing I could do to him or the car would be safe at this speed. But he didn’t need to know that.
Andy didn’t respond, didn’t even spare a look for me or Peasblossom. He did slow down, but it was hard to tell if it was my threat, or just the fact that we’d left the highway.
Unease rolled down my spine. Erratic driving wasn’t like Andy. And though there was little doubt in my mind that he drew a very firm line between humans and Otherworlders, he wasn’t usually this inconsiderate either. Something was definitely wrong.
“Did something happen while I was gone?” I asked quietly. “Are you—”
“No.”
He didn’t yell, but there was a sharpness to his tone that stung. The steering wheel groaned as he tightened his grip, speeding down a road that wound around a heavily forested area. The veins in his neck bulged, and the muscle in his jaw knotted as if he were clenching his teeth. Dark circles under his eyes spoke of little sleep. Nightmares maybe? Goddess knew the fey loved nightmares.
There were no injuries I could see, no fresh scars, no burns, no blemishes. It didn’t look like he’d been tortured, and I was certain if he had gotten in a physical altercation with the kelpies there’d be some mark to tell the tale. I studied the line where his back met the seat, remembering the old scars that covered his skin around his spine. I’d never found a good time to ask him about those scars either…
“We’re here.”
I closed my mouth on whatever I’d been about to say and glanced out the window at the house perfectly cradled in a natural crescent of trees at the edge of a thick forest. It was hard to see much of the house itself, surrounded as it was by trees and perched at the end of a long, winding driveway. It wasn’t until we were practically on the porch that I got a good look at the enormous house with unblemished beige siding, bright white trim that looked like it was touched up every other week, and a sprawling hand-crafted stone porch.
There were already five other vehicles in the driveway, but I barely spared them a glance as I took a deep breath. “Andy—”
“Nothing happened while you were gone. I’m fine. We’re fine.” He unfastened his seatbelt and jerked his door open, slamming it behind him before I could respond.
I stared at him, lips parted in shock.
“Either he just lied to your face, or he’s lying to himself,” Peasblossom muttered.
“Right,” I said softly. I nodded, resolve coalescing inside me. “That’s it.”
I unzipped my waist pouch and peered into the shadows of the enchanted compartment. “Bizbee?”
A tiny face appeared, baby blue eyes squinting up at me as two antennae tipped in soft tufts of light brown fuzz swayed above his head. “Ach, what is it? Can’t ye see I’m in the middle of something?”
I couldn’t, but that was beside the point. “I’m so sorry to interrupt. I was hoping you could make a note for me. I need to remember to pick up a few potions when this case is over.” I looked up to where Andy stood talking with the officer guarding the front door. “I need to find out what’s been happening with my partner.”
The grig’s eyes narrowed. “Have ye asked him?”
I pursed my lips. “Of course.”
“I’ll make the note. But it would be easier to just ask the lad again. Maybe after a pint or two. There’s naught that can’t be fixed with a pint between friends.”
“I will certainly consider your advice,” I said dryly.
Bizbee snorted. “Of course ye will. Teetotaler.”
The last word carried a derisive sniff, and the grig disappeared into the enchanted pouch. I zipped it closed again before exiting the SUV. “As soon as this case is over, I intend to find out exactly what—”
“Bug crawled up his bum?” Peasblossom offered.
I started to argue, then sighed. “Yes.”
I half-jogged to the front door. Andy was vibrating with impatience by the time I climbed the front steps, and I was somewhat surprised when the officer guarding the door just nodded to me as Andy ushered me inside.
The young police officer watched me as I walked past him, his expression a combination of curiosity and attempted indifference. I didn’t recognize him, but there was something about the way he studied me that made me think we’d met before.
“What did you tell him to get him to let me in?” I asked. “How—” I stopped and stood still, frozen in place by the sight that greeted me. “Oh…my.”
There were animal heads everywhere. Hunting trophies, ranging from deer and coyotes to an enormous moose and a small black bear. Wherever there wasn’t an animal head put on display, there was a photograph. Each of them pictured a small man with curly brown hair and black-rimmed glasses. He dressed in so much hunting gear he looked more like a mannequin from an outdoors shop than a serious sportsman. The man, whom I assumed was Adrian Varca, posed in the photos next to a variety of dead animals. The vaulted ceiling meant high walls and lots of space. Lots of heads, and lots of photos.
The photo of the dead giraffe was particularly sad.
“How can anyone feel triumph over killing a giraffe?” Peasblossom demanded.
An officer looked up at the sound of her voice, pausing with his pen in mid-scratch on the notebook where he seemed to be writing down a witness’ statement. His brown eyes sharpened as he stared at my neck where Peasblossom hid under my hair. The small Asian woman sitting on the broad black leather couch didn’t appear to have heard the pixie, and she frowned at the officer’s sudden shift in attention before following his stare to me.
“Keep it down,” I said under my breath, trying not to move my lips.
Something on the floor by the woman’s feet moved, and I blinked as I realized it was a dog. A black lab with a neatly labeled blue jacket that marked it as a service animal. The jacket was much like the one I conjured for Scath when I took her out in her dog glamour. As the dog raised its head, also following the sound of Peasblossom’s voice, I noticed a slight change in the Asian woman’s posture.
She’d already been sitting with her back straight, but now she raised her chin, her delicate features firming into a mask of pure authority. Immediately the dog lowered its head, resuming its position lying at her feet.
Interesting.
Andy didn’t pay the woman or the police officer any attention as he headed straight for the large staircase leading to the second floor. “I’d bet half my pension that Adrian didn’t kill more than ten percent of the animals you see around you. I know for a fact the guide beside him in that picture”—he pointed at a picture halfway up the wall that showed Adrian Varca and another man standing next to an elephant—“shot the elephant himself and let Adrian think it was his shot that finished the beast off.”
I wrinkled my nose. I didn’t have a problem with hunting, or even trophy hunting. Most hunters, whatever their motivation for hunting in the first place, found someone to eat the meat if they didn’t eat it themselves. And humans were more likely to protect the land necessary for an animal’s survival if they thought there was money to be made letting people hunt said animals. But there was something about the pictures of Adrian Varca, combined with all the trophies, that made me think there’d been something more sinister to his domination of the animal kingdom.
Andy nodded to a room at the top of the stairs. “That’s where the body is.”
I followed him up onto the landing and spotted another uniformed officer standing in front of a closed door. I recognized the uniform before I noticed the patch on his shoulder.
“The rangers are here?” I asked.
The ranger in question looked up, and I almost tripped on the top step. He had the greenest eyes I’d ever seen, so bright they didn’t look real. When I got closer, I could see a pattern on his brown skin, so faint I might have dismissed it as my imagination if I hadn’t seen his eyes first. Whorls and ripples like tree bark.
“You’re a dryad,” I breathed.
The man froze, glancing from me to Andy, then relaxed just as suddenly. “You must be Mother Renard. And that makes you…Agent Bradford?”
“I am,” Andy confirmed. “What—”
A loud snarl from inside the next room cut him off. I jerked back, staring at the door, my heart pounding. The memory of all the animal heads and hunting trophies danced through my mind, filling my imagination with a plethora of possibilities of what might be in that room. Another snarl tightened my nerves, and I winced at the thick sound of two heavy bodies colliding with one another. Whatever was in there, it wasn’t alone.
The dryad didn’t react to the sounds, didn’t take his eyes off Andy. “We found this in the mouth of one of the hunting trophies downstairs.”
Andy glanced down at his own business card held between the officer’s fingertips. It had what looked suspiciously like tooth marks on it. Not human. “Adrian had a sense of humor. It amused him that I kept coming after him trying to get him to testify against his clients. He said I was like a dog with a bone and put the card I gave him in the coyote’s mouth.”
A loud sound echoed through the walls from outside, a combination of a dull whoosh and a rattle that shook my bones. The ranger cursed and grabbed his radio off his belt. “Get the cage up here and make sure it’s covered. The media is here.”
Another crash against the door, and this time there was an unmistakably human grunt mixed with the snarling.
Andy’s jaw tightened. “What the hell is going on? I thought Varca was dead. Who’s in there?” His eyes narrowed. “What’s in there?”
“Maybe it’s a wild animal! Like in the pictures.” Peasblossom grabbed hold of a lock of my hair and leaned forward eagerly. “Maybe it’s another rhinoceros.”
Tension seized Andy’s body at the mention of the rhinoceros, but he immediately forced himself to relax. He faced the dryad. “Last time I was here I arrested Adrian for shipping a hyena in from Africa. Tell me he hasn’t been importing trophy animals again?”
“It’s not a hyena,” the dryad said uneasily. “It’s—”
The door swung open, crashing into the wall.
My jaw dropped, and I fell back a step as a roar of heat slammed into me, sizzling against my skin like water on a hot iron. The smell of blood filled my nostrils, triggering an instinct to run even as I fought to hold my ground.
The creature in front of me was half man, half wolf. He towered over all of us, seven feet tall if he were an inch. Long black claws sprouted from his fingertips, and his canine head sported a snout full of glistening white teeth stained pink with blood. Grey fur covered his skin, and his denim jeans were unfastened, straining to hold onto a body that was much larger than it had been when he’d dressed.
Andy’s hand hovered near his gun, but blessedly he didn’t draw it.
The beast’s golden eyes locked onto me. My fight or flight instinct pulsed again, sending another flood of acidic adrenaline through my system. My magic burned inside me, ready and eager to answer any threat the creature posed.
Slowly, the shifter’s fur melted back into flesh, his body folding into human form. The change was graceful, smooth and controlled. My pulse didn’t calm as I recognized the strong jawline and shock of brownish blond hair of the man staring at me in a combination of surprise and anger.
Detective Sergeant Liam Osbourne.


                                            CHAPTER 3


“WHAT ARE YOU DOING HERE?”
Liam’s eyes were the last part of him to change, and it was unnerving to see those glowing amber eyes locked on me while he spoke with that low growl in his voice. I swallowed hard. I’d thought we parted on good terms, but he seemed distinctly unhappy to see me. That, combined with the blood smeared all over his upper body and the front of his denim jeans, made the situation more than a little unnerving.
“She’s with me.” Andy stepped closer, not quite putting himself between me and the werewolf, but near enough to make his point. “We’re here about Adrian Varca. Is he dead?” He gave Liam’s blood-splattered body and clothes a deliberate look as he asked the question.
Liam didn’t answer, and he didn’t take his eyes off me. “Are you here as a PI or a witch?”
That was an odd question. “I’m here with Andy, as he said,” I answered slowly. “My understanding is a man was murdered. Adrian Varca. Andy’s had an interest in him for some time as a possible witness.”
Liam stared hard into my eyes for a long minute. His gaze dropped to the pouch at my waist, then back to my eyes. “Your mentor didn’t send you? You have no…witch-related duty to perform here?”
“What is he talking about?” Peasblossom muttered.
I opened my mouth to say I didn’t know, then realization dawned. I remembered the last time I’d shown up uninvited to one of Liam’s cases. Back then, I’d been on orders from my mentor to bind a member of Liam’s pack. I could still remember holding the heavy collar that would trap the werewolf in human form. A terrible fate in the eyes of any shifter.
“I’m here only as Andy’s consultant on a murder case,” I said firmly. “I have no other purpose or intent.” I hesitated, then added. “I’m not here to collar anyone.”
That was what he’d needed to know. Without so much as a hello, Liam strode toward the railing that overlooked the house’s lower level, stopping just before he’d be visible to the witness sitting on the couch downstairs. “Get forensics up here now!” He turned and jabbed a finger at the ranger beside the door. “Radio Blake, I want him and Sonar up here five minutes ago.”
The ranger did as ordered.
Liam fastened his jeans, which had slid down his hips when he’d stalked back and forth from the railing. The shift revealed an inch or so of unbloodied skin as well as an inch of soft hair trailing farther down. My thoughts grew sluggish, and I tried—and failed—to look away.
Some of the dried blood on his chest flaked off, falling on his hands like macabre confetti. I clung to that distraction, used it to drag my mind back to the reason I was here in the first place. I cleared my throat and lifted a hand to gesture at the blood, arching an eyebrow in question. Liam hesitated, then nodded. My magic washed over him, lifting away the blood stains.
Cinderella spell for the win.
“Thanks.” He grabbed his shirt from the floor behind the dryad and turned back to me and Andy. “What do you know about Adrian Varca?”
“He’s a dirty accountant with an inflated sense of self-importance,” Andy answered. “Considers himself a tough guy, but he’s the only one who holds that opinion.”
Liam pulled the plain white T-shirt on over his head, then bent to retrieve a blue and green flannel with the sleeves rolled up. “The trophy heads on the wall. Did Adrian kill them himself?”
“Not likely. I can’t speak for them all, but I know several came from trips that guarantee a kill for the men willing to pay for it. And in my experience, Adrian might have had the desire, but not the skill.”
Liam stepped closer, almost, but not quite entering Andy’s personal space. “This is important. I need to know if he was a competent hunter. Could he have trapped a wild animal himself?”
“Not unless someone was holding it on a leash.”
There was a shift in Andy’s body language as Liam encroached on his space. I wouldn’t have noticed it if I weren’t already hyper-aware of his mood. I’d never known Andy to be territorial, never known him to be aggressive. Even before he shot someone, he was always cool, always level-headed.
But for some reason, he tensed when Liam got too close. Not in fear. But more like…anticipation?
I couldn’t tell if Liam noticed or not. His shoulders hadn’t given up a lick of tension since he’d appeared, and his energy still roared like a bonfire against my skin, but the animosity in his stare simmered down. “I take it someone alerted you when we ran his name?”
“Yes. I’ve been watching Adrian for a long time, hoping I could make him see sense.” He glanced toward the room Liam had come out of. “I take it I’m too late.”
“He’s dead,” Liam confirmed flatly.
Andy reached into his suit jacket pocket for his notepad and pen. Touching the familiar objects seemed to relax him, returning him to the FBI state of control I’d come to expect. “No offense, but I thought you were a park ranger. What are you doing working a murder case outside the reservation?”
“The woman on the couch down there is May Lin,” Liam said. “She and her partner Paul Bannon run Paw Patrollers, a company that raises and trains service dogs. May called 911 less than an hour ago and said there’d been an animal attack. Specifically, she said she opened the door to an upstairs room and caught sight of a bloody wolf, and a mangled body.”
“As soon as she mentioned a wolf, the call was routed to you and the Wild Animal Task Force,” I guessed.
“Exactly.” Liam addressed Andy next. “I saw your business card. You have a history with Varca?”
“Adrian and I went rounds on several occasions. He was an idiot, but he wasn’t evil.” He looked at the closed door. “I really thought eventually I’d get through to him.”
“If you’d be willing, I’ll speak to the FBI about having you assigned to the task force for this case,” Liam said. “It would be helpful to have someone who’s familiar with the victim.”
Andy nodded, and I could feel the tension around him ease, just a fraction. Liam, however, remained as tense as a cat in a dog park. Before I could think of a tactful way to ask him what was bothering him—perhaps inquire as to whom he’d thought I was here to magically bind with a collar—a familiar feminine face appeared at the stairway.
Seeing Kylie’s smooth pale features and white-blonde hair brought mixed feelings. It wasn’t that she was a half-ghoul—I’d accepted that. It wasn’t even the fact that she’d basically asked me to kill her if she turned full ghoul and became a danger to others. That had been unpleasant, but I understood.
No, what bothered me was the fact that the last time I’d seen Kylie, I’d put her in the uncomfortable position of letting me leave a murder scene where I was a viable suspect—and with the Vanguard on their way.
The Vanguard was the Otherworld’s version of Interpol. They were called in when monsters didn’t agree on the law, or when one monster killed someone outside their own species. As the monsters who policed the monsters, the Vanguard were scary even if you were pretty sure you’d done nothing wrong. If you had done something wrong, they were terrifying. It made me feel somewhat worse because I couldn’t even send an apology gift, as I normally would. That could be interpreted as payment by the Vanguard, which would make the situation substantially worse.
Circumstances being what they’d been, I’d make the same choice again given the chance, but I regretted making things awkward between me and the forensic technician.
“Just got here,” Kylie told Liam, barely sparing me a glance. “Yelling at me won’t do you any good.”
She started to walk around Liam to head for the room oozing the scent of blood, but Liam held out a hand to stop her. “Wait. First, I want you to take a sample of my blood.”
Kylie and I both perked up at the request, and the half-ghoul fixed Liam with a curious look. “All right,” she said slowly. She put down the large bag she carried and opened it, searching for a needle.
Before I could comment, a man shuffled up the stairs in the half-ghoul’s wake.
“Nice to see you again, Vincent,” I said, smiling.
The rumpled wizard paused in the middle of tugging on his brown tweed jacket to return my smile, but it quickly turned to a wince when he made eye contact with Liam. “Apologies for the delay, I was outside with the others searching for DNA in case—”
“It’s fine. Did you find any evidence of a female werewolf?”
Vincent blinked. “Um, not in the woods.” He ran a hand through his wild brown hair, worry lines tracing even more wrinkles over his already haggard face. “There was, however, some traces of a female werewolf in the Paw Patroller vehicle. The one Ms. Lin told us belonged to her partner Mr. Bannon.”
Liam’s jaw tightened. Kylie tied a length of rubber around his outstretched arm, then tapped the skin looking for a vein. She had plenty to choose from. If I were her, I might have had a go at the big one in his temple, if only to ease the pressure…
“I want the unconscious man swabbed for saliva, and the saliva compared to my blood,” he said quietly.
Vincent’s eyes widened. Kylie focused on sliding the needle into Liam’s arm, avoiding the alpha’s gaze.
“All right. I’ll get that sample then.” The wizard hesitated, then gestured at the room. “Is he…?”
“Varca is dead. Bannon is alive, but unconscious.”
Vincent nodded and took a step toward the room.
As he passed me, I heard a now wretchedly familiar clicking sound. “Peasblossom, don’t—”
Too late.
The tiny grappling hook shot out and latched onto the collar of Vincent’s jacket. The wizard turned his head just in time to glimpse Peasblossom shooting through the air to land on his shoulder.
“Gods save me,” he gasped, falling back against the wall.
Peasblossom landed with her usual lack of grace, pink arms and legs akimbo. She grunted as she steadied herself in a sitting position and fought to unhook her new toy from the wizard’s collar. “I’m getting really good at this. Come on, I want to see the crime scene!”
Vincent stared at her, his mouth hanging open. Even Liam watched the pixie as if she’d mutated into an even bigger pest. Both men looked at me.
I cleared my throat. “Mr. Gundersson.”
“Why?” Vincent asked, a hint of desperation in his tone.
My chest tightened, and I nodded toward Peasblossom’s back. Vincent had to crane his neck to see her, close as she was to his face, but as soon as his gaze took in her ruined wings, his expression softened.
“Well, I can’t object to a fresh pair of eyes, now can I?” he said with forced cheer.
Peasblossom paused, oblivious to the conversation and looks that had gone on while she reined in her grappling hook. “What?”
“Nothing. Come on, wee one, we have a victim to examine.”
When he opened the door to go inside, I got my first glimpse of the room. My hand flew to my stomach, cradling it as if that would lessen the possibility of vomiting.
A pile of meat lay on the far side of the room, recognizable as a body only by the fact that the head was largely intact. Intestines and other viscera had been scattered on the floor around where the body had fallen—what viscera that hadn’t been eaten. The whole room smelled like uncooked hamburger.
I looked away from the gore to where Vincent knelt next to the unconscious body of a naked man. His brown hair was slicked into a peak by blood, and his mouth and hands were stained red. More crimson speckled his chest, and based on smell alone I could tell he’d had a bite of the body.
“Do you know what happened?” I asked Liam.
“Near as I can tell, he’s a new wolf. He changed while shut inside this room. It was either his first time or close to it, and in the madness that follows the change, he attacked Varca.”
I watched Kylie finish drawing his blood, staring at the vial of dark red liquid. Liam followed my gaze, but didn’t say anything.
Kylie packed up her things and went into the room to join Vincent. The half-ghoul still hadn’t acknowledged my presence, and even with a murder victim lying less than twenty feet away, the silence hurt. If all went well, Kylie and I would be working together a lot. I needed to fix this.
A moment later, a pair of men came up the stairs carrying a large cage that only bore a passing resemblance to a dog kennel. This cage had thick iron bars that glittered with stripes of a lighter metal. Silver, if I guessed correctly. They carried it into the room and set it beside the body.
“Where will you take him?” Andy asked.
“My pack runs a center not far from here,” Liam answered, his voice distracted. “We’ll bring him there, take care of his wounds, and get him talking with one of our therapists to find out what happened here.”
Vincent exited the room and crossed his hands. “It’s her saliva on Paul, but not on Adrian.”
Liam’s shoulders sagged. “So she turned Paul…”
“But she didn’t kill Adrian,” Vincent finished. “That is what the evidence suggests, yes.”
“Who?” Andy asked. “Who’s ‘she?’”
Vincent hesitated, but at a nod from Liam, he answered. “Brenna.”
“Who’s Brenna?” I asked.
Liam straightened his spine, his chin tilting up as he regarded the FBI agent over my shoulder. “My sister.”


                                            CHAPTER 4


“YOUR SISTER?”
Liam put one hand over his back jeans pocket and one hand over the badge clipped to his waistband, as if checking to make sure they were still there. “Brenna works as a therapist at the New Moon Recovery Center. Two weeks ago, she left the center after her work shift and disappeared. No one knows where she went, when she’ll be back, or if she left of her own free will.”
“New Moon Recovery Center—that’s the rehab center that your pack runs?” I asked.
“Yes.”
“What exactly do you do there?” Andy asked, his pen hovering over a clean page in his notebook.
A low murmur of activity from the floor below drew Liam to the balcony, and he looked down for a moment before responding. “To the public, we’re a private drug rehabilitation clinic.”
“And in private?” Andy asked.
Liam turned away from the railing, studying Andy for a second before answering. A quick sizing up of the FBI agent and whether he could be trusted with this particular information. “You understand this information stays here. This can’t find its way into any official paperwork.”
“Understood.”
I looked at Andy, surprised by the irritation in his one word response. He’d never had an issue keeping Otherworld secrets before. Why had Liam’s caution annoyed him?
“New Moon takes in a variety of shifters. Those who were changed in the aftermath of an attack, those who suffered a silver injury, and in some cases, those who for one reason or another are struggling to find or keep a balance.”
Before Liam or I could answer, Blake and Sonar joined us at the top of the stairs. Blake was dressed in his Cleveland Metroparks Rangers uniform, and the dirt around his pant legs told me he’d been trudging through the brush around Adrian Varca’s estate. Sonar trotted beside him, the female werewolf once again wearing her German Shepard glamour that made her look like a normal canine officer.
As soon as they saw me, their auras flared, turning the entire second floor into an oven, and me into an over-baked cookie. I cleared my throat and tried not to fidget.
Blake’s dark eyes flicked from me to Andy before focusing on his alpha. If the tension that tightened the skin around his eyes and mouth was any indication, Liam wasn’t the only one who feared I was there to collar one of their packmates.
“We’ve searched the surrounding woods, but Sonar’s not picking up any traces to suggest someone else was here recently.” He nodded toward Vincent through the open doorway. “Did Wince tell you about the fur in the vehicle?”
“Yes, and I know who it was.” Liam straightened his lips into a firm line. “Brenna was here.”
Blake’s face didn’t betray any reaction, an impressive feat considering he’d just learned his alpha’s sister had been at the crime scene. He reached up to rub the thick, neatly trimmed beard that covered his jaw. “What do we know?”
“She turned Bannon. Bannon ate Varca.” He pointed. “Brenna was in this room. I want to know where she is now. Find her. Don’t go into the room until Vince and Kylie tell you it’s clear.”
Sonar dropped her snout to the floor, sniffing around the landing to pick up Brenna’s scent. Blake held Liam’s gaze, glanced quickly at me, then back to his alpha. I recognized the question in the gesture.
“She’s here to work the murder with Agent Bradford,” Liam said, his voice empty of emotion. “Nothing else.”
Neither man looked particularly comforted by the assertion. Blake reluctantly nodded to me. “Mother Renard.” He didn’t wait for a response before focusing on Andy.
Andy held out his hand. “Agent Andrew Bradford, FBI.”
Blake accepted the handshake. “Detective Blake Giles. Call me Blake.”
“Andy.”
Liam rolled his shoulders, then gestured for Andy and me to follow him. “Mr. Bannon’s business partner is waiting downstairs.”
“How’s she taking the news?” Andy asked, following the alpha to the staircase.
“Still in shock, so it’s hard to tell. I’m heading down to talk to her now.”
Andy followed him as Liam headed for the stairs, but I hung back for a second, glancing into the room where Peasblossom had insisted on accompanying Vincent. My attention immediately zeroed in on a spot of pink against the dark grey carpet—heading straight for the body.
“Don’t touch the body!” I dashed into the room and scooped up the pixie, careful not to hurt her already damaged wings.
Peasblossom yelped in protest. “Hey! I want to see!”
Vincent and Kylie both looked up at me. Vincent looked sympathetic and quickly returned his attention to the tweezers and baggie he held in his hands. A five- foot area in front of him rippled with magic, with undulating shapes curling into the air like smoke from a series of tiny campfires. I recognized the forensic spell he’d taught me, the one that created a 3D foggy image of the species and sex of the creature who left trace evidence at the scene. Each of those misty figures represented a hair or a spot of blood or sweat. Vincent followed the shapes down, gathering the physical evidence to analyze in the lab.
Kylie’s face remained expressionless. A deadpan expression, if I allowed myself the pun. She stared at me for a long, deliberate second before resuming her work.
Yep, still mad.
I scowled and carried Peasblossom out of the room. “What’s to see? He’s only so much meat now.”
“I could have found a clue.” She flopped onto my shoulder in a sulk. “Just because I can’t fly doesn’t mean I can’t help.”
“I know,” I said reasonably. “Which is why I need you to come with me when we interview this witness. You’re so good at telling when someone is lying.”
Peasblossom perked up. “I am, aren’t I? Like when you said you didn’t eat the last Oreo. I knew you were lying.”
Neither Andy nor Liam had waited for me, and I had to hurry down the stairs in a less than dignified manner to catch them up before they reached the witness. The animal heads and their false eyes seemed to follow my every movement, making for a surreal trip. As we approached Ms. Lin, the officer who’d been speaking with her when we arrived excused himself and came to stand before Liam.
“Near as I can tell she’s human,” he said in a low tone. “But she smells like herbs and dogs. Could be a shifter. Or a witch.” The officer glanced at me when he said the last part, then returned his focus to Liam. “According to her, she and her partner had a meeting this morning with a potential client. Mr. Bannon never showed up. Ms. Lin used the GPS on his company vehicle to locate him here and came to confront him about missing the meeting. When she got here, no one answered. Apparently, her dog Justice is trained as a sort of guard dog, so when he whined and scratched at the door, Ms. Lin took his reaction to mean something was wrong and tried the knob. She let herself in, went upstairs…”
“That’s when she opened the door to the office and saw Adrian,” Andy finished.
The officer nodded. “She caught a glimpse of the body, then she said a wolf leapt at her. She barely got the door closed in time to avoid letting it out. Then she called 911.”
Liam looked at me. “Can you tell if she’s a witch?”
“If she’s carrying items of power, yes. If she’s a new or inexperienced witch, yes. If not, then she could hide what she is from me if she wanted to.” I flexed my fingers, pushing a wave of magic toward the couch even as I explained the limits of what I could detect. Silver mist rolled out, visible only to me and Peasblossom, but there was no answering spark of another color. “No magic that I can see. I’ll keep an eye on her, see if she gives anything away.”
Liam nodded and approached the couch. “Ms. Lin? I’m Detective Sergeant Osbourne. This is Agent Bradford with the FBI and this is Ms. Renard, our consultant. I know you’ve been answering questions for a while now, but I need to ask you a few more.”
“Call me May.” Her voice was soft and subdued, but her shoulders had a firm set to them, and she lifted her chin when she spoke. “Have you found Paul?”
“Not yet, but we’re still looking. You told Officer Phillips that Mr. Bannon missed a business meeting. Is there a reason you worried enough to track him down via GPS? Any reason you didn’t think he’d maybe just forgotten, overslept?”
May let out a short breath. “We were meeting with the board of a rehabilitation clinic to discuss a partnership. It was a big deal, Paul wouldn’t have missed it. Not even for him.”
Irritation thinned her voice when she referred to Varca. Liam leaned closer. “Sounds like you’ve met Mr. Varca before.”
This time there was no mistaking the anger on May’s face. “Yes.” She closed her hands into fists. “This is all his fault. That miserable little cretin.”
“What did he do?” Liam asked.
May reached down and her dog immediately lifted his head and put his chin on her knee, letting her stroke her hand over his ears and down his back. “His ignorance was boundless,” she muttered. “Mr. Varca has been after Paul and me to provide him with a dog for years. Not that he has any true need for a service animal, you understand. He merely wants one. Another sign of his dominance over the animal kingdom. Honestly, he’d do better to put the work into choosing his own animal and going through obedience school.” She pressed her lips into a thin line. “Might have done him some good too. Obedience school.”
“So why didn’t he?” Andy asked. “Anyone can buy a dog and sign it up for obedience school. Adrian had the money.”
“Oh, he had the money all right,” May agreed. “What he didn’t have was the personality.” She scratched Justice behind the ear and the dog rubbed his chin on her leg. “Dogs aren’t objects. You can’t just pick the one you want, you have to be mindful of the dog’s needs, physical and emotional. Varca wanted a large, ‘scary’ dog.” She rolled her eyes. “To him, a dog was a way to show off his power. But he had none, and any dog that fit his desired image would sense that.”
“He wasn’t alpha enough for the type of dog he wanted,” Andy observed.
“Exactly. He had it in his head that we could change that. That Paul and I could train a dog to serve him and be everything he wanted it to be. But that’s not how it works. Not to mention none of our dogs looked frightening enough to him. We deal mostly with labs. He kept asking if he could buy his own dog and send it to us to train. But as I explained to him a thousand times, it’s not a matter of money. It’s a matter of quality. Not all dogs make good service animals, and based on his criteria, I have zero confidence that he could have chosen a dog we could train.”
“If both you and Paul refused to do what Varca wanted, then why was Paul here?” Liam asked.
“I believe Varca lured him here with the promise of another ‘consultation fee.’” May sighed and rubbed the bridge of her nose. “Varca liked to use his money to manipulate people. I’m sorry to say Paul wasn’t immune.”
“So you think Varca bought a dog, bribed Paul to come and take a look at it, and was subsequently attacked by the dog?”
“He keeps saying dog,” Peasblossom hissed. “It wasn’t a—”
“That was no dog,” May said sharply. “That was a wolf.”
Liam dropped a hand to his belt, running his palm over his badge as if reminding himself to stay calm. “I—”
“Look, let me save you some time,” May interrupted. “I’m aware that the rangers have been hiding a wolf resurgence for several years now. I’ve seen enough wolves recently to know it’s not just fear-mongering or rumors started by the local papers. Wolves are making their way back to Ohio.”
I fought to keep my face blank. To the best of my knowledge, wolves were not repopulating Ohio. But if the New Moon Recovery Center was nearby, then it was entirely possible that what May was actually seeing were werewolves.
“And what’s more,” May continued, staring into Liam’s eyes, “Varca knew about the wolves too. That…man, actually wanted me to train a wolf for him. A wolf.”
Liam gripped the sleeves of his shirt, hiding his reaction between a sharp jerk at the cuffs to pull them higher up his arm. May’s gaze sharpened, and she watched the alpha with the sort of intense stare that made me think she spent a lot of time analyzing body language.
Andy stepped forward, drawing May’s attention from the alpha’s reaction. “He wanted a wolf for a service animal?”
May snorted. “He read an article online about a diabetic trucker that adopted a wolf and realized the wolf was alerting him when he had low blood sugar. Not to mention that service animal provider in Wisconsin that claims they can provide service wolves—don’t even get me started on them. Their only saving grace is they refused to sell one to Varca. Nevertheless, he was convinced wolves could be trained, and he wanted one. Badly. He was willing to pay a criminal sum of money for a service wolf.” She scoffed. “Service wolf,” she muttered. “Can you imagine?”
“Could Paul have been here to train a wolf?” I asked.
The dog trainer looked at me as if I were a heckler in an elementary school classroom. “No,” she said shortly. “Paul knew as well as I do that wolves don’t make good service animals. Most dogs don’t even make good service animals. It takes careful breeding and a lot of training even with the right animal. Wolves have a natural instinct to avoid humans, and they don’t bond like dogs do. Paul knew that.”
“Then why was he here?” I asked gently.
May sighed. “Varca knew a lot of hunters. It’s possible that he got a wolf and called Paul to tell him. Paul would have realized the idiot put his life in danger and come to stop him from getting himself killed.” Her shoulders fell slightly. “And then the wolf did what a wolf does when it’s cornered.”
Movement behind us made us all turn, and we watched two men carry a large covered box down the stairs and out the door. A battered dark blue sheet covered what I suspected was the dog cage I’d seen them bring to the room where the man lay unconscious. Paul’s body would be in that cage.
“What will happen to the wolf?” May asked.
“If it’s gotten a taste for humans, it could be dangerous,” Liam answered carefully. “But we’ll try to find somewhere to take it first.”
May nodded, but the expression on her face suggested she didn’t have high hopes for the beast’s survival. It made me like her more that she cared. Justice nuzzled her leg in sympathy.
“You mentioned that you’d noticed more wolves in the area,” Liam said slowly. “Did Paul notice as well?”
“Of course.”
“Did Paul hunt?”
May frowned. “As a matter of fact, he did. Does,” she corrected herself quickly. “Why do you ask?”
Liam kept his voice calm, unaccusing. “Could he have captured—”
“No,” May snapped. “Even if Paul were willing to do something so foolish as to give a man like Varca a pet he had no hope of controlling—trained or not—he would never catch a wild wolf and pass it off as safe. He’d have to find a pup and raise it himself if he wanted even a prayer of training it. That’s how we train our dogs, all of them raised from pups.”
“You never get your dogs anywhere else? You raise them all yourself, breed them yourself?” Andy asked, scribbling furiously in his notebook.
May hesitated. It was quick, there and gone so fast I would have missed it if I hadn’t been watching so carefully. Then she nodded.
Before I could follow up on that hesitation, Blake and Sonar approached from the direction of the staircase. The detective didn’t look encouraged, and I could tell he didn’t have any good news to share. Liam nodded at Blake that he’d seen him, then addressed May.
“Thank you, Ms. Lin. If I have anymore questions, I’ll call you.” He retrieved his wallet from his back pocket and pulled out a business card. “Take this. If you think of anything else, please call me.”
May accepted his card. “So I can leave now?”
“Yes.”
A hint of relief softened May’s features and she stood, a little faster than I’d expected. Justice rose to all fours beside her, his eyes alert, his posture straight. May nodded at us and left the house with her dog padding beside her. I noted that Justice made no move to get ahead of May, and didn’t trail behind her either. A very well-trained dog, who respected his owner as his alpha.
“There’s no trace of Brenna anywhere but the path from the crime scene to Paul’s vehicle,” Blake said under his breath as soon as we approached. “Near as we can tell, she came here in that vehicle, went up to the room, and disappeared. The only possibility I can think of is that there was another vehicle here, parked near enough to Paul’s vehicle that the paths overlapped. She could have left the room and got in the second vehicle and been driven away.”
“Or she could have driven herself away,” I pointed out.
Liam and Blake stared at me. Neither look was particularly friendly.
“Brenna is a therapist at the center. She wouldn’t have left a new wolf behind like that,” Liam said calmly. “Especially not shut inside with a human.”
I didn’t know Brenna, so I couldn’t speak to that assertion at all. And based on the expressions on Blake and Liam’s faces, now wasn’t the time for an educated guess.
“We did find Bannon’s cell phone, though.” Blake handed the device to Liam. “Looks like he called Varca this morning.”
“He called Adrian?” Andy asked, looking up from his notebook.
“Yeah.”
“If Bannon called Varca, then maybe Ms. Lin didn’t know her partner as well as she thought she did.” Liam clenched and unclenched his fists at his sides. “Maybe Bannon decided to try and give Varca the wolf he wanted.” He locked his gaze on Blake. “Take Sonar and search Bannon’s house. If he did somehow manage to catch Brenna, there might be evidence she was there.”
“I’ll pull Adrian’s phone records,” Andy said, putting away his notebook. “Chances are if Bannon was planning to get Varca a wolf, he didn’t just show up with one in his backseat. They’d have talked on the phone, met in person, planned it.”
“Good.” Liam turned and headed for the door, his shoulders stiff. “It’s time I had a chat with Paul about my sister.”


                                            CHAPTER 5


“WE’LL FOLLOW YOU,” Andy said, trailing Liam out of the house.
I looked ahead to where Blake and Sonar were climbing into their vehicle, and my gaze lingered on Sonar. Blake had Sonar, May had Justice. It all made me feel Scath’s absence in a way I hadn’t an hour ago. I hadn’t known the cat sith long, and if I were honest, I still didn’t understand what her intentions were toward me. But she’d saved my life. She’d almost died helping me. Whatever her intentions, she’d earned my loyalty, and she was starting to feel very much like a friend. A friend I missed.
Liam followed my gaze. “How’s Scath doing?”
I tried to muster a confident smile. “She’s healing. It’s slow going though, unfortunately. All that iron…” A lump rose in my throat to choke off any further words. Images of Scath being shredded by iron flechettes fired from a specialized anti-fey assault weapon swarmed my mind’s eye, and I swore I could smell her blood all over me again. So much blood. So much iron. Bile washed against the back of my throat, and I swallowed hard.
“I’m glad she’s doing better.” Liam glanced down at his shirt, frowning when he noticed he’d missed a button. He pressed his lips together and pinched the button before shoving it through the appropriate slit. “Edwin is healing. He had that silver lodged in his face for over six months, and the wizard’s magic was the only thing between him and death by silver poisoning. If he can make it, so can Scath. She’s strong, she’ll get through this.”
I nodded, but didn’t say anything. If I talked, it might give the tears burning behind my eyelids permission to fall, and none of us wanted a soggy witch on a murder case.
“Who’s Edwin?” Andy asked.
“A shifter who was involved in our last case,” Liam answered, brushing a hand down his shirt. “Long story.”
“Last case?” Andy echoed.
“Roger Temple, rogue paramilitary company.” Liam glanced from Andy to me and back. “Did she mention that one?”
And I’d wondered how this conversation could get worse. “I told him,” I said, forcing myself to straighten. “I—”
“We should get going.” Andy rubbed the back of his neck, then forced his arm to his side. “How long do you think it will be before Paul can answer questions?”
I blinked, surprised Andy had cut me off. That wasn’t like him.
Liam’s face darkened, his blue eyes deepening from sky blue to midnight. “He will answer my questions soon. Very soon.”
Andy nodded, then turned on his heel without another word to head for his SUV.
“I’ll ride with Andy,” I told Liam. “See you at—”
Andy’s SUV door slammed shut with enough force that I jumped. Liam jerked his head in the same direction.
“Is he all right?”
“He’s fine.” I brushed my hair behind my ear. “He’s just a little tense. He really wanted Varca as a witness.”
“Tough break. Been there.” Liam turned to head for his own truck. “You can follow me to the center. It’s not far.”
I paused as I remembered an earlier question I hadn’t had a chance to ask. “Liam?”
“Yeah?”
“The center in Wisconsin that May mentioned, the one that provides wolves as service animals?”
“That’s a cover,” Liam confirmed. “It’s a shell company run by the pack in that area. They provide a cover story for shifters who get caught in the suburbs in wolf form. If someone’s neighbor spots a wolf, they’ll backdate and fax over records showing proof of ownership of a wolfdog.”
“Clever.”
He shrugged. “Necessary. Even the careful ones get caught sometimes.”
I nodded absently, then made my way to the passenger side of Andy’s SUV, frowning as I found him glowering in the driver’s seat.
“Is it just me, or is he having a temper tantrum?” Peasblossom asked. “Another temper tantrum?”
“It’s not just you.” I climbed into the SUV and closed my door, deliberately being more gentle than Andy had. He started the car, barely waiting long enough for Liam to pull out before shooting down the driveway after him.
My heart leapt into my throat. I didn’t breathe until Liam pulled onto the road and started off, and Andy slowed to follow him.
“Is something wrong?” I kept my voice even, trying not to let my own irritation show. It was one thing for Andy to be distant because of my month-long silent treatment, but it was time to move on. I’d had no choice. He had to understand that.
“‘Our case.’”
The insinuated quotations around the word were clear. “What?”
Andy didn’t look at me, didn’t take his eyes off the bumper of Liam’s truck—ostensibly so he’d be able to slam on the brakes if Liam slowed down since he was following dangerously close. “‘Our case.’ That’s what Liam said. The case about the fixer. The one you worked when you couldn’t answer your phone when I called, or even text me to tell me what was going on.”
Oh. My fingers found the cool metal of the zipper on the pouch around my waist, and I turned it between my fingers. I’d told Andy about the case, but only the broad strokes. I hadn’t mentioned details.
I hadn’t mentioned Liam.
“So was it just me you were forbidden from talking to?” he asked finally.
I didn’t like the way he’d said “forbidden,” as if I’d exaggerated, and I could have talked to him if I’d wanted to. “Yes,” I said quietly.
Andy nodded, the movement stiff and jerky. The tension between us thickened, scratching my skin like cheap wool. For a second, I felt like I had a week ago when I’d shown up at Andy’s for the first time since Flint’s forced hiatus.
Pressure built inside me. A combination of the urge to snap at Andy, to tell him to get over it because the past month hadn’t been a cake-walk for me either, and frustration because Flint had jeopardized one of the most important relationships in my life. A relationship that hadn’t been easy from the beginning, and had just started to get to the point where I’d have said we were almost friends and not just business partners.
I dropped my head back against the seat. “This is it. This is exactly what he wanted.”
“Who?”
“Flint.” I let out a bitter laugh and waved a hand between us. “This lack of trust. My contract with him may end in nine months, but he’s doing a fine bloody job of making sure the repercussions last a lot longer than that.” I stared out the windshield without seeing anything. “Isolation is the first step. Isolation, and cruelty interspersed with random acts of kindness.”
“Cruelty?”
I couldn’t read his tone enough to say if he was concerned about what might have been done to me, or dubious because he thought I wanted him to think my time with Flint had been as bad for me as for him.
I chose to believe the first one. “He hasn’t laid a hand on me, if that’s what worries you. He just likes to break down my accomplishments, grind them into the dirt and make me believe I haven’t actually done any real good. He turns every success I’ve had into a failure.” My throat constricted. “He’s very good at it.”
“Why would he do that?” Andy shifted in his seat, flexing his grip on the steering wheel. “Wouldn’t it make more sense to try and get you to like him? Isn’t that what he’s known for?”
He didn’t come right out and say he’d thought Flint wanted to get me into bed, but I knew that’s what he meant. Peasblossom poked out from under my hair.
“He knows she won’t sleep with him,” she told Andy. “She hates him. He’s putting down her accomplishments so when he offers to help her, she’ll think she actually needs his help.” Peasblossom patted my shoulder. “Which she doesn’t.”
“Thank you, Peas—”
“Because she has me,” Peasblossom finished.
Andy was silent for a long minute. “So you think he’s isolating you from me to make it easier to break you down and destroy your confidence.”
“To make me rely on him, yes,” I agreed.
“But he isn’t trying to destroy your relationship with Liam. He had no problem with you working with him.”
“Of course not,” Peasblossom scoffed. “Liam is an alpha, leader of his pack. He wants Shade to get close to him quick, so she’ll still be under his control when that relationship means something—”
“Oh, blood and bone,” I whispered.
“What?” Andy demanded.
Horror turned my heart into a block of frozen meat forgotten in the corner of the freezer. “Liam. Peasblossom is right. Flint would want me to get close to Liam. He’d want us as close as possible while I’m still under contract to him so he can try and manipulate Liam and his pack through me. Or spy on them.”
I put a hand on my stomach, trying to calm the bile churning there before it could make an explosive appearance all over the inside of Andy’s SUV. “The contracts. I… I can sign a contract with you before working a case and I don’t have to tell Flint the details, but…” I tried to swallow, but the lump in my throat stopped me. “I don’t have that kind of permission to sign a contract with Liam. And he…”
I couldn’t even finish.
“He doesn’t know about your contract with Flint?” The anger had leached out of Andy’s voice. He sounded more like himself. Calm, analytical. Curious.
I shook my head, staring out the window as if orange construction cones could in any way distract me.
“So sign one of my contracts,” Andy said reasonably. “It’s my case too.”
“No. No, that won’t work.”
“You could make the argument it does.”
“But that won’t matter,” Peasblossom chimed in. “All that matters is that Flint can make the argument that it doesn’t. He’s the master, he wins all ties.”
“I’m going to throw up.” I let my head fall against the cool glass of my window.
Andy shifted uncomfortably in his seat, and I didn’t know if it was my emotions or the possibility that I might vomit in his vehicle that bothered him.
I groped for my cell phone, texting Flint with trembling fingers.
“What are you doing?” Andy asked.
“Asking Flint for permission to use your contract for this case.” I hit the send button and stared at my phone, my heart in my throat. “If he says no, then I need to go home now and get as far way from Liam and this case as possible. His sister is involved, there’s no way…” I shook my head. “If Flint forbids me to tell Liam about our contract, I need you to do it for me.”
“You want me to tell him now?”
Andy nodded up ahead to where Liam had pulled into the parking lot of a brick building. A sign nestled amidst a bed of flowers out front read “New Moon Recovery Center.”
“No,” I rasped. “No, I’ll tell him if I can. But if I can’t, then you have to do it.”
My phone beeped. I gritted my teeth and glanced down at the sidhe’s response. My stomach rolled.
“He said no?” Andy guessed.
“He said yes,” Peasblossom corrected him, peering down at my phone.
We shared a look.
Andy stole a glance out of the corner of his eye as he followed Liam’s truck around the back to a private parking area. “Isn’t that a good thing?”
“He just said ‘yes,’” Peasblossom explained. “No dancing around it, no trying to be tricky.”
“You think it’s too easy.”
“Too easy,” I agreed quietly.
We drove through the shadows cast by a line of small trees that lined the parking lot, and my phone’s screen danced with the reflection.
“Are you going to tell Liam about your contract?” Andy asked.
“I think I have to.” Another wave of nausea washed over me. I didn’t want to have this conversation. It was bad enough Andy knew about the contract, knew I was a slave to the infuriating Flint Valencia, leannan sidhe and seductive fey bad boy. Telling Liam would be worse. He’d have the same questions as Andy, the same suspicions about what Flint wanted me to do. Directions he may or may not take with our relationship while he could. For some reason it bothered me even more, the thought of Liam having those questions. Those thoughts.
“Do you think it will make that big of a difference?” Andy’s voice was softer now. Almost sympathetic. “You’ve worked with him a couple times, he must trust you to work with you again.”
I leaned back in my seat, trying to force myself to relax. “Actually, our relationship is somewhat…tenuous.”
“How so?”
“She keeps leaning on him and he wants to know why, but she doesn’t know so she can’t tell him. So he doesn’t know if she’s flirting with him or doing bad witch stuff,” Peasblossom explained helpfully.
Andy pulled into a parking spot beside Liam’s truck. “You…lean on him.”
I shifted, cursing the heat I knew was painting my cheeks pink. “I have a weird reaction to shifters. Not all shifters. Mostly Liam, but I’ve felt it with other shifters too.” I laughed, a short burst of sound absent of any humor.
Andy glanced at me, a furrow pinching the skin between his brows. “What’s so funny?”
“Oh, I was just thinking of Mother Hazel and how she must be somewhere smiling right now.”
“Why’s that?”
“Because this is what she was always trying to tell me. This is why she said I wasn’t cut out for this.” I glared out the window. “I could have stayed a village witch. Been my own boss, gotten respect by virtue of being me.” I snorted. “But no. I chose to be a PI. I work with you, and Liam, both of you authorities in your field who outrank me in almost every way that’s relevant to the job.”
I slumped in my seat. “I saw an opportunity to help people. People who didn’t even know they needed help. But this work isn’t just about saving innocents and punishing bad guys. It’s about maintaining the professional relationships that make it possible to help people. Following rules, written and not, and making choices that can seem right at one time and wrong at another, and being responsible for all of those choices no matter what.”
Andy took the keys out of the ignition. He sat there for a moment, staring at the steering wheel. Finally, he looked at me. “Crime is black and white only to the people looking at it from the outside. There will always be hard choices. Times when you look back and wonder if you did the right thing. If you could have made a different choice, gotten a different outcome. That’s normal. And if you ever realize that the choices aren’t hard anymore, that you always know what the right thing to do is? Quit. Quit and do something else. Because a black and white point of view is the fastest road to Hell in this business.”
I looked at him, and he met my eyes, held them without flinching. There was no anger there anymore. He didn’t look happy, and he was holding his keys so tight his knuckles blanched, but he wasn’t angry.
“I don’t know if that was comforting or not,” I said finally.
“Good.” He hesitated, then added, “Be a person that deserves trust, and demand the trust you deserve.”
Before I could respond to that, he got out of the SUV and closed the door behind him.
“So is he still mad or not?” Peasblossom demanded. “That was a weird speech. Wasn’t it? A weird speech?”
I sighed and got out of the SUV. “I don’t know.”
“I think it was a weird speech,” she muttered.
Liam stood impatiently at the front door to the massive building constructed from solid red brick and broad windows. It was only four stories high, but given the fact that it was a center for werewolves, I suspected the strongest point of the facility was its location across the street from the Rocky River Reservation and its vast expanse of wooded werewolf bliss.
“You need to come inside with me so I can get you a badge at security,” Liam said as soon as we were close enough to hear him. “This isn’t a prison, but it is a secure facility. No one can just walk in or out without clearance.”
“So how exactly does your process work here?” Andy asked.
Liam held the door open. “After a shifter is brought here or comes here of their own volition, they’re assessed by one of our therapists to determine if they pose a danger to themselves or others. If they’re determined not to be a threat, then they live here in a sort of assisted living facility style, acclimating to being around other shifters, learning protocol and the hierarchy, stuff like that, until they’re ready to be assigned to a permanent pack. If they are a threat, they’re assigned a supervisor. Their supervisor will help them strengthen their control, and if needed, they’ll arrange protection.”
“So for new wolves, that means someone is with them to help them handle surges in emotion and stays with them through the change until they can keep their head after the transformation,” I said.
“Exactly.”
“Keep their head?” Andy asked.
“Shifters maintain their human faculties when they shift,” I explained. “But it’s a skill that has to be practiced. The change is chaotic for new wolves, and it can be hard to think straight in the immediate aftermath. That’s when things can get…dicey.”
“Dicey as in they kill people,” Andy clarified.
Liam stopped walking abruptly and turned to face Andy. “This will go smoother if you don’t assume shifters kill a lot of people,” he said flatly.
Andy’s facial expression didn’t betray any emotion, but I didn’t miss the way he smoothed a hand down the lower half of his jacket, checked the cuffs on his shirt. Testing his armor. “Someone bit Paul and turned him, apparently against his will. You said your clientele includes people who were turned during an attack. It sounds like it happens with some frequency.”
“We do our best, Agent Bradford,” Liam said in a low voice.
“And what does that involve?” Andy pressed. “What do you do to try to prevent werewolves from biting humans, turning them?”
“The same think you do to keep humans from attacking one another,” Liam said shortly. “We make it clear it’s against the law, and we punish it when it happens.”
Andy considered that, then nodded. “I meant no offense. I’m trying to understand what happened today.”
Liam turned. “That’s what we’re here to find out.”
Immediately beyond the front entrance there was a long desk on either side of the room, and a small passage between them. The desk on the left had a sign overhead that read “Check-in” and the right was labeled “Security.” The passage between was sandwiched between two pillars with a security scanner on the right for visitors to scan their badges as they entered.
We approached the check-in, and Liam spoke about security badges to an androgynous individual wearing a plain white collared shirt and black slacks. The shifter turned light brown eyes on me and Andy, taking us both in as they retrieved the necessary paperwork and placed it on the counter in front of us.
“Hi, Sam,” I said, reading their name tag.
“Hello, Ms. Renard. Agent Bradford. Please fill in the top box and sign at the bottom, then stand behind that piece of tape and look here—” they pointed to a camera mounted on top of a computer monitor—“and smile. Or don’t, it’s up to you.”
Andy and I both did as instructed. As I stood there waiting for the person to take my picture, I felt the unmistakable prickle of someone staring at me. I held my smile in place until Sam nodded, then shuffled to the side to lean around the check-in desk to peer into the facility.
The room beyond the gate was huge, with a square of broad-leafed plants in the center of the room, and a line of chairs directly across. A man sat in one of the chairs barely visible behind the plants, and it took me a minute to realize who it was.
Edwin’s smooth brown skin accented the pale slash of white scar tissue running from the center of his forehead to the middle of his left cheek, crossing the corner of his eye near his nose. The last time I’d seen him, that scar tissue had been studded with sharp bits of silver shrapnel. His eye was still milky and clouded, but Liam was right. Edwin looked a hundred times better now, and a weight slid off my shoulders as I felt new hope for Scath and her iron-inflicted injuries.
The black werewolf wore a pair of dark grey sweatpants and a plain white T-shirt, the epitome of casual. And yet, there was something about his body language that made him seem anything but relaxed. If I hadn’t known any better, I’d have sworn he was doing reconnaissance.
Liam followed my gaze. “Don’t let the staring upset you. He’s very security conscious, he always keeps an eye on newcomers.”
“I’m surprised he’s acclimated so well. Considering his previous loyalty.”
“Loyalty,” Liam spat. “That wasn’t loyalty. That was self-preservation. That wizard could have helped Edwin, could have removed the silver and helped him heal. But he didn’t. Instead, he kept the silver in place and used magic to keep Edwin alive.”
“In exchange for Edwin’s bodyguard services.” I gritted my teeth, wishing I could have a word with the wizard now. Give him a piece of my mind.
“Exactly.”
Andy leaned over to follow my gaze. “Why didn’t he come here to be healed?”
“Edwin was injured when his alpha was killed by a bomb filled with silver shrapnel,” Liam said grimly. “He was the jarl of his pack, the second-in-command. There were some suspicions going around that he set the bomb. Understandably, he wasn’t comfortable approaching another pack for help.”
Andy’s hand twitched, I assumed with the urge to grab his notebook. He resisted. “You’re not worried he killed his alpha?”
“No.”
Liam didn’t say more than that.
Andy drummed his finger on the counter top as he waited for his security badge. “I can’t imagine many people like being stared at like that.”
“He makes some people uncomfortable.” Liam snagged the badges from the counter and handed them over. “Put these on and keep them visible.” He glanced down at Andy’s side, where his gun rested in its holster. “Are those mundane bullets?”
“Mundane?” Andy asked.
“Any silver?”
Andy frowned. “No.”
Liam nodded. “You can keep it then. You shouldn’t be in any danger here, but we are dealing with volatile cases. Just be aware that those bullets amount to a bean bag gun as far as our clients are concerned.” He paused, then narrowed his eyes slightly and added, “Don’t draw it unless you have no other option. These people are under my protection. If you shoot someone as a first resort, you and I will have something to discuss.”
He moved as he talked, and Andy and I hurried to keep up as he led us through the check point and into the main building. I didn’t know if the tightness in Andy’s jaw was a reflection of Liam’s tone when he said “something to discuss” or if he was thinking about his comparison of Andy’s weapon to a bean bag gun.
Part of me was fairly certain a discussion of silver bullets was in my future.
We passed Edwin, and I smiled, trying to put him at ease. He didn’t react until Peasblossom poked her head out from under my hair and waved at him. He sat up straighter, eyes sharpening with interest. I quickened my pace.
“The counseling center is on the second floor. We have three therapists, and at least one of them is on duty at all times. I assigned Paul to Ruth since she’s the most experienced with the more violent cases.”
He led us into an elevator, and I hesitated a split second before stepping inside. Liam’s aura had never completely calmed after the excitement earlier—unsurprising given the fact that his first clue to his sister’s whereabouts in two weeks coincided with her DNA at a murder scene. As the doors slid shut, Liam’s aura pulsed to take up the entirety of the small space, pressing against me like a heat wave.
A blush flowed over my cheeks as Andy looked down at me, scrutinizing my body language, and flicking his gaze between me and Liam, judging distance. Obviously, he remembered what I’d said in the SUV. If I’d had a ruler, I’d have gotten it out and made sure I kept an equal distance from both of them. Maybe I had one in my pouch…
When the elevator door opened, I gave myself brownie points for not throwing myself out of the elevator like a kidnap victim escaping the getaway car. Andy arched an eyebrow, but said nothing.
“Ruth’s office—” Liam began.
A door across the hall flew open, striking the wall hard enough that I was sure it would splinter. A woman with long, wavy red hair bolted out the door and looked around wildly, her dark over-sized grey sweater swaying around her hips. Her gaze landed on Liam and her green eyes widened.
“Liam! Get over here now!”
Her appearance made me think of long walks in the forest and daily yoga classes, but her voice was pure authority. It boomed through the hall, leaving no question as to whether Liam would respond immediately. We all ran after her, through the doorway, past a small waiting room, and down another shorter hallway to a large office.
Liam beat us there, preternatural speed giving him a significant advantage. I heard him shout while I was still ten feet from the door.
“What the hell happened?” Liam barked.
“I don’t know. We were talking, then suddenly he hit the floor like this. You need to force him to shift.”
I got to the door as Liam knelt beside Paul. My eyes zeroed in on the new wolf as he writhed on the floor, eyes wide, hands scrabbling at his throat as he choked and gasped for air. His face was blood red, quickly darkening to purple, and spittle foamed along his lips.
“Let me stabilize him!” I hit the floor hard, ignoring the throbbing in my knees.
“He’s too weak, he can’t shift,” Liam growled.
Paul let out one more strangled gasp, then went still. His eyes didn’t close.
My magic roiled inside me, rubbing against my palms in a tingling wave as I called a stabilizing spell. I knew as soon as I touched him that it was too late.
I met Liam’s eyes and shook my head. “He’s dead.”


                                            CHAPTER 6


LIAM DIDN’T roar or punch the wall, but the surge of heat that rolled off of him pushed me to my feet, forced me to step away from Paul’s body. He curled one hand into a fist, pressing it into his denim-covered thigh.
“What. Happened?”
If the growl in his voice worried Ruth, she didn’t show it. She brushed a wispy lock of red hair behind her ear and stared down at the body in a mix of disbelief and frustration. “After they brought him here, the orderlies got him cleaned up and into fresh clothes, as usual. As soon as he came around, they brought him here, I introduced myself, made sure he knew he was safe. He was agitated, but not more than you’d expect given the circumstances.”
She gestured to the couch. “He sat down and we talked. I knew you needed information from him quickly, so I made him a cup of my herbal tea and we got right to it. I asked him how he’d come to be at Mr. Varca’s place with a wolf. He said the wolf was a service animal, and he was there to sell it to Mr. Varca.” She frowned, and her nose wrinkled, drawing my attention to the smattering of freckles that painted her cheeks. “He was very confused. He said the animal was well-trained, had never been a problem. But when he brought it to Varca’s, the animal grew more and more agitated until it bit him.”
“Bit Paul, or bit Adrian?” Andy asked.
The furrow between Ruth’s brows deepened. “Who’s Adrian?”
“Adrian Varca. The man who was killed. And eaten.”
“The wolf bit Paul. He didn’t say anything about Mr. Varca.”
“Then what?” Liam demanded. “Where did he get the wolf? How long did he have her?”
Ruth braced her fists on her hips. “We didn’t get that far. He started having chest pains, and his pulse was racing. I thought he was having a panic attack, and I told him to lie down, but as soon as he leaned over, he pitched off the couch and hit the floor. Security told me you were on your way up, so I ran out to get you.” She looked down at the body. “He was too new to shift on his own, too tired from already shifting earlier. I thought having you force the shift would be his best chance.”
I looked down and found a tea cup lying on the floor near the body. I used the edge of my cotton T-shirt to pick it up, careful not to smudge any prints, and sniffed the contents. “What kind of tea was this?”
Ruth blinked, as if registering my presence for the first time. “My own blend. Chamomile, Valerian, and a hint of wolfsbane.”
I almost dropped the cup. “Did you say wolfsbane? As in aconite? Isn’t that poisonous?”
“Yes, but in small doses, it also helps the other ingredients work past our natural resistance,” Ruth explained patiently. “Shifters have a stronger constitution, so it makes it harder for us to benefit from the soothing effects of the chamomile and Valerian.”
“So you add poison?” Andy clarified, his pen hovering over his notebook.
“I’m sorry, who are you?” Ruth asked. Her voice had cooled significantly under the questions about her tea. Or maybe she preferred to be interrogated only by her alpha.
I shifted the tea cup to my other hand and reached for a handshake. “I’m Shade Renard, and this is Agent Andrew Bradford, FBI. We’re working with the task force to figure out exactly what happened today.”
“We need to have that tested,” Andy added, gesturing to the teacup. “If Paul was fine before he arrived here, then chances are whatever killed him was mixed with the tea.” He gestured at the door, then the body. “We’ll also need to get this area marked off so no one contaminates the evidence.”
“There’s no point,” Ruth argued, crossing her arms. “Whatever killed him wasn’t given to him here. He’s had either one of the guards or me with him from the second he left the murder scene.”
“The first murder scene,” Peasblossom whispered against my neck.
Ruth stiffened, her gaze locking on to where Peasblossom lay hidden under my hair. “What was that?”
“My familiar, Peasblossom. Don’t mind her.” I gestured at Andy. “He’s right, though. Someone had to poison Paul, and we can’t be sure that person isn’t here.”
“You think one of my wolves did it?” Liam asked, his voice dangerously low.
“Not necessarily,” I hedged.
Ruth drummed her fingers against her arm, eyeing me like a mother trying to decide if her teenager is ready to be out past midnight. “Ms. Renard, this is a building full of shifters. Even without our security measures, believe me, we would know if a stranger came into our home. As for any evidence you might hope to find, everyone here has been in this room at one point or another, leaving DNA and fingerprints in their wake.”
“And you don’t think there’s any way that someone could sneak in?” Andy looked at me. “No magical way?”
I looked at Ruth when I answered. “There are spells that could hide someone from even a shifter’s senses.” I turned to Liam. “Like Jeff.”
The mention of the ranger made Liam grind his teeth. But he nodded stiffly. “I’ll call Blake and have him bring the crime scene kit. No one comes in or out of here until Kylie and Vincent go over it.”
“Good. And we’ll need to have that tea tested,” Andy reminded him.
Liam looked at Ruth as he knelt beside Paul’s body. “Is that the same tea?”
“Same tea?” I echoed.
“Most of it,” Ruth answered calmly. She shifted her weight from one foot to the other. “Some of it is new.”
“Has there been a problem with the tea before?” Andy asked, his sharp brown eyes scanning the two shifters, studying their body language.
“No,” Ruth said shortly. She hesitated, looking to Liam as if asking permission.
“One of Brenna’s patients died from wolfsbane poisoning,” Liam said finally.
“She lost a patient?” I stared at Liam. “When?”
“A few days before she disappeared,” Ruth answered quietly.
Andy squeezed his pen, pressing the point hard against his notebook. “You didn’t think this was worth mentioning before?”
Liam checked the pockets of Paul’s borrowed sweatpants, curling his lip in disgust when he came up empty-handed. “You’re working the murder of Adrian Varca, not investigating New Moon. If I’d thought it was relevant, I’d have said so.”
“At the very least, that’s a possible reason Brenna might have left,” I argued, a little irritated myself at Liam’s lack of disclosure.
“A reason we considered,” Ruth pointed out. “But the fact of the matter is Brenna wouldn’t have run off without telling anyone. If she needed time to mourn or time to process what happened, she could have asked. Not that she would have. We tend to handle our pain as a pack. Brenna should have been driven to seek out her pack more, not less when Kevin died.”
“Kevin is the one who died. What happened?” Andy asked.
Liam stood, rubbing the palms of his hands on his denim-clad thighs. “Kevin was a heroin addict, recently turned. Going through withdrawal and dealing with the first month of being a shifter isn’t easy.”
Understanding dawned. “Drugs wouldn’t work for him because of the change in his metabolism.” I looked at Ruth. “Brenna gave him your tea.”
“She did, but that’s not what killed him,” Ruth clarified. “Kevin got his hands on pure wolfsbane. He must have gotten the idea from my tea.”
“He thought he could take the wolfsbane with the heroin to make it work like it used to,” Andy guessed, his tone grim.
“Heroin is deadly enough on its own,” Ruth said sadly. “The wolfsbane was the final nail in his coffin.” She rubbed a hand over her face. “Brenna took it so hard.”
“But she was dealing with it,” Liam added firmly. “She and I talked about it, and she was feeling better. She was sad, but not so upset that she’d take off without telling anyone.”
“We’ll still need to test the tea,” Andy insisted.
Liam looked at Ruth and nodded. The female werewolf didn’t look happy, but she retreated to the desk set against the wall opposite the office door. Well, one of the desks. I tilted my head, noticing for the first time that the office was laid out in a sort of mirror image. The couch where Paul had sat took up the far left wall, and there was another couch against the opposite wall. Ruth rummaged in the top right hand drawer of the desk closest to Paul, but there was another desk right beside it, albeit a smaller, less imposing one.
“Be careful not to smudge any fingerprints,” I told her. “If someone else tampered with your tea, maybe they left prints.”
Ruth gave me an irritated look. “I am familiar with forensic protocol. I’ve worked with Liam for a long time.”
There was something about how she stressed the last two words while staring hard into my eyes that made me think there was an underlying message. I cleared my throat.
“Why two desks?” Andy asked.
“I share this office with Brenna,” Ruth said absently. She retrieved a small wooden box from the drawer and set it on the desk, careful to hold it by the corners. “I’ll leave the whole thing for Vincent. He can test it all. Given the circumstances, I can’t use it until I know what happened to Paul anyway.”
“Is there any other wolfsbane on the premises besides your tea?” I asked.
Ruth shook her head. “No. For obvious reasons, wolfsbane is carefully controlled. The plants I use to make my tea are grown at my house, and once the tea is here, it’s kept locked in my drawer.” She gestured at the desk. “As you can see, it hasn’t been tampered with.”
“Aconite has been used as a homeopathic cure for centuries,” I pointed out. “It might be hard to find a wild plant, but you can get a powdered form at any pharmacy.”
“Aconite is monitored,” Ruth said, her voice tense. “We have a list of every pharmacy and drugstore that sells aconite based medications, and we keep an eye on all of them.”
“You can’t possibly keep an eye on all of them,” Andy said, his brows drawing together in a frown.
“The Vanguard has a technomancer on staff,” Liam said without looking up from Paul’s body. “If we find somewhere that sells the stuff, she comes out and makes sure their computer sends us a notification when aconite is purchased along with any surveillance footage. No shifter in their right mind would risk getting caught buying that stuff.”
“Have you counted the plants at your house to see if any are missing?” I asked Ruth.
Ruth bristled. “I’m not incompetent, Mother Renard. Yes, I counted the plants, and no, none of them were missing.”
Liam ignored all of us. He stood there, staring down at Paul as if he wanted to grab him and shake him until the truth about Brenna fell out like some post-mortem confession. He absent-mindedly flexed his hands into fists.
“Liam, I’m sorry.” Ruth came around the desk to stand beside him. “I’ll call Kylie and tell her she’s got a body coming to her.”
“Another body,” Andy said, without taking his eyes from his notebook. “She already has Varca.”
“Dammit.” Liam stared at Ruth. “He didn’t say anything about where he got Brenna? How long he’s had her?”
Ruth shook her head. “I don’t understand it either. He and May told me they raise all their animals themselves. I can’t believe he would have caught a wolf and tried to pass it off as a service animal. Are you sure he had Brenna?”
“Wait, you knew Paul before today?” Andy asked.
“I’ve met both him and May several times,” Ruth confirmed. “As far as they’re concerned, we’re a regular rehab facility. They’ve asked to meet with me on more than one occasion to talk about a possible partnership.”
“They wanted to provide your clients with service animals,” I said.
“Yes. I couldn’t accept, for obvious reasons, but those same reasons kept me from telling them why pursuing the relationship was pointless. If you want the truth, I got the impression that they were hurting for money and needed the partnership.”
“What gave you that impression?” Andy asked.
Ruth shrugged. “How often they called. Body language. They just seemed…desperate. And they definitely didn’t want to take no for an answer.” She picked up the phone on her desk and dialed a number, then waited. “Kylie, this is Ruth. We need you to come to New Moon. Paul’s dead. We don’t know. Yes. Thank you.” She hung up the phone and looked at Liam. “Kylie’s on her way.”
“If May and Paul were having financial trouble, then that would explain why she went looking for him when he missed that meeting,” Andy pointed out.
“Oh, my,” a new female voice said. “What happened?”
I turned to see a woman about my height with strawberry blonde shoulder length hair standing in the office doorway. Her brown eyes widened as she looked down at Paul’s body.
“Nothing for you to worry about,” Ruth said, her voice clipped. “We have it handled.”
The woman tilted her head. “His face is red and he’s foaming at the mouth. Was he poisoned?”
She started to step into the room and Andy held out a hand. “Why don’t we all go into the hallway? This is a crime scene, we should contaminate it as little as possible.”
Ruth marched toward the door, her attention still on the newcomer. “Do you really think your human sense of smell will tell you anything I haven’t already detected?”
The woman recoiled at the rebuke, quickly retreating out the door with a faint blush on her cheeks. She tugged on the hem of her Hello Kitty T-shirt. “Sorry.”
Liam was texting someone on his phone, probably Blake or Vincent. Ruth watched him walk out of her office, then she pressed her lips together and faced the woman again. “No, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have snapped at you.” She gestured at Paul. “Tensions are a little high.”
The woman looked at me and Andy, then back at Ruth.
“Kristine, this is Agent Andrew Bradford from the FBI, and Ms. Shade Renard,” Ruth added, gesturing from Andy to me. “They’re working with the task force. Andy, Shade, this is Kristine Warren. She’s a therapist here at the center.”
“A human?” Andy asked.
Kristine smiled, but before she could respond, the sound of a kitten meowing emanated from her jeans pocket. The slight blush from earlier blazed into a dark red as she scrambled to get her phone out and shut it off.
“Ha!” Peasblossom crowed. “Her ringtone is a meow! And she’s surrounded by wolves!”
“I had a session with one of my younger patients.” Kristine jabbed frantically at the end call button. “She’s having a hard time and the meow ringtone makes her smile and breaks the tension.”
Ruth stared at her, surprise muting the irritation tightening her features. Liam sighed as he slid his phone back into his pocket. “It’s all right, Kristine.”
“Since you’re here, I need you to help me reschedule my appointments,” Ruth said finally. “I’m going to be working with the task force, so—”
“That’s not necessary.” Liam nodded to Andy and me. “Agent Bradford and Shade are assisting me, and Blake and Sonar are out gathering more evidence as we speak. Kylie and Vincent will be here soon, and Vincent’s already analyzing samples from the first scene. There’s no need for you to interrupt your schedule.”
Ruth pressed her lips together. It was clear she didn’t like being left off the task force. Especially when the key witness had died in her office.
Liam didn’t seem to notice, and Ruth gave him a stiff nod to acknowledge his wishes. She took a step toward the elevator, but Liam held up a hand. “Before you go, I need to ask you a question—both of you,” he said, indicating Kristine as well. “Can you think of any reason Brenna would have to meet with Paul?”
Ruth paused. “I suppose it’s possible that when I turned down their business proposal, Paul might have approached Brenna. He knew she had no power to make a deal, but he knew she was a therapist here and he might have hoped she could help him change my mind.”
“Did she ever mention him?” Liam asked.
“No.” Ruth looked at Kristine.
As if she’d been waiting for the other woman’s permission to speak, Kristine came alive. “No. She never mentioned Paul. And he never approached me.”
“Probably because you don’t look like you work here,” Andy observed, eyeing her Hello Kitty T-shirt.
Ruth narrowed her eyes. “I don’t like the implication, Agent Bradford. Kristine is a good therapist. She dresses casually for a reason. It makes her more approachable and less intimidating for our more hesitant clients. And she does a great deal of work with youth.”
I didn’t miss that Ruth stepped forward when she talked, putting herself between Andy and Kristine. Kristine held still, accepting Ruth’s protection, though she didn’t look as though Andy’s comment had bothered her.
“I mean no offense, it was just an observation,” Andy said evenly.
“Did either of you ever see them together?” I asked. “Paul and Brenna, I mean?”
“No,” Ruth said.
“Has anyone else ever mentioned Paul, or May?” Liam prodded. “Maybe they tried to approach someone directly about providing service animals, and Brenna found out and went to have a word? Could one of her clients have said something?”
“Not that I know of,” Ruth said. “And none of my clients have reported any such thing.”
“None of my patients have said anything about Paul or May either,” Kristine seconded.
“What about Adrian Varca?” Andy spoke up, holding up his phone. He’d opened a photo of the accountant, and Adrian’s face filled the screen. “Has he ever come around here, or has he ever approached anyone?”
“He doesn’t know what we are,” Ruth said doubtfully. “Why would he be here?”
“I assume with this many shifters in one place, a keen observer might notice a wolf in the forest now and then,” Andy pointed out. “Especially given the news reports lately that have mentioned the wolf population in Ohio growing.”
He had a point. Wolves had been extirpated from Ohio decades ago, but recently more and more sightings had been reported. And it wasn’t as if anyone could explain to the wildlife experts that the wolves everyone was getting so excited about weren’t exactly wolves…
“You think Varca saw a wolf and followed it here, then started staking out the property?” Liam asked.
Andy put his phone away. “Knowing Varca, it’s more likely that he noticed a wolf and had someone else actually track it for him. But basically, yes.”
“So you think someone reported someone spying on the property to Brenna, and she went out looking for the intruder and was caught by Paul?” Liam asked.
Andy looked at Ruth. “You knew Paul. Could he have caught Brenna?”
Ruth opened her mouth, then closed it. “Normally, I would say no. We aren’t animals, we retain our human faculties in wolf form and as such we’re not easy to catch. However, Paul is—” She flinched. “Paul was, a very perceptive and patient man. I liked the work he and May did, and I appreciated how good they were at their jobs. If he took the time to get to know the behavior of the wolves he was observing, it’s possible he could have trapped Brenna. Especially since she would have tried not to hurt him, and she wouldn’t have run back to the center to draw unwanted attention.”
Blake came around the corner just then, Sonar padding along beside him.
“What did you find?” Liam asked, straightening.
“Nothing.” Blake shoved a hand through his hair, visibly frustrated. “If Bannon had anything to do with Brenna, it wasn’t at his house. Sonar couldn’t find any trace that he’d ever had a wolf there, let alone Brenna. Not even in the dirty laundry.”
Sonar snorted, and even glamoured to look like a German Shepard she looked annoyed.
“If Brenna has been missing for two weeks, then it’s unlikely that Paul could have had her and not left any trace,” I pointed out. “Even if he kept her someplace else, her scent would be on his clothes. So either he’s exceptionally careful, or he picked up Brenna from someone else today and drove her to Adrian’s.”
“Is it possible that Brenna was with him willingly?” Andy asked.
All eyes turned to him. Liam stepped forward. “You think my sister volunteered to be Varca’s pet?”
Andy met his gaze. “You all make it sound like it would be difficult for someone to take Brenna against her will. She’s been missing for two weeks, and there’s no sign Paul had her before today. We know Adrian was willing to pay a lot of money for a wolf.”
“So?” Ruth said, her voice hard.
“So, is it possible that Brenna allowed herself to be sold to Adrian with the intention of taking his money and then running away?” he asked. “She was upset about her patient’s death, maybe she wanted to get away, start over.” He looked at Ruth. “Did Brenna blame herself in any way for what happened to Kevin?”
“I don’t think so.” Ruth bit her lip. “But working with addicts can be difficult. They can be very charming, especially when they’re looking to get a fix. It’s possible Brenna might have internalized some responsibility for him.”
“You think my sister took off to cook up a plan to sell herself to Varca?” Liam interrupted.
“You tell me. Did she need money for anything?” Andy asked.
“It wouldn’t matter if she needed money.” Ruth took a step forward, almost but not quite putting herself between Andy and Liam. “Brenna didn’t just take a vacation. She vanished. She missed appointments, she abandoned her duties, and she let her brother worry that something horrible happened to her. She wouldn’t do that for the sake of a little money. And she wouldn’t run off to start a new life away from her pack, certainly not without telling someone.”
“Last I heard, Adrian was willing to pay fifty thousand dollars for a trained wolf,” Andy said calmly. “People have done stranger things—worse things—for that kind of money.”
“There would have been no reason to disappear with no notice like she did,” Liam objected. “She could have made an excuse, said she was going on a trip if she truly wanted to hide this from me. Why run the risk that I’d get worried and find her? And how would she explain her disappearance when she got back?”
“If she planned to take Adrian’s money and escape, then it seems like she’d want you to think she was taken against her will,” Andy pointed out. “To avoid getting in trouble. Unless you’re telling me there would have been no punishment for her if you found out she’d done such a thing?”
Liam’s jaw tightened. “Brenna didn’t need the money. She was happy here, doing what she loved.”
Suddenly Ruth tensed. “But we do know someone who needs the money. Someone who might be willing to trade Brenna’s freedom to get it.”
Andy lifted his notebook, pen poised. “Who?”
Ruth ignored him and looked at Liam. “It takes a lot of money to start a new pack.”
Liam clenched his hands into fists, and the muscles in his arms strained against his skin. “He wouldn’t dare.”
Kristine shuffled her feet and crossed her arms in front of her body. She looked like she wanted to leave, but felt compelled to stay. “No, he wouldn’t do that. Brenna was helping him. He’d never hurt her, no matter how much he wanted the money.”
“Who?” Andy asked again, a hint of irritation heating his tone.
A squeaky wheel down the hall made everyone turn. A janitor’s cart appeared, followed by the janitor. A familiar face peered at us over a large trash can, a sneer marring his lips. My heart fell.
“So,” Stephen drawled. “Exactly how much money did you say one would need to start his own pack?”


                                            CHAPTER 7


I CONCENTRATED on trying to breathe. Every shifter in the room blazed like a small sun, baking my brain in the heat. I closed my eyes, but that just made it worse. So I pried them open again and settled for retreating to stand against the wall so at least I wasn’t flanked by the shifter ovens.
Stephen’s beard had gotten thicker since the last time I’d seen him, still not long, but thick enough for the dark brown to appear black. The beard made him look older. Or maybe that was the hardness in his eyes as he stared at Liam.
“So you finally called in your witch to find Brenna.” Stephen grabbed a trash bag from a box on the cart, then sauntered toward the office. “I’m sorry for your pain. I know how hard it is to be separated from a woman you care about. How it feels to know she’s upset, lost, desperate for your help. To be unable to comfort her, or get any answers about her well being.” He paused to look at his alpha. “You must be in Hell right now.”
Every nerve in my body pulled tight, and the hairs on the back of my neck rose as I waited for Liam to roar, to leap at Stephen, to rip his throat out. That’s what the pulsating energy behind me suggested would happen. But he stayed calm.
Sort of.
“If you have something to say about Brenna’s disappearance, then say it,” Liam said.
“I’m afraid I have nothing to add. As I’ve already told you, I was in my room the night she disappeared. And I’m sure you can confirm that.”
He lifted the leg of his pants, drawing my attention to the anklet with the green light. House arrest.
“You can’t go in there,” Ruth said, her voice tight enough to bounce a quarter off of.
Stephen arched an eyebrow, then peered into the office. His gaze landed on the body. “Hope Brenna’s faring better than him.”
Ruth’s eyes blazed from green to gold, a sign her beast wanted to answer Stephen’s insolent tone with a fistful of claws. “You will watch your tone when you speak to your alpha.”
Stephen bowed his head. “Of course. How can I be of help, oh mighty alpha?”
The vein in Liam’s left temple pulsed, and he took a long moment before responding. “What do you know about Adrian Varca?”
“The name doesn’t ring a bell, sorry. And before you ask, no, I haven’t spoken to Brenna. She hasn’t so much as sent a postcard to check on me—which is shameful since she was so eager to be my counselor.” Stephen didn’t take his eyes off Liam. “Thank you for insisting I get counseling, by the way. It’s been very helpful.”
He returned to his cart with the same, lazy stride, exuding confidence without making any quick moves that might give Ruth or Liam an excuse to jump him. He returned the empty trash bag to the cart. “Unfortunately, I must return to my duties. It’s so important that I fulfill my position in the pack, prove myself to be a useful, contributing member. After all, if I want to have my own pack someday, I need to work my way up.”
Ruth twitched as if she’d take a step forward, but Liam moved first. He approached Stephen with strong, powerful strides, standing close enough that a stiff breeze might have pushed them together. Stephen held on to his deliberately casual pose even though I knew Liam’s power had to be pressing against him. Liam stood there, staring at Stephen, the proverbial disapproving father with his errant son.
“May I go?” Stephen asked softly.
Liam nodded once as if reaching the end of his control. “Go.”
I didn’t breathe until Stephen pushed his cart down the hall, the squeaking of the cart’s wheel fading into the distance. Peasblossom squirmed against my neck.
“Do you think he keeps that wheel squeaky on purpose?” she whispered. “I do. It’s annoying. And a little creepy.”
“Insolence,” Ruth ground out. “You should punish him for that tone.”
Kristine cleared her throat. “He expressed sympathy, and he asked permission before he walked away. Technically, he didn’t do anything wrong that would warrant punishment.”
“I am alpha, and it is on me to decide what merits punishment,” Liam said, his voice rumbling in his chest. “And me alone.”
Ruth stiffened. “I meant no disrespect.”
Kristine hesitated, shifting nervously from one foot to the other. “Besides,” she blurted out. “Whatever his attitude, Stephen wouldn’t hurt Brenna. I was his counselor before Brenna, and I’m telling you, she’s always been good to him, and to Emma. Especially Emma. And that means more to Stephen than anything else.”
“What do you mean, especially to Emma?” I asked.
“Brenna is the one who was assigned to Emma when she first…joined the pack,” Kristine said, rubbing her palms on her jeans. “She helped her through the worst of it. That first night is hard.”
“None of that would mean anything to Stephen,” Ruth said bitterly. “He would do anything to hurt Liam. I’m the one who handled his intake after the whole disaster, and I’m telling you, that much hatred is dangerous.”
Suddenly Ruth and Liam jerked their attention to the end of the hall, the direction Stephen had first approached from. Andy and I followed their gaze and a moment later, a familiar white-scarred face appeared.
“Ruth’s right,” Edwin said, his deep voice a calm baritone that seemed somewhat at odds with the mangled state of the skin around his eye.
Liam rolled his head until a series of tendons popped in his neck. “This isn’t a good time, Edwin. Is there something you need?”
Edwin stood like a soldier, relaxed, but with that energy that suggested he could be ready to fight in an instant. He strode forward, and Liam stepped closer, putting his body between Edwin and the office door. Edwin stopped a few feet away, too far down the hall to get a look inside. His nostrils flared.
“Is everything all right?” he asked.
Ruth brushed her hair behind her ear. “Everything is under control, Edwin, but now isn’t the best time. We didn’t have an appointment today, did we?”
“No. I came up here when I heard the commotion. I overheard your conversation with Stephen. And I have to say, with all due respect, you’re too lenient with him.” Edwin crossed his arms, his muscular biceps bunching with the movement. “He’ll cause more trouble the longer you wait to put him in his place.”
“You’ve made your position clear. And as I said before, I will deal with Stephen as I see fit.”
Edwin stared at Liam for a long minute. This close, I could see a hint of film over the eye touched by the scar, and I wondered if it impaired his vision at all. That eye flicked to me and I gave myself all the brownie points for not flinching.
“You’re a witch.”
I blinked, momentarily taken aback by the statement. Then I remembered. Of course he knew I was a witch, he’d seen me slinging spells when we’d last met. When he’d almost killed Liam in the service of the wizard. “Yes.”
Edwin looked back to Liam. “Is she to become the volva?”
“Volva?” I repeated.
Ruth’s energy flared behind me, and I glanced back at her. Her eyes were green again, her wolf firmly under control, but the way she clenched her teeth until the muscle in her jaw jumped suggested she was still very unhappy.
“A volva is a pack witch,” Edwin explained, ignoring Ruth’s reaction. “My former pack had a volva, and she was invaluable. Since you and Liam obviously work well together, I thought perhaps you were part of the pack. Or about to become one.”
“Shade is a private investigator,” Liam said in a tone I couldn’t quite place.
Edwin’s eyes narrowed, his untouched eye closing more than the pale one. “You aren’t considering making her part of the pack, and yet you would ask her for help with what is unmistakably pack business?”
“Are you questioning your alpha?” Ruth demanded coldly.
“He’s only my alpha temporarily,” Edwin answered immediately. “It’s my understanding of your policy here that once I’ve healed completely, it’ll be my choice to stay or seek entry into another pack. As such, it’s absolutely within my discretion to ask questions necessary to determine whether this is a healthy pack.”
Ruth opened her mouth to object again, but Liam held up a hand. “Shade isn’t here on pack business,” Liam told Edwin. “She’s here with Agent Bradford as part of the task force working on a murder that took place this morning. And, as Ruth said, now is not a good time.”
“So she isn’t here to search for Brenna.” Edwin stuck a thumb in the direction that Stephen had disappeared. “I heard Stephen mention Brenna.”
“Shade and Agent Bradford are here to work a murder case. I’m allowing them to work with the task force because Agent Bradford has extensive knowledge of the victim—the human victim—and is in a position to provide valuable information. Brenna’s disappearance is a part of the case, not the entire case.”
“I see.” Edwin studied Liam for a moment, making no bones about the fact he was analyzing his expression, his body language. Feeling out whether he was lying or not. “So you aren’t considering making Shade part of the pack?”
I fought to keep any emotion from showing on my face. Mostly because I wasn’t sure what emotion would show. Being invited to become part of Liam’s pack would be an honor, an unquestionable indication that he trusted me, fully and without hesitation. I couldn’t deny I wanted that. Wanted that reassurance. But it would also be a huge responsibility. A responsibility I couldn’t take on without a great deal of thought.
One I definitely couldn’t take on while a certain leannan sidhe was in the picture.
Goddess, help me, I really need to tell him about Flint.
“At this time, I have no plans to fill the role of volva with anyone,” Liam answered evenly.
Edwin rubbed his jaw. He glanced from me to Liam, then me to Andy. One bad eye or not, I’d bet he didn’t miss much. It was unnerving to be the focus of that stare.
“You have a powerful witch who’s willing to work with you and share your goals,” he said slowly. “Someone you trusted enough to discuss your missing sibling. Someone you brought here, the place where you bring your most vulnerable. I don’t understand why you would pass up the opportunity to strengthen your pack.”
“Why are you so intent on this matter?” Ruth demanded. “You’ve been given your answer, and yet you persist.”
“I have no intention of joining an unhealthy pack,” Edwin said, his tone growing cold. “Either he doesn’t trust her, and she shouldn’t be here, or he does trust her, but he’s resistant to filling the role of volva for personal reasons. Either option is cause for concern.”
Ruth grabbed the ends of her sweater and jerked them around her, wrapping it tight around her body. “A witch is not necessary for a healthy pack.”
“Though I can certainly understand why someone who’s relied on magic to keep him alive for the past six months might see it differently,” Kristine said gently.
In an instant, the annoyance that had drawn deep creases around Ruth’s eyes eased. She dropped her arms, and when she spoke again, her voice was gentle. “Edwin, I’d like to talk to you more about this later, if that’s all right?”
Edwin considered that for a moment. Then, after one more glance at me, he nodded.
“Good. Let me check my appointment schedule and I’ll get back to you.”
Andy tapped his pen on his notebook, his eyebrows furrowed in thought. He’d been silent for a long time, but that wasn’t surprising. Andy knew the value of observation, knew how easy it was for people to forget you were there, say things they might not have said under questioning.
“So a witch can be part of a pack even if she’s not a shifter.” He looked at Kristine. “Are you part of the pack?”
Kristine twisted the plain gold band on her left ring finger. “I am. But I became part of the pack when I married a member. He applied for the others to accept me, and they did.”
“Your husband is part of the pack?”
A shadow passed over her face, and she wrapped her arms around herself as if suddenly cold. “He was.”
“I’m sorry.” Andy hesitated then looked at Liam. “Would a witch have to marry a member of the pack to join as well? To become the pack—” he checked his notes “—volva?”
“No,” Ruth said quickly. “A pack witch can be any race, it’s at the complete discretion of the alpha. The witch has no special connection to any single member of the pack.”
“Can a werewolf be a witch?” Andy asked.
“Shifter witches are rare, but they exist,” I confirmed. “And they’re very powerful.”
“Many packs realize the value of having a volva, werewolf or not,” Edwin added. “Of course, given that beast witches are so rare, that usually means inviting a non-wolf into the pack. And there are those alphas who struggle to trust a witch who is not wolf. Or witches in general.”
He looked at Liam then, and there was a weight to his stare that hadn’t been there before. The tension climbed, and again I found it increasingly hard to breathe as Edwin and Liam’s auras pressed against one another. Note to self, open a window if there’s more than one shifter in the room.
Liam didn’t fidget, but he also seemed very intent on not looking at me during the discussion of witches. “Is there anything else you need, Edwin?”
The black shifter shook his head. I considered him as he left, reflecting on what he’d said.
“His injuries look a lot better,” I said lightly.
Kristine sighed. “He’s healing nicely, but unfortunately, I don’t think he’ll be able to heal completely. The wizard who chose not to remove the silver immediately did a lot of damage. Not just physically either.” She looked at Liam. “You know he doesn’t mean any disrespect. He just needs to feel safe. For him that means finding an alpha who can see danger when it begins, not when it’s too late.”
“I’m working with him in therapy. I believe he’s making strides,” Ruth added.
A second later, both Ruth and Liam looked down the hall. Once again, they’d heard someone approaching before I had, and ten seconds later, a young man appeared around the corner. He looked like a college student who’d just rolled out of bed after an all night study session, and more of his brown hair stood up than laid down—though it was almost equal.
“Ms. Coleman?”
“Yes, Alan?” Ruth asked. Then realization dawned and she closed her eyes. “We have an appointment.” She glanced toward the office where Paul’s body lay, then at Kristine. “May I use your office?”
Kristine nodded. “Of course.”
“I have to go,” Ruth told Liam, pausing to pull the door to her office closed before gesturing for Alan to come with her. “I’ll check in later to see if you need me.”
Liam nodded, then pulled his phone out of his pocket and checked the time. “Where the hell is Kylie?”
Andy closed his notepad and put it back in his jacket pocket. “I’m going to go to my office and see what I can learn about Paw Patrollers. I’ll bring back the rest of my files on Adrian too.”
“I’ll walk you out,” Liam said, giving his phone one last disgusted look. “I need to talk to security. Until I know who poisoned Paul, no one comes or goes without my say so.”
“Good thing I already made it inside,” Kylie’s voice said dryly.
I jerked my head to the side to find Kylie standing at the end of the hallway. Blood and bone, with all the traffic coming through here, they should put in a ticket line.
The half-ghoul held her kit in her hands, and her cold blue eyes focused on me. She wore her white lab coat, and the clinical uniform made her expression look even more sterile.
Two men stood behind her with a gurney between them, and Kylie gestured to them as she finally flicked her stare to Liam. “Ready for me?”
“All yours.” Liam waited for Kylie and her assistants to wheel the gurney inside before gesturing for Andy to follow him out. Andy nodded to me, and I waved at him as they left.
Kylie turned her back to me as she knelt beside the body for her initial assessment.
“It’s nice to see you again,” I started weakly.
“Is it?”
Peasblossom patted my neck in silent support. I cleared my throat. “I’m sorry, Kylie. About—”
“About leaving me to explain to the Vanguard why I let a murder suspect walk away?” She turned to look at me over her shoulder. “Don’t worry about it. It was a good thing.” She turned back to the body.
“How was it a good thing?” Peasblossom demanded.
“Because we’re not friends. We can’t be friends, because if we did like one another, on any level, it would impede you in the task that you gave me your word you would perform when the time comes. It’s better for us to be coworkers who tolerate one another’s company only because professionalism demands it.” She shrugged. “It’s good that you did what you did. It clarified things for me.”
That hurt. I stood there, trying to think of something to say that might bridge the gap I could feel opening between me and the half-ghoul. She wasn’t wrong, not exactly. But it felt wrong.
A hand on my shoulder made me turn. Kristine gave me a sympathetic smile. “Seems everyone has something to do but us. I don’t have an appointment for another hour, would you care to join me for lunch?”
“That sounds great, thanks. I’ll see you later, Kylie.” I waited another few seconds, hoping Kylie would look back at me, or maybe say goodbye so I could read her tone. She didn’t.
I followed Kristine out of Ruth and Brenna’s office and down the hall to the elevator.
The cafeteria was on the first floor, in the far back of the building and to the right. The smell of roasted meat hit me as soon as I walked through the doors. Not surprising, considering the clientele. It was set up like every other cafeteria I’d ever seen, just on a larger scale, and with more red meat.
My mind was still on Kylie as we went through the line for food. Dead bodies didn’t bother me, I’d seen more than my fair share as a village witch. Even so, I opted against a steak and chose a bowl of soup instead. Fortunately for my nerves, they had clam chowder. My personal go-to for comfort food.
Kristine let me stew in my own thoughts as we walked to a table with our trays, choosing a table in the corner away from the handful of shifters also having lunch. Not that creatures with preternatural hearing wouldn’t catch everything we said anyway, but even the illusion of privacy helped.
“I’ve only met Kylie once before.” Kristine set her tray down and settled onto the bench seat. “She’s always seemed a little reserved.”
I took a sip of my Coke, avoiding eye contact while I decided the likelihood that Kristine knew what Kylie was. She was human, but she was also part of a werewolf pack, so—
“She’s a half-ghoul,” Peasblossom volunteered. “She’s afraid when she dies and turns full ghoul, she’ll hurt people she cares about. So she asked my witch to kill her. For real kill her,” she added. “Permanently.”
Blood and bone. I sighed, but when I looked up at Kristine, all I read on her face was sympathy.
“That must be hard,” she said. “To have someone ask that of you.”
“She asked me right after we first met.” I wrapped a hand around my soda, pulling it closer. “She thought I’d be more likely to say yes if we didn’t know one another well.”
“Makes sense. Of course, if you’re going to work with Liam very often, you won’t really be able to avoid seeing Kylie. And it’s hard not to at least try and get along with the people you work with. Friendships develop.”
“I don’t really want to talk about it,” I mumbled.
“Understandable.” She reached for her iced tea.
I took another sip of my soda, thinking about the tumultuous events of the day. “How long have you worked here?” I asked.
“Three years. But I was married to a pack member for five years before that, so I’ve been around for a long time. Why?”
I tapped a finger on my straw. “Brenna’s patient poisoned himself with wolfsbane and heroin. Then Paul gets brought here, he has some tea, and he dies, likely from wolfsbane poisoning.”
“You want to know if this is common or if the two might be connected?” Kristine guessed.
“It just seems like a big coincidence,” I admitted. “Did anyone ever find out how Kevin got hold of the wolfsbane?”
“Well,” Kristine hedged, “we never found out for sure. Ruth is the only one with access to the wolfsbane. With the amount of wolfsbane found in Kevin’s system, it would have taken every teabag she had on the premises. And Ruth said none of her tea was missing, and none of her stash had been tampered with. She counted her plants at home, and they were all there.”
“Someone could have taken a small piece from several plants,” I mused. “How many does she have?”
“I don’t know. Ruth keeps her wolfsbane secret, again for obvious reasons.”
“So she wouldn’t be open to letting me have a look?”
Kristine snorted. “Um, no. No, I do not think that request would go over well. But if it makes you feel any better, Ruth keeps careful records of her plants. To hear her tell it, she knows how many leaves and how many blooms are on each—”
“Hey!”
I jumped as Peasblossom shouted and pointed at something under the table. “He’s spying on us!”
I jerked back and looked under the table—
And found myself staring into the glowing red eyes of a large fox.


                                            CHAPTER 8


THE FOX WAS LARGER than a mundane fox, though it did its best to appear small. It wrapped its tail tightly around its body, folded its front legs back, and curled into a compact ball of red fur, with a white underbelly and black socks. Peasblossom glared at it, lifting her grappling gun and pointing it at the beast in warning.
Kristine looked under the table, then made a tsking sound. “St. John. What have we discussed about eavesdropping?”
She pronounced his name “Sin-jin,” so I assumed it was his first name, not his surname. It piqued my interest, considering St. John was not a common name in America. The fox made a sound like an annoyed sneeze. Then energy rolled from under the table, more palpable for being contained in cramped quarters. I stared as fur receded, revealing pale skin and a shock of blond hair that seemed straight out of a surfer movie. It was not a graceful shift, more a cracking of bones and stretching of skin, and my stomach rolled.
He was breathing hard by the time it was over, but he recovered quickly. With only the barest hint of discomfort, he unfolded himself and crawled out from under the table. Naked.
“Dr. Warren.” He stood next to our table, blessedly opting not to put his bare backside on the public seat.
Something about his demeanor struck me. Based on the awkward shift, I’d pegged him for a new shifter. But something about the way he stood comfortably with his hands at his sides, completely naked in front of a total stranger, reminded me of a more seasoned werewolf.
Or a man who spent a lot of time naked in front of company.
St. John braced his hands on the table, leaning closer to me. “And who might you be?”
“I’ll ask the questions here.” Peasblossom waved her grappling gun at him, using both hands to hold it steady. “Why were you spying on us?”
“Curiosity,” he said smoothly. “It’s not just for cats.”
“St. John is a bit of a rogue,” Kristine said. “In so many ways.”
“You don’t smell like our usual clientele,” he continued, tilting his head so the light caught his eyes. Red irises glittered at me. He stuck out his hand. “St. John. Fox shifter.”
I accepted the handshake. “Shade. Witch.”
His eyebrows rose again, and his hand stilled in mine. “Witch?”
“You have a problem with that?” Peasblossom demanded.
An easy smile slid over his lips as he held up his hands in surrender. “Not at all.”
Ice settled into the base of my spine. He’d had an unpleasant reaction to finding out I was a witch. But instead of letting that show, or politely excusing himself, he’d hidden behind a ready smile. I half expected him to wink at me. It reminded me of someone else. Someone who kept a sexy grin ready, whatever the situation.
Peasblossom scowled at the werefox, obviously irritated at his lack of fear of her grappling gun. “What is a fox doing in a wolf pack anyway?”
“There was a misunderstanding,” St. John said dismissively. “A young lady with whom I had a brief acquaintance took objection to my share and share alike attitude. Capitalism at its worst, I’m afraid.”
I looked at Kristine.
“He stole from his girlfriend.” The therapist wagged a baby carrot at him. “A girlfriend who happened to be a witch.”
My voice rose an octave. “She cursed you?”
“Ah, but is it a curse?” St. John leaned against the table, one arm resting on the surface. “I’ve found this new life to be advantageous in several ways.”
There was a certain musky scent to the male body that went largely unnoticed when they were clothed. It wasn’t so unnoticed when they were naked, and though it wasn’t a bad smell, per se, it wasn’t an aroma I enjoyed while trying to eat lunch. I unzipped the pouch at my waist and peered inside. “Bizbee? Could you please hand me Alex’s birthday present?”
“It’s no’ his birthday yet,” Bizbee argued.
“Yes, I know, but I need it. I’ll replace it later.”
Kristine and St. John were both staring at me now. St. John let out a short bark of laughter when Bizbee held up a large Batman T-Shirt and a pair of plain black shorts. I took them and thrust them at St. John.
“If you’re going to provide us with such stimulating company for the duration of our meal, perhaps we could agree on a sort of dress code?”
“I don’t need young Alex’s birthday suit—I’ve got my own.” He waggled his eyebrows.
I sighed and shoved the clothes closer. “Please.”
“If I agree to gird myself against your delicate eyesight, would you answer a question for me?” St. John asked.
“Depends on the question. And how quickly you can get dressed.”














































He took the clothes, but didn’t put them on right away. His expression grew serious, sobriety changing his appearance completely. His red eyes lost their shine, dulling to a plain maroon, and his smile faded, making him look older, less playful. “You were talking about Kevin,” he said quietly. “Has there been some progress? Do you know what happened?”
“It’s my understanding he poisoned himself trying to get high,” I said, keeping my tone gentle. “You were his friend?”
St. John nodded. “Kevin had a checkered past, and it made him blessedly slow to judge. He was not as put off by my…individuality as some.”
“I’m sorry, St. John, but no, we don’t have any more information,” Kristine said. “If you need to talk, you know where to find me.”
St. John smiled, a ghost of the grin he’d started with. “I’ll keep that in mind.” He turned to me and held out the clothes. “It was a pleasure to meet you.”
“A memorable meeting to be certain,” I agreed, accepting the clothes back.
Two things struck me as I watched the fox shifter leave the cafeteria. One, his posture changed. He still strode with the confidence of a man comfortable in his own skin, but there was a stiffness in his spine now, less of the fluid grace from before. And two, the shifters sitting on the other side of the cafeteria watched him go with a little more interest than seemed warranted. Majesty got that same look whenever I got out my sewing kit and he spotted the spools of thread.
I assumed the second thing explained the first.
“That was interesting,” I murmured.
Kristine took a sip of her tea. “St. John is that.”
“Sounds like he hasn’t had the easiest time here. That must have made losing a friend even harder.”
Kristine sighed. “No, he hasn’t had an easy time. And it was very hard for him when Kevin died. But to be fair, the friction between him and the rest of the pack isn’t completely due to the fact that he’s a fox in a wolf den.” She hesitated, then shrugged. “It’s a matter of public record, so I suppose there’s no harm in telling you. St. John is a thief, and near as I can tell, he has been his whole life. He’s got arrests older than some of my clients. He is, however, very charming. When Ruth first assigned him to Brenna on his arrival, I worried that he might be too charming for her.”
“Too charming?”
“Well, Brenna is young, and St. John can be very persuasive.”
“Brenna is his therapist?”
“Not anymore. Brenna reassigned him to me.”
I paused with a spoonful of clam chowder halfway to my mouth. “Why?”
“My impression was that Brenna got over-invested in his recovery and had trouble handling it when he…backslid.”
“Had trouble leaving behind the life of crime?” I guessed.
“I believe so. Actually, I was very impressed with Brenna for requesting the transfer. A lot of therapists, especially new therapists, feel a need to prove themselves, and they stick with clients even when their instinct tells them they’ve gotten too invested. As I said, St. John is charming, and I think Brenna’s head was turned. All together, it just wasn’t a good therapeutic relationship.”
“Do you think there was any romance there?” I asked.
Kristine sighed. “I don’t know. I don’t think so. Honestly, there wouldn’t have needed to be any romance for St. John’s case to tug at Brenna’s emotions. He didn’t have the easiest time when he first arrived.” She winced. “We have a lot of new wolves here, and it can be very hard for them to control their behavior at first.”
I thought of the looks some of the other shifters had given St. John as he left. “I see. Was he hurt?”
“More his pride than anything else, but a few of the wolves did get a good nip at him. He didn’t help matters by sneaking around in fox form. What you saw today isn’t uncommon. St. John likes to skulk about, listening to conversations that are none of his business. And of course, everyone knew he was a thief, so whenever someone caught him near their quarters, tempers flared. And when a new wolf shifts in anger…”
“I can’t imagine that does a lot for his feeling of pack loyalty,” I said.
“No. But even though his control over shifting is very good now, Liam won’t release him until he’s sure St. John won’t…abuse the opportunities having an alternate form like that can provide.” She shook her head. “I’m afraid he’s going to be here for a while. Reforming a thief is like reforming a gambler. It’s hard to replace that adrenaline rush.”
I stared at the door St. John had left through. “It must be hard for a man with that sort of confidence to adjust to being seen as weaker than those around him. As a target.”
“He most certainly does not like to be a target,” Kristine agreed. “I don’t like to say he asked for it, but the truth is St. John is a man who spent a good portion of his life preying on people weaker than him. He wanted to think his cunning would let him remain superior to those around him despite being a small predator surrounded by much bigger predators. He was wrong.”
“Shouldn’t have picked on a witch,” Peasblossom said.
“No sympathy for the devil, Peasblossom?” I said, glancing down at the pixie.
Peasblossom crossed her arms. “None. He was eavesdropping.”
“Be that as it may,” Kristine continued. “As much as I understand why Brenna reassigned him, the fact is she’ll need to learn to empathize with her patients without over-empathizing. A therapist needs to be able to hold a patient apart from her, so she can relate to them without allowing herself to be dragged into the same emotional web.”
“That will come with time,” I said.
“Yes, it will.” She paused, munching thoughtfully on another carrot. “I’m sorry if this comes across as rude, but can I ask how you became a witch? I mean, does someone choose to be a witch, or are you born one?”
“Most people have at least some magical potential, and if they wanted to be a witch and were willing to put in the work, they could become one,” I explained. “A witch’s magical ability is passed down through the family line, so if enough women in the family decide to hone their magical talent, then each woman is born with more and more potential, but she still needs to practice.”
I took another spoonful of soup, chewing thoughtfully on a big piece of clam. “Then there are those like me. Humans who were, for some unknown reason, gifted with power.”
“Gifted by whom?” Kristine asked, leaning closer.
I shrugged. “Could be a god. Could be a prophecy. Could be a really powerful magic user.”
“So you got lucky,” Kristine said.
I swallowed hard, the soup suddenly sitting like a rock in my stomach. Lucky.
I hadn’t felt lucky when I’d first realized I was different. The seizures, the nightmares. The whispers from those around me, the fear that maybe I had been possessed by a demon. The first witch who’d offered to teach me had instead nearly turned me into another sort of nightmare. “That’s one way to look at it,” I mumbled.
“Must be nice having magical powers.” She sighed. “Though I suppose even if I were a witch, that doesn’t mean life here would be any easier.”
“They don’t seem to warm to witches as a rule, no. Not to mention, if you were a witch and part of the pack, it probably would have been you who had to create the collar for Stephen.”
Kristine stared at me with her tea lifted halfway to her mouth, her eyes widening until the smear of pink eyeshadow over her eyes disappeared. “I forgot about that. Oh, how did I forget about that? You made the collar.”
I held up a finger. “No. No, I just delivered the collar and activated the spell. My mentor created it.”
“Still, I suppose that explains the dirty look Stephen gave you.”
Sort of, I thought bitterly. “You mentioned life here isn’t easy. I would think they would treat you better, since you were married to a pack member.”
Kristine pushed her sandwich away. “I didn’t mean to insinuate that the pack isn’t good to me. They are, they definitely are. One or two people are uncomfortable having a human around, but I think that’s mostly a few hold-outs who think I should have let Brad change me when we married. I think they believe my decision to remain human has something to do with feeling like humans are better than shifters, or something like that. Which I don’t.”
“Is Ruth one of those people?” I asked.
Kristine propped an elbow on the table and cradled her chin in her hand. “She is. But don’t judge her too harshly, she’s not a bad person. Actually, it was largely because of Ruth that I stayed after my husband left me.”
Peasblossom lowered the grape she’d taken from my plate, her little pink face pinching with anger. “He left you with his pack and ran off?”
Kristine caught a drop of condensation dripping down her glass with the tip of one finger. “It’s complicated. Before I was a full time therapist here, I had a private practice treating people suffering from addiction. I had a patient, a woman, and…” She covered her face with her hands, pressing them against her cheeks as if hiding from a memory. “I lost my professional distance. I liked her, a lot. We were alike in so many ways, and there were so many times when I thought…”
“There but for the grace of the Goddess?” I said quietly.
She nodded and lowered her hands. Her face was flushed now, and her eyes too bright. “She used to use drugs with her brother, and then he was sent away to prison for dealing. One day she showed up to a session and told me he was getting out. She was so happy and excited. And she’d been clean for two years.”
“It’s hard to see people we love as a threat,” I said, offering a hand in sympathy.
Kristine patted the back of my hand where it lay over hers. “It’s a mistake we all make at some time or another. I tried to counsel her, tried to help her see why she should take it slow, why she needed to be aware that old feelings might come back. I actually…”
This time when she looked away, it felt like shame, like she couldn’t meet my eyes. “I was so worried about her. But I had other appointments I couldn’t miss. I violated privilege. I told my husband where she was going to meet her brother, and I asked him to go. I thought he could use Sonar’s collar to disguise himself, hide in plain sight and just make sure nothing happened.”
“What happened?” Peasblossom asked, her voice sounding all the tinier for the concern in her tone.
“Ruth overheard me talking to Sonar, asking if I could borrow the collar. She told Liam.”
“And he wouldn’t let Brad do it,” I guessed.
She nodded. “He was right, of course. That was the first step toward a slippery slope. That’s the thing about working with addicts, it’s so easy to fall into the trap of feeling like you have to take care of them, protect them from the consequences of their own actions. But once you go down that road, it’s too easy to become codependent. I wouldn’t be any good to her like that, and I realized that.” She took a slow, shuddering breath. “That doesn’t make what happened any easier to accept.”
“She used drugs again?” Peasblossom whispered.
Tears welled in her eyes. “She did. And she died.”
I squeezed her hand, my heart twisting in my chest in sympathy. “I’m so sorry, Kristine.”
She nodded and cleared her throat. “Brad was devastated. So was I. I’m sorry to say, I didn’t handle it as well as I should have. I still blame myself for Brad leaving. For a long time after that, I was as bad as any of my patients. I blamed him for what happened to her. By the time I got hold of myself, he was gone.”
“He left you and his pack?” I asked, unable to keep the surprise out of my voice.
Kristine laughed, a short, humorless sound. “That should tell you how bad it was. After he left, I must have been truly pathetic, because even Ruth was nice to me. After Brad left, she insisted I stay on. She’s the one who formally hired me to work at the center. I still have some of my private clients, but most of my work is here now.”
“Did Brenna ever come to you?” I asked. “After her patient died, I mean? It sounds like you were in a unique position to understand what she was going through.”
“That’s a tricky question,” Kristine hedged. She cleared her throat and wiped the last tears from her eyes. “Brenna, Ruth, and I all see one another for therapy, a sort of mental health checks and balances. If Brenna told me something, it would be privileged.”
“I don’t want to ask you to violate privilege.” I drummed my fingers on the table. “Brenna’s patient Kevin overdoses on heroin and wolfsbane. Brenna shows up at a rich accountant’s house where she bites a service animal provider, Paul, then vanishes. Paul kills the accountant, then dies of wolfsbane poisoning in Ruth’s office.”
“Are you sure it was wolfsbane poisoning?” Kristine asked.
I sighed. “I suppose it could have been something else. I’m comfortable saying he was poisoned. Can you think of any other poisons that would work on a werewolf?”
“No.” Kristine toyed with the unraveled edge of plastic on her sandwich, but made no move to unwrap it. “And what would any of that have to do with Kevin?”
“There you are.”
I jumped in my seat, and Peasblossom let out a yip of surprise. I spun just as Liam arrived at our table, his aura reaching me five steps before he did. I winced and grabbed my soda as if it could offer me some protection from the sudden heat.
“Hurry up and finish, we need to deliver the death notification for Paul.”
I took one last bite of my soup and washed it down with a swallow of Coke. “We’re going to see his family?”
“No, I have an officer doing that. We’re going to see May.”
“Hey!”
Liam frowned as I slapped my hands down on my tray, covering the pile of honey packets I’d been hiding from Peasblossom under the napkin.
“You haven’t eaten your grape yet,” I chastised her.
“I don’t want a grape, I want honey!”
Liam growled.
He actually growled.
Peasblossom and I both stilled.
Kristine held up her own untouched sandwich to Liam. “Hungry?”


                                            CHAPTER 9


“I MET ST. JOHN.”
Liam didn’t respond right away. He kept his eyes on the road, giving my simple announcement a lot more consideration than I’d expected.
Interesting.
“And what was your impression?” he asked finally.
I tapped one finger against the zipper on my waist pouch, choosing my words more carefully than I might have if Liam weren’t so carefully controlling his own reaction.
“I think some men mature slower than others. Some so slowly that it feels like it won’t happen at all.”
Liam exhaled a loud breath and rolled his shoulders as if he couldn’t get comfortable. “In a lot of ways, St. John has a lot in common with Stephen. He’s naturally good at a lot of things. He’s smart, he’s quick, and he can be charming when he wants to be. But like Stephen, he thinks he’s got it made, and he’s not willing to put in the work to be more than he is.”
“Which is?”
“A thief.”
He bit out the last word, and the venom in that one syllable pushed me back in my seat. I started to ask why he was angry, then stopped. A little voice whispered in the back of my mind. Pieces of a puzzle trying to come together, trying to tell me I’d missed something.
“St. John was eavesdropping on Kristine and me,” I said, mostly to myself. “He asked about Kevin. Whether we’d found out anything new.”
There. The vein in Liam’s temple jumped. Realization struck me, so hard and fast I kicked myself for not thinking of it before.
“You think St. John stole the wolfsbane that Kevin was using when he died.”
“I know Kevin couldn’t have stolen it on his own. The kid was funny, and he could make you like him even when you knew he was manipulating you, but he was one of the clumsiest people I ever knew.” He snorted. “Tripped over things so often, that’s what people started calling him—Trip. There’s no way he could have stolen any wolfsbane.”
“But Ruth said none of her wolfsbane was missing,” I pointed out. “If you think St. John stole it, where do you think he stole it from?”
“If I knew that, then he wouldn’t be walking around a free man,” Liam said grimly. He paused to glance at me before returning his attention to the road. “Why all the interest in St. John?”
“I just think it’s interesting that two people died of wolfsbane poisoning in the span of a few weeks.” I looked at Liam. “I’m guessing that’s not a common occurrence?”
“Folklore is full of suggestions that wolfsbane is a cure for lycanthropy,” Liam said, flicking on his turn signal as we approached a traffic light. “It’s not unusual for one of our clients to ask about it when they first arrive. They don’t always believe us when we tell them it’s an old wives’ tale, so we have to be vigilant. Security at the front door keeps an eye out for anyone trying to sneak it in, and all packages delivered to the center are inspected just in case someone does find someone willing to ship it to them.”
“If you keep such a close eye on it,” I said slowly, “then maybe whoever poisoned Paul poisoned him before he got to the center.”
“They would have had to. Like Ruth said, once we arrived on the scene, one of my people was with him the entire time.”
Unease rolled through my stomach, and I cleared my throat. “Are you and Brenna close?”
Liam frowned, giving me a quick look from the corner of his eye without taking his eyes off the road. “I like to think so.”
I tapped my finger against the zipper of my pouch again. “Does that mean you’re not sure?”
“It means I’ve been a little busy lately and we haven’t spent as much time together as we usually do. But I know her well enough to know she wouldn’t be involved in a murder. Not willingly. And she wouldn’t have bitten Paul without a good reason.” His hands tightened on the wheel. “And if you’re suggesting she had anything to do with poisoning Paul, then you’re wrong.”
Blood and bone, this was not going to be an easy conversation. I hated questioning protective family members. For a brief second, I debated seeking the information I needed elsewhere. Werewolves were terrible gossips, surely someone would open up to me?
Only if I sprout fur on the next full moon. I fought to keep my tone casual and my gaze curious. “What do you know about Brenna’s relationship with St. John?”
Tension seized his shoulders, and I felt a stab of sympathy for the steering wheel he crushed as his knuckles turned white. “There’s nothing to tell. Brenna was his therapist for a short time, so they had a professional relationship. But now Kristine is his therapist. As far as I’m concerned, there is no relationship. St. John isn’t even pack.”
“I thought you considered them pack until they made a decision to stay or leave?” I asked gently.
“St. John has made it crystal clear he’s not one of us, and doesn’t want to be.”
“So you don’t know anything about a possible romance—”
“There was no romance,” he interrupted, cutting me off with his tone as much as his words. “Brenna is a smart woman, and a psychologist on top of that. She knows people well enough to know St. John isn’t capable of a healthy romantic relationship, and she wouldn’t have wasted her time.”
I shared a look with Peasblossom. My familiar was hanging from Liam’s rearview mirror while she tried to unwrap her grappling hook. She paused with her fingers poking into a knot in the cord to meet my eyes.
“I see,” I murmured.
Liam shot me an annoyed look. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
“It means I understand.”
He rolled his shoulders, releasing a series of pops as his tendons screamed in tense protest. “You think my sister was romantically involved with the thief.”
“Do you always refer to him as ‘the thief?’” I asked.
“Why, do you object?”
“Would it matter if I did?”
“Shade.”
There was a hint of warning in his voice now, and his aura rose a few degrees. I turned the AC up a notch.
“Kristine pointed out that St. John hasn’t had an easy time of it, what with being the fox in the wolf den, so to speak. It just seems like adding judgment for his criminal past on top of those difficulties might make his recovery a little more challenging than it has to be.”
“I don’t judge St. John,” Liam corrected me. “I treat him exactly as his behavior dictates.”
Peasblossom fell from the rearview mirror with a suddenness that drew a squeak of dismay. My heart skipped a beat, and I jerked my hands out, cupping them to catch her before she hit the gear shift. Then her body halted as suddenly as she’d fallen, as the grappling wire pulled taut, leaving her suspended a few inches over my palms. She swung back and forth a few times before opening her eyes.
“Here, let me do that.” I put her on my shoulder and concentrated on untangling her grappling hook. I glanced at Liam. “So St. John’s behavior hasn’t changed since he arrived at New Moon?”
“No.”
I waited, but he didn’t elaborate. “In terms of stealing, or in terms of…treating romantic relationships as temporary dalliances?”
“Both.”
Again I waited, and again he didn’t offer more.
“But you don’t think Bren—”
“St. John has nothing to do with this case. He’s under my care, and I’ll do my best to help him. But he’s made it clear—verbally and with his behavior—that he doesn’t want my help, and he doesn’t want the pack’s help. He intends to keep stealing, and he intends to remain a lone…fox.”
“Kristine said he can’t leave without your permission, and you won’t give him permission until he can prove he’s not going to go about using his abilities as a shifter to become a better thief. If you don’t think that’s going to happen, does that mean you’re going to make him stay at New Moon forever?”
“No.” Liam stopped and took a deep breath. “No, I won’t keep him forever. Eventually he’ll have to make his own choice about the type of person he wants to be. He’s not the first person we’ve had that has expressed a desire not to be part of any pack. And like everyone else who’s expressed that interest, he’ll stay with us for one year, prove he can handle himself, his temper, and his change. And then he’s free to leave.”
“So he has another seven months?”
“Six and a half.”
I nodded, turning that information over in my mind. I still thought there was a connection. Brenna treated St. John and his friend Kevin. Kevin died of wolfsbane poisoning. Brenna bit Paul. Paul died of wolfsbane poisoning.
“You’re sure Brenna wasn’t in a relationship with St. John? Was she seeing anyone else? Did she have any close friends?”
“Brenna was friends with everyone. Everyone liked her, and she went out of her way to be helpful and supportive to anyone who needed her. These last couple months, I’d say most of her attention was on Emma.”
“She was the one who helped Emma acclimate.”
“Brenna volunteered. And they got along really well.”
There was something in his voice that made me think there was more to it. Something he wasn’t saying.
“How is Emma?” I asked gently.
Liam’s jaw tightened. “After Stephen’s initial resistance to my decision to separate them passed, he seemed like he was pulling himself together. He was more interested in the pack, in contributing and helping out. He trained harder. I thought…”
He shook his head. “A month ago, he crashed. The anger came back. He still said the right things, he performed his duties to the letter of my orders, but the change was obvious. And some of that rubbed off on Emma. She’s angry and defiant. She’s taken everything that made her a strong woman and a good cop and turned it against me. She’s rebelling, and I’m still trying to make her understand that there’s a difference between human society and pack society. Like it or not, this isn’t a democracy. When it comes right down to it, she has to obey my orders.”
I almost pointed out that it didn’t sound all that different to human society to me, but I let it go. “She’s a woman, and she’s black. You’re telling her who she can and can’t see, what she can and can’t do. You must understand why that might grate against her sense of independence. Her sense of who she is.”
“This wasn’t my choice,” Liam snapped. “I’m not the one who turned her. I’m not the one who let her make that choice without making sure she understood what it meant. Understood everything that it meant.”
I turned the AC up another notch, staying quiet to give Liam a chance to recover his cool. “Brenna wasn’t able to help her understand?”
Liam went still. The tension changed, turned inward. I looked at him as he suddenly became very interested in the road ahead. “Liam?”
“Was it the other way around?” Peasblossom asked.
Liam glanced at her, his blue eyes meeting the multifaceted pink orbs of the pixie’s stare. For a long minute, I thought he wouldn’t answer.
“Brenna didn’t agree with how I handled Stephen. I didn’t realize it until after I’d assigned Emma to her.”
I could tell he wasn’t done, so I waited. Even Peasblossom held still, knowing he had more to say.
“My father was the alpha of the pack I grew up in. The pack Brenna and I grew up in.” Liam stared at the road, his hands cradling the steering wheel as if making an effort not to squeeze it too tightly. “He believed in treating his pack with respect, but he also set a bar for the behavior he would allow. Questions were fine, but when the questions persisted past a certain point, they became challenges. And all challenges had to be answered. Quickly, and without hesitation. Without weakness.”
The way he said “weakness” made me think he’d almost said “mercy.” I assumed he meant violence, but I didn’t ask. And he didn’t specify.
“I promised myself I wouldn’t be like that. I didn’t think it was necessary. Brenna agreed with me. When I left to start my own pack, she came with me.”
“Your father let you go?”
“Yes. I didn’t leave until I knew I had what it took to be a strong alpha, and he saw that. I think in a way it pleased him that his progeny was out there branching off, so to speak.” He laughed, a short, humorless sound. “Don’t know how he’d feel about it now.”
“You think the situation with Emma and Stephen made Brenna think you were turning into your father?” I asked, keeping my voice soft.
“She’s not the only one.”
He didn’t say anything after that. Peasblossom looked at me, and we shared a moment of understanding. Ruth had said it took a lot of money to start a pack. If Liam was right, and Emma and Stephen had gotten to Brenna and convinced her that Liam was headed down the same path as the father she’d left…then maybe Andy’s earlier thought was right, and Brenna wasn’t a victim in all this. Maybe she was part of it.
Liam’s aura burned hotter, and I abandoned any hope of the AC chasing back the heat. I leaned back in my seat and concentrated on breathing until I spotted the Paw Patroller building up ahead.
Liam pulled into the small parking lot and unfastened his seat belt. “The story we’re sticking with is that Adrian Varca bought a wolf from someone who told him it was a dog. He called Paul for help when the ‘dog’ behaved badly, but when Paul showed up, the wolf attacked him. Adrian grabbed a gun to try and save him, but when he tried to shoot the wolf, he shot Paul instead. He panicked and hid his body. Varca tried to contain the wolf, but it went crazy with all the blood and violence and killed him.”
I nodded and got out of the car. “Got it.”
Peasblossom squeaked and fell off my shoulder, grabbing onto my collar. As she fell, she pulled the shirt down and gave the parking lot a good view of half my bra. I gritted my teeth and held my hand out for her to ease herself into before giving her a stern look.
“I need you to stay in the pouch with Bizbee while we’re in there.”
The pixie’s eyes bulged with indignation, and she planted her hands on her tiny hips. “I will not!”
“Peasblossom, May has a dog. I don’t need Justice going crazy because he spotted you.”
“If they’re so good at training service dogs, then he should be able to remain civilized even if he does see me,” Peasblossom argued.
Liam braced a hand on the truck as if resisting the urge to physically pick me up and carry me into the building if I didn’t hurry. I cleared my throat.
“Don’t argue with me, we don’t have time.”
“You’re arguing with me. And I’m not getting in there.”
“Yes, you are.”
“No, I’m not.”
“Maybe bringing you was a mistake,” Liam said finally. “I don’t have time for this.”
Peasblossom snapped her mouth shut in unison with me, and we both stared at Liam for a second. He stared right back, and I squared my shoulders as I jerked the zipper of my pouch open. He wasn’t wrong, so I couldn’t argue, but the harsh tone he’d used made me want to.
“He doesn’t act like a man who wolfed down someone else’s sandwich less than an hour ago,” Peasblossom grumbled. “If he’s going to be this cranky all the time, then maybe I’ll stay in here.”
“Don’t touch my Post-its,” Bizbee said testily, fuzzy tipped antennae bobbing has he watched me lower the pixie into what he now considered his domain. “I’m running low as it is.”
Liam didn’t wait for me to catch up before striding toward the front door. I told myself that was just fine with me, because I really didn’t need to be baking in his aura right now anyway. I lifted my chin and took a deep breath, centering my energy. May was just a witness for now, but I’d learned some time ago that threats could come from anywhere on a murder case. Best be ready.


                                            CHAPTER 10


PAW PATROLLERS CONSISTED of two buildings separated by a large square of well-maintained grass that looked out of place in the middle of Cleveland. The first building was small and square, with a sign over the door that labeled it the main office. Across the yard, the other building was lower with a rectangular shape. It looked like a miniature stable, and I assumed that was where the dogs were boarded.
Liam got to the front doors before me, obviously still riding an adrenaline rush. I didn’t blame him. If someone I loved were missing, presumed a murderer, I’d have a fire lit under me too. Which made it all the more surprising when he actually stopped at the door to the main office and held it open, waiting for me to enter first. I smiled at him as I passed, but his eyes were already peering inside, looking for May.
The building was one large room. As with most buildings that expected a lot of animal traffic, there was no carpet for pet fur to cling to or ‘accidents’ to ruin, just a well scrubbed tile floor. Likewise, there wasn’t much in the way of decor. Nothing that could be knocked over and broken, just a few photographs on the wall of dogs and their beaming owners. Happy customers, I guessed. I paused, noticing a large cardboard box on the floor by the wall. There were several photographs inside ensconced in bubble wrap. For the first time, I noticed the far wall was bare. Recently cleared?
“Detective Sergeant Osbourne, Ms. Renard. What brings you here?”
I abandoned my perusal of the room to face the direction of the voice. May Lin sat behind a large desk against the far wall facing the door. She rose from her chair as Liam and I crossed the room. Justice was laying on the floor at May’s feet when we entered, but when May stood, so did he. His fur didn’t rise and he didn’t lay his ears back, but there was a fresh intensity to his stare as he looked at Liam. Well-trained dog indeed.
“Are you moving elsewhere?” I asked, gesturing to the box. Now that the thought had occurred to me, I noticed more empty cardboard boxes stacked beside May’s desk. And a roll of packing tape on the desk’s neat surface.
“I’m downsizing,” May answered. “I’ll still be running Paw Patrollers, but I’ll be running it from my home. I don’t really need a separate office without Paul.”
Liam stiffened, halting in the center of the room. “Without Paul?”
I stared at May, catching on to Liam’s train of thought. We’d come to tell her Paul was dead. But she was acting as if she already knew.
“One of your officers called me. They told me Paul’s dead.”
Oh, blood and bone. I didn’t have to look at Liam to see his reaction to that little tidbit. His aura shot out like campfire flames after a fresh load of dry wood. I winced and stepped to the side. For what little good it did me.
“Who?” he ground out. “What was the name of the officer?”
May didn’t look up. She reached across her desk and slipped something out of a small wooden block. The light caught the blade of a small letter opener.
A silver letter opener.
I guessed it was real silver, based on Liam’s reaction.
“I don’t recall the name.” She lifted an envelope from the left side of her desk and slipped the letter opener under the paper. There was hardly a whisper of sound as the sharp blade sliced through. “They didn’t tell me any details, only that he was dead. Have you come to talk to me about it?”
“Yes.” Liam grabbed the edge of his right sleeve, rolling it up until it strained around his biceps. When he spoke again, his voice was gentler. “We found Paul’s body on Adrian’s estate. We think Adrian shot him, either because Paul wouldn’t do what he wanted him to, or possibly by accident when the wolf got out of control. Either way, he hid the body, probably intending to get rid of it later. But then he tried to handle the wolf himself, and… Well, you know how that ended.”
“Thank you for telling me.” She lifted another envelope without ever reading the slip of paper from the first. Her eyes bored into Liam.
“So you’ll be running the business from your home,” I spoke up, shuffling to the side in an effort to draw May’s unsettling stare off of Liam. “Did you have to make any special modifications to your house? Cages for the dogs, anything like that?”
May frowned. “I only have four dogs right now. And they’re training to be service animals—they’re meant to stay indoors and they certainly aren’t meant to be caged.” She gestured out the window toward the building across the yard. “We only have the kennel because we intended to have more animals available at once. Now that we didn’t get the contract, there’s no reason to breed more than a few at a time.”
“What about the noise?” Liam asked. “Is your house out of the way, no neighbors close by to hear all the barking?”
May stared at him as if he’d asked if she kept her dogs in a fish tank. “My dogs are trained,” she repeated, speaking slower now, as if we were dense children. “They do not bark at all hours to necessitate isolation, and they don’t require cages. My dogs are in complete control of themselves, and those that are too young to control themselves learn to obey me. In all things.”
There was something odd about the way she looked at Liam when she said the last part. The letter opener in her hand was motionless, but still a present threat.
“She knows about werewolves,” Peasblossom whispered, peeking her face out of my waist pouch.
Liam jerked his gaze to me, and I knew he’d heard her.
May stiffened, reacting to Liam’s sudden movement. She didn’t look at me, didn’t see Peasblossom. Her gaze remained locked on Liam, and her hand tightened around the letter opener as she shifted her body ever so slightly. Just enough to give her a smooth angle to stab outward with the weapon if she had to.
My heart pounded, and my chest squeezed tight, cutting me off mid-breath. If she was human, she probably wouldn’t be able to hurt Liam if he decided to attack. Liam wasn’t just fast, he was experienced. He was used to fighting creatures that could cross a room in the blink of an eye, and flip a car if the urge struck them. Silver weapon or no, May wouldn’t have a chance.
Unless she wasn’t human.
“We should go,” I told Liam. “The paperwork won’t start itself.” I forced a smile as I pulled a string of magic from the pool inside me, wrapping the violet strands of power around my voice. “I’m sorry you were given the sad news over the phone. That wasn’t right, and I’m sure the officer will be spoken to. I’m sorry for your loss.” I met her eyes, pouring more magic into my tone. “I want you to know, we’re going to find out where Mr. Varca got that wolf. Whoever left that animal with him is responsible for what happened, and we’ll make sure that person pays for it.”
May didn’t relax, and she still didn’t spare me so much as a glance. “Thank you.”
I nodded, turning to the door. As I did, I exhaled, letting out another puff of magic, watching it flow over the room on a silver wave. “Well, shall we go?”
Liam stared at me as if I’d lost my mind, but I ignored him, watching as my energy probed the room, searching for magic. A horseshoe I hadn’t noticed over the doorway glittered with specks of gold. A hunk of jade on a side table pulsed with violet light.
I headed for the door, trusting Liam to follow me as my mind whirled with possibilities. The silver letter opener could have been a coincidence, but the way she held onto it, the way she’d moved to face Liam when he jerked around… Instinct told me she’d viewed Liam as a threat. And I couldn’t think of a reason she’d see a lawman that way if she didn’t know more than a human should.
I tapped a finger on the truck’s door handle as I waited for Liam to catch up and let me in.
“What was that about?” he asked, as soon as we’d closed our doors behind us. “We should have looked around more. And I had more questions.”
“Did you see how nervous she was around you? The way she held that silver letter opener?”
He narrowed his eyes. “You think she knows?”
I looked back toward the Paw Patroller building, staring at the window. “We don’t know exactly what she saw when she opened the door at Varca’s. She said she caught a glimpse of the body and the wolf and shut the door, but what if she saw Paul’s clothes on the floor? What if he still had a shred of clothing on? If she suspects the truth, then she knows you’re lying.”
“You think she’d make the connection that he turned into a werewolf?” Liam asked, his voice making it clear what he thought of that idea. “That’s not usually a jump a human makes.”
I wanted to point out that he’d thought the same thing about Emma, but it seemed petty to mention that right now. “For a human, maybe. But not a witch.”
Liam had just put the keys in the ignition, but as soon as the last word left my mouth, he dropped his hand, his sudden stare pinning me to my seat. “She’s a witch?”
“Maybe.” I shifted uneasily as his aura flared, turning the car into a small oven. “Start the car and let’s get out of here before she gets suspicious.”
Liam frowned, but did as I asked.
“I don’t know if she’s a witch,” I continued. “But she had a few enchanted items inside. I couldn’t take the time to identify the specific spells without risking alerting her that I know, but either she’s a witch, or she believes in magic enough to purchase enchanted items. Either way, it makes the possibility that she believes in werewolves more likely. It definitely makes it more likely that if she glimpsed something in that room, she saw it for what it truly was.”
“She wasn’t nervous around me before,” Liam pointed out.
“I doubt she carries the letter opener in her purse. If she was nervous around you before, maybe she just hid it well, knowing there wasn’t much she could do. And she was at a crime scene, maybe she did seem nervous but you attributed it to her having just seen a dead body. Or maybe she’s a strong witch, and she had a plan for if things got out of hand.”
I stared out the windshield, letting my mind wander over May’s behavior. “May claims she and Paul both outright refused to be part of Varca’s dream of wolf ownership, but obviously Paul had second thoughts. We only have May’s word for it that she wasn’t there from the beginning as part of whatever meeting took place.”
“Yeah!” Peasblossom climbed out of the pouch, falling out when her foot caught the edge. She landed with a grunt. “For all we know, she and Paul went there together and she saw what happened.”
“So you think Paul and May were both there, Brenna bit Paul, and May got out, then shut the door behind her to leave Paul to eat Varca?” Liam asked. “If that was true, then where’s Brenna?”
“Maybe May had control over her, and she took Brenna away and hid her and changed clothes before going back to call the police?” I suggested.
“You think she’s that powerful that she could control Brenna?” Liam didn’t sound like he believed me. “Brenna’s not a new wolf. She’s almost sixty-five, and we’re born shifters. Her control is beyond reproach.”
“Either Brenna is under someone’s control, or she’s acting on her own. So either someone made her bite Paul and then forced her to leave and they’re hiding her now, or she bit Paul on purpose, and she’s hiding from you herself. On purpose.”
I hated to point it out, but it was true. Liam’s jaw tightened. “If May was powerful enough to do all that, then wouldn’t you sense it? Isn’t there some way for you to tell?”
“The more power a witch has, the easier it is for her to hide it,” I said. “It’s the new witches that are obvious, the ones who haven’t learned to rein in their magic yet.”
We drove in silence as Liam mulled that over. I stared out my window, more to hide my face from Liam in case my facial expressions gave away the direction of my thoughts. My stomach tied itself into a knot. Either May was an incredibly powerful witch capable of dominating a werewolf, or Liam’s sister was involved in a murder. I couldn’t decide which one I hoped was true.
“Wait a minute. What if we have the right idea, wrong person?” I asked.
Liam frowned. “What do you mean?”
“What if it’s not a coincidence that May keeps a silver weapon on her desk? What if May not only knows about werewolves, she knew about Brenna?”
“Go on.”
“What if May and Paul caught Brenna, and Paul let her bite him?”
Liam’s eyes widened. “You think they cooked up some harebrained scheme to turn Paul into a wolf so he could sell himself to Varca?”
Liam’s phone rang, breaking into our conversation.
“Osbourne. What?” A pause, then Liam tightened his grip on the phone. “Just spit it out. Now.”
He was quiet for a moment, then tension seized his body. I grabbed the door handle as Liam pulled sharply to the right, stabbing the truck into a parking lot, then spinning the steering wheel to exit again, going back in the direction we’d been coming from. He ended the call and dropped the phone, ignoring it when it bounced off the gear shift and landed on the passenger side floor.
I waited, but when he still hadn’t said anything after a mile, I cleared my throat. “Bad news?”
Liam flexed his hands on the wheel, visibly fighting to calm down. “That was Blake. He’s at Brenna’s apartment.”
Another pause. This time I waited for him to speak first.
“They found lists of New Moon patients’ names, sociology texts on building tribes with notes highlighted, and observations next to different names on the lists.”
“Sounds like something any therapist might have,” I said carefully.
“No. A lot of the names on the papers weren’t her clients. And the types of notes she was taking suggest…” He trailed off, shook his head.
“Suggest?” I prompted.
“They suggest my sister was starting her own pack.”
His foot shoved the gas pedal down, hard and fast. For a moment I flashed back to that morning, sitting in Andy’s SUV, hurtling down the road while the man behind the steering wheel worked out his anger issues at ninety miles an hour. I scrawled a hasty mental note to myself to start driving separately.
I survived the drive to Brenna’s apartment.
Barely.
My hand was shaking by the time I groped for the door handle, and it was only through the grace of the Goddess herself that my legs didn’t give up and spill me onto the pavement the second I stepped out. To say Liam was upset was an understatement. A big one.
Brenna lived in an apartment building with no crumbling brick or broken shingles. But the parking lot had been patched to within an inch of its life, and I wasn’t sure a non-werewolf female would be comfortable walking through the alley between this building and the next without an escort. Or a gun.
Liam bolted from the truck so fast I didn’t even bother trying to keep up. Let him run and get there ahead of me. Chasing him wouldn’t do any good until I calmed my nerves and assured myself that he wouldn’t drive like that to get back to the center.
“We’re taking a cab next time,” Peasblossom gasped.
I glanced down at the pouch where she peeked out a gap in the zipper. It said a lot that Liam’s driving had driven her back inside after she’d made such a fuss the first time. “Are you okay?”
“No,” she snapped. “I need honey. Lots of honey. One for every year of my life he’s frightened off.”
Considering Peasblossom was the next best thing to immortal in terms of a lifespan, that didn’t worry me.
“I’m fine too, if ye were plannin’ to ask,” Bizbee’s annoyed voice announced from deeper inside the enchanted pouch.
“Sorry, Bizbee.” I sighed and closed the truck door behind me before trudging up to the building. I walked slowly so I could finish my internal lecture to Liam in my mind before the urge to say it all out loud to his face became overwhelming.
Liam hadn’t mentioned which apartment was Brenna’s, so I walked through the building until I found the open door. I’d figured Liam wouldn’t take the time to close it, not with the mood he was in. Peering inside, I found Blake and Sonar standing in the center of the room, watching silently as Liam raged like a small tropical storm from one end of the living room to the other. He snatched up books and papers, glaring at them before slamming them back down and stalking to the next piece of evidence.
I approached Blake cautiously, careful to stay out of Liam’s way.
“So,” I said quietly. “You think she was starting her own pack?”
He hesitated so long that I thought he wouldn’t answer. Then he sighed. “Sort of. I think—”
Liam stalked past, and Blake stopped talking, waiting to see if his alpha would give him an order. When Liam passed without a word, he continued, still in a low voice. “I think she was helping Stephen build his own pack,” Blake finished.
My jaw dropped. It was one thing when Liam had suggested his sister might be starting her own pack. But if she was helping Stephen… “Why?” I sputtered after I’d found my voice. “Why would she do that? Isn’t he…” I floundered for the word. “Isn’t he still in trouble?”
“He was stripped of his rank, dropped to the bottom of the hierarchy so he needs to work his way up again,” Blake said grimly. “He’s not allowed off the property, and he can’t run in wolf form unless Liam’s with him. Or I am. So, yeah, he’s still on probation.”
“Who’s going to follow an alpha who left his pack under probation?” Peasblossom scoffed. “It won’t work.”
“The right message at the right time to the right people can put the wrong person in a place of power.” I bit my lip and looked around the apartment. “I believe she could do it, especially if she’s compiling psychological profiles to build a strong tribe based on established patterns of behavior and group dynamics. The real question is, why would she do that? If she wanted to start her own pack, why not lead it herself?”
“Brenna’s strong, but not that strong,” Blake answered. “Females on average are smaller than males. A skilled female can beat an unskilled male, but if skill levels are even, then bigger wins. And Brenna didn’t have the temperament.”
I skirted around where Liam stood at Brenna’s desk, a fistful of notebook pages in one hand. He’d knocked a couple books on the floor, and I bent to pick them up and read the spines. Sociology texts about building tightly knit groups, and a couple texts on starting a business. A book on conflict management. I had to give Brenna credit, she was doing her due diligence.
I was less interested at this point in what she was doing than why she was doing it, so I headed for the bedroom. That would be the most telling. I looked in the usual hiding places, her underwear drawer, back of the closet, under the dresser. There were no secret boxes of mementos, no hidden letters from a lover.
My bladder chose that moment to remind me I’d drank a very large glass of Coke, so I headed into the small bathroom and closed the door. The room was small, with a standing shower and no bathtub. I glanced in the small trashcan beside the toilet, noting the rolled up sanitary pad. Not pregnant then.
Then something caught my eye. Beneath the toilet paper wrapped sanitary pad, there was a flash of white and the orange-red of a prescription bottle. I finished up and retrieved the bottle from the garbage.
“May Lin.” I stared at the name. “This is May’s prescription.”
“Did you say May Lin?”
I jumped at the sound of Liam’s voice on the other side of the door. It wasn’t even the anger that startled me, so much as the reminder that werewolf hearing was just that sensitive that he’d hear everything that happened in the bathroom, even with the door closed. Brilliant.
I unlocked the door and opened it, holding up the small prescription bottle. “I know where the wolfsbane came from.”


                                            CHAPTER 11


“WHAT IS THAT?” Liam took the bottle from me, careful to hold it by the very top and very bottom to avoid smudging any surviving fingerprints. He read the label and his brows furrowed. “What is this?”
“Traditional Chinese medicine. It has aconite in it.”
“Wolfsbane.” Liam stared at the prescription bottle, then at me. I watched the struggle play out over his face. Watched him fight to find an explanation that didn’t involve his sister being in possession of the poison that had killed not one, but two of New Moon’s clients.
I didn’t say anything when he set the bottle on the bathroom sink. Blake looked at me from his position across the hall. He’d heard everything. And he had the same look on his face as Liam.
Denial.
I trailed after Liam as he strode to the bedroom, wincing as he ripped the comforter off the bed and clutched it to his face. He threw it down in disgust and grabbed the sheets, jerking so hard the mattress left the bed before slamming down and landing askew. He sniffed the sheets, then threw them to the side as well and dropped to the mattress, taking a deep breath. When he stood, I caught a hint of gold in his eyes.
“St. John,” he hissed.
He bolted out the door.
“Shit.” Blake grabbed his phone and punched in a few numbers before holding it to his ear, his eyes on the door where his alpha had vanished. “Ruth? Liam’s on his way. And he just found out St. John was sleeping with Brenna.” He hesitated, then added. “Also, we found wolfsbane in her apartment.”
I heard Ruth’s reaction even from a few feet away, and I winced. She knew what was coming.
“You’re going to need a ride,” Blake said as he ended the call.
I bent down and picked up the papers Liam had dropped when he saw the book. “Liam told me Brenna was feeling conflicted about how he handled the situation with Stephen. I didn’t realize just how conflicted he meant.”
“I don’t think he knew. I sure as hell didn’t.”
“And you had no idea she and St. John were…close?”
Blake frowned and turned to the door. I thought he wouldn’t answer, but after a bark from Sonar, he sighed.
“No.”
I gathered all the papers I could, along with a couple books that had notes jotted down in the margins. Blake glanced back at me, then held out his hand. “I’ll take those. I want Ruth to look them over, see if she can provide any insight into what Bren was thinking.”
“I’d imagine it’s tough, though, being the alpha’s little sister.” I handed Blake the evidence and followed him out of the apartment. “Her dating life couldn’t have been easy.”
Again Blake didn’t seem to want to answer, and again a bark from Sonar made him talk. I glanced down at the shifter glamoured to look like a German Shepard and wished she was a real dog so I could reward her with a treat. She gave me a look that warned me not to try it.
Blake locked the door behind him, then reluctantly turned back to me. “Bren and Liam had the same issues any big brother and little sister have. And yeah, it probably was intimidating for any men who wanted to date the alpha’s little sister.” He started down the hall. “But Bren wasn’t one to let a few complications get in her way. She found ways to make it easier. And a few ways to get around her brother.”
“Get around him?” I asked.
“Sort of. It’s not like Liam had a choice about knowing what she was up to. Enhanced senses can be a gift and a curse when you can smell someone’s emotions, as well as where they’ve been and who they’ve been with. But as a therapist, Bren had special permission to use the alum.”
“Alum?” I echoed.
Blake hesitated, but just for a second. “Alum interferes with our senses. It makes it harder to tell if someone’s lying, and it masks the body’s usual tells as far as emotions go.”
“So it’s emotional deodorant for werewolves,” Peasblossom offered.
Blake rolled his eyes as he opened the front door to the apartment complex. “Sure. Anyway, Bren was only supposed to use it during therapy sessions, but I think she must have used it to hide her reaction to some of the single wolves.” He gritted his teeth. “And she definitely used it to hide the fact she was having sex with St. John.”
We got into his SUV, and I settled into the backseat, leaving the front passenger seat to Sonar. Sonar accepted this without hesitation, but Blake gave me a weird look.
“What?” I asked, suddenly unsure.
“Nothing.”
I frowned as he fastened his seatbelt and slid the key into the ignition. “What?” I asked again.
He shrugged. “You automatically let Sonar sit up front.”
“She’s not actually a dog,” I said, feeling odd that I was reminding a werewolf that another werewolf was a person, not just an animal.
Blake rolled his eyes. “I know.”
“And even if she was a regular dog, she’s still your partner. Which would mean this is her vehicle too.” I flopped back in my seat. “It would have been rude to assume she’d sit in the back.”
Blake started the car and pulled out of the parking lot.
“But you know that would have been rude,” I continued thoughtfully. I narrowed my eyes. “Which means you expected me to be rude.”
“I expected you to put yourself above a dog in the hierarchy. And yes,” he added before I could speak. “I know she’s not a dog. But that’s how most non-shifters treat her.”
I nodded. That made sense. I looked from Blake to Sonar and back. “I’ve never seen her in human form. Does she spend most of her time like this?”
“When she’s on duty, yeah.”
“Do you see much of her in human form?”
Blake tensed, then immediately relaxed. “She’s pack, of course I see her outside work.”
Peasblossom paused in the middle of hauling a honey packet out of the pouch, squinting at Blake before looking up at me. She let go of the honey and climbed up my shirt, heaving herself onto my shoulder before grabbing each side of my ear and leaning in to breathe on my eardrum.
“I think he sees a lot of her human form.”
I coughed, trying to cover the pixie’s voice. Blood and bone, when was she going to learn they could hear her no matter how quietly she was talking?
Peasblossom tugged on my ear. “I mean, a lot—”
“Yes, I understand what you mean,” I hissed.
Blake turned on the radio. If the volume was anything to go by, he was suggesting we’d had enough conversation. I didn’t have a shifter’s enhanced senses, but his ears had turned several shades redder, and I had a good idea what that meant. What I didn’t understand was, why would a grown man be embarrassed about having a romantic relationship with his partner? I suppose a workplace relationship would be frowned on, but his boss was a shifter. Liam had to know about the relationship. So why be nervous about it?
I turned that over in my mind, mostly to distract myself from sad thoughts about Brenna and the stolen poison. Then we arrived at New Moon, and there was no putting it off any longer.
One look at Sam the check-in clerk told me that things were not going well. Their eyes were wide, and they shared a knowing look with Blake as he passed by, drawing a quiet string of swear words from Blake. Sonar tensed too, padding along beside Blake to keep pace as he broke into a run.
Neither of us bothered to wait for the elevator, instead opting for the stairs. As soon as we hit the second floor, I heard it. Liam’s voice.
Shouting.
The second floor of New Moon was shaped like a giant H, with each of the sides forming a wing of hotel-style rooms for individual members, and the counselors’ offices set in a hallway perpendicular to the horizontal bar of the H. Crowds of shifters had formed at the entry to each wing, and Blake pointed at one group, then the other.
“Go back to your rooms. Everything is under control.”
A murmur of voices followed the groups as they dispersed, but Blake didn’t waste time chasing them back to their rooms. We both headed toward the sound of Liam’s voice, following it to the office Ruth shared with Brenna.
“No one was hiding anything from you.” Ruth’s voice was firm and even, a very reasonable tone. “You know we can’t discuss anything that was talked about exclusively in therapy.”
Blake stopped in the doorway, abruptly enough that I bumped into him. He didn’t look back at me, but he did step aside enough for me to see into the room.
Ruth sat behind her desk, her palms pressed against the surface. Green eyes fixed on Liam, projecting honesty and confidence, while she remained seated to keep her head lower than his. Not that standing up would have changed that, but I knew protocol when I saw it. There was a set of keys on her desk next to her hand. I assumed one of them was the key that would open St. John’s room.
“Where is St. John?” Liam snarled.
“I told you, I don’t know,” Ruth said. “I told him to hide. He’s somewhere in the building, but I don’t know where.”
My eyebrows buried themselves in my hairline. Blood and bone. Ruth was braver than I’d given her credit for.
Liam took a step closer to the desk, hands flexing for all the world as if he intended to flip it over and crush the woman sitting behind it. If I’d been Ruth, I’d have moved.
She didn’t.
“How dare you hide this from me?” Liam seethed. “She’s my sister. And don’t say patient confidentiality.”
“Why, because you don’t want to hear it?” Ruth said. “We agreed on this from the beginning. If we’re going to expect the people entrusted to our care to trust us, then they need to believe they can be open with me. They can’t do that if they’re afraid I’ll run and tell the alpha when they’ve been naughty.”
“She’s my sister!” Liam bellowed.
“That doesn’t make her love life any of your business,” Ruth shot back.
“There was wolfsbane in her apartment! He stole wolfsbane, and he used her to hide it.”
“You don’t know that,” Ruth said quietly. “You don’t know it was St. John—”
“You think it was Brenna?” Liam scoffed. “You think she stole May’s medication? Gave it to Kevin? Used it to kill Paul?”
“You don’t know that those two things are connected,” Ruth argued. “Kevin overdosed, he took the poison willingly. And we don’t know that it was May’s medication he took, he could have convinced one of his friends to buy aconite at any drugstore. He was new, we still don’t know who all his associates were—we couldn’t possibly know them, he was living on the street for two months before he was bitten. We need to wait for Kylie’s analysis before we draw any conclusions.”
Liam grabbed his shirt sleeve and jerked it up another inch, first one then the other. “She’s been missing for two weeks. Two weeks. For all we know, she’s been a prisoner all this time, and you had information that might have been relevant, and you kept it from me!”
“I don’t know anything about Paul or May being involved with Brenna, and I have no reason to believe her relationship with St. John has anything to do with her disappearance,” Ruth insisted. “If anything, her relationship might have explained why she ran away. Maybe she found the pills and confronted St. John. If they had a fight, that would explain why she needed time to herself.”
“We agreed that if someone told you something in therapy that put their life at risk, you would tell me.” Liam’s voice had gotten quieter, and somehow that was much, much scarier than when he yelled. “You should have told me.”
Ruth must have sensed the change in him too. She dropped her eyes to the desk’s surface, clasped her hands in front of her, and let her shoulders fall. I didn’t move, didn’t even breathe as she tilted her head to the side, silently baring her neck as Liam fumed in front of her.
“A little late for a submissive pose,” Peasblossom muttered.
I didn’t bother to shush her, it didn’t matter.
Liam took a step toward Ruth.
“It wasn’t her,” Kristine said quietly.
I jumped. I hadn’t even seen her in the corner. The small blonde had all but blended into the background, sitting on the couch on the other side of the room. She stood and edged closer to Liam, looking like she wanted to be anywhere other than here.
Liam whirled. “What?”
“Brenna came to me.” Her voice came out hoarse, and she had to clear her throat before she could continue. “After she found the pills. Ruth is right. She confronted St. John.”
My heart fell. “St. John gave the pills to Kevin, didn’t he?”
“Yes,” Kristine whispered.
Anger warred for control of Liam’s face, mixed with a struggle to stay calm long enough to get the information he wanted. When he finally managed to speak, it was Ruth he addressed. “You didn’t know.”
Ruth didn’t look up. “No.”
Liam turned to Kristine. “You knew St. John gave Kevin the wolfsbane that killed him.”
“Yes,” she said her voice so tiny I almost didn’t hear her. “But it was too late to do anything about it. St. John felt awful. He blamed himself for Kevin’s death.”
“Because it was his fault,” Liam snapped.
“No,” Ruth broke in. “No, Kevin’s death was Kevin’s fault. He was an addict, Liam, and he was desperate to get high. He would have found a way. You need to understand how convincing an addict can be. He manipulated St. John.”
Liam didn’t look at her. His full attention still rested on Kristine. “Did she also mention that she was building a new pack?”
Kristine tried twice before she could meet his eyes. “I can’t tell you what she said. But,” she rushed to add, “if she was starting a new pack, she wasn’t breaking any rules. As long as she didn’t approach any members of your pack, only those wolves who hadn’t chosen a permanent alliance yet, then there’s nothing wrong with what she did. Allegedly,” she added.
Liam looked back at Ruth who had raised her head, her eyes wide and lips parted. “You didn’t know that either.”
Ruth shook her head, unblinking. “She wouldn’t have told me. I couldn’t have said anything, but I would have stopped her.”
“What’s the problem?” Kristine asked, her voice tight with frustration. “So what if she wanted a new pack, her own pack?”
“She lost a patient, Kristine,” Liam snapped. “Someone who relied on her, someone she was responsible for. Someone she talked about personal things with, someone vulnerable. And now we find out she bit someone. She turned someone.”
Kristine’s brow furrowed. “I don’t understand.”
Shock made my knees weak as I realized what Liam was getting at, and I put a hand on the wall for support. “You think she… You think she was making her own pack…from humans.”


                                            CHAPTER 12


RUTH’S LIPS PARTED, and she rose out of her seat in slow motion, her gaze locked on Liam. “It makes sense. There are case histories of female shifters who lose a child suffering from a type of psychosis, a need to displace those maternal instincts somewhere else. The new pack replaces the child they lost. The same logic could hold true for a patient-therapist relationship. Especially… Especially if the therapist were new.”
Kristine’s face had gone white. “I didn’t know. I’ve never heard of that. I didn’t realize…”
Ruth shook her head, waving a hand at Liam, then at the room in general. “Wait. Wait. Let’s not get overexcited. Yes, these things can happen, but even in those cases when a mourning shifter has made their own pack, they don’t undergo a complete personality change.”
She came around the desk to stand in front of Liam—which made her a braver woman than me. Liam’s aura writhed like a nest of fire salamanders, and I wasn’t sure I could get closer if I wanted to.
“Brenna wouldn’t have turned Paul against his will,” Ruth said calmly. “And she wouldn’t have left him there if she did. In fact,” she added, jabbing a finger at Kristine, “that would contradict the psychosis theory. If she had turned Paul out of some need to replace the patient she lost, she would have taken him with her, cared for him and made sure he was all right. She certainly wouldn’t have left him alone with Varca.”
Hope flared in Liam’s eyes, and his shoulders dropped a fraction of an inch. I wanted him to calm down, it was in the best interest of everyone involved. But…
“What if she bit him before today?” I asked quietly. “As I understand it, there’s variation in how long it takes someone who’s been bitten to turn. Some don’t turn until the next full moon, some change right away. And I’m assuming Brenna hasn’t done this before, so what if she didn’t realize it would take him so long to turn?”
And just like that, Liam was ready to explode again. I forced myself to keep talking. It had to be said, had to be put out there.
“She could have let him find her, let him think she was injured. Paul was an animal lover, he wouldn’t have left her lying there. Maybe that’s why traces of her were found in his SUV. She bit him, ran off. Later he gets an unrelated call from Varca, he goes to talk to him, changes, attacks Varca. Brenna finds out, maybe because she’s watching him. She tries to stop him, but she’s too late. If she took her own car, her scent would be in the trail we found from the driveway to the room.”
“Oh, crap,” Kristine whispered.
“What?” Liam barked, taking a long step toward the small blonde.
Kristine winced. “She over-empathized with Stephen. From the beginning. I was afraid of that, but I didn’t say anything because I agreed with Ruth that Stephen might be more willing to open up to Brenna. Because she was the one who took Emma in when she was first changed. But I think it worked for him and against her.”
“It wouldn’t be hard for her to over-empathize with him,” I agreed, my mind spinning. “He’s strong, he’s passionate, and he’s in love. He doesn’t come off as a bad guy, he comes off like a tragic hero.”
“A dream case for someone just finding her path in psychology,” Peasblossom added.
Ruth closed her eyes, then forced them open. “Stephen’s behavior has changed in the past few weeks. He’s been more shrewd, more…tactical. He spent a lot of time with Brenna, not just in therapy. Brenna was friends with him and Emma. If he sensed her pain, he might have taken advantage of her vulnerability to convince her to help him build a pack.”
Disgust twisted her features. “I should have seen this coming. I’m not saying I doubt Stephen’s feelings for Emma, but he always played them up when Brenna was around. He’d go on and on about how much he regretted he couldn’t be there for her after he changed her. How he wished he hadn’t made Liam so angry that he saw fit to tear them apart.”
“He was always so careful not to say anything bad about you, Liam,” Kristine added. “Nothing direct. He just kept bringing up situations that showed you in a…less than flattering light.”
“And if he spoke like that in casual meetings, I can only imagine what he said during therapy,” Ruth said grimly.
Liam turned his laser-focused stare on Kristine. “You were his therapist before Brenna took over, and you’ve been seeing him since she disappeared.”
“I can’t discuss anything he said in therapy.” Kristine’s voice was firm, but she looked miserable.
For a moment, Liam looked like he’d grab her and shake the information he wanted out of her. Every muscle in his body vibrated with tension, and the veins in his temples bulged. Bit by bit, he pulled himself together, visibly fighting the urge to yell, or possibly break something. Or someone.
“I need to know more about Stephen’s plans,” he said finally, his voice strained. He turned to the door. “I need to talk to Emma.”
“Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Kristine asked hesitantly.
Liam whirled back to her and she jumped.
“Brenna was assigned to Emma when she first changed, and Emma is Stephen’s lover,” Liam said. “She’s in the best position to know what’s going on with both of them.”
“True,” Kristine hedged, the word little more than a squeak. “But she also… Well, she…” She looked at Ruth, desperation bright in her eyes.
“She doesn’t like you,” Ruth said flatly. “And she’s not terribly fond of me.”
I sighed. “I don’t think she’d care for me either, since I’m the one who delivered and activated Stephen’s collar.”
“Let Kristine go,” Ruth suggested. “Emma will talk to her.” Ruth turned to the psychiatrist. “We need to know about Stephen’s plans for the new pack. Who have they talked to, and what part did Brenna play?”
Kristine shifted uneasily. “I’ll try.”
Liam’s eyes narrowed. “And make sure she understands it’s not a therapy session. The information will be useless if you refuse to tell us later.”
Kristine’s cheeks turned pink, but I couldn’t tell if it was embarrassment or anger. “Okay.”
“Bring her to the conference room.” He grabbed Ruth’s keys off her desk and turned to the door. “I’m going to find St. John.”
Ruth, Kristine, and I all froze, but none of us had a chance to say anything before Liam was out the door. Ruth and I hurried after him. The female shifter managed to make her stride look purposeful and strong, whereas I had to rush more to keep up. There was no dignity in the journey, but I did the best I could.
Blake and Sonar stood on either end of the hall, making sure no one got too curious and wandered toward the therapy rooms. I hadn’t even noticed they’d left the office. Blake took one look at the dark cloud over Liam’s face and pivoted to let the alpha pass. Sonar barked, then bolted after us.
“I thought Ruth told St. John to hide,” Peasblossom hissed.
I didn’t bother to shush her. It didn’t matter. “Well, apparently he’s going to sniff him out.”
“If he attacks St. John, are you going to stop him?” Peasblossom whispered.
Blake tensed and shot me a warning look. I ignored him.
“I can’t,” I answered, keeping my voice low. “This is pack business. What’s more, it’s family business. If a member of the pack believes I can be of help, they’ll ask.”
Ruth threw a glare over her shoulder. I guessed she’d have to be near death before she asked for my help. Probably not even then, if Liam was around. Sonar didn’t acknowledge what I’d said at all, but Blake gave an almost imperceptible nod.
Interesting.
Liam unlocked the door to St. John’s quarters and flung it open. I stayed in the hallway and let the wolves go inside, not wanting to be in the way.
“I’m going in!”
I had no time to stop Peasblossom. There was no click of the grappling gun to warn me. One second she was on my shoulder, and the next she was falling through the air to land smack dab in the middle of Sonar’s back.
The shifter in German Shepard glamour gave a lupine yelp of surprise and bolted forward. She crossed the threshold before Liam, drawing a startled grunt from the alpha.
The sizzle of magic made the hairs on my arms stand up. “Stop!”
Liam froze. Blake jerked to attention, scanning up and down the hallway before angling his body to protect his alpha.
“What is it?” Liam demanded.
“Yvette!” Blake shouted.
I blinked at him, my brain struggling to process everything that was going on. Who was he talking to?
He moved forward then, and I held out a hand. “Don’t go inside yet!”
Frustration tightened Blake’s features, and he didn’t take his eyes off the room. I followed his stare, and my heart skipped a beat.
Sonar lay on the floor, unconscious. Her body trembled, and some part of my brain realized she must have shifted back to human form. The dog glamour held, though, so she looked the same. Peasblossom lay on the floor a foot in front of Sonar’s head where she’d apparently tumbled over after Sonar came to an abrupt stop.
“Peasblossom, are you all right?” I called out, hoping I didn’t sound as panicked as I felt.
The pixie stumbled to her feet, shaking her head. Then she scowled. “What was that?”
My shoulders fell in sharp relief. “St. John had some sort of spell attached to the threshold.”
“What?” Ruth asked. “He’s not a magic user.”
“He could have had someone else do it. Or, if he took the time to learn, his ex could have taught him something. You said she was a witch, yes?”
“Is she all right?” Blake snapped. “Can I go inside?”
“Just give me a second.” I looked around the doorframe, but there were no obvious symbols carved into the wood. I looked down. “There it is.”
All eyes focused on me as I knelt to inspect a line of greenish yellow powder that traced the threshold on the inside of the doorway. I called my magic and sent a silver tendril to poke at the line. Gold glittered back at me.
“It’s a home invasion defense spell. Basically, it zaps the first person to cross the threshold.” I looked up at Liam. “It should have been you.”
“Will she be all right?” Blake shifted from one foot to the other, obviously fighting the urge to throw caution to the wind and rush in to save his partner.
“Sorry. Yes, she’ll be fine. The spell isn’t particularly strong, it’s just a shock. Sonar’s heartbeat was already racing because Peasblossom startled her, that’s probably what pushed her over the edge, but she should wake up—”
A low growl from inside the room tickled my ears. I cleared my throat. “See? She’s fine.” I held a finger close to the trail of dust, then sent a pulse of warm, golden energy outward. There was a short buzzing tingle against the tip of my finger, then the spell broke. I darted to Peasblossom and snatched her up before Sonar could recall what had put her in her current predicament.
“Get her to her room, make sure she’s okay,” Liam told Blake.
He didn’t have to tell him twice. Blake grabbed a blanket from the couch against the right hand wall, then walked to Sonar and wrapped her up before lifting her in his arms. The dog glamour shivered and fell away as he walked out the door, and I just barely caught a glimpse of long brown hair the color of sunlight on tree bark.
Liam’s phone rang, breaking the silence. He answered it absently, his gaze already roving over the apartment for signs of any more traps. “Osbourne.” He stiffened. “Where are you?” He listened, then lowered the phone, pressing a button as he did so. “You’re on speaker phone. Now tell me where you are.”
“I’m somewhere beyond your reach,” St. John’s voice said. “For the moment.”
“Get back here, we need to talk.” Liam’s voice was less than comforting.
“I think perhaps it would be better for me to have some space between us,” St. John said dryly. “Especially considering you’ve let yourself into my room without my permission. I assume to look for clues to where I went? You won’t find any.”
“You can’t hide forever,” Liam said, his voice sounding almost normal. “You’ll never get out of the building, and alum or not, you can’t hide from all of us. You might as well come back now. We need to talk. You’re only making it worse for yourself by hiding like this.”
“It would seem Ruth doesn’t agree. She’s the one who told me to run.”
Liam glared at Ruth. If he’d looked at me like that, I might have suddenly remembered I’d left the stove on at home. Ruth didn’t flinch.
“Get back here,” Liam said, visibly trying not to crush his phone. “Now.”
“I’m not a member of your pack,” St. John said, the first hint of anger in his voice. “Don’t order me around.”
“You’re part of my pack until you choose another,” Liam growled. “Until then, you’ll do what I tell you to.”
“Maybe I have chosen another pack,” St. John said, his voice taking on a hint of smug satisfaction.
Liam’s free hand closed into a fist. “So you knew about Brenna’s plan. Was it her idea or yours?”
“Neither. Stephen wanted to start a new pack. A pack where he wouldn’t be your slave, where he and Emma could be together without worrying that you would step in and tear them apart again. Brenna understood his need for a safe place to start a family, so she helped him.”
“Whose idea was it to turn Paul?” Liam asked quietly. “Who else has she turned?”
“Paul?” Genuine confusion clouded St. John’s voice. “You think she turned Paul?”
“Shifters have done worse things after a loss,” Liam said.
“If you think Brenna would have turned someone just because she wanted to create a new pack for Stephen, then you don’t know your sister half as well as you think you do. Brenna would never do that.” He made a low hissing sound, and when he spoke again, his fury was palpable. “You think she poisoned Paul to keep him from talking about what she’d done?”
“How am I supposed to know what she was thinking when she was hiding so much from me?”
“She didn’t tell you about me because she knew how you would react,” St. John snapped. “You’ve made no secret that you don’t like me. I’m a thief, and a fox. And I know that you thought you’d never be rid of me, despite your assurances about finding me a pack. Well, Stephen doesn’t see me as a liability. He sees value in the skills I have to offer.”
“Starting a new pack is expensive,” Liam shot back. “Of course he wants a thief on his side.”
“I left that life behind me,” St. John insisted. “I’m not a thief. Not anymore. Having Brenna in my life has changed everything.”
“Says the man who stole poison that killed his supposed friend,” Liam countered. “Have you considered that Brenna’s not changing you, but in fact it’s the other way around? Brenna was happy, she was working her dream job helping people. Then you came along and suddenly she’s wanted for murder.”
Silence followed. It dragged on, so long Ruth and I shared a look, wondering if St. John had ended the call.
“You said Brenna didn’t kill that accountant,” St. John said, his voice absent of all emotion.
“If she turned Paul without permission, then she’s responsible for what he did,” Liam said, frustration thick in his tone. “If you paid any attention to anything at all besides yourself, you’d know that. There’s a reason you had to stay here even if you didn’t want to join this pack, or any other pack. You have to learn what responsibilities shifters have. Trust me, it’s better you learn it from me than hear it from the Vanguard.” He paused, gathering himself. “If you care at all for Brenna, you’ll help me find her. Either she’s in over her head, or she’s in danger. The longer it takes to find her, the worse it’s going to be.”
“I told you, I don’t know where she is. She… She didn’t want to talk to me. The difference between you and me is, I knew when to give her space. And I don’t believe for a second she had anything to do with a murder, directly or indirectly, and I don’t think she turned Paul.”
“Her saliva was all over the bite, there’s no question she turned him.” There was pain in Liam’s voice now, and just a hint of longing. Some part of him wanted St. John to convince him Brenna really hadn’t bit Paul. That somehow this was all just a mistake. A nightmare that would be over soon.
“I have to go,” St. John said. “I’ll be in touch.”
“We’re not done,” Liam said sharply.
“Is Shade there?”
Liam looked at me. I raised my voice. “I’m here.”
“Ask our fearless leader about his temper tantrums lately,” St. John suggested. “Make him tell you what’s wrong. He’s been losing control, and he won’t admit it.”
I frowned, and Liam bared his teeth in a quiet snarl.
“I am not losing control.”
“Bullshit. I’m sure Shade’s already wondering why Ruth—Ruth who would do anything to be Mrs. Osbourne—had the nerve to send me away when she knew you wanted to get your hands on me.”
I stared at the phone, very careful not to look at Liam or Ruth. I had wondered that.
“You’re the one that’s always telling us how dangerous it is not to ask for help if we need it,” St. John reminded Liam. “Anyone can lose control. Well, ask anyone brave enough to be honest with you about your temper. You’re scaring a lot of people. And Stephen is looking more and more attractive as an alternative.”
“If my sister dies because you were too much of a coward to help me, then I’ll have your bones for toothpicks,” Liam said, his voice so distorted it hurt to hear it.
“Shade can call this number when you’ve calmed down. I’ll want her word that you’re calm before we speak again.”
He hung up before Liam could say anything else. His arm tensed, and I flinched, waiting for him to throw the phone. It rang before he could do it, and he answered with a hello that was more a snarl than a word.
Liam took a deep breath. “Yeah. What did you find?” He thumbed the speakerphone button again, holding the phone out so we all could hear.
Kylie’s tone was professional when she continued, ignoring the fluctuation in his voice.
“I have the initial results of Paul’s autopsy.”


                                            CHAPTER 13


“WHAT KIND OF POISON?” Liam’s grip tightened on his phone and the plastic case creaked in warning.
I walked farther into St. John’s suite, listening to Kylie as I looked around. I wasn’t even sure what I was looking for. Something that would give me a clue to who St. John really was. Something that would tell me if he was really the callous thief Liam believed he was, or the misjudged man who deserved a second chance that Brenna had wanted him to be.
“We were right, it was aconite. But it wasn’t pure aconite, there were other herbs mixed in with it. Specifically licorice, ginseng, and ginger.”
I studied the walls, noting the lack of photographs, or anything personal, then turned to the phone. “That would be consistent with someone following a traditional Chinese medicine regimen.”
“It would,” Kylie confirmed. “And that’s not all. I found the remains of a time-release capsule in his stomach. It looks like someone filled a capsule with the aconite mixture and gave it to him at some point in the last twenty-four hours.”
Ruth took a quick step forward, green eyes sharpening. She stared at the phone as if she could see Kylie on the other end of the call. “Can you tell how much he was given?”
“Not enough to kill him. The time-release was giving him a small but steady dose. Too much for a human, but right on the borderline for a werewolf.”
Liam met Ruth’s gaze. “Then he drank Ruth’s tea.”
“It is likely that the tea is what raised the level of poison in his system to a lethal dose,” Kylie admitted, her voice still professional, but not completely unsympathetic. “But there was no way she could have known.”
Ruth looked like she was going to be sick. “You’re sure?”
“I am.”
Liam’s mouth tightened into a grim line. “Send me the full report. And have Vincent send me what he has so far too.”
He ended the call without saying goodbye. “We need to find out who was with Paul in the twenty-four hours before he ended up here.”
Liam marched down the hall, out of the men’s dormitory wing, and down the hallway that led toward Ruth’s office. Instead of going all the way to the scene of Paul’s sudden death, he turned at the corner and entered a large conference room. I trailed behind him in time to see him head straight for the laptop next to the printer on a table at the far end of the room.
Ruth followed me inside, but Liam barked at her before she could approach him. “Find St. John. Now.”
Ruth hesitated, but only for a second. She didn’t look at me as she turned and left, but her posture said it all. She wasn’t happy.
Liam stared at the pages as the printer spit out Kylie’s report. “Why would someone give Paul wolfsbane in a time-release capsule? If they wanted him dead, they could have broken open the pill and given it to him directly. Mixed it in his food or a drink.”
He muttered the question, almost as if he were asking himself. I answered anyway. “In traditional Chinese medicine, aconite is used in smaller doses, not enough to be lethal, and combined with other herbs that further mitigate its poisonous attributes. What if someone was using the same principle to cure Paul?”
Liam frowned. “You think Paul took it himself?”
I nodded, trying to hold on to my train of thought. “What if Paul wasn’t turned today like you thought? What if he was turned days ago—or weeks ago. He’d have easy access to May’s medication, he could have stolen the tablets thinking he could use them to cure himself.”
The last of Kylie’s report finished printing and Liam shuffled the pages and set them aside. The printer continued spitting out papers. “Vincent’s report,” Liam muttered. He snatched a few pages out of the tray. “Incomplete though it is.” He froze for a second, then his gaze locked onto mine. “Wait a minute. Vincent said he didn’t find any DNA in the Paw Patroller vehicles beyond female werewolf and male human.”
“So?” I asked.
He grinned, an expression with more ferocity than joy. “If Paul had been a werewolf before he arrived at Varca’s, then there would have been male werewolf DNA in his vehicle.”
“Which means he couldn’t have been taking the pills to cure himself,” I finished.
Liam’s grin widened. “It also means your theory that Brenna turned him earlier—on purpose—not realizing he’d be around Varca is wrong. She couldn’t have turned him before today. And if she were recruiting him for Stephen’s pack, if she were making her own pack like you feared, then she would never have bitten him in such a public way.”
I sighed and tucked my hair behind my ear, trying to get it out of my face. “Then we’re back to the question of why someone gave him aconite in a time-release capsule.”
Liam frowned and tapped the papers in his grip. “Kylie said it wasn’t a lethal dose for a werewolf, but she also said it would have been a lethal dose for a human.”
“Ruth said she got the impression that May and Paul’s business was in trouble,” I added. “Do we know if May has a life insurance policy on Paul?”
The papers rustled as Liam’s grip on them tightened. “Andy said he was going to look into Paw Patrollers. We’ll ask him when he gets back.”
I leaned against one of the tables. It wasn’t as sturdy as I’d hoped and it jerked back a few inches, sending my heart into my throat as I almost fell over. Liam either didn’t notice or chose not to comment. “Are all new wolves given that tea when they get here?” I asked, my voice louder than I’d meant it to be.
“No, only Ruth and Brenna use it. Kristine isn’t comfortable giving someone poison even though she knows it doesn’t affect us like it does humans. She’ll use a sedative sometimes, but she starts with a normal human dose and gradually increases it as necessary.” He stared at one of the papers in his hand, his eyes following the lines of text. “According to Kylie, if the pills were given to him before he was bitten, he’d have been vomiting within the hour, but there was no vomit at the scene. So either it was given to him when he was human, and he was turned soon after, or it was given to him after he was bitten.”
His nostrils flared and his gaze darted to the open doorway. His spine stiffened.
I turned to find a familiar face staring at us. “Emma.”
She didn’t react, didn’t even spare me a glance. Her stare was all for her alpha. “So now someone’s poisoning us?” she asked.
The frost in Emma’s voice caught me off guard. She didn’t sound anything like the woman I’d met earlier that year. And as my eyes took in the woman standing in the doorway, I realized she didn’t look the same either.
Emma had saved my life once, when she’d shown up in the nick of time to help me escape a dream shard a sorceress had sent after me. She’d also figured out her lover and her coworkers were Otherworldly beings long before they’d thought she could handle the information. Even though she’d been crying the first time I met her—upset over the near-death of someone else’s dog—I had never doubted for a second that Officer Emma Morison was a force to be reckoned with. An ally anyone would be grateful to have on their side.
She didn’t look like an ally now. Now the ranger’s dark eyes were hard, and her brown skin pinched around her mouth and eyes. She looked like a woman who’d been broken into a million jagged pieces, a woman who’d taken those pieces and soldered them back together with nothing but the heat of her own fury.
As if she felt the weight of my attention, Emma turned to look at me. The glitter of amber in her irises indicated her wolf was close to the surface. She was still new, her control wouldn’t be that good yet.
“Ms. Renard,” she said, in that same icy tone. “This is an unpleasant surprise. Have you come to collar someone else? Ruin another life?”
I jerked back as if she’d slapped me. “My choices aren’t the ones that led to Stephen being collared. And as far as I can tell, his life is far from ruined.”
Emma’s mouth twisted, baring white teeth that looked too pointed for a human mouth. “Just following orders?”
A flash of pink caught my eye as Kristine crept into view behind Emma, her hands clasped in front of her and worry tracing a deep crease between her eyebrows. She shrugged helplessly.
“No one is poisoning anyone.” Liam took the last page of the report from the printer and shuffled the papers together. “You’re perfectly safe here, Emma.”
Emma tensed at the sound of her name, as if he’d insulted her. “Kristine says you think Stephen is up to no good. As usual, you’ve misjudged him. If you don’t believe me, you can search our room. We have nothing to hide.”
“I’m not accusing Stephen of anything.” Liam’s face was a perfect mask of composure, but the wrinkles on the pages in his hands betrayed his death grip on the paper.
“Kristine told me you have some concerns about Stephen’s plans to start his own pack,” Emma said, taking another step inside the room. “I can understand why that bothers you. You’re mad we’re leaving, and you’re furious because no one told you.” She took another step, and her voice lowered until she was almost hissing at him. “You won’t be able to boss Stephen around anymore, or try to force him to be something he’s not just to satisfy your own standards. And you can’t stand losing control.”
Liam took a long, slow breath. A gold shine passed over his eyes like a gauzy curtain. My stomach twisted. Liam’s control was usually a lot better than that.
“Emma,” he started, fighting to keep his voice calm. “Stephen will be a strong alpha someday. But that day is a long way off. Starting a pack is not the same as leading a pack. He’s not ready, and if he doesn’t realize that soon, then he’ll learn the hard way. Like you did.”
Oh, that was the wrong thing to say.
Emma’s eyes widened and her hands closed into fists at her sides. Her spine ratcheted tighter, pushing her upright in a motion that lifted her chin an inch higher.
“You are so smug,” she hissed. “But if you were half as good a judge of character as you thought you were, then you’d know where your sister was. You’d know what she was going through.”
Liam’s skin rippled. My breath caught in my throat, and for a second I didn’t breathe. He rolled his shoulders and took a slow, deliberate step toward Emma. “Do you know where Brenna is?”
Emma looked down her nose at him, an impressive feat considering their height difference. “If I did, I wouldn’t tell you. Brenna is an adult woman, and if she doesn’t want to talk to you, then it’s her right not to. I’ve seen how you treat your pseudo-son, I can only imagine what it’s like to be your kid sister.”
I never saw him move. One minute, Liam was standing by the printer, facing Emma with the forced calm of a brave man before a firing squad. The next he was in front of her, the reports in a chaotic paper trail on the floor behind him, one hand closed around Emma’s thin wrist.
“Uh-oh,” Peasblossom whispered, cowering behind my neck.
“When did you last speak to Brenna?” Liam asked, his voice strained with the effort not to snap the delicate wrist bones like a couple of matchsticks.
The righteous anger that had protected Emma a second ago flickered, the quickening of the pulse in her throat revealing a flash of fear. She hesitated, but when she spoke, her voice was strong. “Two weeks ago. Monday. She was having a hard time after having a fight with St. John, so I sat with her.”
Liam blinked, and for a split second his mask fell, his pain bared for all to see. “She told you about St. John. About finding the pills, making the connection to Kevin?”
His moment of vulnerability gave Emma’s bravado the opening it needed. She jerked her wrist out of his hand and he let her go. “Yes. Brenna was there for me when I got here—when you ripped Stephen and me apart—and she listened to me cry about leaving my dogs behind. My dogs that were my family, the dogs you wouldn’t let me bring with me.”
Liam’s mouth twisted into a snarl, and he leaned closer to Emma, fury sparking in his eyes in specks of gold. “Fine. You want your dogs here? I’ll have them brought over now. You can take them to your room, let them visit with werewolves still mastering their control. I’m sure they’ll be fine. Ask St. John.”
Emma’s jaw tightened. “You could have let me stay at home with them. Brenna would have stayed with me if I really needed someone there.”
Liam nodded, the movement too fast, the look in his eyes too wild. “All right. Go then. Go home and I’ll have your dogs sent over. I’ll have the person I personally arranged to care for them—so you could have them back when you were ready—bring them over.” He stepped closer, moving into Emma’s personal space until a harsh word would have made their bodies touch. “And when you wake up in the morning sitting in a pile of furry, bloodied limbs and wondering why you have a full belly, you can cry to Stephen about how much you wish you’d stayed away, and how you’d give anything to have them back.”
Emma’s eyes were wider now, her lips parted in horror. She swallowed hard, then gagged, as if Liam’s words had triggered a vision she’d had before. As if she could taste what he’d suggested.
“Which one do you think you’d eat first?” he whispered. “Nova? Crash? Aro?”
I didn’t realize my mouth was hanging open until I looked at Kristine and found my horror mirrored in her own expression. St. John was right. Liam wasn’t behaving like himself. No wonder Ruth had told him to hide. If he was this cruel to Emma for sniping at him, then what would he have done to the man he blamed for his sister’s disappearance?
“Emma?” I said gently.
The ranger tried twice before she managed to look away from Liam, stepping back slowly, as if suddenly afraid he’d attack if she moved too fast.
“Emma, becoming a werewolf probably seemed very different when it meant staying with the man you loved,” I said, keeping my voice calm. “I have no doubt that the reality was very different. Scarier. Harder.”
Emma looked at me, scrabbling for a lifeline. “It wouldn’t have been like that if he’d let Stephen stay with me. It would have been different.”
“It wouldn’t have been easier,” Kristine spoke up. “I’ve counseled many, many new shifters, and whether or not they had a loved one there to help them through, the adjustment is always difficult.”
Confusion creased the skin between Emma’s brows as she stared at Kristine. “I thought if he’d just let Stephen stay…”
Kristine shook her head. “No.”
Emma’s shoulders fell. “I wouldn’t have hurt them,” she murmured finally.
“You aren’t human anymore,” I said firmly. “They wouldn’t have recognized you at first. They’d have smelled wolf, and thought you were a danger. And for a new werewolf, it would only take them growling once, or even showing weakness. You’d have eaten them.”
Emma looked like she was going to throw up. The abrupt slump in her posture seemed to have appeased Liam somewhat, and his eyes were once again an unimpeded blue, the veins no longer bulging in his temples.
“Emma,” Liam tried again. “Has Stephen ever mentioned Adrian Varca? To you, or to St. John?”
“Why don’t you go ask Stephen?” Emma asked, her voice sullen. “Or is it too hard for you to treat him like a person? Is he just a criminal to you now, a big disappointment?”
It was obvious she’d heard and said the words before, many times. They smacked of a mantra, an emotional conviction she’d no doubt learned from Stephen. She squared her shoulders, and the glint of defiance returned to her brown eyes.
Liam shoved a hand through his hair, tightening it into a fist before releasing it. “I’m sorry the circumstances around your turning were what they were. And I’m sorry you don’t understand my methods. I will sit down, and I will explain them to you, if that’s what you want. But it will have to wait until I know my sister’s okay. Until I know why she was at the murder scene.”
“I don’t want your explanations,” Emma snapped. “Stephen has already answered my questions, and as far as I’m concerned, it’s all bullshit. I’m sick of hearing about hierarchy. I’m sick of hearing about how Stephen was punished—beaten—because he dared to lie to his alpha and no one is allowed to lie to the alpha. And I’m sick of hearing he had no right to turn me. That was our choice, his and mine, no one else’s.” She straightened her spine. “Shifters aren’t just animals, they’re human, and they should act like it. Stop using a dual nature as an excuse to live in the Dark Ages.”
Rage lit Liam’s eyes, and his muscles tensed. But before he moved, before I could even form the coherent thought to stop him from doing something he’d regret, Blake’s growl trickled into the room.
“Ignorant woman.”
I blinked as Blake stepped into view in the doorway. Sonar followed at his side, her German Shepherd eyes on Emma. I wouldn’t have thought a dog could look disgusted, but Sonar pulled it off.
“When this is over, you and I are going to take a little trip,” Blake said, his voice low and unmistakably menacing. “I’m done listening to you whine. You want to see what other alphas are like? I can show you what they’re like. We’ll go see the Northern Pines pack. See what happens when the alpha isn’t dominant enough, when they don’t control their pack. Or maybe we can see the Blackhill pack, see what happens when the alpha really embraces dominance.” He shook his head, halting a few feet away from Emma as if he didn’t trust himself to come any closer. “You have no idea how lucky you are to have Liam as an alpha. An alpha who actually takes the time to fight for balance.”
“I should be grateful, is that it?” Emma snapped.
Sonar growled. Blake shook his head, but his eyes didn’t waver, didn’t move from Emma. “You’ll see. I’ll show you. When Brenna is safe at home, I promise you, I will show you.”
Uncertainty stole some of the confidence from Emma’s stance, and she shifted her weight to her other foot. “Dominance and exerting control aren’t the only ways to maintain order. Building strong relationships works too. Mutual respect works.” She glared at Liam. “But maybe that’s too time-consuming for you. Maybe it takes too much effort.”
“Emma,” Kristine warned, her voice higher with a hint of panic. “Now’s not the time.”
“I know this has been hard for you,” Liam said, trying one last time. “You’re a strong, independent woman who hasn’t had to rely on anyone but herself in a long time. These last few months you’ve felt out of control, and I know you hate that. I know you hate answering to a hierarchy in your personal life.”
“Don’t,” Emma warned, her voice a raspy and thin.
Liam leaned closer. “That desire you feel to submit, to find someone stronger to lean on? That’s normal for a new wolf. That’s your instinct telling you you’re not strong enough to defend yourself—yet. It will pass. You’ll find your strength again, it will just take time.”
A tremble worked its way through Emma’s body. It was hard to tell if it was anger or if Liam’s words were hitting their mark. Probably both.
“I had someone to protect me,” she whispered. “And you took him away.”
“Stephen isn’t your alpha,” Liam said, his voice quiet, but firm. “I am.”
The slap of Emma’s palm against Liam’s cheek cracked through the silence, sounding so much louder with the tension thickening the air.
Peasblossom’s grip tightened on my shirt, and I instinctively raised a protective hand to cover her. A surge of heat rolled over the room, and suddenly I couldn’t breathe.
Liam’s power exploded. One minute he was standing in front of Emma, his eyes wide, his body shaking as he fought to control his temper. Then suddenly his aura flexed, tearing apart and spilling all that hot energy onto Emma. Emma opened her mouth to scream, but the sound was lost as her body changed. The shift was violent and sudden, not a natural change from human to wolf, but a vicious turning inside out.
Peasblossom whimpered and I hushed her, making those nonsensical soothing sounds mothers made for small children.
Emma lay on the floor in wolf form. Her fur was a dark grey dusted with black over her back and muzzle. Her sides heaved as she fought to breathe through the pain, her eyes glassy, her tongue lolling out of her mouth. I watched her struggle to move, seeming as if she were pinned in place by the wild-eyed stare Liam had fixed on her. After a few feeble attempts to roll over, she finally gave up. Instead, she lifted her muzzle, baring her throat to Liam.
No one moved. No one breathed. Kristine clutched the doorway as if fighting the same urge to run that I felt, her eyes wide, shoulders hunched. Even Blake and Sonar held absolutely still.
“Blake,” Liam said finally, his voice hoarse.
“Alpha?” Blake responded immediately.
“Go with Emma. Search her and Stephen’s room for wolfsbane.”
“Yes, Alpha.”
Blake looked down at Emma, waiting to see if she could get up on her own. Emma huffed out a breath, then heaved herself onto her belly. Still trembling, she got to all fours, swayed, then took a step forward. Sonar came to her aid, offering support for Emma to lean on as she walked. Together, they followed Blake out of the room and down the hall.
“I’m going to go with them,” Kristine whispered. “Make sure she’s okay.” She didn’t wait for a response before bolting out of the room after the others.
Liam didn’t move for a long minute. I tried to look away, to give him privacy so he could pull himself together. But then that gold stare fixed on me, and I couldn’t have moved if I wanted to.


                                            CHAPTER 14


MY PHONE RANG. Peasblossom had changed my ring tone again, so Irish rock blasted into the silent room. I didn’t answer it right away. Mostly because Liam was still staring at me, pinning me in place. I didn’t often get to see wolf eyes in his human face—his control was usually much better than that.
Usually.
My phone rang again. I still couldn’t look at it. Some instinct in the back of my brain warned me not to, warned me that you should never look away from a predator staring at you with that intensity. Not until you were ready to run.
“Hello?” Peasblossom said.
“Peasblossom?” Andy’s voice asked, his voice loud over the speakerphone.
“Of course it’s me. Don’t you recognize my voice?”
There was a pause. “May I speak to Shade?”
Peasblossom shifted, probably looking at Liam. “I don’t know.”
A shiver ran through Liam’s body, and he dragged in a breath with the effort of a man with his chest caught in a vice. I watched him gather the tatters of his self-control, forcing the gold from his eyes as he pushed his beast deeper inside him.
“You should answer that.”
His voice held the memory of a growl, a rumbling undertone that made my spine vibrate with little electric shocks. I thought my mouth moved, but no sound came out.
“Peasblossom? What’s going on? Is Shade all right?”
“Hard to tell,” Peasblossom answered slowly.
“What is going on?” Andy’s voice sharpened into the tone a cop used to get through to a panicking witness.
Liam turned away from me, his gait stiff as he walked back to the counter that held the printer. As soon as he looked away, the breath whooshed back into my lungs. I squeezed my eyes shut and counted to ten. When I thought I could speak again, I took the phone from Peasblossom, careful not to jostle her too much where she’d squeezed herself into the side pocket of my pouch to answer the phone. I fumbled to turn off the speakerphone before putting the phone to my ear. “Andy?”
“Shade? What’s going on?”
“I’ll catch you up when you get here. Did you find out anything?”
“I’ll catch you up when I get there too,” he answered. “Any luck finding Liam’s sister?”
“I need a food order sent to the conference room,” Liam said.
I glanced over to see him holding the phone from the counter beside the printer. He pulled it away from his mouth and looked at me. “Steak and fries okay with you?”
“Perfect,” I said.
“And honey!” Peasblossom added.
Liam nodded, then turned his back to us to finish ordering.
“Unfortunately, no, we haven’t found Brenna. Liam and I were just about to get something to eat. You want me to get you anything?”
“No, I’ll grab something on the way.”
“Okay. See you in an hour or so?”
“Sounds good.”
I ended the call and slipped the phone back into my pouch.
“He’s on edge,” Peasblossom said, keeping her voice down even though Liam would hear her regardless. She tugged on my shirt, and I lifted her to my shoulder. “He wasn’t this bad when he was with us last week.”
“No, he wasn’t. At least he’s ordering food. That should help.” I bit the inside of my lip. “Do you think this is something that was building, or did something happen after he left us?”
“Emma was turned five months ago. She shouldn’t still be questioning him like this. If it’s been this bad the whole time…” Peasblossom shook her head. “Building gets my vote.”
Liam hung up the phone. “As you may have noticed, things have not been going smoothly around here.”
“Emma?” I asked.
“Not just Emma, but she’s a big part of it. I let her and Stephen move in together two months ago. Brenna insisted it would help her adjust, but now I can see that was a mistake. She acts like Stephen is her alpha. She looks to him for protection, and she looks to him to learn the rules. The problem with that is Stephen has been steadily losing respect for my rules.”
“Did Brenna notice that it wasn’t working?” I asked.
Liam leaned against the counter, holding onto the edge with both hands as if anchoring himself. “The problem Brenna saw wasn’t with them. It was with me.”
I remembered our earlier conversation in his truck on the way to meet with May. “She was concerned you were turning into your dad.”
“I told you I left my father’s pack to start my own. What I didn’t mention was how I did it.” He gripped the counter tighter. “I did what Stephen’s doing now. I highlighted the differences between us. I chose moments right after Dad delivered one of his ‘obedience lessons,’ when people were scared. I sat with people and talked to them, helped them feel safe again. I dropped little hints that while I supported our alpha, if it were up to me, I’d do things differently.”
“Blake doesn’t strike me as someone who offers false praise,” I said gently. “He thinks you’re an incredible alpha.”
“And among my pack, I am. Experienced shifters recognize what I’m trying to do, and they understand the less pleasant parts of leadership because they know I’m fair, and I don’t hurt people to make a point.”
Understanding dawned. “But here at New Moon, you’ve got a bunch of recently turned shifters who still have human ideas about how social structure works.”
“And shifters who need rehabilitation to bring themselves under control,” Liam added grimly. “Shifters who need a heavier hand to rein in their more violent tendencies.” He snorted. “It’s the perfect breeding ground for mutiny.” He stared down at his feet. “The worst part is, I’m starting to understand my father. I understand why he chose the method he did. It was a simpler way.”
“I admire you for trying to be better,” I said quietly. “You chose a harder path.”
“So did you.”
He met my eyes then. It took my breath away to see the pain in his gaze. I kept my mouth closed, resisting the urge to ask him who an alpha had to lean on and confide in when things became unbearable. It wasn’t a question someone should ask if they weren’t ready to be the answer.
“And now Brenna.” Liam ran a hand over his face. “Stephen’s been getting to her. It was bad enough when I only knew she was missing. I could tell myself she’d gone off on her own to think, or maybe she’d told me she was leaving and I’d forgotten. Now I find her DNA at a murder scene along with a fresh shifter. And I find out she’s been hiding so much…” He choked before he could finish the sentence, his gaze falling to the floor again.
“We’ll find her,” I said, keeping my voice soft, but firm. “We’ll find her, and you two can sit and have the conversation you both obviously need.”
He bent down and started gathering the pages of the reports that he’d dropped. “Brenna and I were close. We are close. Were.” He braced his fist against the floor. “I should have noticed I was losing her. I can’t believe she kept so much from me.”
Guilt stabbed at me as an image of Flint rose in my mind. The sudden weight of it hit me and I let it carry me to the floor, kneeling to help Liam retrieve the dropped pages. “The thing about keeping secrets,” I started lightly, “is that it usually starts with one piece of information you don’t want to share. Maybe because it’s not the right time. Maybe because you’re not sure how the other person will react. It sounds to me like Brenna had feelings for St. John, she knew you didn’t like him, and she chose not to tell you—yet. That put distance between you, and everything else snowballed from there.”
Liam stared at the floor, papers forgotten in his hand. “She found out the man she fell for was responsible for the death of a patient who relied on her guidance.” His voice was so low, I had to lean in to hear him. For once there was no anger. He wasn’t thinking about St. John. He was thinking about his sister. Her pain. “What does that say about our relationship if she thought she couldn’t tell me any of that?”
“You don’t know that she wasn’t going to tell you, or that she didn’t have a plan to tell you,” I said gently. “If she did have feelings for him, then finding out what he did… That would have taken her some time to work through herself. You can’t expect her to talk to you about it, knowing how you’d probably react, when she didn’t know how she felt herself?”
Liam didn’t answer that, focusing on gathering the report. I handed him the pages I’d retrieved and stood. “We’re going to find her, and then the two of you can talk.”
The papers tapped sharply against the desk as Liam settled them into a neat pile. “My personal issues with my sister aside, she was there. She bit Paul.”
I waited, but he didn’t say anything more. “What do you think happened?”
“I don’t know. But I have a hard time believing that either Paul or Varca could have caught her and held her against her will. So either she was there willingly, or someone helped Varca or Paul catch her.”
“You think Andy was right?” I asked.
Liam stared at the pages as he started putting them back in the right order. “Starting a new pack takes money. Most packs need a business to run to cover the costs of a pack—repairing the damage after someone loses control, supporting new members who just turned and can’t keep working. Varca wanted a wolf, and from what your partner said, he was willing to pay a lot of money to get one. Given Brenna’s feelings about my decisions regarding Stephen, and her obvious interest in helping him form a new pack…”
“So you think Brenna allowed herself to be sold and played good pet wolf, intending to run away later and keep his money?”
“It wouldn’t have been a bad idea,” Liam said. “I’m not even sure if it’s technically illegal. Can’t say anyone’s ever tried it before.”
“If that’s true, then why bite Paul?” I asked.
Liam considered that. “Maybe she changed her mind. Or maybe she discovered they’d taken precautions that would make escaping too difficult to risk. She may have bit him to escape.”
“If that were true, then she’d have left a trail behind,” I pointed out. “If she were pretending to be a wolf, she couldn’t very well drive herself there.”
“If she were pretending to sell herself as a pet, she’d need a partner. Someone that negotiated the deal with Paul, or Varca. She could have left with them.”
“If someone else was involved in the deal, then why was Paul there?”
“Maybe Varca told him he had a wolf and asked Paul to come over and run it through some exercises, make sure it was really trained? Maybe that’s what ruined Brenna’s plan. She and her partner weren’t expecting Paul to be there.”
I drummed my fingers against the top of my pouch. That did make a certain amount of sense. “But why would Brenna be hiding now? Like you said, what she tried to do wasn’t exactly illegal. And if she bit Paul in self defense, you wouldn’t hold that against her.”
“Biting Paul would be reason for punishment,” Liam corrected me. “Because she chose to be there in that situation. She had no way of controlling who was and wasn’t there. It carried a risk.” He frowned. “But that doesn’t explain why she disappeared so suddenly two weeks earlier.”
“Unless she wanted to fake her own abduction,” Peasblossom pointed out. “If she’d just disappeared the day Adrian was robbed trying to buy a wolf, that would be suspicious. And word was bound to get around.”
Liam’s energy roiled against me, a sign he was getting upset again, and part of me half-expected the force of his aura to scatter the report over the floor again.
I cleared my throat. “All right, so let’s say she wasn’t there willingly. Let’s say someone more powerful than Paul or Varca managed to capture her and hold her against her will. She saw an opportunity to escape, she bit Paul, and ran away.”
“Then we’re back to how did she leave without leaving a trail for us to follow?”
Peasblossom perked up, her sudden movement almost sending her tumbling off my shoulder. Her grappling gun clicked, and a second later there was a vicious tug at my hair.
“Ow!” I yelped.
“What if she stole a car?” Peasblossom asked excitedly, hugging the grappling gun as she dangled from my hair. “Rich men always have more than one vehicle.”
Liam straightened, a hint of hope brightening his blue eyes. “I’ll check vehicle registration records and see if he had another car.”
“I’ll ask Andy to do it,” I said, wincing as I untangled the pixie and her grappling gun from my hair. “That way you can eat your dinner.”
Pausing with his phone in his hand, Liam fixed me with a stare that almost made me forget the pain in my scalp.
“My understanding is that it’s best for shifters to have a full belly during stressful situations,” I said weakly.
Liam made a sound deep in his throat, but nodded and turned his attention to Kylie’s report. “Fine.”
I fished Peasblossom out of my hair and set her on the desk to untangle her grappling line while I texted Andy.
“If Brenna was unwilling,” I said thoughtfully, “then that means someone tried to sell her.”
“Either someone strong enough to overpower her, or someone she trusted,” Peasblossom volunteered. She grunted and shook a particularly stubborn knot, making it ten times worse in the process.
“Brenna’s no pushover, she wouldn’t be easy to overpower,” Liam mused. “But she was no fool either. I can’t imagine anyone she trusted getting the drop on her. She wouldn’t have been easy to trick.”
“So maybe look at it from a different angle. Can you think of anyone who hated Brenna, anyone who’d want her out of the way, or want to see her suffer? Anyone who needed money so badly that they’d sacrifice her to get it?”
“I can’t think of anyone who hates Brenna,” Liam said. “Even Stephen and Emma like her.”
“You said she’s a therapist here, and she’s responsible for new wolves and for wolves having a hard time keeping balance. Therapy can be very intense, and it’s not unusual for clients to displace emotions that arise during therapy onto their therapist.”
“What about St. John?” Liam asked.
I grabbed Peasblossom’s grappling gun and wrinkled my nose at the now even bigger knot. “You think he’d do that to Brenna?”
“She quit counseling him, there had to be a reason.”
I gripped the knot with the tips of my fingernails, trying to loosen it. “I’m pretty sure the reason was the romantic relationship. Brenna probably transferred him to another therapist as soon as she decided she wanted to pursue her romantic feelings.”
A dark cloud passed over Liam’s face. “I don’t trust him. We research everyone who comes into the center. If they have skeletons in their closet, people who will ask a lot of questions, we need to know so we can stay ahead of it while they adjust. Our research into St. John was more interesting than most. He’s left behind a trail of angry women.”
“Not just the one that cursed him?” I asked.
Liam snorted. “She was just the most recent. He has a bad habit of earning women’s trust then taking advantage of them.”
“Too bad for him the last one was a witch,” Peasblossom commented. She crowed in triumph as I finished unraveling the knot, then clicked the button on the grappling gun. The untangled cord zipped back into place.
“So do you think St. John talked Brenna into going along with a plan to fleece Adrian, or do you think he sold her against her will?” I asked.
“I don’t know. But right now, I’d bet the latter. Maybe he had her hidden away, trapped so she couldn’t rat him out.” His grip on the report tightened, and the paper rustled as it began a slow death.
“If that were true, then why would St. John still be hanging around?” I asked.
“Maybe Varca never transferred the money.” Liam slapped the report down on the table. “Maybe Brenna escaped before he could close the deal.”
“There was no evidence of a fox shifter at the scene,” I said doubtfully.
“St. John would have known about Vincent’s spell. He could have met with Paul and arranged for him to be the one to deliver Brenna.” Liam drummed his fingers on the table. “St. John used a spell to zap the first person to come into his apartment without his permission. Could he have other magic?”
“Maybe. Or he could have access to someone who does.”
Liam frowned. “The ex who cursed him moved to France shortly after. I reported her to the Vanguard.”
“If he stole from her, she was within her rights to curse him,” I pointed out. “She didn’t kill him, she could argue that it was a proportional punishment.”
“I didn’t report her to have her punished, I reported her so I could request a tag on her passport. I just wanted to know if she came back, especially during his year here at New Moon. So far, she hasn’t tried to return to this country.”
“He had other magic objects in his apartment,” Peasblossom offered. “I saw sleeping powder on the table with the lamp.”
“Sleeping powder?” I asked.
Liam wrinkled his nose. “That explains the bad smell. Valerian root, right?”
“Yep. Stinky stuff, isn’t it?” Peasblossom agreed.
“Could he be a wizard?” Liam asked.
“It’s possible. I didn’t pick up on it, but depending on how powerful he is, he could hide from me even if I was looking for some sign of his magical ability. Either way, it’s impossible to find out for sure while he’s MIA.”
“If he’s guilty, then he’s going to run,” Liam said grimly. “He has enough control over the change that he could survive on his own. He’ll be sorry eventually that he has no support network, but then I guess he’s used to relying on himself.” He slammed a fist down on the desk, and I winced as his aura flared white-hot all over again. “If he’s responsible for Brenna disappearing… If he’s hurt her…”
Blessedly, room service chose that moment to arrive with our food. I must have looked as panicked as I felt, because the gruff, stout man who delivered the food glanced quickly from Liam to me, and understanding softened his features. He made a beeline for one of the tables, and in five seconds flat, he had the dinners uncovered and ready for consumption. He left as quickly as he’d arrived, and honestly, I couldn’t blame him.
We sat down, and I was grateful when Liam started eating right away. Whatever was causing his strained control, a full belly was never a bad thing for a shifter’s temper.
I nibbled on a French fry and tried to study Liam while he wasn’t looking. I thought of Ruth. If St. John was right, and she did have feelings for Liam, then it would have taken a lot for her to go against his wishes like she had warning St. John to stay away. She had to be legitimately concerned with Liam’s control.
What’s a nice way to ask an alpha werewolf if he’s been a bit testy lately?
“So you’re losing control then,” Peasblossom said conversationally. She picked a grain of salt off one of my fries and tried to skip it across the table. “What’s that about then?”
Liam paused with a bite of steak halfway to his mouth. “What?”
“Temper—”
“I think what Peasblossom is trying to say,” I interrupted, scrabbling for a honey packet with my left hand, “is that we’re sorry things have been so stressful around here.”
Liam narrowed his eyes. For a long minute, I thought I was going to see another uncharacteristic flare of temper. Then he finished the bite of steak, stared down at his plate, and took a deep breath.
“After I had Stephen collared, I knew I was in for a rough time. But after the initial blow up, he really pulled himself together. I took the collar off after two weeks. I told him he had to start at the bottom and work his way up. And he did. Emma made progress with Brenna, and like I said, a couple months ago I let her and Stephen move in together, and everything was going really well. Stephen was in therapy, he was working harder, showing more initiative. I thought maybe he was just showing off for Emma, but I didn’t care why he was getting better, just that he was getting better. Then he started backsliding.”
He downed half his water in one gulp, then put the cup down with more force than was wise for something made out of paper. “A wizard approached me a few weeks ago. He said Emma had contacted him, asked him if he could remove a collar that kept a werewolf from shifting.”
I winced. “Preparing in case you collared Stephen again.”
Liam grabbed his knife and sawed off another piece of steak. “The wizard told her he couldn’t do it. He said he came to me because he knew if a shifter was worried about being collared, likely there was a good reason for it.”
That might have been part of it, but I was guessing the wizard was also very anxious to avoid any chance he’d end up in the middle of shifter politics. When werewolves went at it, there was usually blood, and wizards might be magic, but they bled all the same.
“Kristine said it was a natural part of therapy,” Liam continued. “She said I shouldn’t be discouraged and this could be a temporary setback.”
“It’s not unusual to have times like that when you’re in therapy,” I agreed. “Change is scary. Those first steps come a little easier, then suddenly you realize you’re on a whole new path with new responsibilities. It can be tempting to slide back into bad habits just to feel the safety and comfort that familiarity provides.”
“Or maybe he was faking it so I’d let my guard down,” Liam said flatly. “Maybe he’s been planning to leave and form his own pack from the get go.”
I hesitated. “Would that be so bad? You said yourself he had the potential to be a strong alpha.”
Liam met my eyes, and the intensity in his blue gaze made me lean back, my cutlery sagging in my hands. “Stephen is strong, and I have no doubt he’d enjoy being the boss of a group of people. But being the boss means a lot of grunt work, and it means enforcing the rules whether you like it or not.” He stabbed his steak again and sheared off another hunk of seasoned meat. “Stephen can’t even follow the rules himself. What chance does he have to make others follow rules they know he’s broken?”
“Edwin seems to have an idea of how to handle him,” Peasblossom said through a mouthful of honey.
Liam’s face emptied of emotion, and he dropped the bite of steak. “Edwin thinks I should have punished Stephen. Physically.”
My stomach turned, and I regretted the last few bites of steak. “I see.”
“Edwin’s alpha wasn’t a bad man. He was like my father, a firm man who believed in order to successfully control a pack of werewolves, one had to use a method of control that both a human and a wolf understood. He was the sort of man who would sit with a sick wolf, bring them food, make sure they were well cared for. And he was a man who would beat a member of his pack unconscious if they defied him.”
“I see.” I picked up my soda and took a long sip, trying to control my reaction. I didn’t like the sound of beating someone unconscious under any circumstances.
“I’ve tried to run my pack more like a military unit. A firm hierarchy, punishment that involves moving down the hierarchy, and challenges that build strong ties, and feed loyalty.” He shook his head. “Maybe I have it wrong.”
Liam’s phone rang, and he slammed his knife down on the table, startling me bad enough that I jumped. He ignored my reaction and barked into the phone. “Osbourne. What about it?” His shoulders tightened and he stared at me. “How hard would it be for someone to activate Stephen’s collar?”
It took me a second to realize he was talking to me. “Not that hard. The difficult part of those collars is building the binding spell into the collar. Once that’s done, it takes relatively little power to activate the spell. It’s meant to be hard to get off, not put on.”
“Could it be reversed so it kept someone in wolf form instead of human form?”
“It would trap you in whatever form you were in when it was put on.” Realization dawned, and I dropped my fork. “You think someone collared Brenna? Who’s that on the phone?”
“Ruth. She’s in my office.” Liam shoved his chair back. “Check the other drawers,” he said into the phone.
“What’s going on?” I asked.
He ended the call and looked at me as he stood up. “We have to go. Stephen’s collar is gone.”


                                            CHAPTER 15


“LIAM!”
Panic pushed my voice up an octave as I lurched after Liam. His stride was longer than mine, and his anger made him faster. It would have been hard enough for me to keep up with him if he’d been human, but he wasn’t human and that meant I had to run.
Blake and Sonar had done a good job sending the earlier crowds back to their rooms. There were only a few stragglers standing around to see Liam flow down the hall like a storm cloud, his energy crackling in a menacing aura around him.
“We don’t know that anyone used the collar,” I said, trying to sound calm despite my erratic heartbeat. “For all we know, Stephen took it just in case you found out about his plan to leave and tried to stop him.”
“You don’t understand. Stephen is planning to leave, and with Brenna’s help, he’s apparently planning to take a good portion of the wolves in my care with him. Do you know what would happen if Stephen left and took those new wolves with him?”
“It would be bad.” I put a hand down on my waist pouch, checking to make sure Peasblossom as still secure in the side pocket.
“It would be a disaster. Stephen has enough strength that he could probably defend against challengers.” Liam pivoted around a corner. “But just the fact that he’d be leaving his pack without permission from his alpha—that he’d be leaving because he broke the rules and couldn’t take the punishment—would set the pace for the new pack. Anyone who didn’t like the rules would break them and think they could just walk away, start a new pack. They’d be easy targets for alphas who would see them as fresh meat, an easy means to build their numbers.”
A thought occurred to me, and I tensed, tripping over my own feet as I struggled to keep up. “What if that’s why Stephen took the collar? What if he intends to use it on members of his own pack? He could hold that over their heads, and that kind of punishment would scare most shifters.”
Liam swore a streak so long I finally reached down to cover Peasblossom’s ears. The pixie’s eyes were wide, and she was surprised enough by Liam’s language that she didn’t struggle against me.
We entered another hallway in the men’s dormitory wing, and Liam increased his speed, leaving me behind. I watched him make a beeline for an open door and guessed that was the room Stephen and Emma shared. Since the door was open, I figured Blake and Sonar were still searching their quarters, or perhaps Kristine was there with Emma.
“Where is it?” Liam’s voice carried into the hallway.
I started to run, urged on by the rising anger in his voice. I arrived at the door to the room and halted before crossing the threshold. Stephen and Emma’s quarters were larger than I’d expected, more of a small apartment than a single room. The kitchen on the left was separated from the living room by a low counter, and a short hallway led to a tiny bathroom. A door to the right of the bathroom was likely the bedroom.
Even if the living room area had been full-sized, it still wouldn’t have been big enough for the two male shifters standing there now. Liam towered over Stephen, looking much larger through nothing more than the sheer force of his rage. He flexed his hands at his sides, obviously struggling not to lash out.
Stephen’s arms were loose at his side, his spine straight but not stiff. The serenity on his face provided a sharp contrast to the boiling heat of his own energy lashing around him. “Where is what?”
“The collar. Where is it?”
“I don’t have it. If you don’t believe me, ask Blake and Sonar. They just left after searching the place—on your orders.” His eyes glinted with a gold shine. “I’d ask Emma to back me up, but she’s still in wolf form. She’s in too much pain to shift back.”
Stephen looked past Liam as he said the last part, staring at something over my shoulder. I turned to look and almost fell over when Ruth pushed past me through the door. She didn’t spare me a glance, but as I regained my balance, movement in the hallway caught my peripheral vision. A number of doors along the hallway opened, as sensitive hearing alerted the other residents to the conflict brewing in Stephen’s room.
Before I could warn Liam that a crowd was forming, he grabbed Stephen by the front of his shirt. He hauled him off his feet before slamming him into the wall.
Ruth took a step forward, then stopped herself. Her hands curled into fists and she pressed them to her sides.
“I know what you’ve been up to. You used my sister. You manipulated her. Where is she?”
“What’s going on?”
My heart stopped at the sound of St. John’s voice. Oh, Blessed Goddess, not now.
I whipped around, ready to tell him to run, but Liam was faster. Ruth pivoted with preternatural agility to get out of Liam’s way, and I did the same, though not as gracefully. I hurled myself out of the doorway, stumbled, lost my balance and pitched backward. Strong hands caught me under my arms, and I looked up to find Blake staring down at me, his mouth set in a grim line. He steadied me and we shared a moment of understanding before facing the newest catastrophe.
Liam had St. John backed against the wall. He hadn’t grabbed him yet, but his body vibrated like a tuning fork, and his eyes had bled to gold. St. John had that stillness to him that all animals took on when cornered by a predator.
“The collar,” Liam rasped. “The one Stephen wore. Did you steal it?”
St. John visibly fought to stay calm. “Why would I want that collar? I was a thief, not a kleptomaniac. I don’t—didn’t—steal things just to steal them, I stole things that were worth a lot of money. Which that collar is not.”
That wasn’t true. I could think of a lot of people who would pay out the nose for a collar that powerful. I didn’t say that though.
“Maybe you wanted it so you could trap Brenna, sell her to Varca so you could run away like you always do.”
St. John’s mouth fell open, a lock of white-blond hair falling over one crimson eye. “What?”
“The witch,” Liam continued, his voice dropping another octave. “The one who was your lover, the one you stole from. Do you still talk to her? Would she help you activate the collar if you asked? Have you stolen anything else from her, anything you could use on Brenna? Can you work magic? Charms?”
I winced. Liam was going off the rails. And in front of witnesses. No one in this hallway would know the details of the investigation, they wouldn’t understand Liam’s questions. This was bad. Very bad.
“The only charm I have,” St. John said calmly, “is my winning personality.”
Liam closed a hand around St. John’s neck, squeezing until the other man’s eyes widened. My heart leapt into my throat, and it took everything I had not to intervene. Ruth seemed to sense my conflict, and she put herself between me and Liam in silent warning. She cast her eye over the assembling shifters, performing crowd control with nothing more than the force of her stare.
“Do not toy with me,” Liam ground out. “Where is my sister? Where is Stephen’s collar?”
“You might as well answer.” Ruth stepped closer to Liam, careful not to invade his personal space. “We’re heading to his office now. We’ll find out who was there.” She pointed at me. “She’ll find the evidence if you were anywhere near that collar.”
Liam raised his head, as if only just then realizing that there may be physical evidence to prove who’d taken the collar. He looked at me, and I jumped.
“You can work Vincent’s spells.”
It wasn’t a question, but I nodded anyway. “I can use Vincent’s spell to check for St. John’s DNA. And if I can take their fingerprints, that would be even better.”
Stephen stepped over his threshold to stand in the hallway where the observers could see him. “Alpha, I would ask that you listen to your witch. Please gather the evidence before you accuse us.” He took another step. “And let St. John go. You’re hurting him.”
Unease rolled through my stomach. The shifters in the hall looked at Stephen like he was their savior, here to protect them from the big, bad wolf. We needed a distraction.
I unzipped the pack around my waist. “Bizbee, could I have the fingerprint kit please?”
The grig grunted, and a second later he popped out of the pouch holding a small wooden box. I felt a change in the air as the hallway full of shifters picked up the new scent. Bizbee’s antennae bounced as he jerked his head from side to side and found himself the focus of a dozen sets of eyes. His body stiffened, and he clutched the fingerprint chest like an anchor.
“Thank you,” I said, gripping the box.
The grig’s wide eyes flicked to me. “What are ye into now, lass?” he whispered.
“Just a routine investigation.” I looked up and down the hall, meeting the gaze of a few shifters on either side. “It’s all right, Bizbee, no one here is going to hurt you. We’re all friends.”
I let the witchy look spread over my face. It wasn’t magic, not exactly. More evolution. A near-preternatural ability to channel the stare of every mother who had ever been or ever would be. A silent warning to behave. The shifters looked from my face to the grig, and they visibly relaxed, making an attempt to look as nonthreatening as possible.
Bizbee released the box and vanished back into the pouch without another word. I opened the fingerprint kit and removed the ink pad and a couple cards with squares that blocked off space for each fingerprint.
I went to St. John first. Liam had released him while I was talking, but he still crowded the fox shifter against the wall until the fox barely had room to breathe without making their chests touch. I smiled at St. John and opened the stamp pad. Liam stepped back to allow me space to work.
“I’m surprised to see you,” I said, keeping my voice light. “I thought you were having some alone time.”
St. John moved stiffly, as if he had to fight not to keep still. He pressed each of his fingers in turn against the ink pad, then the card, putting each finger on the appropriately labeled square. “I realized it was silly to hide,” he said finally. “I’m in no danger here.”
I glanced up in time to see him look over my shoulder when he said the last line.
Straight at Stephen.
Blood and bone.
I didn’t miss the way Stephen met the gaze of each member in the gathered crowd individually, behaving for all the world as if he were promising each of them that he would protect them from harm. I gritted my teeth and held out the ink pad. “Your fingerprints, please.”
Stephen’s stare fixed on me, an uncomfortable weight that raised the hairs on the back of my neck. I lifted my chin, letting my magic rise and pressing it out so it flared around me. Stephen stepped into my space, then hesitated.
“I’m glad you’re here, Mother Renard,” he said in a low voice. “I think you’re just the person to offer much needed comfort to our alpha in his time of need.”
The insinuation when he said the word “comfort” did not go unnoticed. But even as I felt Liam move behind me, I fixed Stephen with the same look I’d given seven-year-old Tanya when she’d hidden her little sister’s favorite toy to avenge a destroyed tower of blocks.
“Your alpha has invited my partner and me to assist in his investigation into the death of Adrian Varca—and all incidents relating to that murder. As such, my skills are at his disposal. You remember my skill set, don’t you?”
Stephen’s body went completely still, a sharp contrast to the flood of his aura pouring over me with all the heat and intensity of a live volcano. I was ready for it, and I leaned into the heat, putting my face closer to his.
“Behave yourself,” I whispered. “Playtime is over. It’s time to grow up.”
The sardonic smile left Stephen’s face, but he didn’t glare at me outright. He was still playing a part for his audience, and getting into a battle of words with me wouldn’t do him any favors. I didn’t know if it was the disappearance of Stephen’s smile, or the anticipation of using the fingerprints and forensic spells to get proof of his wrongdoing, but whatever the cause, Liam looked more like himself when I finally turned my back to Stephen.
Liam stared at St. John and Stephen in turn. “Until further notice, you’re both confined to your rooms.” He looked at Blake. “Call security and have them put an anklet on St. John. Stay with him until it’s done.”
He didn’t wait for a response before launching himself down the hallway with his shoulders squared and his head held high. Ruth and I followed after him. We shared a look, and for just a moment, we had an understanding. We needed to present a united front. Stephen was looking for cracks in the line of authority. We had to make sure he didn’t find any.
Kristine met us in the hallway outside Liam’s office. She was wringing her hands and pacing back and forth, muttering to herself as if rehearsing something she wanted to say. She looked up as Liam approached, but Liam stormed past her into his office and headed for the desk.
“What happened?” Kristine whispered.
Ruth ignored her and stepped inside the office, and I waited for her to pass before responding.
“Stephen’s collar is gone,” I said grimly.
Kristine wrapped her arms around herself. “Damn. I was afraid of that.”
“What do you mean?” Peasblossom climbed out of the side pocket of my pouch and aimed her grappling gun at my shoulder. I grabbed her before she could pull the trigger and lifted her to her usual seat. She scowled, but lowered the grappling gun.
Kristine bit her lip. “I was sitting with Emma in her room when Stephen came back. He was…upset about how Liam handled the situation. He said something about having had enough.” She hesitated, then added, “It sounds like he’s about to do something he’ll regret.”
“Shade!” Liam barked.
I jumped, and Peasblossom squeaked and tilted madly on my shoulder. I steadied her with one hand, rushing into the office with my pulse thundering in my ears.
“Forensics, right, sorry.” I called my magic, focusing my mind on the task of casting the now-familiar forensic spell Vincent had taught me. Silver light spiraled from my fingertips, then arced to form a large net that settled over Liam’s desk and the immediate area surrounding it.
Smoky shapes rose into the air. Mostly the odd human and wolf combination that signified a werewolf. “No fox DNA.” I tilted my head, squinting at some of the werewolf shapes. “I can’t tell if the male werewolf is Stephen or you. But there’s female werewolf.”
“That would be me,” Ruth said dismissively. “I was the one to check to see if it was missing. My fingerprints will be everywhere too.”
I nodded and approached the desk. I hadn’t put the fingerprint box away yet, and I opened it now and retrieved the small brush and black powder. I dusted the drawer handle, and saw two and a half clear prints. I held up the fingerprint cards.
“Par vestigium,” I whispered.
A puff of magic flowed over the cards and the fingerprints on the desk drawer handle. There was no flare of blue light, no answering magic.
“No prints from Stephen or St. John. I’ll lift the prints and we can compare them with someone else if we have another suspect. I’ll need prints from both of you for elimination purposes.” I looked at Liam and Ruth.
Liam shoved a hand through his hair, tension singing from the tight muscles of his shoulders and jaw. His hands flexed, and for a second, I thought he was going to punch the desk. A gold shine slid over his eyes.
In the admittedly short time I’d known Liam, his control had always been impressive. I didn’t usually see his wolf peeking out of his eyes, even when emotions ran high. But now I was seeing his wolf’s stare on a regular basis. And Liam had given in to physical confrontation far more than I ever would have expected from him. His interaction with Emma had been particularly shocking.
Kristine spoke before I could think of a tactful way to raise my concerns. “Liam, I need to talk to you about Emma.”
“Not now, Kristine,” Ruth said sharply. “This isn’t the time.”
Kristine hesitated, then squared her shoulders. “I’m sorry, but I think it is.” She gestured at me. “I was just telling Shade that Stephen was very upset about…” She stopped, searching for the right word.
“I’m aware of Stephen’s opinion on my leadership, get to the point,” Liam growled.
The pulse at Kristine’s neck sped up, fluttering under her skin like a bird caught in a net. She cleared her throat. “I think Stephen is getting ready to make a move. I don’t mean he’s building a plan, I mean I think he’s going to put his plan into action. Maybe as soon as today.”
“Ruth, call up the GPS tracker on Stephen and St. John,” Liam said, throwing the order at the female werewolf like a drill sergeant. “Set up an alert. I want to know the second they put a paw out of their rooms.”
Kristine cleared her throat. “I’m not sure that’s going to work.”
Liam took a quick step closer to her, and her eyes widened. “Why not?”
“Because,” she said weakly. “St. John is a thief. Former thief,” she amended quickly. “I don’t think an anklet is going to—”
“Call Blake and make sure he and Sonar stay in the hallway outside St. John’s room,” Liam ordered Ruth. “If they already left the hall, tell them to check his room and confirm he’s still there.”
I didn’t like the sound of Liam’s voice. He was breathing harder, barking out orders faster and faster, until each one rang with desperation. And that gold shine in his eyes did not bode well for his self control.
“It’s not just that,” Kristine added.
I gave her a sharp look, trying to make her stop talking without giving away my concerns. I needed a second to think, a moment to figure out how to calm the werewolf before he exploded.
“Stephen has been planning his own pack for some time,” Kristine continued, oblivious to my warning. “And if Brenna helped him, then there’s a good chance the people he’s targeting will be open to his manipulation. It’s possible—”
“You think he’s turned some of my wolves into his agents?” Liam said, his voice dangerously low.
Kristine did take a step back then. Oddly enough, she angled to put herself behind Ruth. “I’m saying there’s no easy button to shut down whatever he’s planning,” she said softly. “If you want to stop this situation from getting out of control, you need to calm down. And you need to reason with Stephen.”
“You want me to go to him and beg him not to steal my wolves?”
Every instinct in my body flared to high alert. Without conscious thought, magic burned to life in my palms, and the witch in me took over. I put myself in front of Liam, blocking his view of Ruth and Kristine.
“No,” I said firmly. “That is not what she’s saying. Stephen isn’t stealing your wolves, he couldn’t. You’ve worked too hard to build a strong pack, a loyal pack. Stephen is preying on the weaker wolves who haven’t officially joined you yet. He’s taking advantage of their ignorance and their fear.”
Liam opened his mouth, but I didn’t let him interrupt me.
“Without fear, he’ll have no control over them. If you want to stop him, all you have to do is show them what a real leader looks like. That means staying calm, being firm, and pulling yourself together.”
“You’re overstepping your bounds, witch.”
Ruth’s voice surprised me, made me turn away from Liam to look at her. The female werewolf took a long, deliberate step forward, holding my gaze as she put herself closer to Liam.
“You were permitted to be here as part of the investigation into Adrian Varca’s death,” Ruth continued, her voice ice cold. “You aren’t here to offer your opinion on our alpha’s methods.”
I bit back the angry retort that leapt to my tongue. Now was not the time to give into conflict.
Ruth turned to Liam. “Stephen’s been working behind your back for months. If he’s seduced our clients into believing he’s the better alpha for them, then you can’t undo that kind of brainwashing in a day. We don’t have time for you to prance around being a good example and hoping they’ll notice. You need to approach this logically, from a strategic position.”
I didn’t know if Liam’s silence thus far was a sign he was thinking about what we said, or if his wolf was just that close to the surface that all of his focus was going toward controlling the urge to hunt Stephen down and deal with him lupus a lupus.
“Blake left these in my office earlier,” Ruth said, tapping a stack of papers on Liam’s desk. I recognized them as the documents and notes we’d taken from Brenna’s apartment. “I’ve read Brenna’s notes, and I think I know Stephen’s weak spot.”
“Go on,” Liam said, his voice strained.
“Edwin.” Ruth tapped the papers again. “Brenna had a list of shifters she thought would be a good fit for Stephen’s new pack. Edwin’s name is on it, and it’s underlined. She made a note that he would be a strong stallari, specifically that he would help to keep order.”
“Edwin doesn’t strike me as the sort of person to use an enchanted collar,” I said doubtfully.
“Edwin is the type to follow orders,” Ruth said, ignoring me. “It’s as plain as the scars on his face. He’s strong, but he has no desire to be an alpha. Instead, he’s looking for someone that he can follow, someone who deserves his respect.”
“And it’s also plain to see that he doesn’t like or respect Stephen,” I pointed out, irritation creeping into my voice. “He’s been crystal clear that he thinks Liam should shut Stephen down, in no uncertain terms.”
“And Liam has refused to do it,” Ruth shot back, finally sparing me a heated glare. “Maybe Edwin thinks helping Stephen form his own pack is the fastest way to get rid of him.”



































































I didn’t think there was any validity to what Ruth was saying, but I had no proof to the contrary. What I did know for certain was that Liam was in no state to confront anyone about anything. Priority one had to be calming him down, or any action he took would only work against him.
“I need to talk to Edwin.” Liam slapped his hands on his desk, palms down, then pushed himself off and closed the distance to the doorway in three long strides.
I swore under my breath. “This is a bad idea. This is a very, very bad—”
“Stay here,” Ruth hissed, pointing at a chair in front of Liam’s desk. “This is none of your business.”
My grip on my anger slipped, and I squared off against the taller woman. “I’m a witch. Everything is my business.”
Ruth narrowed her eyes, but turned away without arguing. “I don’t have time for this.”
Between his longer stride and his temper, Liam was faster than both me and Ruth. We didn’t get to the hallway of the men’s dormitory wing until Liam was already at Edwin’s door, fist banging on the solid wood. My imagination provided me an image of the door splintering under the alpha’s temper, and I quickened my pace.
Edwin answered the door wearing only a pair of sweatpants. It was the first time I’d gotten a look at his bare chest, and I swallowed a hiss at the scarred flesh. The silver damage hadn’t been limited to his face. Blood and bone, how had he survived that? How could the wizard have left him to suffer that kind of pain?
I skidded to a halt behind Liam, standing to the side just enough that I caught a glimpse of a mark painted on Edwin’s chest on one of the few inches of skin untouched by scar tissue. It was a rune for healing. The scent of burning herbs tickled my nose and almost made me sneeze. Liam scrunched up his nose too.
“What’s that?” I asked, gesturing to indicate the smell.
“I’m in the middle of a ritual,” Edwin said. “To aid in healing.”
Liam seethed beside me, and I kept talking, buying him time to pull himself together. “A ritual?”
Edwin nodded. “Our volva taught it to me. She’s from Nigeria, and she learned this ritual from her ancestors. It helps with pain and aids the body to heal faster.”
It said something about his job in his former pack that he’d required a healing ritual often enough that his volva had taught him to do it himself. Shifters healed fast, I could only imagine what sort of damage would require help.
“What brings you here, alpha?” Edwin asked, not moving from the doorway. His eyes took in Liam’s agitated state, then bounced to Ruth and me before settling on Liam. The half-ruined eye with its milky sheen did nothing to detract from the intensity of his look.
Liam took a deep breath before answering. “I hear you were invited to join a new pack.”
Edwin didn’t flinch. “You mean the one your sister was helping Stephen organize?”
Liam’s jaw tightened. “You knew.”
“You didn’t.”
Liam braced a hand on the wall beside the door. “What did you say? When they invited you to join them, what did you say?”
“I said no. Stephen isn’t ready to lead a pack, and I’m not going to be a crutch for him to lean on when he figures that out.”
“Stephen isn’t going anywhere,” Liam said vehemently.
Edwin quirked the eyebrow that wasn’t crossed with scar tissue. “You say that with a great deal of confidence. Can I ask what you’re going to do about it?”
“He needs my permission to leave. And he most certainly needs my permission to take anyone with him.”
“And if he proceeds without your permission, what will you do?” Edwin asked.
“I’ll stop him.”
“How? You’ll collar him again?”
Liam tensed at the mention of the collar. “Did you steal it?”
Now Edwin looked confused. “Steal what?”
“The collar.”
Edwin narrowed his eyes. “The collar is missing?”
Liam braced his other hand on the opposite side of the door. “You’re telling me you didn’t know?”
Edwin watched him silently. Then he shook his head. “No, I didn’t.” He paused. “You stand at a precipice, Alpha,” he said solemnly. “Your authority is being challenged indirectly, and it is as dangerous to your position as a direct challenge left unanswered. Stephen and Emma challenge you, St. John challenges you. Even your sister challenges you.” His voice softened. “I’m sorry to say Brenna is your biggest problem. A sure sign that you’re losing control. In my former pack, she would have been the threat that would have been dealt with first. The new wolves are naive and ignorant. Brenna is a traitor.”
Liam’s shoulders pinched at the word traitor, and his chest heaved as if he were having trouble breathing. “And you were the problem solver for your alpha, weren’t you?”
Edwin didn’t look away. “Yes.”
“And how would you have dealt with Brenna?”
Edwin tilted his head, studying Liam for a long moment. Finally, he shook his head slowly.
“Do you know what the difference is between a strong alpha and a nice alpha? If my former alpha had looked at me the way you are now, I would have been afraid,” he whispered.
Something snapped in Liam. I didn’t have time to shout before he dove forward. A sound roared from his throat, a feral cry that screamed at the primal part of my brain to run. My heart pounded as Liam’s humanity peeled away and he drove Edwin backward into his apartment, teeth bared.


                                            CHAPTER 16


FUR SPROUTED from Liam’s skin as his body swelled, muscles rippling and bones shifting into a half-man, half-wolf. Black claws sprouted from his fingertips as he raised a hand over his head.
“Blood and bone.” I took a step forward, my mind a chaotic jumble of words, none of which had a prayer of stopping the violence erupting in front of me.
“This is not good.” Peasblossom wrung her hands, looking up and down the hall to either side. “People are going to hear this.”
“I can’t interfere,” I muttered, mostly to myself. “But he’s going to regret that.” I started to raise my hand. “Maybe…”
A hand closed around my arm and pulled, spinning me around. I found myself abruptly facing a very angry Ruth.
“What are you doing?” she said, her voice a harsh whisper. “This is none of your business.”
Peasblossom was right. At least three doors opened to reveal the concerned faces of New Moon’s clientele. I tried to speak in a low enough voice that I wouldn’t be heard over the chaos.
“He’s losing control. He—”
“He is not losing control,” Ruth cut me off, her voice more of a hiss than actual words. “He’s discipling someone who challenged his authority. You need to stay out of it.” She flicked her gaze down the hallway, then back at me. “They need to see this.”
“You’re out of your mind.” I fought to keep my voice from rising. Frustration made my skin feel too tight, and the energy rolling off of Liam and Edwin barreled into me with all the tenderness of Niagara Falls. “He’s been on edge since I got here, and it’s only getting worse.”
A large crash erupted from inside Edwin’s quarters. I gritted my teeth, but didn’t try to push past Ruth.
“You’re not pack, so don’t pretend you know what’s going on,” Ruth said. “Violence doesn’t mean the same thing to us that it does to you. Liam isn’t losing control, he’s raising the intensity of his reaction to meet the rise in insubordination.”
“Look at him,” I bit out, jerking my head toward the room. “How can you not see he’s fighting to stay in control—and losing? You’re the one who told St. John to hide!”
“That was different,” Ruth snarled. “St. John was sleeping with his little sister, and Liam saw that as taking advantage and manipulating. And with everything that’s been going on, he was too close to the edge not to overreact. This is different.”
She stepped closer until I had to look up to keep meeting her eyes. “Your time here will be better spent if you don’t meddle in affairs you don’t understand. Liam is fighting not to live up to the model his father set for him. It’s a quirk of his and Brenna’s personalities that I’ve never understood. His father is a strong man, a strong alpha. And when Liam stops fighting to find a softer way, he’ll be even better than his father.”
“He has a right to choose his own path,” I argued.
“You. Don’t. Know. Him. And you don’t know shifters.” Ruth looked toward Liam and Edwin, her nostrils flaring as she scented the blood. “He was always going to end up on this path. It’s just happening faster now that Brenna isn’t here to impede it with reminders of how ‘horrible’ their father was. She’s a good woman, but she’s too soft. She holds him back when, left to his own devices, Liam would have grown so much stronger without her.”
My lips parted, and I stared at Ruth, unsure of the implications of what she’d just said. “So you wanted— Hey!”
Someone grabbed my arm, fingers digging into my flesh and hurling me out of the doorway. I flew backwards, hitting the floor hard on my tailbone. Pain shot up my spine, but I ignored it, fixing my stare on the dark shape that had just bolted inside Edwin’s quarters.
Stephen.
“Get out of there,” Ruth barked.
Stephen ignored her, his feet pounding the floor as he hurtled into Edwin’s room. A second later, Stephen flew out the door. I squeaked and rolled to the side, barely avoiding a black eye as his foot passed inches from my face. His back made contact with the wall opposite Edwin’s door with a stomach-churning crash. Then he slid to the floor.
My eyes widened as Liam surged out of the room after him. He was still in a partial shift, his face more wolf than man, and his clothes torn and splattered with blood. It was a scene straight from a B-horror movie, the wild monster terrorizing the inhabitants of a local rehab center.
Blood and bone.
Stephen looked up, his mouth setting into a grim line as he watched his alpha approach, teeth bared, growl reverberating in his chest. He started to raise an arm as if to defend himself, then lowered it. Curling his hands into fists, he forced his head to the side, baring his neck.
“I’m sorry I interfered,” Stephen said, his voice winded from having the air knocked out of him. “But I can’t stand by when you’re losing control. Not when it means someone in our care is getting hurt.”
“He’s not losing control,” Ruth snapped, taking two long strides to bring her up next to Liam. “He’s dealing with insubordination.” She looked at the people who’d come out of their rooms, and raised her voice to be heard over their murmurs. “No one has any reason to be afraid. Not if they’re following the rules.”
“And what rule did Edwin break?” Stephen demanded.
I stared at Liam as Stephen spoke. I knew it was difficult for him to speak in that form, but it wasn’t impossible. The fact that he let Ruth speak for him right now worried me. His authority was being challenged, and he’d answered it with physical violence. If he didn’t follow it up with some sort of calm, rational response, the people in the hallway would assume he was losing control and wasn’t capable of rational thought.
The same concern I had.
“Edwin was conspiring against Liam’s authority,” Ruth answered without hesitation. “We have evidence that he was aiding someone else in a mutiny.”
“A mutiny?” Stephen must have felt better, because he sat straighter—though he still kept his neck bared to his seething alpha. “You mean he tried to steal members from this pack? Force them to join him? Or do you mean he dared to show support for someone else? He dared to believe he had a choice about where to put his loyalty?”
“You are all part of this pack for the duration of your time here,” Ruth said loudly, making eye contact with everyone in turn. “Liam is the only alpha on this property. Anyone who believes they have what it takes to be an alpha can see Liam at a pre-scheduled time, and he will discuss their potential then. Liam will tell you if you’re ready. Or you can challenge him formally and find out for sure.” That last part she said looking directly into Stephen’s eyes.
Liam rolled his head. His body jerked, and his fur receded, his bones shifted, and his muscles undulated as he resumed his human form. It was an impressive show of strength, especially given his agitated state. But I didn’t think that would be enough to win the hearts of the frightened shifters in the hall.
Stephen sat completely upright. “Hypothetically, Alpha, if someone desired to be considered an alpha in his own right, would it be possible for you to prevent him from starting his own pack irregardless of his true potential? Could you tell someone he wasn’t ready even if he was, just to keep him stuck here, subservient to you?”
“No,” Liam rasped. He looked at the people gathered in the hallway. “No one will be kept here beyond the one year maximum. Until then, I’ve accepted responsibility for you. I have vowed to protect you, and provide the resources you need to thrive until you’re ready to leave.”
“Exactly,” Ruth added. “Our job here is not to make you dependent on us. It’s to make sure that when you’re ready to leave, you can make the choice about where to go with confidence. We will help you understand the difference between a healthy pack and an unhealthy one. Sometimes you’re not going to like the restrictions put on you for your own safety.” She looked at Stephen. “But you have to trust that they are necessary. There’s a reason Liam has been a successful alpha for over twenty years. Listen to him. Listen to your wolves.”
For a moment, I said a prayer of thanks to my mentor Mother Hazel. Without her endless badgering about the importance of the witchy look, my face wouldn’t be able to plaster on the expression with so little effort. I wouldn’t be able to stand here next to an alpha werewolf on the brink of a nervous breakdown while one of his high-ranking wolves praised his increasing use of violence. While one of his temporary wolves lay bleeding inside a living space that was supposed to be a safe place for him. While one of his low-ranking wolves sat on the floor feigning submissiveness and simultaneously portraying himself as the caring protector next to the vicious overlords. All in front of their vulnerable clientele who remembered being human more than being wolf.
“Since this is such a healthy pack…” Stephen said slowly. He stared at Liam, glancing deliberately at each blood stain, each tear in his clothes. “You won’t mind if I see to Edwin’s injuries? I want to make sure he’s all right and will live to appreciate your…leadership.”
Kristine stepped forward, seeming to appear out of nowhere. She didn’t say anything, just made sure to step into Liam’s peripheral vision. Liam’s mind must have cleared somewhat, because he took the hint.
“No. You are still confined to your room. Kristine is a doctor, she’ll see to Edwin.” He looked at Kristine. “I’ll be back later to check on him.”
“Of course,” Kristine said.
“And what is my punishment for leaving my room without permission?” Stephen asked.
Liam looked down at him. “It’s hard to imagine you sliding any further down the hierarchy. I’ll have to be more creative. We’ll discuss it when this case is over.”
Liam turned and left, gesturing with one hand toward Blake. The other werewolf grabbed Stephen and hauled him to his feet before dragging him back to his room. I stared at the streaks of blood over Blake’s face.
Liam had ordered him and Sonar to keep Stephen and St. John in their rooms. I assumed Sonar was still there, still watching to make sure St. John didn’t leave. But it seemed Stephen was strong enough to get past Blake. Strong enough to get away from Liam’s second in command. Defeating an alpha’s second in command was the first step toward challenging the alpha. I looked around at the shifters watching the goings on. One look at their faces and I knew they’d realized it too.
Not good.
Stephen didn’t fight. He played his part well, staring back toward Edwin’s room, looking for all the world like a man hoping his friend was all right.
“I’ll ask Bizbee to find a protein bar,” Peasblossom whispered. She climbed down my shirt to the waist pouch and pulled the zipper open before climbing inside.
I didn’t say anything. Liam had already eaten twice today that I knew of, Kristine’s sandwich and then the steak and fries. Hunger wasn’t the problem. I glared at Ruth’s back as we walked down the hall, out of the dormitory wing and to the stairs. Ruth was a problem. Or at least she wasn’t helping.
By the time we got to Liam’s office, his composure was slipping again. He didn’t seem angry anymore, but he was agitated, pacing from one end of his office to the other like a tiger in a cage at a traveling circus. He kept glaring at the drawer of his desk.
I approached him cautiously. The blood was drying on his clothes, sticking to his skin in random places. His nostrils flared once in a while, and I knew the smell was keeping him on edge. More on edge. I thought of Andy, and the way he always kept his suit pressed and clean, as if the starch alone would hold him up on a bad day.
Liam stopped beside his desk, and watched me come closer, that gold shine in his eyes almost familiar now. I held a hand up, silently gesturing at his clothes. He nodded, once.
My magic lifted the bloodstains, mended the rips in his clothes. It might have been my imagination, but I thought he stood a little straighter when I was done.
“Thanks,” he said softly.
“Are you all right?” I asked, matching the tone of his voice.
“Why wouldn’t he be all right?” Ruth stalked up to the desk, putting herself into the space Liam and I shared. “Are you still insisting that he’s ‘losing control?’ I told you that was a show of strength. If you can’t recognize that, then you should leave, because you’ll do more harm than good.”
“Liam doesn’t seem like he feels it was a show of strength,” I said calmly, resisting the urge to slap some sense into the taller woman. “And ignoring the warning signs won’t do anyone any good.” I looked at Liam. “Your sister’s been missing for two weeks. Your first hint that she’s still around is DNA at a murder scene, where she bit someone who later died at a center run by your pack. No one is going to blame you for being on edge. But if you don’t stop and address it, you’re going to do damage that won’t be so easy to fix after the fact.”
“Ruth isn’t wrong,” Liam said finally. “Nothing I’ve done has been out of the realm of normal for a werewolf pack.”
“Is it out of the realm of normal for your pack?” I asked pointedly.
“Stop trying to undermine him.” Ruth pressed forward into my space, trying to make me take a step back. “I think you’re trying to convince him he’s losing control because you want him to think he needs your help. You’re the one who’s going to damage this pack.”
My temper flared. Flint invaded my personal space a lot. I was getting less tolerant of the experience. “I’m not leaving. And I don’t care what you think. Liam knows me better than to believe I’d try to manipulate him that way.” I looked at Liam. “And I hope you know better than to think I’d express these concerns if I didn’t believe with every ounce of my being that they were valid. Sometimes you need someone on the outside to point out what’s going on inside you. That’s what friends do.”
“You have no authority here,” Ruth snarled. “And if I tell you to—”
“Shade stays.” Liam walked around his desk, lowering himself into the chair without bumping the open desk drawer. “Ruth, go back to your office and put out the sign for office hours.”
Shock slackened Ruth’s features for a minute before she remembered herself. “I can be of more help here.”
“No. You can be more of a help by doing your job.”
“This is my job.” Anger warmed her voice and she leaned on Liam’s desk, her fists planted on the heavy wooden surface. “This center is my job. Making the people entrusted to our care feel safe is my job. She,” she pointed at me, “is interfering with my job. She’s making you out to be a loose cannon packed with teeth and claws, ready to explode on an unsuspecting victim at any moment. I’m trying to protect your reputation.”
“Stephen is the one making you look bad,” I argued. “He’s the one playing the earnest protector and voice of reason. He’s goading you into acting up in front of the others, and it’s working. Did you see their faces?”
“Don’t you dare presume to know what my clients are feeling better than I do,” Ruth seethed.
“She doesn’t,” Liam said. “And you’re right, this center is your job. Which is why you need to keep your door open to the people in our care. You need to be there if Stephen has gotten to any of them. And you need to put out any fires he may have started. Any fires I may have started. The best way you can help is to stay true to what you said. Nothing unusual is happening, this is business as usual, normal pack discipline.”
Ruth didn’t move. Liam’s fingers curled against the surface of his desk. Whatever calm he’d managed to claim was quickly slipping away from him, and he looked ready to throw her out the door himself. But he didn’t.
“Ruth,” he said, his voice quiet in the way parents used when they were trying not to yell. “One of our therapists is missing. The other is seeing to a man I left bleeding on his living room floor. You need to make yourself available to the people who need you.”
“You need me,” Ruth said, her voice low but insistent.
“I need you to get back to work. Now.”
He didn’t yell, but Ruth took a step back as if he had. She looked at me, and if I hadn’t spent so much time with my mentor, the one and only Baba Yaga, I might have flinched.
Instead, I made eye contact, kept a straight face, and said nothing as she walked out the door with her head held high.
As soon as she was far enough down the hall that I was reasonably certain she wouldn’t overhear, I closed the door. “Can I assume Ruth is a big fan of your father?”
“You could say that,” Liam agreed.
I looked out the office’s glass partition, watching Ruth stab at the elevator button as if she were picturing my eye. “She thinks the reason you seem like you’re constantly fighting your temper is because you’re fighting the urge to take the route your father would take. Not fighting not to be violent because you feel the urge is wrong, but because giving in would mean your dad was right after all.”
“Is that what she thinks.”
It wasn’t a question, so I didn’t answer. “I think she’s wrong. I think you’re losing—”
I turned as I was talking, but when my eyes fell on Liam, the words died in my throat. He was staring at me. Not just staring as if his mind was somewhere else. Staring at me like he was trying to anchor himself. His hands pressed against the top of his desk, and his fingernails looked so pale I knew he was pressing down hard. I’d been that frustrated before. That angry. More than once in the past few months, I’d been right where he was.
All those times I was trying not to give in to the urge to tackle Flint and shove enough magic down his throat that he lived for a short time as a disco ball before he died in agony.
“Go on,” Liam said, his voice so low I almost missed it. “What do you think?”
I forced myself to step closer, forced my voice to come out strong. “I think you’re losing it. And I think if you don’t admit it soon, if you don’t do something about it, you’re going to be very, very sorry.”
“I’m fine.”
“You’re not fine.” This time when I spoke, I used the witchy voice. The hard, unquestionable tone that made children freeze and adults rethink their life choices. I paced across the room to the corner to the left of Liam’s desk, leaning against a table that held stacks of files and cups full of office supplies. “You’re too smart to argue that you’re fine. You attacked Stephen, let him goad you into a physical confrontation. You beat up Edwin, someone you know has suffered, someone who needed your help. And Emma…” I shook my head. “That isn’t you, Liam.”
Liam didn’t move. Didn’t blink, didn’t seem to even breathe. “Do you think you know me then?”
“Maybe not. But Brenna did.”
Liam stiffened.
“What would Brenna say about your behavior?” I pressed. “The constant tension?”
Heat rolled through the room as Liam rose from his desk. He circled around it, his eyes never leaving mine. “And what do you think I should do about it?” he asked finally, his voice deeper than it had been a minute ago.
“Well you’ve already eaten.” He came closer and I resisted the urge to take a step back. Not because I was afraid of him, but because his aura was blistering, unmistakably uncomfortable. This wasn’t the warm buzz I usually enjoyed. He was angry.
“Maybe go for a run,” I said finally, my voice breathy as I tried to breathe through the heat. “Human form, wolf form whatever. Get out of the building, run around, work off some of that energy. Do what you have to do so you can sleep tonight, and we’ll start with a clear head tomorrow.”
Suddenly Liam paused. “Can you track the collar?” He stopped a few feet away from me, his spine straightening and a flicker of hope flaring in his eyes. For a second I caught a hint of blue.
I hated to take that hope away from him. “No, I can’t track it the way you could a phone, there’s no GPS. The only way to track something with magic is to have a piece of it, or to mark it magically before you let it out of your sight.” Liam’s shoulders fell, and I rushed to continue, “But if we narrow down the field, I can search smaller areas for magical signatures and try to find it that way.”
Liam shook his head. “It’s bad enough for a shifter to be trapped in human form. It’s misery, like trying to breathe with a metal band wrapped around your chest, an itch under your skin that doesn’t go away. But to be trapped in wolf form…”
His anger roared back, echoed in another searing wave of heat. I knew he was picturing Brenna. Imagining what she must be going through.
“We’re going to find her,” I said, keeping my voice calm, soothing. “We will find her, Liam.”
“Yes, we will.” Liam looked at me, and the intensity in his stare stole my breath. He took another step closer. “I have to find her before it’s too late. The fact is… I don’t know how long that collar’s been missing. If she’s been in wolf form for as long as she’s been gone…”
The implication wasn’t lost on me. “I’m sure Sonar could counsel her,” I suggested. “She spends so much time in animal form.”
Liam growled in frustration and took another step. “It’s not the same thing. Sonar takes breaks, and she’s only in wolf form when she’s working with the police or the task force. And she has special therapy sessions to make sure she stays balanced, she meditates. If Brenna is already upset, and now she’s trapped in wolf form…”
“We don’t know she’s trapped,” I reminded him.
“What’s the alternative?”
“It’s possible that she did play a part in what happened,” I said carefully. “Maybe not a large role, maybe she agreed, but then changed her mind. It’s still possible that she’s avoiding everyone because she’s ashamed, or afraid of the consequences. Stephen—”
“I don’t want to talk about Stephen!”
And just like that, Liam was right in front of me. Our bodies so close only the multidimensional qualities of my waist pouch kept him from crushing what was in it. His eyes were gold again, alien in his human face.
“Liam. Go. For. A. Run. Now.”
He tilted his head, and his gaze traveled all over my face, stopping before looking any farther down. “You think I need to work off some energy?” he whispered.
His aura buzzing against me changed, became warm and liquid instead of snapping with heat. It felt really, really good, and all of a sudden I felt myself leaning forward, trying to see what it would feel like if I just got a little closer… I swallowed hard, dragging in a deep breath before trying to speak.
“I’m not a treadmill,” I said softly.
Liam’s gold eyes darkened. He hesitated.
“That’s enough.”
Andy’s voice startled me so bad, I took a quick step back and tripped over the extended leg of Liam’s desk chair. Liam grabbed my arm and kept me from falling, but he released me as soon as I got my feet under me. It might have been awkwardness that made him let go.
Or it might have been Andy’s gun pointed at him.


                                            CHAPTER 17


“YOU SEEM STRESSED, LIAM” Andy said. “How about a donut?”
I stared at my FBI partner. He stood in the doorway, his gun in one hand—pointed at Liam—and a box of donuts in the other. His pristine blue suit was unwrinkled, as was the white dress shirt underneath it. I had the semi-hysterical thought that he must have changed into fresh clothes before coming here after his hours of research. The same semi-hysteria screamed at me that while he sounded like he was trying to talk Liam down, there was something about the restrained energy in his stance that made me think he was hoping for the opposite.
That was not like him.
Liam didn’t move. He’d turned into a statue. A statue of molten lava held within a thin rocky shell. Cold sweat broke out on my forehead. Andy only had one way of dealing with Otherworld threats he believed posed a clear and present danger.
Peasblossom chose that moment to pop out of my waist pouch like a jack-in-the-box. She heaved a protein bar out with her and jabbed it in my direction. “Take it! Give it to the wolf, I want a donut!”
She stilled as suddenly as she’d appeared, finally registering the full magnitude of the situation. Her pink eyes darted from Andy’s gun to the seething werewolf. “Oh.”
Andy set the box of donuts on the small table beside the door. My heart beat faster. Was that a good thing? He didn’t need two hands to shoot a gun, right? I stared at his suit, following the straight starched lines. Pressed suit, calm Andy. Right?
Liam’s gold eyes followed Andy’s every movement. It was the same way Majesty looked at Peasblossom. Curiosity that would either lead to acceptance, or the need to find out just what made her tick. I couldn’t imagine this was the first time a human had pointed a gun at Liam, he was a cop after all. But how many of those humans had killed a kelpie?
“Agent Bradford,” Liam said slowly. “It would be better if you refrained from pointing a gun at me. Especially here. On my territory.”
Andy nodded, but didn’t lower the gun. “That would be my preference. But you can see why it’s a little unsettling for me to get here and find a crowd of anxious werewolves in the hall and you in here alone with Shade. Especially when you seem a little…stressed.”
There it was again. A little too much excitement in that last word. A little too much…anticipation?
Liam still didn’t move. “Your concern is understandable. But I wasn’t just referring to the disrespectful nature of the gesture. I don’t want to sound patronizing. But in the spirit of helping you stay alive in the event you encounter someone less easygoing than me, I’ll remind you that your gun wouldn’t save you if I were inclined to hurt you, or Shade. You’d never get a shot off before I got to you. And unless there’s silver in those bullets, even if you did, it wouldn’t slow me down.”
His voice didn’t change at all when he delivered the last line. It was enough to make me wonder if I was the crazy one in the room, and he hadn’t just told Andy he could kill him if he wanted to.
Andy inclined his head. “I appreciate the warning. On the other hand, maybe I would be fast enough. Maybe you would hesitate because you’d realize that if you kill me, you won’t get the information I have for you.”
Liam straightened, and some of the blue bled back into his eyes. “What information?”
Andy slowly holstered his gun, and my shoulders drooped as I sagged against the table I was leaning on. That wasn’t disappointment I saw in his eyes. I was seeing things. Too paranoid for my own good.
Andy picked up the box of donuts and approached the desk. “May I use your computer?”
The air cooled around me as Liam retreated to sit in his chair. I didn’t know if keeping the desk between him and Andy was deliberate or not, but I didn’t say anything. As Liam entered his password to access the computer, Andy set the box of donuts down and nudged it toward him. As if to keep things amicable, he opened the box and took out a glazed donut. It only took him three bites to eat it, and I wondered if he’d really gotten dinner like he’d said he was going to, or if I was looking at his dinner. My stomach grumbled and I sighed before getting a donut.
“If you get one, I get one,” Peasblossom said quickly.
I broke her off a piece of a chocolate cream stick with lots of icing and we watched as Liam turned his computer to face Andy. Andy lowered himself into the chair facing the desk and got to work.
“First, the bad news. Varca didn’t have another car, so your sister didn’t leave that way. If there were no traces of her leaving the property, then she left in a car that she or an accomplice drove there. Or, possibly, if Paul had a partner, Brenna may still be a victim.”
Liam closed one hand into a fist, then immediately opened it again and pressed his hand flat against the top of his desk. “What’s the good news?”
“I searched social media, starting with the Paw Patrollers Page. I went through their reviews, and matched the names of the people leaving a review with the sales record for the dog. And I found something interesting.”
He opened an email and clicked one of the links, then turned the laptop to face Liam. “This woman left a glowing review for Paw Patrollers, but there’s no record of her having ever bought a dog.”
Liam grabbed a donut, but didn’t take a bite. Bits of sugary glaze broke off and left a white, sticky trail from the box to his hand. He leaned closer to get a better look at the picture of the woman kneeling next to her new “service dog.” He raised the donut as if to take a bite, then immediately lowered it. “That’s not a dog.”
“According to the woman, it’s a dog with ‘a little bit of wolf.’” Andy grabbed a napkin to wipe his hand off, then took another donut. After a moment of consideration, he plucked up another napkin and laid it beside Liam’s hand and the trail of broken glaze.
That’s definitely his dinner.
“Little bit my tail,” Liam said grimly. “That’s definitely a wolf.” He squinted at the screen. “Doesn’t look big enough to be a shifter, though.”
“I took the liberty of making an appointment with the owner, Ms. Thomas,” Andy added. “I told her you’re part of the Wild Animal Task Force and if she’d be willing to bring her dog, Luna, here, you could perform an official assessment to deem the animal safe. She was very happy to hear about the possibility that Luna could be federally registered so when someone calls the police to report a wild animal, they’ll be able to see Luna’s papers and she won’t have to deal with the hassle over and over.”
Liam nodded. “That was a good idea.”
“May said Paw Patrollers only works with labs and retrievers,” I pointed out. “And she told me they only use dogs they’ve bred and raised themselves.”
“May might not have known,” Andy said, taking a bite of his third donut. “I also looked at their bank records. May neglected to mention that their business is in a lot of trouble. As of last month, they’re officially operating in the red.”
“So Ruth’s instincts were right,” Liam said grimly.
Andy pulled up another email and clicked on a document. A copy of bank records. “And this isn’t the only time this has happened. They’ve been struggling for years. I looked at the business account and May and Paul’s personal accounts. Within three days of both ‘donations,’ a sum of five thousand dollars was deposited in Paul’s personal account. No matching deposit was made in May’s. But in the month following one of those deposits, the business accounts creep into the black.”
“That can’t be a coincidence.” I started to take another bite of my cream stick, then sighed and broke off a piece for the pixie glaring at me. “So what’s the theory? Paul is selling wolves to people on the side without May’s knowledge?”
“And using the Paw Patrollers name to do it,” Liam said grimly. “That woman with the wolf left a review for Paw Patrollers. Obviously, she thinks her ‘dog’ is a credited service animal.”
“There’s more,” Andy said around a mouthful of donut. “It turns out May and Paul had large life insurance policies on one another.”
Liam sat up straighter, then leaned back. “Having an insurance policy on your business partner isn’t uncommon. Ruth and I have policies on one another.” He drummed his fingers on the desk. Despite his rational words, there was no mistaking the energy crackling around him. “Besides, how does Brenna fit into this? We know she was there.”
A thought occurred to me, and as soon as I had it, I wished I hadn’t. Unfortunately, my face was more expressive than was good for me.
“What?” Liam rose out of his seat, abandoning his donut on the desk and planting both fists so he could lean closer. “You’ve thought of something. What is it?”
“If Paul had access to wolves and was willing to sell them, then why not sell one to Adrian?” I asked. “Adrian had a lot of money, and he was obviously willing to pay top dollar for a wolf.”
“You think maybe Paul wasn’t the one with access to wolves,” Andy said. “Maybe he was just the front man.”
I nodded. “If someone wanted to make money selling service wolves, then they’d need credibility. Most people are going to realize that wolves weren’t meant to be pets, so they’d need to hear it was safe from someone with authority. A veneer of respectability, if you will. So it’s possible that Paul wasn’t the brains behind this. Someone might have been using him.”
“So who was the one actually providing the wolves?” Andy asked.
We both looked at Liam. His aura flared, hot enough that I took a step back. He shoved his chair away and paced the floor behind his desk.
“No. It can’t be Brenna. She would never put anyone in danger like that. Not for any amount of money.”
“According to the review, the wolf is amazing,” I pointed out. “There is no danger.” I hesitated, then added, “And there would definitely be no danger if the wolves are a little more…human.”
Liam froze, and I rushed to continue. The possibility had to be put out there, whether he liked it or not. “Stephen convinced Brenna to help him build his own pack. If he could convince Brenna, there’s no reason to believe he couldn’t convince others. And if he had other supporters, then maybe they found a way to help him raise the money he needed.”
Liam walked back to his desk chair and gripped the back cushion, his fingers digging into the worn leather. My heart pounded as I waited for him to flip the heavy furniture in a fit of temper. His shoulders rose and fell as he sucked in deep breaths.
“You’re telling me that you think members of my pack are allowing themselves to be sold as pets to help Stephen raise the funds for his mutiny?”
Andy remained quiet and still, but I could see his desire to grab his notebook and write this all down. His eyes flicked over Liam, studying his face, his body language. That strange air of eagerness was back too, and if I didn’t know better, I’d think Andy was hoping Liam would lose his temper.
“I think it’s possible,” I said carefully. “But it might not be members of your pack. It could be some of your temporary people. New Moon’s clients.”
“Best I can tell, the woman that got the wolf had no medical reason for a service animal,” Andy said slowly. “That could mean that whoever gave her the wolf made sure she didn’t really depend on the animal, so much as she wanted one. A lot of people have service dogs or emotional support animals for all kinds of reasons. Some valid, some not. The number of emotional support animals among college students rose thirty percent last year, and I’m guessing at least a few of those people just wanted an excuse to keep their dog at college.”
“Brenna wouldn’t have anything to do with that,” Liam snapped. “And she would know that it’s dangerous for anyone to stay in wolf form too long, especially new wolves. None of our clients here could handle that sort of strain.” He rolled his head in a circle, muscles stretching and tendons releasing pops of tension. “Maybe May is involved, but she’s smarter than Paul and didn’t deposit the money in one of her regular accounts. And she had the wolfsbane. You said she had items of power in her office, so she could be a witch, right?”
I nodded. “The paperweight on her desk was enchanted. And she held that silver letter opener like she was ready to use it for more than paper, which makes me think she knows what you are.”
“Maybe she knew werewolves were real for awhile, but it’s only now she has a reason to see me as a threat,” Liam added. “If what happened today wasn’t planned, then she might be afraid I’ll figure out what she was up to.”
“Let’s say she’s a witch,” Andy said, taking another donut. “Does that mean she can turn wolves into tame pets? Maybe Paul trapped wolves and she used magic to train them?”
“No.” I shook my head. “There are spells that would do that, but they wouldn’t last forever. And the amount of magic it would take to make them last would be too costly, especially if she intends to do this more than once. But May is a dog trainer, so it’s possible she used magic to aid the training.”
“Under this theory, we’re assuming Brenna was caught by accident?” Liam said dubiously. “Paul’s out there catching wolves for May to magically train and he just happened to snag an experienced werewolf?”
“If May’s a witch, she could have trapped Brenna on purpose,” I said slowly. “Especially if she knew Brenna was from New Moon, she’d know Brenna wouldn’t hurt her on purpose. Maybe she and Paul caught Brenna, pretending that they thought she was a normal wolf.”
“Brenna would have played along to protect our cover,” Liam added.
“And then something happened when they tried to sell her to Varca, and she bit Paul and escaped.”
“And May reported the attack to make herself look like an unfortunate witness instead of a co-conspirator,” Andy finished.
“Brenna’s still missing.” Liam braced both fists on the desk, the muscles in his forearms bulging. “In this scenario, are we assuming that May did something to her to stop her from telling anyone what she was up to?”
“Maybe not,” I said quickly. “Assuming May was involved, we still run into the same problem we had with Paul.”
“If she had access to wolves, and the business was struggling, then why not sell one to Adrian,” Andy finished.
“Exactly,” I said. “Suppose May is a witch. Together, she and Paul were selling wolves, maybe preying on clients from New Moon as they’re leaving to go to their new packs, or maybe even new clients as they’re arriving, before they ever register.”
“Adrian finds out they’re selling wolves,” Andy suggests. “Now he’s really angry that they won’t sell to him. He has one of his hunter pals help him catch a wolf—and he gets Brenna. He calls Paul and tells him he caught a wolf, all Paul has to do is train it. Paul panics because Adrian doesn’t know what he’s doing. He rushes over there to save Adrian from himself.”
“Bad things happen,” I continued. “Brenna bites Paul. May shows up. She panics. Adrian has seen too much. Paul is wild, she can’t control him. She grabs Brenna and runs. Either Brenna’s hurt and May’s trying to nurse her back to health, or she’s holding Brenna until she can think of a way to escape the wrath of Brenna’s pack.”
“You think she’s waiting for me to realize she has my sister.”
“We need to talk to May, and we need to talk to the people who have the wolves. We’ll talk to May first, that way the families don’t call her and warn her we’re coming.” I gestured to the window and the dark sky. “It’s too late to do anything now.”
Liam shook his head. “I’m not resting till I find my sister.”
“You won’t be any good to Brenna if you don’t eat and get some sleep,” I said firmly. “And you know it.”
Liam looked at me and the force of his stare almost pushed me back a step, but I narrowed my eyes. I summoned the best witchy look I had and straightened my spine to look at him from my full five foot three.
“Go to bed, Liam. Eat, sleep, and show up tomorrow ready to find your sister. She’ll need you at your best, wherever she’s been.”
For a second, I thought he’d argue, but then he nodded. “First thing tomorrow, I’m going to talk to May.”
“And we’ll be here,” I agreed.
Andy and I started to leave, but I stopped in the doorway. “Not that I don’t trust you. But you should know, I scanned May for magic and didn’t find any. If she is a witch, then she’s powerful enough to hide her energy signature, and powerful enough to keep Vincent’s spell from showing evidence that she’s a witch.”
Peasblossom paused with a bite of donut halfway to her mouth. Her eyes widened. “You think she’s a…kitchen witch?”
I nodded. “Possibly.”
Andy frowned. “You say ‘kitchen witch’ like it’s a big deal. I thought kitchen witch was slang for the New Age fad of people casting spells from their kitchens with a bunch of cooking spices.”
I didn’t look away from Liam. “It’s true that a lot of people use kitchen witch in a disdainful way, but that was a very deliberate misinformation campaign by the real kitchen witches. In reality, they’re the most powerful witches you’ll ever find. They’re called kitchen witches because it was said they could cast any spell with no more than what you’d find in a kitchen, and they never had to leave the kitchen to achieve their goals. They hide in plain sight, and there’s no way to know if you’re near one unless she chooses to tell you. Or show you.”
I took a step toward Liam, needing him to take me seriously. “Do not question May on your own. If she’s a kitchen witch, you won’t stand a chance. Alpha or no.”


                                            CHAPTER 18


“WHAT HAPPENED TO YOU?”
Not everyone was a morning person, but Liam, Ruth, and Kristine looked like hell even for eight a.m. I set my empty travel mug on the small table just inside the door of Liam’s office and shared a look with Andy before stepping inside.
Liam’s eyes were bloodshot, and he leaned heavily on his desk, slumping in his chair as he poured another cup of coffee from one of the three carafes sitting in a row in front of him. Kristine sat in one of the chairs in front of the desk, clinging to the cup of coffee in her hands as if it were the only thing anchoring her to this world. Even Ruth swayed in her seat beside the short psychiatrist, her head bobbing in and out of the cloud of herbal steam wafting over her cup.
“Nightmares,” Kristine mumbled. “Lots and lots of nightmares.”
“All three of you had nightmares?” Immediately an image of Arianne leapt to my mind, but I pushed it away. The dream sorceress had no reason to send her magic after the shifters.
“You have to sleep to have nightmares,” Ruth said, her lips not leaving the rim of her tea cup.
Actually, it was more than possible to have a nightmare without sleeping, you just needed to work really hard to piss off a dream sorceress. I kept that tidbit to myself.
“We weren’t the ones having nightmares,” Kristine explained sleepily.
“Then who?” Andy asked.
“Everyone else,” Liam said, his voice holding the ghost of a yawn.
Andy frowned. “Everyone had a nightmare last night?”
“Have you ever seen a werewolf having a nightmare?” Kristine shook her head, then tensed as the movement caused her body to sway and she almost spilled her coffee. “It’s… It’s not pretty.”
“What caused the nightmares?” I asked. “That can’t be normal.”
“It’s the excitement,” Ruth said, her mouth opening on a yawn. “They’re riled up.”
“It’s like when kids have nightmares about monsters, but really the monsters are mommy and daddy fighting,” Kristine agreed. “Only in this case it’s Liam—” She stopped talking, and her eyes widened. “Sorry.”
Ruth gave her an annoyed look, then shrugged. “Sort of.”
“All right, all of you need to get some sleep,” I said firmly. “Andy and I will go talk to—”
“No.” Liam lurched to his feet, downing the rest of his coffee in one gulp. “I’m coming.”
“You need to sleep,” I protested.
Liam slammed his palms on the desk, rattling his empty mug. His eyes lightened, but didn’t quite shift to his wolf’s visage—yet. “I’m going. Unless you think you can stop me?”
I shared a look with Peasblossom. Liam was clearly under the impression that I couldn’t stop him if I wanted to. Or perhaps he just didn’t believe I’d do it. Maybe I’d spent too much time with Flint, but part of me wanted to show him how wrong he was. On both counts. Peasblossom narrowed her eyes and lifted her chin, her opinion clear. If I hadn’t been so sure it was something Flint would have me do, I might have given in to the urge.
“Andy’s driving,” I said instead.
Liam waved a hand. “Whatever, let’s go.”
“Where are you going?” Ruth asked, sitting straighter but not relinquishing the death grip on her tea.
“To talk to May.” Liam circled his desk and headed for the door. “And we have a plan. Shade, you and Andy are going to pose as an addict and their spouse and try to get her to sell you a wolf.”
My lips parted. “I’m sorry?”
Liam swayed on his feet, then shook his head. “Did research last night. Social media. Andy’s right, the woman who got the wolf didn’t have a medical condition. She’s an addict. Prescription drugs. She’s been clean for five months.”
“Would a service dog help with that?” Andy asked.
Kristine nodded again, then swayed and took a sip of coffee. “Pets are beneficial to anyone with the time to take care of them. They’re loving and supportive, and they don’t judge. Obviously, someone in the middle of an addiction can be a less than responsible pet owner, but for someone making a concerted effort to get sober, that kind of unwavering loyalty can be priceless. And caring for a pet gives them a purpose.”
“I’ve met May,” I said. “She’ll recognize me.”
“You can disguise yourself.” Liam met my eyes. “Like you did when you interviewed Mia Tyler without me, even though I told you not to.”
I bristled. Little petty to bring that up again. “So you want me and Andy to go to Paw Patrollers and pretend one of us is an addict, and it’s necessary we be married? And for some reason I’m asking for a wolf, specifically?”
Liam rubbed his eyes. “Based on my research, May seems to prefer placing an animal with an addict who has someone sober supporting them. We need to know if May is involved in selling wolves or if that was Paul’s deal only. And if she was selling them, we need to know why she kept turning Varca down. Either she only sells them to people she likes, or she doesn’t sell them at all. We need to know which one it is.”
“Oh, for Pete’s sake.” I unzipped the waist pouch. “Bizbee, do I have any berries in there?”
“No.”
I pursed my lips. “How about chocolate?”
“Oh, aye. Lots of chocolate.”
I ignored his judgmental tone. “Could I have three pieces, please?”
“Three?”
“Please, Bizbee,” I said through clenched teeth.
He sighed, but offered up three pieces of dark chocolate.
“Thank you.” I held the chocolates in my palm and summoned my magic. “I’ve never done this with chocolate before,” I muttered. “Nutrio.” Green energy pooled in my palm, quivered, then soaked into the chocolates. I handed them to Liam. “Eat these. It won’t replace a meal,” I gave him a pointed look, “but it should help with the effects of the sleep deprivation.”
Liam must have been even more tired than he looked, because he ate the chocolates without complaining. “Let’s go.”
“Wait,” Kristine said, her words slightly muffled by the fact that she didn’t take her mouth completely away from the cup of coffee. “Liam and Shade should play the couple.”
“Why?” Ruth asked sharply, lowering her tea so quickly she would have spilled it if it weren’t nearly empty.
She’s awake now, I noted.
Kristine pointed at Andy. “He screams cop. And he and Shade have no chemistry.”
Andy shrugged off her concern. “We can make it work.”
“Maybe. But May’s a dog trainer, which means she trains humans to communicate with their dogs through everything from tone of voice to body language. She’ll never believe you two are a couple. I think it would be better if Liam pretended to be the husband.”
“You don’t think he screams cop?” I asked.
Kristine shot Liam a look. “Not right now.”
I followed her gaze. Kristine was right. Liam’s usual calm, authoritative air was gone, replaced by a man on edge. He looked like he was desperately trying to decide if he should scream, punch a hole in the wall, or play a vigorous game of rugby. He looked exactly like a recovering addict.
“Point taken,” I admitted.
If Liam was offended, he didn’t comment. Instead, he took a deep breath, and for a second he looked surprised.
“Feel better?” I asked, guessing that my spell had taken effect.
He nodded. “Much.”
“You still need to eat something.” I perked up and reached for the protein bar I’d slipped into the side pocket of my pouch yesterday after failing to get him to try it. “Eat this.”
Blessedly, he ate it without argument, a sign that he wasn’t as oblivious to his hunger as he’d like to pretend. Suddenly I felt a lot better about the plan.
Kristine stood up and wobbled over to pat me on the shoulder. “Have fun.”
“Do you want some chocolate too?” I offered.
“No magic candy for me.” Kristine laughed nervously. “I’m not sure I’m ready for something stronger than sugar.”
Ruth stayed in her chair, looking for all the world like she wasn’t leaving until she’d thought of a reason to make Andy my pretend husband.
“I could go,” she pointed out. “Liam and I could pose as a couple. That way Shade and Andy could look around while we keep May busy.”
“We have over a dozen shifters here who didn’t get any sleep last night,” Liam reminded her. “Four of them shifted and attacked one of their co-residents. You’re going to be needed here, Kristine can’t handle them all alone.”
Ruth looked at me, and I almost took a step back. Almost.
“So how are you going to play this?” Andy asked as we left the office.
“The people who received wolves claimed they were donated to them from Paw Patrollers, but someone gave Paul five thousand dollars. I’m going to be the rich guy who cracked under pressure and started using, and now I’m willing to pay any amount of money to get better so my wife won’t leave me.”
“Adrian was a rich guy, and he couldn’t get a wolf from Paul even for ten times what he apparently took from the others,” Andy pointed out. “Seems like rich guys didn’t get anywhere with Paul—or May, if she was involved.”
“You think we should play the poor couple desperate for help?” I asked.
Liam jerked open the door to the center and half-threw himself into the parking lot. “We don’t have time to slow play this. I have evidence that Paw Patrollers supplied at least one family with a wolf. I’ll ask nicely, then I’ll ask less nicely. Either way, I’m getting answers.”
Peasblossom heaved herself onto my shoulder from where she’d previously been tucked into the neck of my shirt. “Be ready.”
Liam looked back at her as he opened the back door of Andy’s SUV. Peasblossom had been shockingly subtle in her warning, but the message wasn’t lost on Liam. Peasblossom returned his stare with the calm arrogance of her kin. He didn’t scare her. His gaze flicked to me.
“I’m not feral,” he said evenly.
I held his gaze, keeping my spine straight and my face serene. “I know.”
“You can stop worrying about how you’re going to stop me if I lose it with our suspect.”
I let the witchy look spread over my features, a hint of arrogance and just the faintest trace of amusement. “I’m not worried.”
That made Liam pause, but only for a second. For the first time, he seemed to take the time to consider how much of a threat I could be. He got into the backseat and closed the door before I could judge what he decided.
Andy observed the entire exchange with his usual attention to detail, but he didn’t intervene. I had the fleeting thought that it would be very interesting to hear his estimation of Liam. One cop to another, one man to another. An impartial observer. I made a mental note to ask him.
When we pulled in Paw Patrollers was as empty as it had been before. I twisted around in my seat to face Liam before any of us opened our doors, taking a moment to magically disguise us both. Andy would wait in the car in case May turned out to be the kitchen witch we suspected she might be, ready to call for backup if necessary.
I didn’t try to make either of us look that different. Subtle disguises were always best. I darkened Liam’s hair, softened the hard lines of his jaw. I added some padding around his middle to hint at a sedentary lifestyle, and made his button down shirt and jeans look like the last suit I’d seen Anton Winters wearing. For me, I made myself four inches taller, turned my dark hair to light brown, widened the space between my eyes, hid the fanny pack, and shaded my black and red leggings to just black. All done.
As soon as we walked inside, May looked up from her desk. I knew my magic was on point when she greeted us both with a warm smile.
“Hi, welcome to Paw Patrollers. My name is May Lin. How can I help you?”
Liam threw himself into his role as a rich man and didn’t bother to wait for an invitation before ushering me to a seat in front of May’s desk. He kept his back ramrod straight but didn’t try to hide how exhausted he was. “I’d like to speak with you about purchasing a service animal. I have a very specific type of animal in mind.”
May’s smile didn’t waver. Either she was used to bossy men, or her poker face was just that good. “I’m sure we’ll be able to accommodate you.” She opened a notebook and grabbed a slender blue pen from a cup on her desk. “Why don’t you tell me what you’re looking for in a service animal?”
“It’s for my husband,” I said, reaching out to take Liam’s hand in mine. “He’s a recovering alcoholic.”
I knew a lot of families who had a loved one struggling with addiction. For this role, I remembered Mrs. Bodel. I channeled that iron-clad hope I’d seen in her eyes when her husband made it two months without a drink. All the little touches she used to connect with him, to check on him. As if waiting for him to throw her off, reject her help.
May’s gaze turned sympathetic. “How long have you been sober?”
“Three months.” Liam lifted his chin when he answered, as if daring May to belittle the amount of time.
“That’s wonderful.” May smiled, a genuine expression. “So you’re looking for a companion to provide emotional support.”
“Yes,” I answered. “I have to work at the hospital for twelve hours at a time, and he just doesn’t know what to do with himself.”
I tried and failed to smile, patting Liam on the arm while staring hard into May’s eyes. I remembered Mrs. Bodel’s fear when she had to go back to work because her husband had lost his job, her desperation to find someone else to be there for him in case he had the urge to use again. Mr. Bodel had struggled to find a sponsor he liked, and those first few weeks of sobriety had been hell for both of them.
“Of course one of our dogs can be just what you need.” She opened a file on her desk, revealing a page with a glossy photograph of a yellow lab. “We have two dogs ready to train right now, and one on the way. Do you have a preference for a lab or a retriever?”
Liam shook his head and shifted to stand closer to the desk, drawing May’s attention away from me to look at him. “Actually, I have something very specific in mind. I’ve heard that you have a specialty that no other service dog provider can match.”
May tilted her head. “Oh?”
Liam nodded. “I’d like a wolfdog.”
The Chinese woman’s face shut down immediately, as if someone had doused her features in liquid nitrogen. “I’m sorry, but you’ve been misled. We don’t have any wolfdogs, nor would any other reputable service animal provider. Wolves don’t make good service animals, they aren’t domesticated the way dogs are.”
I let threads of purple magic weave their way into my voice, trying to get under May’s defenses before that hint of panic I saw in her eyes turned into something more. “I understand that they are an uncommon request. But I’ve seen Ms. Thomas’ pictures. She looks so happy since she got Luna.”
Liam leaned forward. “I had a wolfdog when I was young. Lightning. He was the best dog that ever lived, and that was the happiest time of my life. I know how to take care of them.”
May shifted in her seat. “I’m sorry, but I can’t help you. If you’d like to consider a lab or a retriever, then we can talk about starting the training today, but I have no dogs with any amount of wolf in them. If you’re truly set on a wolfdog, then I’m afraid there’s nothing left to say.”
“If it’s a matter of money, then I promise you, that’s not an issue,” Liam insisted.
I had an idea. “And I know the woman who runs the rehab center a few miles from here. I’m sure a lot of their clients could benefit from the services of an emotional support dog. And if you help us, I’d be willing to put in a good word for you.”
Now May looked tempted. With Paul’s life insurance payment, she might not be worried about her immediate financial future anymore, but the promise of a business partnership that would bring in steady income for years was something she couldn’t ignore.
“I’m sorry,” she said again.
This time, it sounded like the words were dragged from deep inside her, as if she desperately wanted to agree. Liam took out a business card and set it on her desk.
“Please call me if you reconsider. Money is of no consequence. I need to get the right animal. I can do this, I just…” He trailed off. This time, he reached for me, taking my hand and squeezing hard.
His large hand was warm against mine, and for just a second, I felt the gesture as if it were real. A moment of connection and reassurance, a sign that we were in this together. His aura pulsed against my palm, and I squeezed back.
“Please reconsider,” May said, a hint of desperation in her voice. “Whatever you may have heard, wolves and wolfdogs do not make good service animals. Any example to the contrary is the exception to the rule. The reality is that having a wild animal in your house could put you in danger.”
Liam met her eyes and held them. “Ms. Lin, I worked very hard to get where I am. I have all the money in the world a man could want, but none of that matters if I can’t… If I can’t stay sober.” He patted my hand. “I’ve put her through so much. I just need a little more help.” He put a hand on the desk and leaned forward, invading May’s space. “Work with me on this. I will make it worth your while.”
If I hadn’t seen the pulse pounding against the thin skin of May’s throat, I might have believed the cool mask she held firmly over her features as she met Liam’s gaze.
“I had nothing to do with providing anyone with a wolfdog,” she said evenly. “That was my former partner. I have no access to such a dog, nor would I wish to.”
“Then why did Ms. Thomas tell me a woman was in charge of Luna’s adoption?” Liam bluffed, a hint of a growl creeping into his voice.
May froze. She recovered quickly, but it was too late. I’d seen her reaction, and so had Liam.
“It wasn’t me,” she said, her voice strained. “But I think I know who it was.”
“Who?” Liam demanded.
“I don’t know her name. A little over two years ago, a woman came here to talk to me and Paul. She said she specialized in training wolfdogs to serve as service animals to people suffering from addiction. She said her animals saved lives, but a lot of people were scared at the notion of a dog that looked like a wolf.” Bitterness crept into her tone. “Which of course they should be scared, because no one has any right to attempt to pass off a breed like that as a service animal.”
“She wanted to funnel her animals through your company to give them credibility,” I guessed.
May nodded. “I told her no, absolutely not. Paul agreed with me, but if what you’re saying is true, then he must have changed his mind.” She braced her hands on the desk. “You should know he paid the price for it, too. One of those animals that was so well trained, so perfect for looking after a vulnerable person, killed a man. That’s something you should think about when choosing an animal to help you.”
“What did this woman look like?” Liam asked.
“Tall, thin, pale skin, black hair,” May said. “She could have been a model.”
“How do I contact her?” Liam demanded.
“I don’t know. Like I said, I had nothing to do with any of it.”
I studied May’s face. She was definitely scared, I could see the sweat beading on her temples. But was that fear of Liam? Or fear of being discovered? Was the mystery woman she described real, or was she making her up to hide her own involvement? Her hand dropped to her lap, then immediately rose again to the desk. It wasn’t until then that I noticed she didn’t have her dog, Justice, with her. Unease prickled down my spine.
“You said one of those wolves killed someone?” Liam asked, his voice deadly calm. “Well, that sounds like something people have a right to know. I’m sure the rest of your clients would be interested to hear about the quality of animal you’ve lent your business’ name to.”
May’s face drained of all blood. She groped at her side for something on the floor. “Wait. I might have something. I found a card in Paul’s things. Just let me find it.”
She lifted a medium-sized black leather purse from the floor and hefted it onto the desk before standing and staring down into cluttered depths. “It doesn’t have any information on it beyond her name and number. For all I know, it’s not even her, it’s just some woman who tried to pick him up at a bar.”
“I’ll take it,” Liam said, irritation thick in his tone.
May lifted out a small compact that looked like a business card holder. She opened it and I noticed her hands were shaking.
It wasn’t until she tilted the mirror toward Liam that I realized something was off. There was no time for a detection spell, but I rose to my feet just in time to see Liam’s true face in the mirror.
May dropped the enchanted compact. Liam hadn’t noticed his reflection, hadn’t taken his eyes off the cards resting inside it. By the time he noticed my reaction, May’s hand was already dipping inside her purse. Surprise registered on his face, quickly followed by rage. His muscles tensed, his lips pulled back to reveal teeth sharper than they should have been.
I opened my mouth, a spell rising on a riptide of magic, but I was too late.
May hurled a small bottle at the desk, launching herself backward at the same time. Glass shattered and blue smoke erupted in a magical mushroom cloud that surrounded Liam and me before we could move. The world spun around me and my eyelids drooped. The floor rushed up to meet me.
Falling asleep is significantly more dangerous when you’ve unintentionally made an enemy out of a dream sorceress. I flailed against the drag of unconsciousness, but it was no use. The spell was too strong. I had just enough presence of mind to observe Liam’s eyes slamming shut as he pitched to the floor, one hand reaching for a retreating May. I knew I’d collapsed not because I felt the impact, but because May’s footsteps pounding on the floor vibrated against my cheek. I made one last ditch attempt to reach for her, grabbing a handful of magic from inside me and throwing it. The magic shot forward, then immediately fizzled out like a half-hearted firework. I didn’t have the concentration to make it do anything.
“What do you want?”
My eyes shot open at the sound of Arianne’s voice. I scrambled to sit up, dread sitting like a ball of ice in my stomach. One glance confirmed my fears. I was in the Dreamworld.
The dream sorceress stood before me with her arms at her sides, swathed in a deep blue dress that draped over her body like expensive silk. Her dark hair fell around her shoulders, and her pale brown skin tightened at the corners of her eyes as she glared at me.
“Arianne?” I swayed on my feet, looking around for some sign of Liam. He was nowhere to be seen. I refocused on the dream sorceress. “Shouldn’t I be asking you that question?”
Arianne’s eyes narrowed. “Witchling, I do not have the time, nor the inclination, to play games with you. You called me.” She crossed her arms over her chest. “If you’ve come to accuse me, then save your breath. I had nothing to do with the nightmares at New Moon.”
My mouth moved before my brain could think of anything to say. “Did you say New Moon?”
“Why do you insist on playing dumb?” Arianne dropped her arms to her sides in exasperation. “At least do me the courtesy of accusing me outright. You waste my time and yours with this charade.”
I stared at her, my mind a whirl of chaos as I tried to figure out why she thought I’d called her and how she knew about the nightmares at New Moon. She obviously thought I’d summoned her on purpose. Perhaps it would be better to let her think that. It sounded better than admitting I had no idea what was going on.
“A few dozen people have a nightmare all at once on the same night, and you don’t understand why I might want to talk to you?” I asked, keeping my voice dry.
Arianne stiffened. “I understand. You have another of your little cases, and you’d like to solve it quickly to show off for your handsome partner. You think you can place the blame at my feet and no one will think twice.” She took a step toward me, her power pulsing in the air around her. The atmosphere thickened and it was harder to draw breath. “I had nothing to do with it.”
“As it happens,” I said, hoping my voice didn’t sound as hoarse to Arianne as it did to me, “I’m not here to accuse you. I’m here because you are the undisputed expert in the field of dreams, and I wanted to ask you how one who is not such an expert might go about inflicting nightmares on that scale.”
The flattery didn’t soften Arianne’s disposition. “Causing that many nightmares all at once would take the same effort that any other working of that level necessitates. Either great power or great planning.”
“Could a kitchen witch do it?” I asked, my heart pounding.
Arianne rolled her eyes, but I saw a flicker of something very like unease roll over her face. “For that working, one would have to go to the Dreamworld and pull individual consciousnesses onto this plane and frighten them with the manipulation of the Dreamworld itself. A kitchen witch could do it, but not many would specialize in dreams to the extent it would take to manipulate that many shifters.”
I tried not to let my surprise show, but Arianne saw it anyway. “Yes, Ms. Renard, I know about New Moon. It is not something I would miss. New shifters are quite prone to nightmares. A more likely explanation would be an item of power placed in the vicinity,” Arianne added.
Pressure against my shoulders distracted me, and the Dreamworld faded in and out of focus. Arianne arched an eyebrow.
“Someone is trying to wake you up.”
“Thank you for your help,” I said, struggling against the pull back to the waking world. I still had so many questions. Not the least of which was why had Arianne helped me?
Arianne stared at me, and I couldn’t read her expression. I didn’t have time to say anything else before my eyes flew open.


                                            CHAPTER 19


“SHADE? SHADE!”
I need to get her another apology gift.
It took a long minute for me to shake off the image of Arianne staring at me, that strange look playing over her severe features. I blinked up at Andy’s face, and for just a second, the magic of the Dreamworld lingered, making his eyes shine with a light that had nothing to do with the sun outside. I blinked the illusion away and shook my head. “I’m ok—”
“Liam’s not.”
I froze, one hand shooting to my shoulder. “Peasblossom. Where’s Peasblossom?” Every nerve ending in my body vibrated with painful intensity as I inspected myself for some tiny pressure, some sign of the pixie’s location. She couldn’t fly. What if I’d crushed her?
“I’m here!” Peasblossom yelled.
I looked up to see her on May’s desk, brandishing her grappling gun over her head. “I’m faster than you! The cloud missed me by a mile.”
She yawned, betraying her exaggeration. My shoulders slumped in relief and I stood, holding out a hand for her. “You scared—”
“Shade,” Andy interrupted, his voice tight, “did you hear what I said?”
I frowned. Finally, my brain caught up. “Liam. Liam’s not all right?”
Andy opened his mouth, but he never got a chance to speak. The door to Paw Patrollers exploded inward, the doorknob burying itself in the wall. Liam stormed into the room, his aura filling the space like a cloud of heated electricity snapping against my skin. For a second I couldn’t breathe. Peasblossom threw herself into my hand and I brought her to the pouch, urging her inside. She didn’t argue.
Andy angled his body to face Liam and stepped forward, putting himself closer to the werewolf without actually getting in front of me. “Liam?”
“She got away.”
Liam’s eyes were a burning gold, and a red flush colored his neck and face. He hadn’t shifted, but he was close. His voice was garbled, as if he had too many teeth in his human mouth.
There was no fighting the adrenaline, so I didn’t try.
“Come on, quick!” I said, making a beeline for the broken door. “We need to get back to the center. May said she tracked Paul with the GPS in his company vehicle, I assume she drove away? Did you see the vehicle?”
“No,” Liam ground out. “Gone before I woke up.”
Andy followed my lead. “We can check the DMV records, find out what vehicles are registered to May and Paw Patrollers. Hopefully whatever vehicle she took has GPS. We need to track her down fast before she abandons the vehicle.”
Our sense of urgency snagged Liam’s adrenaline, pulling him after us. With his energy redirected, it was easy to get him in the car and on the way to New Moon.
And it was really important we get the angry werewolf to New Moon before he really lost it.
Andy drove, and I sent a text to Kristine, warning her Liam was coming in hot.
“I’ll check the DMV records,” Andy said as he drove. He looked at Liam in the rearview mirror. “I assume you’ll want to take point on interviewing Ms. Thomas?”
I blinked. I’d forgotten Andy had made an appointment with Ms. Thomas, the woman who’d left a review for Paw Patrollers on social media—for the wolfdog they’d given her.
Liam rolled his head, then his shoulders, visibly fighting to calm down. “Yes.”
His voice was still distorted, and I watched as he opened his mouth, stretching his jaw. Yep, his teeth were definitely sharper.
He finished stretching and shook his head. “I’ll be able to tell if the wolfdog she has is really a dog.”
“Good, then Andy and I will drop you off, he’ll look up the DMV records, and I’ll go check on Scath.”
Both Andy and Liam looked at me when I said the last part. I frowned. “I need to check on her. We can’t go anywhere while we’re waiting for Ms. Thomas, and we need the GPS information before we can track down May.”
I didn’t add that I thought Ruth’s chances of getting Liam calmed down were better if Andy and I weren’t there. This was most definitely a werewolf problem, and Ruth was better trained than me to handle it. Especially since Liam was eyeing me in a way that was too intense to be comfortable.
Kristine texted me back, assuring me that Ruth was ready and waiting. I breathed a little easier when we pulled up in front of the center and Liam got out. I spotted Ruth just inside the glass doors, and my shoulders slumped in relief.
“Is he okay?” Andy asked.
I watched Liam stride toward the front doors, his shoulders stiff, his hands flexing at his sides. There was so much anger rolling off of him it was a wonder the asphalt didn’t melt under his heavy footsteps.
“I don’t know.” I leaned back in my seat, trying to relax. “I’ve seen him control his temper in situations where other alphas might have gotten violent, so it does seem odd that he’s been losing his temper so much. But then again, his sister is missing, and he’s gone back and forth between believing she’s a murderer and worrying she’s a victim. That would take its toll on anyone.”
“Are you sure we should leave?” he asked.
“Yes. This is what Ruth does, she helps shifters on the edge deal with their emotions, talks them down off the hypothetical edge. And she knows Liam better than I do. She’ll be able to calm him down better than I can.” I sighed. “Besides, I really do have to check on Scath. It’s a miracle she didn’t die outright from those wounds. All that iron.”
Peasblossom shivered where she’d poked her body halfway out of the pouch. “I hate iron.”
Andy started the car. “Have you told Liam about the contract with Flint yet?”
The abrupt change in topic caught me off guard, and I shifted uneasily in my seat. “No. The case sort of took off faster than I expected. And you see the mood he’s in now, this is hardly the time.”
“So you chickened out.”
It wasn’t a question.
I let my head fall against the headrest. “I’m going to tell him. But I don’t expect it to go over well, and I’d like to tell him when he’s not on the verge of putting his fist through a wall. Telling him now would be…”
I frowned. I’d almost said risky.
“Are you afraid of him?” Andy asked.
I sat up, still frowning. “You know, I almost am. And that’s not right. I know that some alphas lead with fear and give their animal side too much free rein, but Liam hasn’t been like that in my experience. My limited experience,” I admitted.
“I only met him the once, so I can’t speak to his personality.” Andy drummed his fingers over the steering wheel. “But I’ve seen men act like this before. Men who suppressed their anger too long only to have it explode at the exact wrong moment.”
I immediately thought of the scars on his back. This was the perfect time to ask. I opened my mouth, but he spoke again before I could get a word out.
“I’ve seen agents I respected lose their tempers and their jobs in one day. Sometimes it happens when bad stuff keeps happening and you don’t have an outlet.” He paused. “If his temper really is raging out of control, is there any sort of spell that could help him control it?”
“Possibly, but spells like that are very tricky. Manipulating emotions can have all sorts of unforeseen consequences. At times like that, what you really need is someone you trust to talk to. I’m not saying find someone to fix the problem for you, but talking about those emotions does take some of their power away. It makes it easier to stay in control.”
“Does Liam have someone like that to talk to?” Andy asked.
I bit my lip. “He’s the alpha, he has to be careful who he confides in, since there is a vulnerability to exposing yourself like that. I hate to say it, but I strongly suspect Brenna was the one he confided in.”
“And she’s gone. That’s not good.”
I glanced at Andy. “How about you? Who’s your person?”
“I have people.”
I waited, but he didn’t go on. “People?” I prompted.
“Yes.”
Again, he didn’t add anymore. I frowned. “People you can talk to about Otherworld problems too?”
Andy sighed. “Is this about the kelpies? Because I told you, I’m fine.”
“It’s not just about the kelpies,” I insisted. “Though that’s a big part of it. Weird things are going to keep happening the longer you work with me. It’s not going to get any easier. You need someone to talk to about it.”
“Like Bryan?”
I thought of my fellow Dresdenite, the one who’d been bitten by a kobold when he was young, and consequently had a healthy respect for the reality of the Otherworld. He worked security at the FBI building, and it had been him who’d introduced me to Andy. “Bryan is a good man, very trustworthy. Do you feel comfortable confiding in him? Being vulnerable with him?”
“If I needed to talk to someone, I could talk to him.”
That was not an answer. I knew a dodge when I heard one.
“I’m here if you want to talk,” I said quietly.
Andy nodded. “Duly noted.”
Not the most encouraging response. I wanted to ask about the cold spot I’d felt at his house, that chill that had run down my spine when I walked too close to the main bedroom door. But I could tell by the set in Andy’s jaw he was done talking about confidences and heart-to-heart talks.
We were both quiet until we reached my new apartment. It felt creepy coming here with Andy, as if I was going to open the door and the whole place would be decked out with Flint’s erotic art with a giant bed in the center of the room screaming ”Shade is a kept woman!” to the world. The knots of tension in my shoulders ached as I turned the key and opened the door.
“I—Blood and bone!”
Majesty sat on the floor in front of the door, staring up at me with patient expectation lighting his blue kitten eyes.
The entire apartment was covered in leaves.
I stared. The couch was covered in leaves, the table, the light. Not covered as in someone threw a blanket of leaves over them, but covered as in they had literally sprouted leaves. I looked down at Majesty.
“What did you do?”
I’d hoped for a stern tone, but I sounded as bewildered as I was. Majesty tilted his head at me, then looked around the apartment. He looked back at me with the questioning look of someone who doesn’t see a problem and certainly doesn’t understand what all the fuss is about.
“So… Still no ideas what the kitten is?” Andy asked.
I sighed and picked my way over the forest floor that had once been my apartment. “No.”
Scath lay on my bed. At least, I think she did. It was hard to tell, as everything in the bedroom had sprouted leaves as well.
Including Scath.
The cat sith raised her massive black feline head as I entered the room, filling the air with the soft rustling sound of fresh leaves.
“I had nothing to do with this,” I said. “I didn’t even know he was here.”
Scath snorted and lay back down.
“How are you feeling?”
I lowered myself carefully to the mattress. I pushed the leaves apart, gritting my teeth as I realized the leaves had sprouted beneath her bandages as well. “Damn cat.”
“She looks like a Chia pet,” Peasblossom observed.
I frowned at her, then opened the pouch at my waist. “Bizbee, could you pass me up some fresh gauze and that salve I used for Scath’s wounds yesterday?”
Whatever Majesty had done, it shouldn’t last long. I waited for the leaves to vanish, then treated Scath’s wounds and replaced the bandages.
I didn’t register Andy’s peculiar silence until I finished the bandages and turned to tell him I was ready to go. Andy wasn’t watching me or Scath. He was staring at my closet. More specifically, he was staring at the rows of men’s shirts inside my closet.
“You said he was making you stay at an apartment in Cleveland,” Andy said, his tone absent of any emotion. “You didn’t mention he was staying with you.”
My pulse pounded hard against the skin of my throat. “He’s not staying here. As near as I can tell, he keeps clothes here as a vague threat that he might move in if I don’t…” I wasn’t sure how to finish that sentence in a way that didn’t make my skin crawl.
“If you don’t follow orders?” Andy suggested.
There was still no emotion in his voice, and I hated that he was using his FBI tone with me. Every time I thought we were making progress, something forced us to take a step back.
He didn’t wait for me to respond.
“We should go.”
He walked out of the room and I rose to follow him, but stopped when Scath hauled herself to all fours. I frowned at the cat sith.
“You need to stay here,” I said carefully. “You’re still healing.”
The cat sith ignored me and climbed out of the bed. She looked smaller somehow, almost the size of a mundane panther. Either she was losing weight—a lot of weight—or the bright bandages around her body just made her look pathetic and small.
“I don’t think she cares what you think,” Peasblossom observed.
I could hear the smile in her voice, and I turned to look at her. “What’s so funny?”
Peasblossom’s grin widened. “You’re about to take a very big kitty to a building full of big dogs who didn’t get proper sleep.”
My lips parted. “Blood and bone.”
“Majesty, do you want to—”
I grabbed Peasblossom, remembering her wings just in time to avoid pinching them when I grabbed her to muffle her shout. The kitten in question trotted into the bedroom, staring up at me with blue eyes that looked far too innocent. He mewed and I tried to give the kitten what I hoped was a non-panicked smile.
“You stay here, good kitty—Majesty,” I added. “Stay here and I’ll bring you a special treat when I get back.”
Andy stared at me as I backed out of the apartment, unwilling to take my eyes off the chaos cat, while I groped at the threads around Scath’s neck to activate the glamour that would make her look like a black service dog in a white and blue vest. I didn’t take a deep breath until we’d left my apartment building and I’d closed the SUV door behind me.
“There’s got to be something you can do about that cat,” he muttered, starting the car.
I flicked a gaze at Scath in the backseat. “I seem to have zero control over the felines in my life.”
“You’re not doing that great with the canines, either,” Peasblossom pointed out.
She wasn’t wrong.
I thought about Liam all the way back to New Moon. When all of this was over, when his sister was back safe and sound, and Liam had retreated from the edge he was hovering on, I had to tell him about Flint. I just had to find the right words. And the right time.
Andy and I reached Liam’s office just as Kristine was leaving. There was a woman with her, and they were talking like old friends. I didn’t recognize the woman, but I guessed she was Ms. Thomas, the woman who’d left the review of Paw Patrollers on social media after receiving a wolf dog. Her short, reddish brown hair was cut in an asymmetrical bob that showed off dangling gold earrings, and she wore a smart charcoal grey business suit over a pale green blouse. She looked like she was doing very well. And if it hadn’t been for the gauntness in her cheeks, and the nervous way she fluttered her hands, I wouldn’t have thought anything was amiss.
Kristine spotted Andy and me. “Oh, let me introduce you. Ms. Thomas, this is Shade Renard and Agent Andy Bradford. They’re the ones who will make sure Luna gets the right paperwork.”
“Yes, I spoke to Agent Bradford on the phone,” Ms. Thomas said, beaming at Andy. “And believe me, the pleasure is all mine. I was so happy to get your call. Luna has been such a blessing, but I’d be lying if I didn’t admit that we’ve had some difficulty because of her pedigree.”
“As you can imagine, Luna has had the police called on her more than once,” Kristine explained.
“Well, that won’t happen anymore,” Andy promised. “Once Detective Sergeant Osbourne has finished his assessment, we’ll be able to formally register her on a federal level. Any police department will be able to look her up in our database and see that she poses no threat.”
“Thank God,” Ms. Thomas sighed.
“Ms. Thomas was just telling me how Luna has been such a help, and apparently getting her was quite a surprise.”
“Yes, it was,” Ms. Thomas agreed. “My husband and I attended meetings, AA, Al-Anon.” Her smile faltered, and a shadow flickered over her face. “I felt like I just needed a little extra help. When we got the letter, it was like a miracle directly from God.”
“A letter?” I asked.
She nodded. “From Paw Patrollers. They said they worked with AA. They’d seen me posting online—I have a blog where I sort of post my journey, just for anyone who might be going through similar things. They sent me a letter telling me they had a service dog for me, free of charge.”
“I would have been suspicious,” I admitted.
“Oh, I was,” Ms. Thomas said dryly. “But I was also desperate enough to do the research. Paw Patrollers has an amazing reputation for their animals, and I talked to one of the owners, Paul Bannon. He confirmed the offer was legitimate.” She laughed. “And it’s a good thing I did my research first and talked to him, or I would have fainted dead away at the dog they brought.”
“More wolf than dog,” Andy guessed.
“You’d certainly think that to look at her. But Luna is a special breed of dog that looks like a wolf. That’s why she’s so big, she’s not a full-blooded wolf, she’s a…” She frowned. “I can never remember what breed Ms. Amica told me she is. Something Russian. They’ve used it in Russia for centuries as a work dog, and they’re very easy to train.” She shrugged. “Anyway, she’s a dog, not a wolf, but she does have just a little bit of wolf in her heritage somewhere.”
“Ms. Amica?” Andy echoed sharply. “Who’s Ms. Amica?”
Ms. Thomas looked taken aback by his tone. “She’s the specialist. The one who trains the Russian dogs. She works through several different service animal providers. In my case, she partnered with Paw Patrollers.”
I pulled out a few threads of magic and threw them over Ms. Thomas. The net of silver energy revealed exactly what I’d suspected I’d find. A memory spell. She couldn’t remember the breed name, because whoever this Ms. Amica was, she didn’t want her to remember. If Ms. Thomas didn’t remember the breed, she couldn’t look it up. She couldn’t discover that there was no Russian breed of dog that looked like a wolf and was easily trained.
“Do you have Ms. Amica’s contact information?” Andy asked. “Any way we can get a hold of her?” Ms. Thomas hesitated and he rushed to add, “We might be able to save her future clients some headaches if we partner with her directly to get her animals the proper paperwork.”
Ms. Thomas shook her head slowly. “I don’t have her information. As I said, she was the one who donated Luna, but Paul at Paw Patrollers was the one I spoke to.”
She was starting to look uncomfortable. Kristine noticed and spoke up.
“Ms. Thomas was telling me about the difficulty she’s had,” she said sympathetically. “It’s not just the police who give her trouble.”
Ms. Thomas tensed, and something about the lines around her eyes told me Kristine had tapped into an old wound. “Unfortunately, yes, there are a lot of people who see Luna and immediately think she’s a wild animal. I bought a service animal jacket for her to wear, and that’s helped. But there are still a lot of people who have nothing better to do with their time than lecture me on how irresponsible I am for keeping a wild animal as a pet.”
A hint of defiance straightened her spine. “But I don’t care what they think. Luna is waiting for me when I come home, she comes with me if I want to take a walk. I don’t have to worry that if I go out, I’ll see a bar, or an old drinking buddy. Luna keeps me focused, gives me someone besides myself to concentrate on. She’s my anchor, and I don’t care what anyone else thinks.” She sniffed, then added, “I told Ms. Amica about a few of my sisters in sobriety that have been struggling. I just know if she could find animals for them, it would make all the difference in the world.”
“And what did she say to that?” I asked, ignoring the sudden thundering of my pulse in my ears.
“She said she doesn’t have many dogs like Luna, but she would see what she could do. She ended up giving away three more to friends of mine.”
“Three more of those special breed dogs?” Andy asked, his voice deceptively calm.
“Yes. We actually formed our own little group on social media, a place where we can share our pictures of the dogs without getting a flood of comments damning us for having ‘wolves’ as pets.”
I tried to smile despite the growing dread crawling up the back of my throat. “Could I see a picture?”
She nodded and dug around in her purse. I tensed, remembering the way May had reached into her purse and ended up pulling out a bottle of trouble. I called my magic again, ready to release it at the first hint of danger.
“This is them.” She swiped her thumb over her phone a few times, accessing one of her photographs.
Liam chose that moment to walk out of his office. A tawny brown wolf paced beside him. As soon as they left the office, the wolf—Luna, I assumed—headed straight for Ms. Thomas. She stopped digging in her purse and dropped to her knees, welcoming the wolf into a ferocious embrace. She buried her face in the wolf’s fur, taking deep breaths to center herself.
“Ms. Thomas was telling me that Ms. Amica was able to get dogs like Luna for a few of her friends,” I told Liam. “They have their own group.”
Liam didn’t react to Ms. Amica’s name, so I assumed Ms. Thomas had already mentioned her. He stared at me, then flicked his gaze to Luna. There was a prompt in the gesture, as if he were asking me to do something. He made sure Ms. Thomas wasn’t looking at him, then gestured to his throat.
Ah.
I looked at Luna and threw out a wave of magic. Threads of silver energy fell over the canine’s body, and a second later, sparks of purple glittered at me from around the wolf’s throat. My stomach bottomed out. A binding.
When I looked at Liam again, he was staring at the picture on Ms. Thomas’ phone, his shoulders stiff and the muscle in his jaw so tight it nearly hummed.
“You’re sure you have no way to contact Ms. Amica directly?” I asked, keeping my voice light.
“No, but Paul should know how to contact her.”
Liam fought to swallow his temper, and when he spoke he almost sounded normal. Almost.
“Then we’ll have to talk to Paul. Thank you so much for your time.” He waved a hand at Andy. “I’ll fill out the paperwork today and get it to Agent Bradford. You should receive it in the mail in five to ten business days.”
Ms. Thomas nodded. “Thank you so much.”
I stared at Liam as he let Ms. Thomas leave with Luna. The bound shifter never looked back.
“You’re going to let her leave with Luna?” I asked, as soon as the door closed behind them.
Liam’s voice dropped so low it was almost a growl. “I tried to turn her back, but I couldn’t do it. She fought me, but there was something else too.”
I nodded. “There’s a spell keeping her in wolf form. Without a collar.”
Andy frowned. “What?”
“The wolf following that woman around like a dog isn’t a wolf, it’s a shifter,” Liam ground out. “Her name is Patty, and she was a client at the center last year. She was relocated to a pack in Minnesota, but apparently she never made it there. And that’s not the worst of it.” Liam closed his eyes, forced himself to take a deep breath. But when he opened his eyes, they had a gold shine that told me louder than anything that he was close to losing his temper.
“That picture she showed us, the other people with wolves as service dogs. I recognized the markings on all of them. They were all clients of this center.”


                                            CHAPTER 20


“WHAT IS THAT?” Ruth demanded.
I halted just outside the conference room, startled by the female werewolf’s sudden appearance in the doorway. Her sharp tone caught me off guard, and it took me a second to realize she was referring to Scath.
“This is Scath,” I said carefully. “She’s a friend.”
“She’s not a dog,” Ruth said coldly. “Why are you disguising her?”
“The same reason you disguise Sonar. But if her glamour troubles you…” I leaned down and touched a finger to Scath’s collar, deactivating the spell. Ruth took a quick step back as she got her first look at the cat sith in all her hulking black glory.
The sight of the bandages wrapped around Scath’s middle drew a deep line between Ruth’s brows as she recovered herself. “What happened?”
“Iron.” The word came out hoarse, and I had to clear my throat. “She’s fey.”
Immediately, Ruth’s features softened, but she didn’t step out of the doorway. “Why is she here?”
“Just let them inside,” Liam snapped from behind her. “We’re wasting time.”
Ruth stiffened, her face freezing before it could betray any emotion. She fell away from the door without another word.
I entered the room and was surprised to find more members of our investigative team had joined us. The space was set up with a large whiteboard close to the door, and two rows of tables with a pathway down the center. Liam stood at the front of the room beside the huge whiteboard. The entire surface was covered with pictures of women I assumed were missing shifters and a variety of scribbled notes and dates. Liam studied each picture, adding a note here and there.
Ruth perched on the first table in the row farthest from the door. Her position put her as close to Liam as she could be. She gave me a less than friendly look as I took a seat at the first table in the left hand row, right next to her table.
Kylie sat at the table behind Ruth. The half-ghoul looked up as I walked in. She let her stare rest on me for a moment, making sure I understood that she had no intention of avoiding me, despite her clear displeasure. I tried not to duck my head, forcing myself to meet her eyes and offer a small smile. She looked back at the board.
Blake sat at the table behind Kylie, with Sonar sitting in the chair beside him, still in wolf form. If the tension in the room hadn’t been so thick, I might have found some humor in the sight of a German Shepard sitting in a chair, alert gaze locked on the whiteboard where her alpha stood. Blake watched me with an unreadable expression, his gaze flicking from Liam, to me, to Ruth, to Liam, and back to me. Something about that impenetrable expression made me wonder what I’d missed while Andy and I had been checking on Scath.
Vincent was the only one who smiled and waved at me. He sat at the second table directly beside Kylie’s table. I wasn’t sure why he’d left the first table open, but it wasn’t all that surprising. The wizard seemed to prefer staying in his lab, and he probably considered sitting at the first table as good as volunteering for field work.
“Why is Sonar still wearing that glamour?” Peasblossom asked. “She’s surrounded by Otherworlders.”
“Not all Otherworlders,” Blake answered. He looked at Andy standing behind me. “No offense.”
“None taken,” Andy said.
“If you’re all done socializing?”
Liam’s voice drew everyone’s attention, and added a new level of urgency to the atmosphere. He paced the room, his aura crackling as he moved, his temper heating the air around him. “After reviewing the files for the past two years and calling every pack where we’ve found placements for our clients during those two years, we’ve come up with a total of seven people unaccounted for.”
He pointed at the board. “Seven people missing, all of them women. Every alpha we talked to said after the placement was arranged, the women called and gave some reason or another why they weren’t coming. Reasons ranged from a decision to live on their own to a family emergency.”
Andy had opted to remain standing when I sat down, and now he stood with his notepad out, pen poised. “How does the process work when someone leaves here?”
“We keep newly turned wolves for one year,” Ruth answered. “Whether they’re ready to leave earlier or not, they stay for the year. Same with any shifter who’s been reported for dangerous habits—anyone who seems like they’re losing control. But once that year is up, they’re free to either return to their pack if they had one, or we help them find a pack and pay for their transportation to get there.”
“But no one escorts them to make sure they get there?” Andy clarified.
Liam shook his head. “They’re independent when they leave. If we connected them with a new pack, then they have a new alpha expecting them. They can call their new alpha if they change their minds, and if they simply never arrive, then it’s up to their new alpha to contact us and find out if there was a problem. Anyone who needs an escort isn’t ready to leave.”
Andy walked closer to the whiteboard to study the pictures and notes. “You said these women all called, so they didn’t just disappear. Sounds like either someone convinced them to change their plans, or whoever kidnapped them knew your process enough to make sure no one came looking for them.”
“They were all clients here at different times, with some overlap,” Liam said, moving to stand beside Andy as they both studied the pictures. “None of them spent much time outside the center while they were here, they all preferred to stay close.”
“Three of them were my patients,” Ruth spoke up.
“And four of them were mine,” Kristine confirmed.
Andy looked from Ruth to Kristine. “Have you already talked amongst yourselves to figure out if they had something in common? Any enemies, friends, romantic interests?”
Ruth and Kristine shared a look.
“Without breaking patient confidentiality,” Ruth answered carefully, “we can confirm that together we observed depression in all seven women.”
“Oh. Oh, that’s brilliant, really,” I said, staring at the board and all the female faces gazing back at me. “If our Ms. Amica preyed on female shifters suffering from depression, then trapping them in wolf form and pairing them up with vulnerable individuals who need protection might have formed a connection that the female shifters welcomed. They might—”
“Are you suggesting what she did was a good thing?” Kristine interrupted sharply. “Because depression doesn’t just mean sad, it can mean angry too. Putting depressed shifters with anyone is dangerous.”
“I know depression doesn’t just mean sad,” I said calmly. “But trapping a woman in wolf form would mean her instincts would be stronger, including her protective maternal instincts. It’s possible that whoever did this chose their victims specifically because they would be safe. Perhaps they chose women who’d suffered a loss and might view their owner as a sort of surrogate? Recovering addicts are emotionally raw, almost childlike in their inability to handle anxiety.”
Ruth and Kristine shared a look again. I could tell I’d guessed right.
“We can’t discuss specifics about what we learned in therapy,” Kristine said carefully. She hesitated. “But depression isn’t the only thing they had in common.”
“What else?” Andy asked.
Kristine met Andy’s gaze, very deliberately avoiding Ruth. “They all had a bit of a crush on Liam.”
Everyone turned to the alpha. Liam frowned, but didn’t take his eyes off the papers he was sifting through. “I don’t date patients, so that’s irrelevant. The first connection is better.” He held up the papers he’d been looking through. “I have their case histories that we filled out when all of them arrived. Evangeline had to quit her job at the animal shelter, Candace lost her sister to cancer, Olivia’s husband refused to allow her visitation with her children after she lost her temper and trashed the house…” He kept reading. “Several of these women fit the profile.”
A sudden commotion outside the conference room halted whatever Liam had been about to say next. The tension that had been holding his temper down wavered, and his eyelid twitched. I rose to my feet in time to follow him out of the conference room, halting when I spied the crowd of shifters that had gathered.
“What’s going on?” Liam demanded.
“Is it true someone’s been kidnapping people from this place and selling them as pets?” one wolf demanded. He wore a business suit that was a size too big for him, and his tie was off kilter. He looked as though he’d borrowed the suit from someone larger than him.
“I heard at least a dozen have gone missing,” another added. This time the speaker was a female wearing a light blue summer dress with pink flowers on it that brushed her thighs when she took a step forward.
“And you didn’t even realize they’d been taken until it happened to your sister!” another woman accused. She grabbed the wrist of the first woman who’d spoken, holding her back from coming any closer to Liam. Her hot pink T-shirt depicted a pair of baby chicks with the phrase “Hangin’ With My Peeps,” but she didn’t look very warm and fuzzy with that glare on her face.
Liam held up his hands. “Calm down, no one is kidnapping shifters. We’re reviewing the cases now, and making sure everyone is accounted for. Go back to your rooms.”
“How are we supposed to feel safe if you obviously can’t protect us?” the first wolf insisted. He tugged at his tie and braced his feet shoulder width apart. “You need to tell us what’s going on.”
“Go to your rooms,” Liam repeated, his tone more grating than it had been a moment ago. “That’s an order. If anyone needs to speak with Ruth or Kristine, call their offices from your room. I’ll send them back now and they’ll see you immediately to discuss any concerns.”
“We’re not going anywhere until you stop lying to us!”
That last shout came from another male, this one wearing jeans and a dark grey T-shirt that had seen better days. He lifted his chin as he swaggered forward, shoving his body into Liam’s personal space. “We want answers. Now.”
Liam’s arm swung out, vicious in its speed. There was the dull sound of flesh hitting flesh, then the demanding shifter was flying through the air. He didn’t even have the breath to let out a surprised grunt before he hit the floor.
“Not good,” Peasblossom croaked.
I raised a hand, magic pulsing against my palm, but hesitated. This was not my business, not in any way. If I interfered now, I’d do more harm than good. But I couldn’t just stand there while Liam lost it.
Shock shot through the gathered crowd, strangling voices in a chorus of gasps. The shifter Liam had struck shook his head as if dazed, then his eyes zeroed in on the enraged alpha. Blake and Sonar took up positions on either side of Liam, but made sure to stay behind him, waiting for an order before interfering. Ruth stood in the doorway to the conference room, and I was both relieved and concerned that she didn’t look as satisfied as she had when Liam had attacked Edwin. If she was worried, then this was worse than I thought.
The shifter struggled to his feet, shaking his head and rolling his shoulders. His eyes burned dark copper, and his lip curled in a snarl that revealed teeth glistening with too much saliva. He wasn’t experienced enough, or powerful enough, for a partial shift, but the fact that he hadn’t lost control yet spoke of the strength he would have after a few years.
Liam snarled and stepped forward, tension pulling his shoulders tight. He stared down his opponent, daring the man to try anything. “Go to your rooms,” Liam growled.
The shifter took a breath as if he’d answer—
Then bolted.
Liam hesitated, surprise slackening his features for a second as the man took off down the hallway. He passed the elevator and hit the door that led to the stairway. I stood there, feeling helpless as Liam stared after the shifter, obviously torn.
Then another wolf ran after the first. Then another, then another. The whole crowd bled away, and they all followed the first, heading for the stairway.
“Where are they going?” Andy asked.
No one turned to look at him.
“If they’re smart, they’re hiding,” Peasblossom spoke up.
“Shifters don’t hide,” Ruth said, her voice distracted. “Not from their alpha.”
“You think shifters don’t hide from what scares them?” Peasblossom snorted. “Everyone hides sometimes.”
“Not when what’s scaring you can hunt you down with a sniff,” Ruth said shortly. “There’s no point to hiding, certainly not when you’re still in the build—”
“Oh, blood and bone,” I breathed.
“What?” Peasblossom demanded.
I stared at the pixie. “When you hide, where do you hide?”
Peasblossom frowned. “Behind you, usually—” Her eyes widened as she broke off.
Too late, Liam realized what I meant. I didn’t have a prayer of keeping up with him, and he was already up the first flight of stairs when I made it to the door to the stairway. Ruth rushed past me, almost sending me crashing into the wall when her shoulder struck mine. Kristine caught me and steadied me, her face grim as she waited for me to get my balance before we both rushed for the stairs.
We heard the shouting as soon as we left the stairwell. Unsurprisingly, the sound was coming from Stephen’s room.
“You would give me orders?” Liam snarled. “You would dare?”
I followed Liam’s voice, but halted in the doorway to Stephen’s room without going inside. Stephen was in his living room, and there was a large group of shifters standing behind him. Some curled up on the couch, some huddled on the floor, and some stood behind him like a wannabe security detail. They were all from the downstairs crowd.
“I’m not giving orders,” Stephen said, his voice sounding all the calmer in contrast to Liam’s furious tone. “I’m reminding you that this isn’t who you are. These people are here for your protection.”
“They’re here to learn,” Liam said, his voice strangled. “They’re here to learn to obey their alpha, and control their emotions—including panic. I’ve seen what happens when I show too much leniency, when I fail to enforce the rules and my orders.”
The look he gave Stephen made it clear to whom he was referring.
Stephen bowed his head, the epitome of respect. “They’re scared. Others just like them have gone missing, stolen away from your protection. And it seems as though those responsible used the people we’re supposed to confide in to help them.”
Ruth and Kristine both tensed at that. Ruth took a step forward, but was careful to remain behind Liam. “Are you suggesting—”
“I’m suggesting that we all take a deep breath.” Stephen turned to face the crowd of wide-eyed shifters. “Remember, we’re a pack. It’s not just Liam looking out for you, it’s all of us. And now that we know there’s a danger, we’ll be more vigilant. If anyone is concerned, you can go to Ruth or Kristine to talk. If you just need to be around other people, you‘re free to come see me if company will help.”
The air shifted behind me. I turned in the doorway and stilled when I saw Edwin. The black shifter stood just outside his door, his head tilted as he listened to what was going on. He showed no signs of injury from his fight with Liam yesterday, but I hadn’t expected him to. After all, that was a big part of what made shifters so dangerous. The sheer amount of damage they could take and still keep coming.
His eyes focused on me, the milky eye disturbing in its intensity. His eyes flicked to the door, then back to me. He shook his head slowly, then retreated inside his room.
Something about that look reminded me of Edwin’s earlier words. Suddenly, my heart sank. I looked back into the room and caught Ruth staring back at me. I could tell from the look on her face that she’d had the same thought.
Edwin had pointed out that in order for Stephen to get anyone to follow him, he would have to do something big, something to set himself up as a person of authority. Right now, with Liam losing his temper, and a group of scared wolves doubting the security they’d been promised, Stephen had seized his chance. He was the voice of reason. The calm in the storm.
Liam was the storm.


                                            CHAPTER 21


LIAM, for his part, seemed to have realized the change in dynamic too. I watched him pull back, rein in his temper like a fisherman fighting to get a large catch into the boat. Frustration pulled his jaw so tight it was a wonder I didn’t hear a crack, but finally, he stood straight, looking out at the group.
“Kristine and Ruth are here if you need to talk. And you can rest assured that I will find out who’s been threatening this pack. And I will make sure it never happens again.”
Liam looked at Stephen when he said the last part, and the other wolf nodded, still keeping his head bowed in respect.
Stephen started to usher the wolves back to their rooms, but Kristine stepped in. “Let’s all go to the cafeteria and get some food. No one can relax on an empty stomach.”
I met her eyes and she nodded. She’d try to keep the peace without giving Stephen a chance to get the worried wolves alone.
Liam stormed into the hall, heading back to the conference room.
I started to follow, then reconsidered. I went back into Stephen’s room. Emma was standing with him now, in human form again. She looked exhausted, but there was no mistaking the calm in her body language as she stood with her lover, his arms circling around her waist, their foreheads pressing together. I’d inadvertently walked in on a tender moment, and it made me freeze in the doorway.
Emma jerked her head to face me, and the hint of a sneer curled her lip. “What do you want?”
“Did you have nightmares last night?” I asked. “Either of you?”
“I honestly don’t see how that’s any of your business.” Emma pulled away from Stephen and took a step toward me. “You’re not welcome here.”
“Emma, wait.” Stephen grabbed her hand, laced his fingers with hers. He drew her back to him, then leaned down and whispered in her ear. A frown creased the skin between her brows, but after a minute, she nodded.
Stephen nodded at me. “We did. Why?”
“Mind if I look in your bedroom?”
Stephen and Emma both stared at me, as if waiting for me to say, “Just kidding.”
“It’s just, I find it hard to believe an entire building of werewolves had nightmares on the same night by coincidence.”
“Go ahead,” Stephen said slowly. He gestured toward the bedroom door. “It’s this way.”
“Don’t walk too close to him,” Peasblossom warned. “He’s sneaky.”
“He also has excellent hearing,” I said, more tired than anything. “As they all do.”
Stephen and Emma followed me into the room. Not surprising, since I doubted I was one of their favorite people right now. I raised a hand and sent a pulse of magic outward. Silver light washed over the room, and a second later, I was rewarded with a bright purple flare.
Dream magic.
My magic wasn’t visible to anyone but me and Peasblossom, and I kept the discovery from showing on my face. The last thing I needed to do was let Stephen and Emma know that someone had managed to sabotage their bedroom. The other residents would love that. And I was fairly certain I’d find the same thing in the other rooms.
“Find anything?” Stephen asked.
“Nothing concrete,” I said, turning back to the door. “Thanks.”
“Before you go,” Stephen said, holding up a hand. “I have something to ask you.”
Unease curled around the base of my spine as he stood between me and the exit. I’d spent more time using magic to battle in the past month or so than I ever had before, and I liked my chances if I had to fight my way out. I did not, however, like the idea of what effect that would have on the precarious situation at New Moon. A witch Liam brought in beating up the rising star? Not good.
“What is it?” I asked finally.
“Has Liam ever raised the subject of a volva with you?”
I blinked in surprise. “I’m aware of the job description. I can’t say I’m comfortable discussing what Liam and I may or may not have talked about in relation to the position.”
“He hasn’t,” Emma said confidently. “His father hated witches, and Liam is more like dear old dad than he’d like to admit.”
My lips parted. Liam’s father hated witches?
“It’s true,” Stephen confirmed. “Liam’s father had an…unfortunate experience with a witch. I don’t think Liam would ever fill the position for his own pack. I, however, don’t hold the same prejudice.” He stepped out of the doorway and gestured for me to follow him back into the living room. I didn’t miss the way he let me stand closest to the exit, making sure I didn’t feel trapped before he continued.
“I’ll be starting my own pack,” Stephen said. “Soon. I don’t think there’s any point in denying it. And when I do, I want to make it as strong as possible. As healthy as possible.”
He looked at Emma. Emma nodded.
“We’d like you to consider being our volva,” she said.
“You…” My brain clicked like an old projector that’s run out of film. “You’re asking me to be your volva. In the new pack that Liam won’t let you start?” I stared at Stephen. “I thought you hated me.”
Stephen sighed. “I’m sorry. I behaved badly, I know I did.” He strode over to the couch and collapsed into the cushions. “I made bad choices, and I blamed other people for them. I know that. And it’s possible that I’m still…”
“A jerk?” Peasblossom suggested.
Stephen snorted. “Yeah. A jerk. And maybe I still resent Liam.” He leaned forward, bracing his forearms on his knees. “But you should understand. You of all people.”
“How so?” I asked, suddenly wary of what information he’d obtained since the last time we’d spoken.
“My understanding is that witches all start with a mentor. Sort of like an alpha. They’re supposed to teach you, and you can’t go off and do what you want until they deem you ready.” Stephen paused. “St. John told me. He dated a witch.”
“I’m familiar.” I frowned. “But I didn’t ‘go off and do what I wanted,’ as you put it, until my mentor said I was ready. I didn’t like it, and it chafed, sure, but I respected her experience. I trusted her judgment.”
Stephen tilted his head. “Do you respect Liam’s?”
That was a loaded question, considering he’d just said Liam shared his father’s grim view of witches. “I’m sorry, Stephen, but I’m not looking to be anyone’s volva.”
“You’d do it for Liam if he asked you,” Emma said. There was no anger in her voice, no malice. In fact, she sounded like she had before she’d been turned. Confident, unwilling to play the fool.
“You can’t know that,” I said finally. “You can’t know that because even I don’t know that. But it’s all irrelevant. Right now, I need to find out who’s responsible for Adrian Varca’s death.”
“Oh, are we still pretending to care about that?” Stephen asked, his voice light.
I gave him a tight smile. “I have to go. Thank you for the offer.”
I left the room, shoving away thoughts of Stephen’s unexpected offer and considering the evidence I’d found in their room. A dream spell. Who—
“What was that all about?”
I let out an undignified squeak and flattened myself against the wall, my heart pounding so hard it should have bruised. Ruth stood in the hallway with her arms crossed, today’s dark blue sweater wrapped tightly around her body. She glared at me as if she could read the information she wanted on the back of my skull.
“I have no idea.” I forced myself off the wall and headed for the stairway, leaving Ruth to follow me. “I have to talk to you, but let’s get somewhere private first.”
Ruth lowered her voice. “I know what you’re going to say. And I’ll admit, something is…off.”
She didn’t say Liam’s name, but she didn’t have too. I headed for the stairs, but Ruth pulled me toward the elevator. As soon as the doors closed, she turned to face me.
“Liam’s gone beyond showing strength. He’s losing control and I don’t understand it.” She leaned against the wall, staring at the heavy metal doors. “I’ve seen him go through stressful situations before, life-or-death situations. He’s never lost control like that. He’s never struck a patient who was clearly afraid. He’s never had to.”
I nodded grimly. “When we went to the fight club, there was violence all around us and wolves coming out of the woodwork to face him down. He backed them away with a look. He didn’t have to hit that man.”
“He’s not sleeping, but that shouldn’t be enough to do this to him,” Ruth muttered. “He’s eating, so that’s not it.”
“Someone put a dream spell in Stephen and Emma’s room,” I told her.
She jerked her head around, green eyes sharp. “What?”
“I couldn’t get a good look at it without giving it away to Stephen and Emma. But someone put something in their room to give them nightmares. And I’m guessing if it was in their room…”
“Then it was in everyone else’s.” Ruth closed her eyes. “Shit.”
“If we’re dealing with a witch, then whatever’s going on with Liam could be magical,” I said quietly. “I’ll try to get a good look at him and see if I can pick up on anything.”
“Don’t let him know you’re doing it,” Ruth warned, lowering her voice when the elevator doors slid open. “In his current mood, he’ll be even less inclined to appreciate magic than usual. And keep the dream spell stuff under your hat too. He needs to calm down before he finds out New Moon’s been violated that way. I’ll have Blake and Sonar check the room. Any idea what to look for?”
“My first guess would be amethyst, but it could be any number of minerals or herbs. I don’t think Blake or Sonar could find it, but I’ll do it before anyone goes to sleep tonight. It won’t hurt anyone during the day.”
That was a less than comforting note to end on, but we’d reached the conference room, and Liam was still obviously agitated.
“I know it’s never easy to think that someone on the inside is betraying you, but it’s something I think you have to consider,” Andy was saying. “And if Brenna did have romantic feelings for him, that could have blinded her. And his track record with women speaks for itself.”
“You’re talking about St. John?” Ruth guessed.
Liam stood in front of the whiteboard again, staring at the pictures as if he could force them to tell him what had happened. His aura pulsed, and something about the way his eyes darted around the board made me think he was having a hard time concentrating.
“Agent Bradford thinks we should consider him a strong suspect in case what happened with Brenna, Paul, and Varca is unrelated to the other missing women,” Liam said without looking away from the board.
“St. John and Brenna were in a relationship,” Andy pointed out. “Affection can blind anyone, no matter how experienced they are in psychology or criminal behavior. She would have trusted him, and that would have made her vulnerable.”
“He has magic items in his room too,” I agreed, surreptitiously taking a seat that put me almost out of Liam’s eyesight. “He said he took them from his ex-girlfriend. He obviously knows enough to use them, so maybe he has the know-how to use the collar to trap Brenna.”
“He’s been vocal about the fact he doesn’t feel welcome here,” Ruth added. She positioned herself opposite me with Liam between us, trying to keep his focus on her. “I understand where he’s coming from, it can’t be easy to be the only fox in a building full of wolves. And his flirtatious personality doesn’t exactly endear him to the men.”
Liam listened to all of us, but still didn’t take his eyes off the board. I didn’t know if he was still studying the information, or if the battle to control his temper just took up that much of his concentration.
Carefully, I drew my magic. Magic detection spells were second nature to me now, and it took no more than a flex of my will to send silver tendrils toward Liam, feeling around for any trace of a spell that might be responsible for his uncharacteristic temper. Hope burned inside me, hope that whatever was causing these surges of violence in Liam was something as simple as a spell. The silver net fell over him, lying on top of his aura in a silvery wash.
Nothing.
No answering sparks of color, no pulse of energy. Liam was completely and utterly himself.
I must have made some sound of disappointment. One minute I was staring at Liam’s back, the next he’d craned his head to face me. His eyes lightened, blue irises shifting to gold.
“And then there’s Edwin,” Ruth said, her voice a little louder than necessary.
Liam jerked his gaze to her. “Edwin?”
Ruth nodded. “He’s made it clear that he thinks you aren’t doing enough as alpha. He thinks you took it too easy on Stephen and he’s been saying all along that your relaxed attitude is going to lead to trouble.”
“You think he did this to prove he’s right?”
Ruth took a step closer. “Well, if he did, then he succeeded, didn’t he? No one can say you haven’t been flexing your authority. And you’re certainly taking less backtalk from Stephen.”
I bit the inside of my cheek. I couldn’t feel a spell on Liam, but the more I thought about it, the more I was sure it was there. Maybe it was wishful thinking, but my instinct told me something was wrong. And a witch never ignored her instincts. If I was right, and we were dealing with someone powerful enough to hide from shifters and magic users alike, then I’d need a stronger spell to find what they’d done.
“Open your third eye,” Peasblossom whispered.
A shiver ran down my spine. “There’s got to be another way.”
Again, Liam started to turn to me, and again, Ruth interrupted. “And Edwin was clear earlier that he considers Brenna a threat to this pack,” she said seriously.
Liam’s jaw tightened. “I remember.”
“And I’m not saying he’s a bad man, but we know what service he performed for his last alpha. He was a cleaner, and he was very, very good at what he did.”
Peasblossom patted my neck. I glanced down to see her looking at me, her tiny pink face serious. She nodded.
I did not want to open my third eye. Yes, it would show me anything there was to see affecting Liam. Opening my third eye would position me halfway between the astral plane and the physical world, straddling the boundary with one foot in each, aware of what was going on, but with an extrasensory perception that would show me astral reflections. Magical signatures.
It would also leave my body open to possession. My astral form open to attack.
I gritted my teeth. Just a peek, I promised myself. A teeny, tiny peek.
My third eye had been torn open long ago, right around the time when my patron—whoever, or whatever, that was—had dumped their magic into me and turned me into a witch. Back then, my third eye opened on its own, randomly. And when it did, it struck me down and left me in epileptic paralysis, frozen and forced to see the monsters of the world my human eyes were blessedly blind to while everyone around me whispered things like “demonic possession.” Mother Hazel had taught me to close it, and I’d kept it closed.
Till now.
Peasblossom wrapped her tiny arms around my neck, her pulse against mine a reassuring thrum. I focused on Liam, looking at his face as if I were concentrating on what he was saying. With one deep breath, I let my third eye open.
A wolf looked back at me.
I jumped in my seat, then sneezed to cover it up. The wolf didn’t move, didn’t look away. It knew I was watching it. Liam didn’t spare me a glance as Andy said something about Edwin and a soldier’s choices.
I forced myself to look away from the ghostly specter of Liam’s beast, into his head, searching for some spell that might cloud his thoughts, make it harder for him to control his temper.
“What are you doing?”
Liam moved faster than I’d been ready for, distracted as I was. He stood close enough that my gaze landed on his stomach, and before I could look up to meet his eyes, I saw it.
“It’s a parasite.”
I leaned closer, dragging the small circle of focus to center on the shifter’s stomach and the bulging red worm of energy with the pulsing grayish purple veins. The parasite was gorging itself on Liam’s stomach contents, squirming around to suck up everything there was, every tidbit that might have given the shifter nourishment. I stared, my lips parting. Blood and bone, how was he not a slathering mess of fur and fangs right now? He had to be starving.
“Parasite?” Liam asked.
He still sounded mad, but curiosity had leaked in.
I forced myself to meet his eyes. “Yes. An astral parasite. A creature of energy more than flesh.” I frowned as I found it hard to concentrate on Liam when his wolf’s face was superimposed over his features. I closed my third eye, and immediately breathed a little easier.
“There’s a parasite in your digestive tract. It’s eating the food from your stomach before your body can absorb it.”
“Do you feel hungry all the time?” Ruth asked.
I noticed she didn’t point out the obvious connection to Liam’s thinning temper. Smart woman.
“No,” Liam said. “I’ve been eating, I feel fine.” He narrowed his eyes at me. “Are you sure?”
“I’m positive, I saw it clear as day. And you might not have felt hungry because you’re too distracted by everything that’s going on.” I drummed my fingers on the table, staring at his stomach. “Unfortunately, stealing your food isn’t all it’s doing. Parasites like that also excrete a toxin that increases testosterone levels. They spread like a virus, raising testosterone until their host gives in to more violent urges, then they spread through blood.”
“Liam drew blood when he attacked Edwin earlier,” Kylie spoke up. The half-ghoul rose and approached Liam, frowning at his stomach as if she could see the parasite. “We need to see him immediately and make sure he hasn’t been contaminated.”
“I’ll go,” I offered grimly.
“No,” Kylie said. “Let Vincent go. I’ll get started on an antidote.” She frowned. “It will take a while to make. I might be able to have it by tomorrow.”
“You should go home,” I told Liam. “That parasite is only going to keep making things worse. Eat as much as you can, get some sleep, and if you can meditate, I suggest—”
“I’m not going home,” Liam interrupted, staring at me as if I’d lost my mind. “Someone did this to me. This…parasite, was intentional?”
I hesitated. “It’s possible it could have been an accident. Have you been in a fight in the last forty-eight hours where your blood was spilled?”
“Not since the fight club,” he said.
I shook my head. “No, that was too long ago. If you’d been contaminated there, the parasite would have returned to the astral plane by now. They can’t survive on this plane for much longer than seventy-two hours. That’s why they escalate so quickly. You were already upset over Brenna’s disappearance, then the murder, and finding she’d been at the scene and was helping Stephen start his own pack. Stephen and Edwin pushing you, criticizing your leadership. All of that would have been bad enough. Someone did this knowing you were already on the edge, knowing your control is very impressive, and knowing this would be their only chance to make this parasite work. Someone wants to discredit you.”
“Someone knew Paul would see Ruth and she would give him tea with more wolfsbane in it,” Liam said calmly. “Someone gave me this…parasite. And someone funneled people out of this center, trapped them in wolf form, and sold them as pets. I’m not going anywhere until I find the traitor.”
Ruth opened her mouth, then shut it. I watched the conflict play over her face before she finally looked at me. I understood. Liam was on edge and irrational. Being questioned by a submissive in his pack would only push him further over the edge. Unfortunately, I’d bet the same would be true of a witch bossing him around.
“We haven’t searched May’s home yet, just her office, right?” Andy asked, breaking into the tension with his calm, questing tone.
I nodded slowly.
“If she’s a witch, would you be able to tell by getting a look at her house?”
“Maybe. But if she’s deep in the broom closet, maybe not.”
“Let’s go look around.” Andy gathered his things. “Even if we can’t prove she’s a witch, there’s always a chance we can find proof of something else. Maybe she kept a record of the wolves she gave out.”
Andy’s calm and simple plan of action seemed to be just what Liam needed. Like a missile armed with GPS coordinates, he followed Andy out of the room, taking his roaring aura with him. Before I could reach the threshold, Kylie called out to me.
“Shade.”
I turned, pleasantly surprised. “Yes?”
Kylie had risen from her seat and circled the tables to reach me. I searched her face for some sign she was softening, some sign that the cold mask she used when she looked at me was falling away.
“Can you take Liam down if he loses control?”
I blinked. That was not what I’d been expecting. “I—” I stopped, straightened my spine. “Yes.”
“Without killing him?”
My lips moved before I found my voice again to answer. “Yes.”
“Good.” Kylie passed me and headed for the door. “Because we all know how your FBI partner would handle it if I’m too late for this cure.”


                                            CHAPTER 22


“LET ME GO FIRST, I can pick the lock.”
Liam paused with his hand on SUV’s door. “So can I.”
It was on the tip of my tongue to point out that in his current state, he was more likely to rip May’s front door off the hinges than pick the lock. Knowing he had a parasite inside him hadn’t done anything for his mood, and there was a flush to his skin that reminded me of a giant red flag. Warning, werewolf on the edge. Do not approach.
Andy turned in the driver’s seat so he could see Liam and me at once. He was wearing his FBI poker face, but the look in his eyes when he met mine was clear. If Liam lost control, there was a bullet in Andy’s gun with the alpha’s name on it. Bean bag gun comparison or not.
My brain filled with images of strategic head-shots, questions about how much of a shifter’s brain had to remain intact to survive long enough to heal. I shook those thoughts off. It wouldn’t come to that. I wouldn’t let it.
I drew my magic, letting it pool in violet puddles in my palms. Staring into Liam’s face, I brushed my hands from the top of my head, all the way down my body. His eyes followed my hands, a side effect I should have expected but hadn’t. I ignored the warm tingling sensation low in my body, concentrating instead on guiding the magic to do what I needed it to do. Thankfully, when I finished and leaned over to look in the rearview mirror, I saw May Lin looking back at me.
The werewolf’s gaze roved over my body with more intensity than was necessary to confirm my disguise was sufficient. I thought I saw Andy’s arm twitch, as if his hand had dropped closer to his gun.
“If someone sees me picking the lock, they’ll assume I locked myself out,” I pointed out, speaking a little louder than necessary to get Liam’s attention. “No reason to risk someone calling the cops.”
Liam dragged in a deep breath and tightened his grip on his door handle. “Fine.”
Andy smoothed his hands down the lapels of his suit jacket, and if I didn’t know better, I’d have sworn he was counting to ten. I paused with my own car door partially open, but he exited his side of the SUV and closed his door before I could say anything.
“Lot of tension,” I muttered under my breath. “Am I the only one who can’t breathe?”
“I’ll bet you three honey packets that Andy’s going to shoot Liam before this case is done.” Peasblossom slid down my shirt and landed on the waist pouch. “I’m getting in the pouch until those two are separated.”
“No honey until after you eat,” I warned, watching her tug on the zipper.
Peasblossom scowled, but didn’t argue.
I got out and held the door open for Scath. The large black cat wore her dog glamour, but I didn’t need to see her true face to know she was in pain. She didn’t move with the same rolling grace as before, and her head sagged as if she wanted to lie down.
“Is she okay?” Peasblossom worried.
“She’s alive,” I said. “Which is a miracle in and of itself.” I hesitated. “But I do wish you’d stayed home to rest,” I told Scath.
The cat sith ignored me, her gaze focused on the front door of May’s small ranch-style house in the suburbs. I wasn’t the least bit surprised to see she had a big backyard with a beautiful wooden fence. I guessed a lot of puppies spent time in that backyard.
Liam and Andy stood together in front of the SUV, neither of them looking particularly patient. I straightened my spine and walked past them with the authoritative confidence that I’d seen May display.
“Credit card, please, Bizbee,” I said, looking at the gap in the zipper of my pouch.
The grig handed over the piece of plastic without comment, blessedly. I slipped the card between the door and the frame, wiggling it back and forth and praying there was no deadbolt. A few seconds later, I was rewarded when the door swung open.
Scath passed over the threshold. Tension seized her body, turning her into a canine shaped statue. I held up a hand, stopping Liam and Andy from spreading out to search. “Wait.”
Scath lowered her head, staring into the distance for a long moment before taking one, slow step forward. Stalking.
“Someone beat us here.” I dropped my glamour and called another spell, ready to let it loose at the first sign of danger.
Liam drew a deep breath behind me, scenting the air. “I don’t smell anyone.”
“Just wait.” I trusted Scath, trusted her senses even more than Liam’s. Especially given his current condition. I held still, letting the cat sith prowl ahead. Even as I watched her walk, I couldn’t hear a sound, not even a brush of her padded paws against the carpet.
Claws dug in, and she shot forward. My heart leapt into my throat, and I let out a strangled sound of surprise as the cat sith dove through one of the bedroom doorways off the short hallway ahead. A vulpine squeal followed by a feline growl made the hairs on the back of my neck stand up, and a second later, Scath padded out of the room.
She held a large fox by the scruff of his neck in her jaws.
“St. John,” Liam snarled.
The fox had gone limp, but as its eyes rolled up to Liam it began to squirm. Scath shook him once in warning, then set him down. She kept her mouth low and partially open, ready to grab him again if he ran.
The fox stood on the carpet for a moment, muscles tense as he weighed his chances of escape. I said a small prayer that he wouldn’t run. Scath might be injured, but I had no doubt she’d catch him. And I couldn’t guarantee how she’d feel if he made her run again.
Blessedly, St. John dropped his head, letting out a soft huff of defeat. His body rolled, and bones snapped out of place, muscles making a wet sucking sound as his body convulsed. Energy pressed against my skin as the universe responded to the shifter’s magic, letting him pull mass from the astral plane to build his much larger human form. His shift was nowhere near as smooth as Liam’s, or any of the other shifters I’d seen. But then, St. John was fairly new.
When it was done, he knelt on the floor, naked and panting as he recovered his strength. He didn’t look up, didn’t acknowledge our presence at all.
“You have ten seconds to tell me what you’re doing here,” Liam bit out.
“Or you’ll what?” St. John rasped, his voice weak as he fought for breath. “Tear my heart out?” He snorted and shook his head. “Don’t bother. Your sister’s done that already.”
Liam narrowed his eyes. “What are you talking about?”
St. John didn’t try to stand. I didn’t know if he was too weak or if it was a conscious choice to stay submissive in Liam’s sight and avoid tempting the testy alpha to put him in his place.
“Whatever you might think of me, I love Brenna. I don’t deserve her, but wretch that I am, I’ll fight for her all the same. After…” He squeezed his eyes shut and sucked in a deep breath through his nose. “After Kevin died, we grew closer. Grief can do that.” He laughed, a short derisive sound. “Then she found the aconite pills. She was so…” He shook his head. “I don’t blame her for pulling away from me. I wish I could do the same. But I can’t help but think, if I hadn’t left her alone, if I’d refused to leave… Maybe she wouldn’t have been taken.”
He lifted his face to look at Liam, pain etched across his features and the first hint of anger warming his eyes. “Liam, something is wrong. Brenna wouldn’t bite someone like that. Someone has her, and they’re making decisions for her.”
It was what Liam wanted to hear. Confirmation that his sister was innocent. He stood a little straighter, and some of the tension leaked from his shoulders. “There is no question that Brenna was at Varca’s, and she did bite Paul. We found the evidence she was helping Stephen start a new pack. How are we supposed to know for certain you didn’t talk her into going to Varca’s?”
St. John frowned. “Why would I do that?”
“You’re a thief. Maybe you saw a way to steal Varca’s money and fund that new pack you and Brenna were so anxious to be a part of.”
The werefox gritted his teeth, his eyes lighting up with a crimson gleam. “You don’t know your sister at all. I could no more manipulate her than Stephen could. I’m telling you, someone is forcing her to do these things. She’s in trouble.” His gaze slid to me. “You’re a witch. You must have figured out there’s black magic at play here.”
“There’s no such thing as black magic,” I said automatically. “Any magic can serve a purpose, it’s all in the intent.”
“What are you doing here?” Andy interrupted.
St. John hesitated, his gaze flicking to Scath before he slowly rose to his feet. “I overheard you talking about May. You said she might be holding Brenna, so I came to check it out.”
“You overheard us?” Liam growled. “You were supposed to be confined to your room.”
“I’m a thief,” St. John said calmly. “As you’re constantly reminding me. Did you really think an anklet would hold me?”
“I take it you haven’t found anything,” I said, speaking up before Liam could give voice to the anger burning in his eyes.
“I didn’t find Brenna. But that doesn’t mean there’s nothing here to find.”
“If there’s something here to find, we’ll find it.” Liam reached for his phone. “I’ll call Ruth and have her come get you.”
“I’m not leaving,” St. John said matter of factly.
“We’ll let you know if we find anything.” I tried to tell him with my expression not to annoy Liam. He ignored me.
“I’m the thief, I know where people hide things. If there’s something here May doesn’t want us to find, trust me, I will find it.”
“Find it or plant it?” Liam asked.
St. John’s jaw tightened. “I’m not your enemy. We both want the same thing. Brenna home, and safe.”
Liam swayed forward, and I stepped between them before he could do something rash. “Scath, stay with him. Make sure he doesn’t try anything funny.”
St. John frowned as I leaned down to touch Scath’s collar. His eyes widened as the glamour fell away, revealing Scath’s true form.
“I wouldn’t try anything, if I were you,” I said.
St. John recovered quickly, giving me a short nod. He walked away from Liam with Scath trailing after him, completely unconcerned with the fact he was completely naked.
Andy went off on his own, in full FBI mode as he headed for May’s computer. I called my magic and threw it out ahead of me as I walked through the house, methodically searching each room for some trace of magic. Nothing caught my eye or triggered my magical sensors. If May was a witch, she didn’t practice her magic here.
“Ah ha!”
St. John’s cry of victory brought Liam and me hurrying to the living room. The werefox stood beside an open closet door, one hand holding a piece of smooth plastic. I looked to the closet and realized he was holding the front panel of a vacuum cleaner. In the vacuum itself, tucked against the bag, was a large brown envelope.
“You wouldn’t have found this,” he told Liam, reaching down to pull the envelope out. Before I could open my mouth to warn him to stop, he opened the envelope and grabbed the papers inside.
“And now you touched it,” I said, my voice tight with frustration. “Which will nicely explain away any of your fingerprints we may have found on it.”
St. John ignored me, raising his eyebrows as a lump of cash tied into a bundle fell out of the envelope as well. Liam stepped forward and tore the paper and the money out of his hand. The werefox glowered at him, but didn’t object.
Liam frowned. “It’s a list of names, addresses, and dates.”
“And that looks like it might be May’s share of the profits,” I pointed out. “It seems she just didn’t deposit her money like Paul did.”
Andy entered the room, coming from one of the bedrooms. “Her computer is password protected, I’ll need to have someone from IT look at it.” He approached Liam and looked over his shoulder, scanning the papers. “I recognize a few of those names. Three of them are friends with Ms. Thomas on social media.”
“And that’s the name of the private group for the people with wolfdogs as service animals,” I added, pointing to a note at the bottom of the page. “That’s the group Ms. Thomas showed us a picture of.”
“And this,” Liam said, pointing to a list of names on another sheet of paper, “is a list of sanctuaries in surrounding areas that will accept wolfdogs.” He frowned and squinted at a name scrawled in the margin. “I think I’ve seen that name before too. He’s a private citizen that owned a wolf.”
“So May was involved.” I bit my lip. “Maybe May and Ms. Amica are the same person? If May is a witch, she could easily disguise herself. And making Paul act as the face of the connection to Paw Patrollers would give her plausible deniability if anything went wrong.”
Liam turned back to the page with the names and addresses. He pointed at the name at the bottom of the page. “This one is dated two weeks ago, right around the time Brenna disappeared.”
“If this really is a list of people who received service wolves, then maybe that’s her,” St. John said excitedly.
Andy nodded. “Let’s go.”
“I’m coming too,” St. John said.
Liam braced a palm flat against St. John’s chest, his aura flaring out in a flash of skin-biting heat. “No, you’re not. You’re going back to the center where Blake can keep an eye on you.” He pressed harder. “And this time, they’re going to shower you, and then watch to make sure you don’t sneak away again. You’ll turn over whatever alum you have left to Blake.”
St. John opened his mouth, then shut it. He glanced from Liam to Scath and back, obviously weighing his options. Finally, he nodded stiffly. “Fine.”
“I’ll take him back,” Andy volunteered. He looked at St. John. “I’m assuming you didn’t walk here?”
St. John glowered at him for a second, then let out a huff of breath. “I parked a block away.”
“I have an extra set of clothes he can wear,” Andy said, heading for the door.
“Scath can go with you,” I offered, looking down at the cat sith to make sure she was amicable to the idea. She made a low chuffing sound, but didn’t seem to object. I looked at St. John. “I’d behave yourself, if I were you. Don’t let the fact that she’s injured fool you. As far as she’s concerned, you’re the healthy dose of protein she needs to get better.”
St. John’s eyebrows rose, but he didn’t say anything. He did lean away from Scath though.
Andy handed me the keys to his SUV with less hesitation then most men would. Liam didn’t look happy that he’d been passed over for driving, but the same desperation that would have made him a dangerous driver made him hold his tongue so as not to slow things down even more. It did make for an uncomfortable drive.
I pulled into the driveway of the two-story house with pale yellow siding and black shutters. Liam exploded out of the SUV before I’d even put the vehicle in park. He knocked before I had time to close my door behind me, and I was still five feet behind him when a teenager answered the door, a girl about fifteen years old. And behind her, a large white wolf.
Liam jerked back, almost falling off the porch steps. “Brenna!”


                                            CHAPTER 23


LIAM DROPPED TO ONE KNEE, reaching out to cradle Brenna’s head in his hands. Brenna barked, her tail lashing back and forth as she pressed against his palms. The teenager frowned.
“Her name’s not Brenna,” she said uncertainly. “It’s White Fang.”
I arched an eyebrow at the name, then tensed as footsteps sounded on the linoleum floor behind the girl. A thin man with a shock of chocolate brown hair and black wire-rimmed glasses appeared behind her. He put a protective hand on her shoulder, gently pushing her away from the door.
“Can I help you?” he asked. He looked down at Liam. “I’m sorry, but I have to ask you not to touch the dog. She’s a service animal.”
Liam’s eyes flicked up to the man, and I watched him visibly swallow his anger, clinging to Brenna as if she were his anchor. “No, she’s not. She’s my dog. She was stolen from me last month.”
The man stiffened, one hand rising to grasp the collar of his pale blue button down shirt. “I’m sorry, but you’re mistaken.” He reached down to take hold of the collar around Brenna’s neck, as if to pull her back into the house. “This is not your dog.”
Liam twitched, his hands pressing harder against the sides of Brenna’s head for a moment before releasing her. An image flashed through my mind of Liam diving at the girl’s father.
“I think there’s been a misunderstanding,” I said carefully, trying to draw Liam’s attention away from the man. I pointed down at Brenna. “You can see she recognizes him.”
The man didn’t look down, probably because he didn’t want to know if it was true. But Brenna definitely recognized Liam, and showed an excitement that made me think she wanted to go to him. But the hesitation in her body, the way she leaned closer to the teenager when her father pulled her back, gave me pause.



























































































“She’s Tanya’s service animal,” he repeated.
“She’s my dog,” Liam said, his voice strained. “And I can prove it.” He took out his phone and scrolled through his photos before pulling up the one he wanted. He showed it to the man. “This is a picture of us together.”
The man glanced at the photo, but didn’t release his hold on the collar. “She doesn’t have any distinguishing markings. That could be any white wolf.”
Liam’s jaw tightened. “You think two people in Cleveland, Ohio possess a fully trained white wolf?”
“Fang came from a respectable company that provides service animals to…” He hesitated, pressing his lips together. “To at-risk youth.” A hint of desperation crept into his voice. “This isn’t your dog.”
I didn’t know if he didn’t say ‘addict’ because he thought it was none of our business, or if he still wasn’t emotionally ready to use that word for his daughter. But I’d seen the track marks on her arms. And I knew what they meant.
Liam took a few steps back, then knelt down again. “Come here, Brenna.”
I felt the push in his words. Liam wasn’t taking any chances. He’d obviously noticed Brenna’s hesitation too, and he put the full power of his alpha influence into the command. Brenna lurched toward him, easily pulling free of the man’s grip. She went to Liam and sat down, waiting.
The man dove forward, his hand reaching for her collar. Liam was faster.
One hand met the stricken father’s chest, halting him so abruptly it knocked the wind from him and he staggered back. He choked, trying to regain his breath as he glared at Liam.
“I’m calling the police,” he wheezed.
Liam pulled his wallet out of his back pocket and held it open, showing the man his badge. “I am the police.”
The blood drained from the man’s face. “Please,” he said, his voice hoarse. “You can’t take her. Tanya needs her.”
Liam put his badge away and lowered one hand to rest on Brenna’s head. “Why don’t we go inside and you can tell me how you came to be in possession of my dog, Mr…?”
“Davis,” he said. “Peter Davis.”
He led us into the house like a man going to the gallows. We passed through a neat kitchen and I noted Tanya standing at the counter, shoveling an amount of sugar into a cup of coffee that would make even Peasblossom wince.
Her father didn’t even glance that way, his attention locked on Brenna trotting by Liam’s side.
“So tell me how you came to have Brenna?” Liam asked.
“We were contacted by a man from a company called Paw Patrollers near Cleveland,” he said quietly. “He said he’d seen some of my posts on social media.” He gestured toward Tanya, and his mouth twitched, as if he wanted to smile, but couldn’t. “Part of the way I cope with Tanya’s…problem has been to blog about her, and I share the posts on social media. Sometimes it helps other parents who are going through the same thing. I don’t use our real names, but Mr. Bannon saw my posts, and he managed to track me down. He asked if I’d be interested in a service animal.”
“So he contacted you first?” Liam asked.
The man nodded. “I told him I couldn’t afford a service animal. Honestly, I’d never really considered it. I thought service animals were for people with diabetes and epilepsy, stuff like that. I never dreamed what a savior an animal could be for…” He struggled, then forced himself to finish. “For an addict.”
His voice broke and he ducked his head.
My heart twisted in my chest. I’d known a lot of addicts. A lot of families who suffered right along with them. How devastating it must be to watch your child go through that nightmare. And drag you with them.
“How much did he charge you?” Liam asked.
“Nothing.” He cleared his throat. “He said his company worked with a foundation that donated a few dogs a year to families that can’t otherwise afford one. He told me the woman in charge liked to choose families with a child that wouldn’t normally qualify for a service animal for health insurance purposes.”
“You said Tanya is an addict?” I asked.
The look Mr. Davis gave me held the weight of a very tired parent. “It’s a terrible word to use for a child, but it’s the right word. You have no idea. Heroin destroyed her. Destroyed us.” He gestured at the television set. “I just bought that. To replace the one she sold. I had decided to go without, but having Fang… I’ve just been more hopeful lately.” He stopped and shook his head. “And now…”
He dropped his head into his hands, his shoulders sagging, his elbows propped up on his knees.
“Was Mr. Bannon the one who brought Brenna to you?” Liam asked.
“Yes, and the woman from the foundation came with him. He introduced her as Ms. Amica. He said the foundation Ms. Amica ran had a wolf sanctuary. When one of the wolves at the sanctuary gave birth to a pup that demonstrated a temperament well-suited to training, she would let Paul take it to one of their training centers. Since a lot of people still believe in the stigma surrounding wolves, they give them to families who need them but can’t afford to be prejudiced.”
Liam leaned forward. “Where did they tell you they train the wolves?”
Davis lifted his face and frowned. “At Paw Patrollers. They showed me pictures of the place.”
“They showed you pictures of the wolves at the Paw Patrollers building?” I asked.
“Well, no. The wolves weren’t in the photograph, just the other dogs, labs and whatnot.” He shook his head. “It all seemed legitimate, and Fang has been a blessing like you would not believe. Tanya laughed yesterday. She laughed…”
“This woman, Ms. Amica, what did she look like?” Liam asked, his voice hard.
“She was tall, at least five foot nine. Dark hair, dark eyes. Pale skin.”
“Do you have her contact information?”
Mr. Davis hesitated. “Yes. Yes, I do.”
Liam and I both perked up. “You have Ms. Amica’s contact information?” I clarified.
Mr. Davis snorted as he pulled out his phone and scrolled through the numbers. “She told me if anyone asked, to say no. I was supposed to tell them they had to contact Paul, that I didn’t have her information, but it’s not true. Ms. Amica—if that’s even her real name—said that Fang had special needs, including seeing a special vet. She said if Fang ever got sick or started acting strangely or I had concerns, to call her directly.”
He stopped scrolling and held his phone out to Liam, showing him a number with the name “Henry” as the contact name. “But if she stole your dog, then obviously something is wrong, and she’s not as above board as I thought she was. I can’t believe a place like Paw Patrollers would work with her.” He stared at Liam as the alpha typed the number into his cell phone. “You have to believe me, I did my research. Paw Patrollers has a pristine record. I never would have trusted just anyone to give my daughter a support animal, let alone a wolf.”
“Ms. Amica’s methods aren’t above board, but she wasn’t lying when she said Tanya had nothing to fear from Brenna,” I told him, needing to calm that parental part of him that feared failing his child. “Tanya was never in any danger.”
Mr. Davis stared at Brenna. “I would buy her from you. Any price. You have no idea how she’s changed our lives.”
His voice broke on the last word, and he pressed his lips together. My heart ached for him.
“I’m going to have someone contact you in the next few days about a replacement animal,” I told him.
Mr. Davis nodded, but didn’t look at me. He looked up as Tanya came out of the kitchen and stood in the doorway, her hands wrapped around her coffee flavored sugar. “Honey, go up to your room for a minute, please. I’ll be right up to…to talk to you.”
Tanya stared at him, then at me and Liam, then at Fang. Her eyes grew shiny with tears, but she just clenched her teeth.
“It’s okay, Tanya,” I said, letting my magic seep into my voice. “Everything is going to be okay. Go upstairs. Your dad will be up soon.”
The magic gave her the push she needed to do what her father said, but there was no magic strong enough to ease the pain of losing a pet. Unfortunately, there was nothing to help that but time. Tanya wasn’t the only child who would go through this, either. We’d have to gather all the shifters who’d been placed as pets. I gritted my teeth. When I found the person responsible for this, they would pay for all the tears their actions caused. Every single one of them.
I made a mental note to see what I could do about replacing the shifters. I had the money, I could buy real service dogs from Paw Patrollers. If I called the Vanguard in, they could even send their psychics to adjust the victims’ memories, blend the memory of the shifter with that of the new dog. Messing with a bond that strong was beyond me, but the Vanguard could do it.
“Thank you for your help, and for taking care of Brenna,” Liam said, standing to leave. “Ms. Renard will be in contact with you soon.”
Mr. Davis nodded, but again, he didn’t look at us. “You can see yourselves out.”
Liam sat in the back of the SUV with Brenna so he could talk to her while I drove. “I need you to trace a cell phone number for me,” he said.
I glanced in the rearview mirror to see him on his cell phone. Probably talking to Blake. I kept my eyes on the road, listening to him recite the number Mr. Davis had given us for Ms. Amica. I stiffened, then looked in the rearview mirror again. “Make sure you tell him not to go after the witch himself. Whoever Ms. Amica really is, she’s not someone to be cornered without a plan.”
Liam narrowed his eyes, but he passed on the message. “No one moves until I get there.”
He hung up the phone and dropped it on the seat next to him before turning to face Brenna. He raised his hands to put them on either side of her head, digging his fingers into her thick white fur. “I need you to shift.”
Brenna snorted, then shook her head. She made a weird half-groan sound in her throat.
“She has the same spell on her that Patty had,” I told him. “I checked as soon as I saw her at the door.”
Liam didn’t take his eyes off Brenna. “I’m going to try and help you. Just try, Brenna. You’re strong, you can do this.”
Brenna huffed, but leaned into him, closing her eyes. Liam closed his eyes too. A wave of energy rolled through the vehicle. I swore and tried not to drive off the side of the road. Peasblossom squeaked and fell out of the pouch where she’d had one leg out already.
“Hey!” she snapped. “Steady on, now!”
“Should have been ready for that,” I muttered.
“Dammit.” Liam dropped his hands and stared at Brenna. “Have you been with the Davis family the entire time you’ve been gone?”
Brenna nodded, the gesture awkward in her lupine body. Then she paused and shook her head. She made that strange whine-growl again.
“Is that a yes or a no?” Liam asked.
She barked.
“Is Paul the one who did this to you?” Liam asked.
Brenna shook her head. She barked again.
“Do you know who Ms. Amica is?” I asked.
Brenna barked.
“Do we know what a bark means?” Peasblossom asked.
“We need to be able to talk to her,” Liam said, frustrated. “Can you break the spell?”
“I can try, but it will take time. That’s a powerful spell, I’ll need time to—”
“Nevermind, I’ll ask Vincent.”
I bristled, tightening my hands on the wheel and counting to ten. There was no point in getting defensive, Liam was just worried. I rolled my shoulders and took a deep breath, speaking only when I was sure I could do it without casting a petty spell to turn his clothes inside out or something. “I can talk to her when she’s in wolf form, though.”
That got his attention. “You can talk to and understand wolves?”
“Shifters in wolf form, yes. The spell to understand a wild animal is different, they don’t think the way we do, so the magic it takes to understand and speak with them is more complex. But shifters are more similar. Even your wolf halves think differently than a mundane wolf would.” I glanced at Brenna in the rearview mirror. “I can talk to her if she’s willing to talk to me. We’ll have to wait until we park, though, I shouldn’t cast while driving.”
“You better pick a place to park away from the center,” Peasblossom said grimly. “We still don’t know who’s involved. It’s better if they don’t know we found Brenna.”
Liam narrowed his eyes. “You think the kitchen witch is going to know we have Brenna.”
“I think Mr. Davis is upset, and he’s only going to get angrier as he has to watch his daughter suffer. Especially if she tries to use again. I’d be surprised if he hasn’t already called Ms. Amica to give her a piece of his mind.”
Liam swore under his breath, a string of words that made me give him a witchy look through the mirror. I didn’t chastise him for the language, but he fell silent after the look.
I pulled over into the parking lot of a gas station and parked on the edge where it wouldn’t be immediately obvious to anyone watching that we had a wolf in the car. Brenna laid down on the backseat, facing me but as out of sight as a large wolf could get in the backseat of an SUV.
I twisted in my seat and looked into Brenna’s eyes as I called my magic. Silver light rose inside me, visible in my mind’s eye, and I pushed that magic into my voice when I spoke. “Dicere,” I whispered.
The magic puffed into the air, trailing down like steam from a child’s toy train until it wafted over Brenna’s face. Brenna must have felt it, because she began making different sounds, a combination of growls, yips, barks, and chuffs. As the magic soaked into her, those sounds turned to words.
“Who are you?” Brenna demanded. “What’s going on? How did you find me? Liam said others have gone missing. How many? Who?”
“Slow down,” I said, holding up a hand. “First we need to know who bound you. What happened the night you disappeared?”
Brenna made a sound that reminded me of a sneeze. “I had time before my next appointment, so I went on a run. I’ve…had a lot on my mind.” She looked at me then, pausing. I couldn’t read her canine features very well, but I knew what she was asking.
“I know,” I said gently. “We both know.”
Brenna sagged into the seat, then immediately forced herself to rise again. I noticed she didn’t look at her brother.
“A woman was walking in the woods. I didn’t think anything of it because it was a beautiful night. Then as I passed her, she held out a hand like she wanted me to stop. Only I didn’t stop. I fell.” She huddled in on herself, burying her snout in the seat for a moment as tension rolled through her. “It hurt. It hurt really bad, and when I finally realized what happened, I was ulv.”
I frowned. “Ulv?”
Liam’s gaze snapped to me when I said that. “What did you say?”
I repeated the gist of what Brenna had said so far.
“Ulv is our word for our wolf form.” He looked at Brenna. “Who did this to you?”
“I didn’t recognize her,” Brenna said, frustration clear in her voice. “And she didn’t smell like anything. She must have been using alum. She was tall, dark hair, pale skin. I tried to change, but I couldn’t. I tried to run, but she called out to me. She said she was going to take me to see someone who needed my help. Tanya.”
Her features softened when she said the teenager’s name. “She said if I was a good dog to Tanya, if I took care of her and protected her, then in one year she would return and release me from the spell. She said then I’d be free to leave or stay as I wished.”
A strange growl warbled in her throat. “I don’t think she meant it. I don’t think she ever would have let me leave. She must have known how hard it would be to come back after a year in wolf form.”
Liam shifted on his seat, hands flexing as if he were struggling not to shake the information out of the both of us. I relayed everything Brenna had said.
“Where was she taken after the woman gave her the choice?” Liam asked.
Brenna looked away. I knew she was remembering everything that had happened in Adrian’s office. “She took me to meet Paul. He obviously had no idea what I was. They talked and the woman told him Tanya’s name, and all three of us went to see Mr. Davis. They left me there.” She looked at Liam then, even though I was the only one that could understand her. “I didn’t know what to do. The binding was so tight, I couldn’t shift, and I was afraid if I ran away, I’d be trapped for good. So I waited, and then I got to know Tanya.”
This time she looked at me. “It’s hard to explain, but it felt good to take care of her. She felt so broken. She hardly says a word to her dad, but she talked to me.”
I nodded in understanding. I related what she’d said to Liam.
“Then what happened?” Liam asked.
“Two days after they left me there, Paul came back.” Brenna snorted. “You know, for a minute, I’d thought he was rescuing me. Like maybe he’d figured out what I was. He’d spent a lot of time with Ruth at New Moon, I thought maybe he knew our secret. But then he took me to Varca.”
Her voice filled with disgust. Not a lot of love for the mighty hunter. “He tried to sell me to him. When I realized what was going on, I decided to get away. I knew Varca didn’t live far from New Moon, not as far as Tanya. So I tried to scare him off, thinking maybe he’d change his mind and make Paul take me back. I planned to run as soon as we got outside.” She snorted. “Paul panicked. He made a phone call, and then Ms. Amica showed up twenty minutes later.”
Again, I related what she’d said.
“You couldn’t get away before she got there?” Liam asked.
Brenna’s head drooped, then she lifted it again, and I could almost feel her glaring at her brother. “Varca had a gun. Not a hand gun, either, that wouldn’t be enough for that…” She trailed off then snorted again. “I didn’t take the chance. Maybe I should have.”
“No, you shouldn’t have,” I said firmly. “You did the right thing.”
Brenna laid her head on the seat. This time when she spoke, she didn’t look at either of us, just stared into space. “The witch made me bite Paul. I’ve never felt anything like it. It was like she put her mind in my body, and I was just along for the ride. I felt myself biting him, but I couldn’t stop. Then she shut him in the room with Adrian and waited outside the door until…”
She didn’t finish the thought. She didn’t need to. “She took me back to Tanya. I think she used magic on Mr. Davis, because he acted like I’d never left. I’ve been there ever since.”
She stared into the distance as I told Liam what she’d said. Liam stroked a large hand down her head, petting her and scratching behind her ears. Brenna didn’t react.
“Do you have any idea how we might find the witch?” Liam asked gently.
Brenna’s voice was quiet when she answered. “I know the area where she was keeping me. It’s only a mile or so from New Moon.”
I stared at her. “You were kept only a mile from the rehab center?”
“That’s brass for you,” Peasblossom said, speaking up for the first time. “Hiding right under their noses.”
Brenna raised her head, nostrils flaring as she searched for the source of the voice. Peasblossom slid down my shoulder and marched over the armrest so she could look Brenna in the eyes.
“Cheer up, Brenna,” she said. “At least you haven’t got melted wings.”
She turned her back so Brenna could see the damaged wings in question.
Brenna blinked, then looked at me.
“That’s Peasblossom, my familiar.”
“There’s honey in her pouch, if you want some,” Peasblossom offered.
Liam interrupted before Brenna could think of how to react. “Hiding close to New Moon was smart. Brenna’s scent would have been all over the woods, it’s as good as hiding in plain sight.” He looked at Brenna. “You weren’t there long?”
Brenna shook her head.
“No one’s gone missing more recently than you, so there’s probably no one there. But I’m going to call Ruth just in case. I’ll tell her to keep everyone inside. If Brenna was taken in the woods near the center, then we need to be prepared for whatever reaction this witch will have to Brenna going AWOL. Blake should have the information on that number soon, and hopefully that will lead us to the traitor.”
He stopped talking, a frown passing over his face. He looked down at his phone and dialed another number. “Blake. Do you have the information on that number yet? All right, I need it as fast as possible, so do what you have to do. And find Ruth, she’s not answering her ph— What?” Liam’s face got serious, then grim. “What do you mean Ruth is missing?”


                                            CHAPTER 24


“I DON’T LIKE THIS,” Peasblossom muttered, eyeing the growing darkness. She stood on my shoulder to look out the window at the setting sun and the long shadows cast by the forest trees. Her fingers tightened around a lock of my hair, pulling painfully at my scalp as she wrapped the dark tendril around her like a security blanket. “It’s not safe to be in the forest at night. Your remember what happened last time we were here.”
A shiver skipped down my spine, and I rolled my shoulders, trying to shrug it off. Oh, yes, I remembered. How could I forget the special torment that was a dream shard? It had been made specifically for me after all…
Liam didn’t take his eyes off the dirt path ahead of us. We were on the Rocky River Reservation now, on a road that wasn’t really a road. He’d insisted that I pull over and let him drive, arguing that he was more familiar with this territory off the main road. His phone glowed in the gloom of the SUV’s interior, the little red blip on the screen guiding us to Ruth’s cell phone.
“Peasblossom isn’t wrong,” I said carefully. “Danger aside, something’s not right. Why would Ruth be out here now? By herself?”
“The forest isn’t a scary place for us, day or night,” Liam said shortly. “And there could be any number of reasons that Ruth would be out here. One of her clients could have had a breakdown. With everything that’s happened recently, it’s a miracle we haven’t had to sweep the forests looking for rogues.”
I wondered if he was referring to the fact that his new uber-alpha behavior might have scared clients of New Moon into the forest, but I wasn’t sure. It didn’t seem like a good subject to bring up right now.
Peasblossom narrowed her eyes. “If you think she’s out here doing her job, and you don’t think she’s in danger because she’s a big bad shifter, then why are we going after her? Why not let her handle whatever it is?”
I spoke up before Liam could, painfully aware of the tension making the veins in his temples bulge. “Because she’s not answering her phone, and there’s a kitchen witch preying on the wolves of New Moon. And someone is specifically targeting Liam, so attacking one of his staunchest supporters would ostensibly be high on their to-do list.”
“Blake said the number we got from Mr. Davis is for a burner phone. He set up a trace and tried to call it, but whoever answered hung up too fast, and now they won’t answer at all. We can try to trace where it was purchased and attempt to track down security footage to see who bought it, but that would take too long.” Liam slowed the SUV as we got closer to the red dot on the map. “Right now, my concern is Ruth. Either she had a good reason to run off and not answer her phone, or she’s in trouble. And if this kitchen witch did take her, then this is our chance to catch up with her.”
“How far away are Vincent and Blake?” I asked.
“Not far. Shouldn’t be more than ten minutes behind us.”
Ten minutes was a long time when we were facing the possibility of taking on a kitchen witch. I cleared my throat. “We should wait for them.”
“We don’t have time to wait for them, Ruth could be in trouble.” Liam punched the gas pedal, making the SUV leap forward to emphasize his point.
My heart lodged in my throat, and I gripped the door handle. If I could have made myself let go, I’d have texted Kylie. We really needed that antidote for Liam. Now.
On the upside, his driving meant we arrived at our destination in no time. It seemed like only a few minutes before we were right on top of the red dot blinking on the GPS. My heart skipped a beat, then continued at a faster rate than before. I stared out the windshield at the view illuminated by the SUV’s headlights.
Ruth’s jeep was parked next to an unmarked green car I didn’t recognize. Since May had abandoned her Paw Patrollers vehicle, it was possible the green car was her personal vehicle, and she’d switched so we couldn’t track her. Or, it could be a shifter who was working with May. Someone who’d lured Ruth out here alone.
Or it could be a college kid looking for late night thrills who happened upon a choice parking spot.
I squinted, trying to see if there was anyone inside either vehicle. “I don’t see Ruth.”
Liam’s door slammed, and I jumped. Every nerve ached as adrenaline surged through my body, my heart pounding as I watched the alpha stalk up to the mystery car and try the door. It opened and he leaned inside.
Brenna barked.
I jumped again, wincing as a second adrenaline bath washed through my system on an acidic tide. “Please don’t do that,” I said hoarsely.
Liam jerked open my door. I would have jumped again, but my body didn’t have any adrenaline left to release.
“It’s May’s car,” Liam rasped. “Ruth found her.”
“Blood and bone.” I slid out of my seat to land on the grassy forest floor. “What on earth possessed her to go after her on her own?”
“She wouldn’t.” Liam looked out at the trees, eyes glinting with gold as he scented the air. “She was lured here.”
He was making assumptions again, but I didn’t point it out. My mind insisted on reminiscing about the dream shard I’d faced down the last time I’d been in this forest, and it was making my blood run cold. I flexed my fingers, calling on my magic. Best be ready.
Brenna prowled ahead, scenting first Ruth’s jeep, then the air. A moment later, she headed with purpose into the shadows of the forest, the bright white of her fur making her stand out in the darkness like a ghost. Liam followed her, moving with a surprising lack of noise considering his size and current temperament.
A bloodcurdling scream exploded in the air.
I ran before I made the conscious decision to do so. The scream that had pierced the silence so suddenly ended just as abruptly. I thought I heard the heavy clank of metal slamming a second later, but that sound was quickly followed by the smash of wood hitting wood, splintering as something heavy hit it.
Or someone.
Peasblossom yelped and strained to hold on to my hair as she almost lost her balance. I held up a hand to steady her, but didn’t slow my pace. “Get in the pouch,” I snapped at her.
She smacked my hand away. “I’m not leaving you to fight a kitchen witch alone.”
“I’m not alone.”
Peasblossom snorted. “An alpha who’s a paw’s step away from rabid dog, and a bound shifter.”
I didn’t have time to argue with her. The darkness was much thicker now that we’d moved away from the SUV’s headlights. Only a few thin fingers of moonlight pierced the layers of foliage, but my night vision was as good as Liam’s. Good enough to spot the shack up ahead.
It was small, the size of a miniature barn or a large garden shed, and covered in dead branches. The smell of decaying foliage almost made me sneeze, and I wrinkled my nose to fend it off. Liam was nowhere to be seen—already inside the shack. I held out my hand. “Lumens.”
Pink balls of light burst to life above my palm, and I waved them ahead of me to spill through the open doorway as Brenna followed her brother inside. I was still a few feet away from the threshold when the smell of blood hit me.
Witches, and most other Otherworldly beings, can smell fresh blood, and not just the decaying coppery scent humans could smell. But even without that questionable gift, I would have smelled this blood. It was enough to make me slow down, enough to make me hesitate before approaching the doorway.
“Ruth!”
Liam’s voice drove me to cross the last few steps and enter the shack. As soon as I crossed the threshold, I saw where the smell of blood had come from.
May lay on the moldy wood floor, the gash in her throat responsible for the majority of the blood. It pooled around her in a sticky puddle that belonged in a horror movie along with the rest of the dilapidated building. Her eyes rolled in her head, and her mouth opened and closed, making a wet, sucking sound before her body went limp. Liam knelt on the floor beside her, one hand on her neck in a vain attempt to stop the flow of blood.
“Too late,” he rasped.
I wanted to close my eyes, observe a small, quiet moment to mark the passing of a life. I hadn’t known May, and indeed had considered her a murder suspect for most of the time I had known her. But the loss of life was never something to be taken lightly, or ignored.
I didn’t close my eyes, because Liam’s first exclamation still rang in my ears. And something shiny in the corner of the shack dragged my attention to the reason for his outburst.
The cage that took up one corner of the building was too bright to be steel. Instinct told me it was silver. Instinct, and the fact that it was being used to hold a werewolf prisoner. My stomach tightened as I met the eyes of the wolf inside the cage.
Ruth was a large reddish brown wolf with amber eyes. She ignored me, her full focus on Liam. He rose from the floor beside May, wiping his blood-slicked hands on his jeans. Her gaze burned with an emotion I couldn’t quite identify.
The blood Liam had knelt in made his jeans stick to his knees when he stood, but he didn’t seem to notice as he strode to the cage, one hand rising to grab the lock.
“Wait!” I held up a hand.
Liam stopped, his eyes narrowing. “What?”
I pointed at the floor between May’s body and the silver cage. Liam followed the gesture, frowning at the circle that had been drawn onto the wood with chalk. “Someone worked magic here.” I strode to his side, careful to leave him as much personal space as I could, and flicked my fingers at the silver cage, letting the spell roll out in a wash of silver light. “The cage could be spelled. I need to—”
I froze. Peasblossom leaned closer to my neck, so close it was easy to hear her voice even when she whispered. “Shade?”
It took me two tries to speak past the lump in my throat. “I see it.”
The silver wash of my spell had fallen not just over the cage, but Ruth as well. And she was glowing. Not just her eyes, and not just a reflection of my pink lights or the moon. She was glowing with a vibrant rainbow of colors, a shimmer of magic so thick it seemed like it would stick to my hand if I touched her. That much magic wasn’t just a spell. Not a single spell.
The lump in my throat swelled, making speech impossible. Fortunately, I’d used Vincent’s forensic spell so many times that it came as naturally to me as the spell I used to detect magic. I sent power rolling over the floor like a blanket of fog only Peasblossom and I could see. Smoky shapes rose like macabre flags telling me where there were traces of DNA, identifying the species and sex of the sources of said DNA. And in the air over Ruth, there was the shape of a woman. Tiny flickers of light played around in the smoke.
“She’s a witch,” I whispered.
Ruth snarled at me, then barked so loud the sound hurt the nerves in my arms as they all spasmed at once. She stared me down, the fur on the back of her neck standing straight up, her claws tight against the bottom of the cage. If looks could kill…
And if she really was the kitchen witch, then they might.
Liam took another step closer to the cage. The hairs on my arms and neck lifted as his aura flexed. The air in the small shack thickened, and between the overwhelming scent of blood and the rising power from Liam, it was difficult to breathe. He was trying to get her to shift.
“It’s not working. She’s bound, just like the others.” Liam flexed his hands at his sides, visibly fighting not to open the cage. “She’s a victim.”
“Vincent’s spell suggests otherwise,” I said, trying to keep my voice calm and as empty of emotion as I could manage. “His spell says Ruth’s a witch.” I shifted my weight from one foot to the other. I’d feel a lot better if I held a spell ready in case Ruth wasn’t as trapped as we thought she was, but I was also painfully aware of the tight line I was walking. Liam did not want to believe Ruth was the traitor. On a normal day, I’d trust him to withhold judgment and listen to the facts. The addition of the parasite and the exponential increase in testosterone made that…tricky.
“I thought you said kitchen witches could hide their magic from you. If she’s the witch, why isn’t she hiding her magic now?”
I gestured at the silver. “If she’s a beast witch, silver affects her the same as any other shifter. It’s possible she can’t hide because she’s in that cage.”
“If she’s the witch, why is she in the cage at all?” Liam pointed out.
I thought of the slam of metal I’d heard after May’s scream, but before Liam’s violent entrance into the shack. Ruth would have heard us coming. Silver or no silver, she may have put herself in the cage, knowing Liam was on his way and he’d let her out.
My mind whirled, and I stared at Ruth, her figure crackling with magic. Stared at the lights from my own detection spell that screamed the female werewolf was a beacon of magic, and the fading remnants of Vincent’s spell that confirmed she was a witch.
“Hold on,” I said slowly. “Let’s think about this.” I looked toward May. Her throat had been torn out, and it didn’t take a cop to figure out what killed her. Not when Ruth’s reddish brown muzzle looked suspiciously wet. I drew on my magic again, using the same spell I’d used to communicate with Brenna. “Ruth, what happened to May?”
“Let me out,” Ruth snarled.
I motioned toward May to expand my spells. The forensics spell flared, revealing a human shape above May’s body. There was no spark of color to betray magic of any kind on the dead woman.
Ruth made a sound that made the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. “The witch was here,” she ground out. “She… She took over my body somehow. She used me to kill May, then left me in this cage.”
There was something in her voice that tugged at me. A horror she was trying to smother beneath her anger. My stomach rolled as I tried to imagine what it would be like to have someone take over my body, use me to kill someone and then leave me trapped with the taste of the victim all over my mouth. In my mouth. Bile washed the back of my throat, and I had to swallow twice before I could speak. “Where is she now?” I asked.
“She teleported out of here, you’re too late.” She gritted her teeth. “Now let me out.”
If I’d thought there was any chance of saving my professional relationship with Ruth, I’d have felt more pressure to release her. But she was never going to like me, and right now, I felt a lot more comfortable with silver bars between us.
“What made you come out here?” I asked evenly. “How did you know about this place?”
Ruth’s eyes glowed as her temper rose higher. “I received a call.” She spoke carefully, as if she didn’t trust what she’d do if she raised her voice. “One of my clients was panicking. She said she was terrified of Liam, that Stephen had said he was a danger to anyone who disagreed with him. I convinced her to tell me where she was so I could meet with her, calm her down. This is where she told me to meet her.”
Her voice dropped to a growl. “When I got here, there was no shifter. Only May. And she was terrified. I was trying to get her to tell me what she was doing here, when a woman showed up out of nowhere. She didn’t smell like anything, didn’t look familiar.” She started to look away, then forced herself to meet my eyes. “You know the rest.”
I told Liam what she’d said. He rolled his shoulders, looking from Ruth to May’s bloody corpse, then back again. “Leaving her in that cage will hurt her. Is there any way you could be wrong? About what she is?”
I started to say no, then stopped. There were ways to fool detection spells. Especially if the witch was as strong as I suspected Ruth was. Or, if it wasn’t Ruth, then whoever had framed her.
Liam read my expression, and the energy shimmering around him grew hotter. “You’re not sure.”
I bit the inside of my lip, unable to keep from glancing at Ruth. The wolf was staring at me, and there was unmistakable hatred in her eyes. I was the only thing standing between her and freedom.
“There is a way to know for certain,” Peasblossom said quietly. She tilted her tiny pink face up to look at me. “You could—”
“No,” I rasped. “No.”
“You did it earlier,” Peasblossom reminded me, her voice gentle, but firm. “You can do this.”
“What?” Liam demanded.
“She wants me to open my third eye again.” I couldn’t look at Liam. I couldn’t stand to see the demand I knew would be in his eyes when he found out I had another trick up my sleeve—one I intended to keep there. Whether Ruth was the witch or not, the fact remained that we were standing in a building the kitchen witch had used for magic, the place she’d brought her victims—the place she’d killed May. If Ruth was the witch, then the silver of the cage would interfere with her magic, but it wouldn’t stop it completely. Opening my third eye would leave me painfully vulnerable to nightmares I couldn’t begin to imagine.
Or rather, nightmares I didn’t want to imagine.
“Why won’t you do it?”
I’d expected anger—and there was definitely anger. But there was something else in Liam’s voice too. Genuine concern. A hesitation that said he wanted me to do whatever I could to find the witch, prove Ruth’s innocence, but maybe—just maybe—he wouldn’t ask me to do it if it was too dangerous.
I opened my mouth to tell him about the danger. To tell him how easy it was to become a target when you were so foolish as to open yourself up to two worlds at once with only a tenuous grasp on either. Especially here, especially now. Instead what came out was, “I’ll try.”
For most witches, opening their third eye was as simple as blinking. Most witches trained early on, learned to defend themselves, to anchor themselves in their bodies to fight if something tried to overtake them.
It was different if you’d had your third eye ripped open before you knew you were a witch. When all you could do once it was open was lie there as a parade of creatures danced before you, each one more terrifying than the last. I’d learned fear before I’d learned control, and that had colored my relationship to my third eye, had weakened my ability to control it.
Back then, at least I’d had the bond to my sister to save me. The golden thread tying me to her had the happy benefit of putting up a big “no vacancy” sign for the astral threats.
But that was gone now.
My chest ached with the reminder of the golden thread, no longer connected to anyone. I focused on that pain, used it to drive away the fear of what I was about to do.
I pried open my third eye for the second time that day. I tried to keep it small, a tiny concentrated window like before. But opening it had felt good, the way it felt good to relax a muscle you’ve been flexing too long. It wanted to open wider. To stretch. My control slipped, and my third eye blinked.
Vertigo spun me around, disorienting me and sending me swaying on my feet. It was as though something shoved me upward, lifting me above a curtain I hadn’t known was there. I could see everything. Physical and astral. I blinked, trying to reorient myself.
The astral plane hovered over the physical world like a kaleidoscope lens. Colors were more vivid, and the auras around living things glowed with awe-inspiring rainbows. Even inanimate objects had auras, memories of their creation, and the lingering energy of important events that had occurred around them. There was so much to see.
So much to distract the mind.
Pain stabbed me in the back of my neck. A sharp piercing sensation just above my spine, followed by a feeling of boiling water trickling down my vertebrae…and then nothing. Warm, fuzzy nothing spread out from the wound, stealing control of my body and leaving me frozen, unable to move, to blink, even to speak. I tried to scream, but only a tiny gagging sound made it out of my throat.
“Shade!” Peasblossom screamed. I felt her slide down my shirt to land on top of the pouch, screaming again as she tugged at the zipper. “Bizbee! Bizbee, the gauntlet! Hurry!”
I couldn’t see her pink face, but I felt her grab my shirt. “Shade? Shade! Close your third eye!”
I tried to tell her I couldn’t, but no sound would pass my frozen lips.
Blood and bone, why couldn’t I move? Who’d hit me?
“What’s going on?”
Liam’s voice cut through my panic. I wanted to tell him to calm down, warn him that if the rage in his voice was any indication, he was a hair’s breadth from losing control. If Ruth was the witch, losing control now would be the end of him.
Peasblossom tugged on the pouch as she answered, no doubt urging the grig to hurry up with the gauntlet she’d demanded. “It was a spinner. She stabbed Shade, and if we don’t hurry, she’s going to trap her on the astral plane.”
The warm fuzziness that kept my senses shrouded gave way to the freezing burn of terror as Peasblossom’s words registered. A spinner. One of the many, many reasons I’d kept my third eye squeezed shut all these years.
“What’s a spinner?” Liam asked.
“A ghoulish creature that roams the astral plane,” Peasblossom said, her voice tight. “They wait for people to project themselves out of their body, then they stab them with their needle and paralyze them. While their victims are stuck like that, they sew their spirit to the astral plane, and then they…”
She trailed off and I tried very hard not to think about what would come next. About what it would feel like when the spinner drained my body of its lifeforce, feasting on everything that made me who I was. Then spat out what was left and sewed me up, letting the resulting poison animate my body into one of her undead poppets, a mindless minion to help her find and consume more prey.
I felt Gundersson’s gauntlet slide over my arm at the same time cold hands touched my aura. I felt the first stab of the needle as the spinner began to stitch me to the astral plane. I would only get one chance to save myself.
I gritted my teeth and let myself fall, releasing my grip on the physical world and rocketing up to the astral plane where the ghoulish woman held my spirit. My body stretched and shot forward like a sling-shot as I let go, and the speed with which I passed from one world to the other took my breath away.
I had a glimpse of a bone-pale face, black eyes that looked like skeletal sockets widening in surprise. I still couldn’t move, so I concentrated on where her hand rested on me, holding me in place while she stitched. Her face wrinkled in concentration, the creases like stitching across her white cheeks.
“Exhauriat,” I whispered.
The spinner’s face twisted in fury as her lifeforce flared where her skin touched mine, and a rush of her strength seeped through her skin and into me. The stolen warmth rushed through my veins, and my strength returned to let me break free from the paralysis holding me.
I stood on the astral plane and faced the creature, glaring at her with my spine straight, and her strength throbbing inside me.
“I don’t have time for you,” I said coldly. “Leave while you can.”
The spinner snarled and dove for me. I felt the pressure of the gauntlet tighten on my arm, and I lifted it as soon as I felt the band tighten. A flex of my fingers was all it took to trigger Gundersson’s invention, releasing the sunlight stored in the orb on my forearm. A searing beam of light struck the spinner in the chest, and she screamed.
I took a step back and tried to will myself back to the physical plane. Something pinched my shoulder. Panic seized my chest as I noticed the two stitches tugging at my skin. The two stitches the spinner had managed before I fought her off.
I was stuck.


                                            CHAPTER 25


“BLOOD AND BONE.” I forced my voice into a growl, hiding the thin note of panic. Project strength, always project strength. Stay confident. Hide fear with anger.
I summoned all the tricks I’d learned to deal with Flint and used them now. I clawed at the back of my neck. Not like an insect desperately trying to escape a spider’s web, but more like a child trying to rip an itchy tag out of their shirt. The threads tickled the tips of my fingers, mocking me as they slipped out of my grasp.
Smoke billowed from beneath the spinner’s long black shroud, filling the air with the acrid stink of burning flesh. She screamed again, a high-pitched shriek that drove into my ears as firmly as she’d driven her needle into my spine. She raised her face, and those black eyes locked on me.
My fingernails found the stitches, and I scratched. The first stitch released, and I scrabbled for the second. My heart leapt into my throat as the spinner lunged forward.
“Shade!”
Peasblossom’s scream gave me the jolt I needed. The last stitch gave way under my fingernail, and suddenly I was hurtling down, off the astral plane. I fell into my physical form with a thud, lurching off the floor like a coma patient rising with a startled grunt.
“Shade! Are you all right?” Peasblossom shouted directly into my ear.
The pain of my throbbing eardrum was nothing compared to the headache forming at the base of my skull. Vertigo spun me around again, and I blinked to try and make sense of my surroundings. My third eye was still open, and I was seeing a strange combination of reality and the astral world. Panic closed my throat, and I scrabbled to close my third eye.
I remembered why I’d opened it a split second before I squeezed it shut again. Fortunately, one glance at Ruth was all it took.
“Hair,” I rasped, pointing to Ruth. “Tied in her fur.”
Liam stared at me as if I’d slipped into ancient Gaelic, and I had to check myself to make sure I hadn’t. Peasblossom, however, understood immediately.
“Look in her fur!” she snapped. “There’s something tied there. Someone else’s hair.”
Liam still didn’t look like he understood, but he strode over to Ruth and knelt down. The female shifter must have been more perturbed by my little fit than I’d thought, because she barely reacted when Liam ran his hand over her fur. She didn’t even react when he slid his hand under her body, feeling along her stomach.
Suddenly he made a quick movement and Ruth let out a surprised yelp. He held something up in the air so Ruth could see it. A lock of natural blonde hair.
Liam rubbed a hand over his face and rolled his shoulders, but didn’t say anything. That was not a good sign. He looked like he was having a hard time processing, which meant the parasite was nearing its final stage. It would die soon, but the amount of testosterone in Liam’s system would be near brain-boiling by now. I groped for my phone, ready to call Kylie and check her progress on the antidote.
“St. John’s ex is a redhead,” I said out loud. “And it’s just a guess, but Edwin’s volva is from Nigeria, so I’m guessing black hair.” I swiped at my phone screen, looking for Kylie’s number. “I don’t remember—”
I stopped. My phone sagged in my hand, and I stared at Liam, then Ruth and Brenna. “Oh, blessed Goddess.”
“What?” Liam snapped.
“The shifters were all assigned to addicts.” I closed my eyes, then forced them open again. “I know a natural blonde.”
“Kristine,” Liam said suddenly. Disbelief softened his voice. He started to shake his head, then stopped. “Why?”
“Her patient that died,” I said, remembering my conversation with Kristine in the cafeteria. “She was an addict. Kristine wanted to send her husband to watch her, but you…”
“I what?”
“You wouldn’t let him go.”
“So?” Liam threw himself into furious pacing, only barely avoiding the blood puddle around May’s dead body. “You can’t babysit an addict. If they want to use, they’ll find a way. No one else can be responsible for their sobriety. It never ends well. Kristine knows that. She wouldn’t blame me.”
I winced and looked around for something, anything to cover May’s body with. Partially out of respect for the dead, and partially to avoid the conversation looming ahead of me.
“She shouldn’t, but she does. And she blames Ruth for telling you what she’d asked her husband to do.”
I looked at Ruth. The female shifter wasn’t looking at me or Liam. Her eyes were on the floor, and every line of her body language told me better than words that Kristine wasn’t the only one who blamed her for her patient’s death.
Liam growled, then hurled himself in the direction of the shack’s broken door. “We need to find Kristine and make her change everyone back.”
“Wait!” I shoved myself to my feet and took a few shaky steps after him. My legs felt rubbery and the vertigo from my little astral trip still wasn’t completely gone. “We need to be careful. Kristine might know we’re on to her.”
“I can’t leave her in New Moon,” Liam snapped. He swallowed hard, visibly trying to rein in his temper. “My priority has to be to protect the wolves under my authority.”
“Exactly. And if you go storming in there looking for blood, then Kristine might decide to go out in a blaze of glory and take your wolves with her.” An idea struck me, and I jabbed a finger at his pants. “You’re covered in blood.”
Liam didn’t look down. “So?”
“So, if Kristine wants revenge on you, then let’s give her the chance.” I looked at Brenna and Ruth. “Can you two sneak into New Moon the back way and herd the others to safety?”
Liam ripped the lock off the cage and swung the door open. Ruth surged out, heading straight for Brenna. My heart leapt into my throat, but she didn’t attack. She nuzzled the white wolf, sniffing her as if checking for injuries. When she’d satisfied herself that Brenna was all right, she looked at me and nodded.
I looked back at Liam and continued before he could object, “They’ll get the wolves out. You and I will go in the front door. You’ll pretend to be badly injured, shouting for Blake to call Kylie. I’ll call Andy and have him meet us in your office.”
“Kristine hears I’m injured, maybe she comes out of hiding to finish me off,” Liam guessed. An unpleasant smile pulled at the corners of his mouth, revealing too sharp teeth. “I like it.”
Ruth and Brenna climbed into the backseat of the SUV with the idea that we’d let them out a short ways way from the center and they could approach on foot. Liam and I called ahead to tell Blake Liam was coming in, and he was badly wounded. We needed to sell it, so Liam didn’t tell him the injury was fake.
“Won’t they be able to smell that the blood isn’t yours?” Peasblossom asked.
Liam ignored her as she climbed the AC vent to heave herself onto the SUV’s dashboard. “Yes, but if I move fast, they’ll assume May’s blood is covering mine. I won’t give them time to parse them out.”
“How are you feeling?” I asked.
Liam frowned, but didn’t look at me. “I’m fine. It’s not my blood.”
“I meant—”
“I know what you meant.”
I shared a look with Peasblossom. I’d thought that was all he’d say on the matter, but then he took a slow, deep breath.
“We have a plan. Get to the center.”
“Good to concentrate on the plan,” I agreed.
I leaned back in my seat. We’d be at New Moon in less than five minutes. I needed to center myself, focus as much as I possibly could while trapped in an SUV with a shifter that felt very much like a defective space heater with exposed wires ready to set fire to the vehicle at any moment. It would have helped if a tiny voice in my head hadn’t kept whispering that there were too many factors, too many things that could go wrong. New Moon was a recovery center for at-risk werewolves. I doubted anything ever ran smoothly, but I could only imagine how much worse it was now that we knew one of the therapists had been working behind the scenes to undermine Liam.
I pressed back against my seat. I had no doubt Kristine had been the one fueling Stephen’s backslide into blind defiance. And I had no doubt she’d been manipulating St. John, and the others who had been predisposed to being led away by Stephen when the time came. The Goddess only knew what she had planned now that she most likely sensed the end was near. What was her endgame?
Liam didn’t bother playing up the severity of his fake injury. He stormed into the building the way he would have if he’d truly been injured, walking tall and looking extremely pissed off. The only concession he made was to press one hand over his stomach and the bloody patch we’d made back at the murder scene to make it look like he was trying to keep internal organs from spilling out.
We were ten feet away from his office door when the plan fell apart.
The door to the stairway opened, and Stephen walked out. A large crowd spilled out behind him, male and female shifters following him like his own personal caravan. Liam came to a dead halt as soon as he saw Stephen, stopping to block the shifter’s path to the front doors.
“Where are you going?”
Stephen didn’t flinch. He shared a look with Emma, and the black woman crossed her arms and lifted her chin, the dark look in her eyes daring Liam to stop them. Beside him, St. John stood silently. The fox shifter didn’t look worried, but there was a nervous tension to his muscles that told me he was ready to run if he had to. He was no soldier to lay down his life for a cause.
A sheet of paper in Stephen’s grip caught my eye, and I recognized it as the list from Brenna’s apartment, the one that had the names of the people she thought would be a good fit for Stephen’s new pack. He’d used it to gather the people he would take with him. My stomach bottomed out. There’d been guards on Stephen’s room, and St. John’s. What had happened to them?
“I’m leaving,” Stephen said calmly. “I’m leaving the pack to start my own.”
Liam snarled, “You’re not going anywhere.”
“You would keep me here against my will?” Stephen gestured behind him. “You would keep them here against their will?”
“You are under punishment,” Liam said, his voice hard. “You’re not going anywhere until I’m satisfied it’s been completed.” He jabbed a finger at the crowd with his free hand. “And they’re my responsibility. I accepted that responsibility when I took them in, and they are mine to protect until I determine they can leave and find someone else to take charge of them.”
“I am that person,” Stephen said, his voice calm. “I accept responsibility for them, and they have agreed to swear loyalty to me.”
“A pledge they also made to me when they came here,” Liam countered. “A pledge that won’t be worth the breath it was spoken on if they leave now.”
Stephen stepped forward, putting himself between the nervous group and the angry alpha. “You aren’t protecting them the way you swore you would. You’re the one who broke your word, and as such, they should be freed from their vows.”
“That’s not how it works.” Liam’s eyes gave up more blue, shifting to a dark gold. “I am alpha. This is my pack. No one is going anywhere without my permission.”
Stephen took another step forward. “Will you fight all of us, then? Take us on, one by one, lock us up and force us to stay? Because that’s what you’ll have to do.” He dropped his gaze to the large, bloody spot on Liam’s shirt where the alpha was still pretending to be injured.
My stomach sank. Blood and bone. Stephen had found out about Liam’s supposed injury. He’d decided to take advantage of it to leave, thinking Liam would be at his worst.
Liam growled. “You’re putting them in danger.”
“They’re already in danger!” Stephen said, raising his voice. “They know what’s been going on. They know shifters just like them have been stolen out from under your protection. They see what your protection is worth.”
“This is exactly what Kristine wants,” I interrupted, raising my own voice. “She wants the two of you fighting. She wants you to put vulnerable innocents in the middle. With emotions high and all the chaos around your feud, she’s free to escape.”
Stephen narrowed his eyes. “What are you talking about?”
“Kristine is the one who’s been stealing shifters, binding them and selling them off as pets,” Liam snapped.
“Has she been encouraging you to start your own pack?” I asked.
Stephen looked at me, his energy roiling. “Yes. And if you think that’s proof that she’s the witch who’s been enslaving our people, then I suppose you’ll be accusing Brenna next.” He looked at Liam. “Considering Brenna has been very helpful and supportive of my freedom.”
As if on cue, Brenna came loping down the hallway. I stared at her, shocked that she’d abandoned the plan so quickly. Then she stopped next to St. John and rubbed her head against his thigh. I muffled a groan. I’d forgotten all about the state Brenna had been in when she’d left. Mourning the loss of her patient, reeling from a fight with her lover. Of course she’d want to check on St. John.
St. John immediately fell to his knees, his face going slack with shock. “You’re here. And you’re all right.” He hugged Brenna, then his shoulders stiffened and he looked at Liam. “You couldn’t even be bothered to tell me she was back? That she was safe? One phone call?”
“He doesn’t care about you,” Stephen said, his tone disapproving, but still calm. “He doesn’t care about anyone who doesn’t fit his mold.” He gestured for Brenna to come closer. “But I do.”
Brenna avoided eye contact with Liam as she approached Stephen. The younger wolf held a hand out and touched her. My eyes widened as the spell broke with a sharp crack of energy. Brenna’s form moved as if made liquid, flowing smoothly from a white-furred wolf on all fours, to stand, naked and human. She shivered, then blinked. St. John wrapped her in his arms and clung to her as if he’d never let go.
“Please don’t fight,” she said, lifting her face from St. John’s shoulder to look from Stephen to Liam. “You don’t have to fight about this.”
Liam said nothing. He stared at Brenna, and there was so much pain in his face that it hurt to see it. I could tell he wanted to hug her too, wanted to reassure himself that his little sister was back. But she was in St. John’s arms, standing on Stephen’s side of an invisible line.
“Now do you believe I’m ready?” Stephen asked Liam.
I stepped forward. “That wasn’t alpha influence,” I challenged. “That was a counter spell. And I’m willing to bet you got it from Kristine.”
Stephen didn’t look at me. “Did you try to change Brenna back, Liam? Did you fail?”
“Did Kristine give you that spell?” Liam demanded. “Can you help the others, or was that a one-time trick?”
Stephen shook his head. “I have nothing to prove to you. Contrary to what you might think, my life isn’t yours to control. I changed Brenna back, and I’ll change the others.”
“Stop fighting, none of this is necessary,” Brenna said.
“Accept that things have changed,” Stephen said. “I don’t want to fight you, but I will if that’s what it takes to keep my people safe.”
Liam stormed closer, and his energy rolled out like the blast from a load of TNT. My skin sizzled where his power touched me, and based on the reactions of some of the others, I knew I wasn’t the only one.
Stephen met his eyes and stepped forward, just enough to make a show of putting himself between the angry alpha and his would-be pack. Stephen began to shift, a partial shift that was more a show of power than anything else. His hands grew longer, sprouting wicked black claws, and his eyes slid to the copper of his wolf form.
His energy rolled outward as well, adding a second suffocating layer to the power already choking me. It touched Liam, and the alpha rolled his shoulders, his own hands beginning to shift.
“Liam,” I said a hint of panic crawling into my voice as I followed him a few steps. “Don’t do this. This is what Kristine wants. She’s been working to erode your control for days, knowing you would eventually be in a situation exactly like this.”
Liam didn’t look at me, but he snarled an answer. “You think her purpose is to tear my pack apart? You think she wanted me to watch Stephen try to leave, try to take with him the people I’ve promised my protection to?”
“For all that’s worth,” Stephen countered.
Liam snarled and his skin rippled as his beast coiled inside him, ready to leap out.
“She wants you to shift in the heat of anger,” I said, trying to keep my voice calm. “You are alpha, she’s can’t force you to shift as long as you have access to the strength of your pack. But if you shift willingly, it would be nothing for her to trap you that way.” I took another step. “You are our best hope at changing the shifters back. If you’re trapped too, then what will happen?”
“Liam don’t,” Brenna begged. “Listen to Shade.” She pulled out of St. John’s arms and stepped around Stephen, moving closer to her brother with her hands out, trying to calm him down. “You’re too close to the edge. Kristine could change you. Shade’s right, as much as I think Stephen could lead his own pack, he doesn’t have the power to help the others. We need you. And if you’re trapped too, we’ll need another alpha.”
Her voice rose an octave in panic. “You know what that means. If you have to ask another alpha for help, it means admitting you’re not strong enough to serve your pack. You’ll have to give us up. Any alpha you ask for help could take us all away, absorb us into their pack. And they will.”
I stiffened. I hadn’t considered that. If that were true, then this was what Kristine had been waiting for. Stephen was leaving, taking Brenna with him. This would be Liam’s breaking moment.
“She’s here,” I whispered.
“Liam, please,” Brenna continued, her voice thickening. “You don’t know what it’s like to be trapped. I don’t want that for you.” She took another step. “You have to calm down.”
I opened my third eye. It was easy now that I wasn’t fighting it—as so many bad ideas are. This time I didn’t bother concentrating to keep the view small, there was no time.
My breath left me on a gasp as the first thing I saw with my sight open was Brenna.
Or rather…Kristine.


                                            CHAPTER 26


“THAT’S NOT BRENNA!”
I screamed the words louder than I’d meant to, every syllable spurred on by the panic rising inside me. We’d been so close to his office when Stephen had appeared out of the stairwell. Liam had gone to meet him, put himself between Stephen and the front doors, but I was still in the hallway that connected his office to the main room. Even from this distance I could feel his aura. It burned so hot it felt like it would melt my words before they reached him, but when his gold eyes burned white-hot, I knew he’d heard me. He stared at Kristine as if he could sear away her Brenna disguise with no more than the force of his anger.
Kristine gritted her teeth and dropped the glamour. She shrank a few inches and her blonde hair shortened to hug her scalp. Her blue eyes flashed as she threw out her hand, her lips moving on a spell I couldn’t hear. But I didn’t need to hear it to know what she was doing. I opened my mouth to shout a warning, but I was too late.
Blake wasn’t.
Liam’s second-in-command shot in front of his alpha with speed that surprised even me. One second he was standing at his alpha’s side, the next he was in front of him, taking the brunt of Kristine’s spell. His feet had left the ground when he dove in front of Liam, and when he hit the ground, it was on all fours. He landed on his feet, but his body sagged, his head bowed. Spittle flew from his mouth as he struggled to breathe. It reminded me of the transformation Liam had put Emma through earlier.
“Mongrel!” Kristine snarled.
Sonar’s lips peeled back from her teeth, revealing glistening white fangs as she shot forward. Her jaws closed around the kitchen witch’s hand, and she shook her head as if she’d rip the limb from her body. Bones crunched, and blood flowed between Sonar’s teeth, staining her fur. Kristine shrieked, a sound that was as much fury as it was pain.
“Take the pack out the back door and stay with them!” Stephen shouted.
I didn’t take my eyes off Kristine, but I saw Emma out of my peripheral vision. In that moment, I caught a glimpse of the woman I’d met before. No anger, no resentment. Just a cop who’d seen the worst of humanity and had made it her job to handle it. She shouted to the crowd she and Stephen had brought down the stairs, one arm held out toward the back of the building, the other waving to gesture them to hurry.
“The fox is running away!” Peasblossom shouted.
I blinked at a flash of movement heading for the stairway. The door swung closed behind St. John as the fox shifter disappeared.
“Never mind him,” I told her. “Grab my phone and get in the pouch. Call Andy, find out where he is.”
A snarl made me whip around. Liam was staring at Kristine, his eyes solid gold, the veins in his temples bulging. He took a step toward her.
“Don’t shift!” Edwin shouted.
The magic I’d been calling paused as I snapped my mouth shut on the same warning. My eyes widened as Edwin charged around the elevator, heading straight for Kristine. There was no time for questions. Edwin hurled himself at Kristine, trying to grapple her while Sonar still held her hand in her jaws.
Kristine’s face contorted in pain as she fought to free her hand from Sonar’s mouth. She raised her free hand, but Edwin grabbed it and shoved it to her side before banding his arms around her and squeezing with all his strength. He was trying to control her movement, steal her air so she couldn’t cast.
I never got the chance to tell him that wouldn’t work.
Kristine shut her eyes and let her body go still. In any other moment, I might have watched in awe as she retreated into herself, away from the blood and pain, away from the sound. I could almost feel a change in the air as she centered herself, retreated to a quiet place in her mind where she had all the time in the world to build her spell.
Sonar felt the magic first. She released Kristine’s hand and staggered back, her head falling, chest jerking as she fought to draw breath that wasn’t there. She shook her head, swayed on all fours. Edwin choked, mouth opening and closing like a fish on land. Kristine held perfectly still, then as soon as his grip loosened, she lurched forward. Instead of moving away she stayed right beside Sonar and Edwin. Watched them with a dead look in her eyes.
“They’re suffocating!” I shouted to Liam. “Get them away from her!”
Liam moved with the speed of someone who had a lot of energy and desperately needed somewhere to focus it. Like a bullet leaving the barrel of a gun, he shot forward, big hands reaching for his gasping pack members. One hand closed in the scruff of Sonar’s neck, the other fisted in the back of Edwin’s shirt. One strong heave sent them all hurtling back toward the large planted area, away from Kristine and her spell.
“Take this, lassie!”
I glanced down at my pouch in time to see Bizbee waving a ring at me. It was a band of silver that shimmered with color when it caught the light, imbued with defensive spells that would protect me from elemental magic.
“Kitchen witches like the classics,” Bizbee said, his beady eyes darting around as if he expected Kristine to turn her focus on him if he stayed out too long. “She’ll go for fire, mark my words.”
I slipped the ring on, trying very, very hard not to think about fire. Nothing hurt like a burn, and I’d had enough of that recently. I put a hand on my chest, remembering the last time I’d had fire turned on me. I heard the echo of a goblin’s voice…
“Excieo!”
Kristine’s second spell shattered the memory. Cold dread burrowed through my stomach as I recognized the incantation. I called my own magic, knowing what I needed to do, and wishing very, very much that I could think of another way. Kristine’s magic coalesced next to her, shimmering into the form of an enormous blue six-legged reptile.
The creature was forty feet long, its snakelike body coiled in a space that was too small for it. Blue scales shimmered like hammered sapphires, and it opened its jaws to reveal a mouth full of teeth as long as my arm. A beithir. A water dragon said to rise out of the sea to swallow lightning. I’d never seen one this close before. Had never wanted to.
Kristine had summoned it with a purpose, and the great beast wasted no time pleasing its master. Its belly expanded, spider webs of white blue light shining between its scales. Wherever this beithir had come from, it had gotten a belly full before arriving here.
I put a hand on the pouch, making sure it was fastened and Peasblossom and Bizbee were safe from what I was about to do.
“Incumbo!”
The beithir’s head swung away from the shifters. Eyes that shimmered like deep sea pearls focused on mine, locked into a staring contest by the writhing bands of purple magic I’d cast at it. My compulsion spell lashed around the beast, assuring that it would look at me. And only me.
I ran.
It’s not easy to run without breaking eye contact with a giant monster about to unleash a billion volts of electricity at you, but with the proper motivation, I can try anything. I headed for the elevator, hoping to put it between me and the dragon at the last second and avoid the worst of the attack.
“What is that?” Stephen shouted.
I hadn’t noticed he was running beside me, and I answered without looking away from that milky white gaze. “Beithir.”
“A what?”
“Dragon!” I yelled.
I wasn’t fast enough. The beithir roared. Its tail snapped in a strange spiral of motion that flowed through its muscles, twisting its body all the way up as if squeezing the lightning from its core. At the end of the twist, it slammed its tail on the ground, and the lightning bolt shot from its open maw.
Strong hands closed around my waist, and then I was off my feet, sailing through the air. I landed hard on a warm, muscled chest a half-second before lightning struck the ground where I’d been. Charred bits of burnt linoleum flew into the air like crusty shrapnel, and I hid my face in Stephen’s chest until the worst of it had fallen to the floor, exploding in black dust.
I scrambled to stand, barely registering Stephen’s shocked expression. He lay on the ground, unaffected by the fact that he’d had a healthy witch land on him a few seconds ago.
“A dragon,” he echoed, his voice little more than a mumble.
“Now is not the time to give into shock,” I told him, unable to help staring at the blackened floor where I’d been standing. “Fight or flee.” I pressed my hand to the back of the elevator, listening for some sign as to what was happening. That had been a big summoning, even Kristine would need to catch her breath after that. And the dragon wouldn’t be able to breathe lightning again any time soon. Not unless Kristine had some way of knowing exactly where to find a beithir who’d feasted on an entire storm.
The shout of a familiar voice made me freeze. “No,” I whispered. I closed my eyes. “No, no, no!”
Stephen frowned at me, but I ignored him to peek around the edge of the elevator. Sure enough, it was Andy. Andy who did not have preternatural strength or speed. Andy the human who was about to get a look at his first dragon.
“He’s going to shoot it, isn’t he?” Stephen asked, leaning around the elevator to watch the FBI agent taking in the scene.
I watched Sam the security guard and Andy raise their weapons. “Yes.”
I hadn’t even finished speaking when the sound of gunfire filled the air. I winced and resisted the urge to clap my hands over my ears. There’d be healing to do after this. Eardrums weren’t made to withstand gunfire in an enclosed space.
Sam had apparently armed Liam as well. They stood with Liam and Andy, and all three of them opened fire on the dragon.
The beithir roared in rage, but before it could turn its attention to the three shooters, Scath let out a feline war cry and took a running jump to land on the dragon’s back. With a ferocious snarl, she clawed at its scales, ripping them off like a seamstress disgusted with inferior sequin work. Blake and Sonar joined her. In unspoken agreement, they concentrated on one area, then moved to another, giving the shooters an exposed body part to aim for. Edwin fell to all fours, shifting beside the small square of plants.
I tore my attention away from the dragon, frantically trying to find Kristine. The kitchen witch still stood near the dragon, but her eyes weren’t on the battle. They were on Liam.
“She’s not trying to get away,” I murmured.
“What?”
I glanced at Stephen. “Kristine. She’s not trying to escape. She’s just staring at Liam.” I stiffened as realization struck. “She’s waiting for him to shift. She’s not going to leave without revenge, she needs him to shift so she can trap him.”
“She can’t trap him if he doesn’t shift first?” Stephen asked.
“No. He’s alpha. He’s not only stronger than the others, he also has the might of his pack. That bond will make it harder for her to—” I smacked my forehead. “Blood and bone, I’m an idiot.”
“What now?”
“The parasite. It’s been affecting Liam, but it soaked through the bond too. It made everyone susceptible.” I shook my head. “Later, I’ll figure that out later.” I looked at Stephen. “Right now, we need to make sure Liam doesn’t sh—” I cut myself off as I looked around the corner of the elevator again. Ice slid down my spine and I called my magic before throwing myself out from behind my cover, sweeping my gaze over the room, every nerve on alert.
Kristine was gone.
Stephen followed me, his aura snapping and crackling like a living thing. He scented the air, then wrinkled his nose. “I can’t smell her. And that dragon smells awful.”
“She’s still here.”
“How can you be sure?”
The beithir roared and twisted its body, trying to dislodge Scath and Edwin from its back. Andy dropped to his knees and Sam handed him something from their pocket. More bullets, apparently, because Andy looked like he was reloading. When he stood, Sam dropped to their knees and did the same thing. Blake remained on all fours on the floor, his body swaying. Blood matted his fur from where the dragon had found its target, but he glared at the giant reptile, muscles tensing as he prepared to spring forward again. Sonar danced around the dragon’s legs, darting in and out, trying to rip the scales off its legs so she could get a solid attack that might maim the beast.
I found Liam standing in front of the beithir. He’d abandoned his gun, whether because he’d run out of ammunition or patience, I didn’t know. His eyes were gold, and I thought the tips of his fingers looked black, as if he’d let his claws part of the way out. Whenever the dragon raised a claw to swipe at one of its attackers, Liam drove his fist into the beast’s body directly under the raised limb. The motion served a dual purpose, costing the dragon a precious inch that let its prey escape the blow, and distracting it from trying again as it writhed to see the man who’d struck it. Liam moved too fast for the beast to follow, weaving from side to side to avoid an attack.
“He’s distracted,” I muttered. “She won’t waste this opportunity.”
“You said she can’t force him to change,” Stephen reminded me.
“She can if she waits for him to grow too weak to fight her. Or if she can injure him badly enough that he has to shift to survive, she can trap him then.” I didn’t think Stephen knew about the parasite, so I didn’t add that there was a very good chance that Liam’s testosterone levels would be high enough that pushing him over the bestial edge wouldn’t be as hard for Kristine as it should have been. She’d already tried once. I didn’t know for certain what the result would have been if Blake hadn’t taken that hit for his alpha.
“Then I’ll just have to make sure she doesn’t get the chance.”
I didn’t try to stop him. If Stephen wanted to finally get behind his alpha, then that was right. I had another job.
“Here goes,” I whispered.
It was too easy to open my third eye. Way too easy. The world shifted around me, and I barely felt any disorientation at all. Every nerve in my body screamed, knowing the spinner was likely waiting for me, thirsting for another chance. But I couldn’t look for her yet, I had to find Kristine…
There. Beside the planter, using a spell of invisibility to keep herself hidden. Kristine was such a small woman, she probably could have hidden even without the spell, but she was taking no chances. She watched the battle with the dragon like a gargoyle watching sinners sneak into a church after most of the loyal penitents had gone home. Waiting.
“Gyrus!”
Magic shot from my outstretched hand, landing at the base of Kristine’s hiding place. Her eyes widened and she parted her lips on a shout that never made it into a spell. My magic flowed upward, taking the form of a scaled, headless body, a beheaded snake with sleek olive-green scales.
The creature didn’t need sight to find its prey, thanks to the specialized scales that detected the electricity given off by living creatures. It seized the kitchen witch, wrapping around her body and pinning her arms tightly to her sides. It wouldn’t stop her from casting another spell, but it would keep her from escaping. Or worse, sneaking up on Liam.
I didn’t get a chance to celebrate my success. A chill raised the hairs on the back of my neck, and I spun around to find myself face to face with the spinner again. A poppet flanked her on each side this time, past victims with their mouths and eyes stitched shut, their hands outstretched as their mistress willed them to grab me. I had a split second to register the needle in her upraised hand before it stabbed down.
I twisted to the side, and the needle snagged the sleeve of my shirt, but missed my flesh. I raised a hand. Before I could attack, a woman slid behind the spinner, her arms banding around the deceptively frail woman.
I froze, staring at the stranger who’d come to my aid. Dark hair shorn close to her head, uneven and haphazard, black eyes like piles of coal dust. Her body was thick with muscle, but there was an underfed quality to her, something feral. She looked familiar somehow, but I couldn’t place her.
The woman held my eyes, and I saw her lips move.
“Hurry,” she whispered, the sound so low, so hoarse I almost didn’t hear it.
The poppets stood frozen with indecision, but the spinner snarled and they lurched forward, arms held out, fingers grasping for the woman holding their master. I raised a hand and pointed at them, ready to use magic to force them off. The woman holding the spinner snarled and shook her head.
“Hurry,” she rasped again. “Go.”
I couldn’t leave her. I didn’t know why, but I couldn’t. I couldn’t close my third eye, couldn’t leave this plane, leave her alone with these monsters. I shook my head and took a step forward. The woman’s dark eyes flashed and she let out a sound that wasn’t human, a cry that was too shrill, too raw.
Then she sank her teeth into the spinner’s neck.
The ghoulish figure collapsed. She didn’t fight, didn’t struggle. Just collapsed. The savage woman stared at me with something in her eyes very like anger, almost hatred, her mouth stained with the brackish liquid that passed for the spinner’s blood. Without looking away from me, she grabbed the poppet on her right, one hand on either side of its head. She twisted and jerked, ripping its head off like tearing an ear of rotting corn off the stalk. The poppet fell to the ground in a pile of limbs that bent the wrong way. Goo oozed out of its neck.
She grabbed the second one, but I didn’t wait to watch it die. I understood now. She didn’t need my help.
Definitely didn’t want it.
And there was something in those dark eyes that told me if I didn’t leave, then when that second poppet was dead, she may still be in the mood to dismember something. Someone.
I shut my third eye, bracing myself for the sensation of falling as my spirit anchored itself back inside my body. Peasblossom was out of the pouch, clinging to my neck and screaming at me. I jerked to awareness and shook my head.
“I’m fine! I’m fine!” I stumbled as I tried to look around, tried to take in the current state of affairs. “What’s happening?”
The dragon was gone. I didn’t know if the summoning spell had ended, if Kristine had dismissed it, or if the beast had died and returned to its own plane. All I saw was the carnage left behind.
Blake and Sonar were both lying on the floor. Andy and Sam were tending them, assessing injuries, keeping them close as they watched for the arrival of any new threats. Andy met my eyes, and I swallowed hard before glancing down at Blake. Andy looked at Sam, and the guard glanced up at me and nodded. My shoulders slumped. Still alive.
Edwin knelt on the ground, bloody but still breathing. I watched him close his eyes, then slowly rise to his feet. One muscle at a time, he drew himself up until he stood facing Liam. A soldier standing to attention. Awaiting orders.
Liam stared at Kristine. I saw his intention before he moved, but I wouldn’t be in time to stop it. He surged forward, murder in his eyes. He stopped less than a foot away, and his face twisted as if it physically hurt to restrain himself, to keep from tearing into Kristine with all the fury that had been building inside him these past few days.
“Why?” he rasped finally. “Why did you do this?”
Kristine glared at him from her prison inside the coil of the headless serpent, her small face so cold it could have been carved from ice. That cold, dead stare unnerved me, and when I felt Scath approach my side, I gestured for her to flank Kristine as I circled in the other direction. Something more was coming.
“Because I hate you,” she whispered. “Because I wanted you to suffer. I wanted you to lose everything.”
Liam stared at her. For just a second, confusion fought for dominance and his brows drew together. “Why?”
Kristine snapped her mouth shut, glaring at him in stubborn silence.
“It’s over, Kristine,” Liam said calmly. “You’ve lost. Tell me why you did this. Give me a reason to—”
Kristine barked out a laugh. “I’ve lost? Have I?” She shook her head. “No, you’ve lost. You failed your pack in every way imaginable. Shifters who came to you for help are trapped in beast form, and there’s nothing you can do about it. The other alphas will find out, and they’ll see you as weak. Shifters won’t come here for help anymore, because they’ll know you can’t protect them. New Moon is finished, and so are you. If you have any decency at all, you’ll leave the wolves with their new owners, let them care for them.”
Despite the venom she spewed in her speech, Kristine made no move to extricate herself from my spell. Unease coiled in my stomach. I’d hoped the creature would hold her long enough to give the others time to deal with the dragon, but I hadn’t expected it to work this well. Kristine should have been able to escape. Definitely before now.
Which meant she wasn’t trying.
Panic sizzled over my nerves, sensitizing them to the point of pain. I could feel her gathering her energy, could see it in the minute contractions of the muscles in her arms, the stiffening of her spine. She was getting ready for something.
“We welcomed you from the moment Brad brought you here,” Liam said. “We accepted you as part of our pack. How could you betray us like this?”
“It’s frustrating, isn’t it?” Kristine said. Some of the anger leached from her voice, and she sounded almost thoughtful. “You are powerful, Liam. One of the most powerful alphas I’ve ever known. But you can’t help your sister. You can’t help any of them. They will remain as I left them, and there’s nothing you can do about it. The people you love, the people who need you, who depended on you, are for most intents and purposes gone, and you can’t get them back.”
Liam’s hands tightened into fists. “I will find a way to change them back.”
“They’ll fight you,” Kristine said simply. “I found them a place they belong, a place they know they’re needed. A place where there is no alpha telling them what to do, making decisions about what’s best for them. They’re happier because of me.”
“Not Brenna,” Liam growled. “She doesn’t want to be part of this. Change her back.”
Kristine stared into space, as if she were no longer seeing Liam. “I can hear the pain in your voice. It feels familiar. You sound the way I must have when Stephanie died.” Her eyes clouded over. “I could kill all of you,” she said softly. “I have the power. I could have killed you at any time. All of you. It’s a curse, you know. Power. It’s impossible not to feel responsible. Not to feel like you should have been able to protect the person who relied on you. Trusted you.”
“You couldn’t save Stephanie,” Liam said. “You couldn’t choose sobriety for her.”
Hatred darkened Kristine’s face. “She just needed help, just a little extra help on that day. Brad could have watched her, he could have been there in that one moment. I knew it would be hard for her, and I knew her brother would make her use with him again.”
Liam stared at her as if she’d slipped into another language, gibberish he couldn’t understand. “You know that’s not true. Listen to yourself. No one makes an addict use. And no one can stop them if that’s what they decide to do.”
“It was just one day!” she screamed. “One day! But you couldn’t let me have even that. Brad wouldn’t listen to me, wouldn’t go against his precious alpha’s orders. Now he’ll spend the rest of his life making up for his failure, and so will you.”
My eyes widened as I realized what she intended to do. I knew why she hadn’t escaped the coil. Why she’d seemed to be holding back this entire time. “No one attack her,” I shouted. “Don’t touch her.”
“What’s happening?” Liam demanded.
“She’s building a death curse. That’s how she’s going to punish you. She’s going to use her death to fuel the curse.”
Liam looked at Kristine. “You don’t have to die. It’s not too late to stop this, all of this. You can turn them back, you can help them come back from the edge.”
Tears poured down Kristine’s face. “You know why I hate you?” she whispered. “Because I don’t recognize myself anymore. Because hating you has twisted me into a monster. I can’t sleep. Not a day goes by that I don’t think of Stephanie, that I don’t think of how she would still be alive if my husband hadn’t chosen to serve you instead. If you hadn’t been so cold and unfeeling.”
No one argued with her. There was no point. Kristine knew it wasn’t Liam’s fault, and she’d always known. But grief wasn’t logical, and she’d fixated on Liam. Blamed Liam because it had to be someone’s fault.
“We’re going to get you help,” Liam said quietly.
Kristine gritted her teeth. “No. I will die here. And if you won’t do it, then I’ll summon something that will.”
Too late, I felt the magic coalescing. She was summoning something else, something lethal. And I couldn’t stop her.
Before anyone could move, Scath shot forward. My eyes widened, and I threw out a hand, knowing I couldn’t stop her. Scath’s mouth closed around Kristine’s throat. The spell exploded—
And died.
No, not died. Disappeared.
Into Scath.
I stared in shock as Scath…ate Kristine’s magic. Swallowed the spell, and then kept going. Drinking down the witch’s power. Kristine gurgled and choked on her own blood as the monstrous cat sith closed her jaws, crushing the life out of the kitchen witch even as she drank down the magic that would have been her death curse. Scath swallowed it all, along with mouthfuls of Kristine’s blood. She held the witch’s limp body for a long minute after she’d stopped moving. I released my spell, letting the serpent coil fall back into the ether, letting Kristine’s body collapse on the floor.
I stared at Scath.
“What are you?” I whispered.


                                            CHAPTER 27


“EATING a witch seems to agree with her.”
Morning sunlight nearly blinded me as I turned to scowl at Andy, and that moment of eye-searing pain cost me. I tripped on the curb leading from the parking lot to the walkway that led to New Moon’s front doors, my heart leaping into my throat as I anticipated a collision with the cement.
Andy grabbed my arm. He pulled me back so suddenly my feet nearly left the ground, and I gaped at him for a second before regaining my composure.
“Thanks,” I muttered. I should have taken the time for a second cup of coffee. My need to get back to New Moon had obviously overridden my common sense. I lifted my chin and glared at Andy—facing away from the sun this time. “But that’s not funny.”
I paused for a moment, thinking of Scath lying on the bed back at my apartment. She hadn’t acknowledged what she’d done yesterday at all. I don’t know what I expected her to do, but it just seemed like she should be different somehow.
“I don’t think you understand how weird that was,” I said, half to myself. “She… She ate Kristine’s death curse.”
“I wasn’t trying to be funny. She was walking better. And her eyes didn’t look clouded. Whatever she did, it helped.”
I hesitated. He wasn’t wrong. Scath did seem better, better than she’d been since the iron poisoning. And I was happy she felt better, truly I was. I was just a little nervous about what else eating all that magic may have done. What other boosts the cat sith may have gotten. I already had a kitten soaked with enough energy to detonate a building, I didn’t need another one. A bigger one.
“So do you have any idea how to change the shifters back?” Andy asked, changing the subject as he held the door open for me.
Unease rolled through me, washing away all thoughts of the cat sith. After the battle with Kristine last night, Liam had sent everyone who wasn’t pack away so they could tend their injured and assess the damage. They also needed to round up the other shifters, something that was possible now that he knew the information at May’s house was accurate. She’d been suspicious of May’s true motives, and she’d kept her own secret record.
He’d told me to come back today, and I knew he’d planned to try and turn the shifters back, now that Kristine was dead. And I knew I was his plan B.
I had my own plan B. But I didn’t like it. And I didn’t think Liam would either.
I straightened my spine, trying to keep the dread out of my voice. “I have an idea of how to change them back.”
Sam was back at the security desk. They didn’t look any the worse for wear after the fight, but then I supposed that staying in human form and using a gun had helped. I don’t know if I’d expected a little more camaraderie after fighting side by side, but if I had, that’s not what I got. In fact, Sam stared harder at us when we entered, and insisted on checking our badges with the attention to detail one would give if expecting corporate espionage.
I didn’t take it personally, and neither did Andy. Finding out a trusted member of the pack had been sabotaging the backbone of New Moon could do a number on a person’s sense of trust.
“He’s in his office.”
I could tell by their voice that nothing had changed. Sam didn’t sound like a wolf celebrating their alpha’s victory over a kitchen witch’s spells. They sounded like someone who wasn’t sure what was going to happen next. And wasn’t hopeful.
Andy and I were silent as we made our way toward Liam’s office. There were still shifters milling around, examining the floor where the beithir had destroyed it, and checking that no supports had been damaged. The blinds had been drawn, so I couldn’t see what was happening in Liam’s office through the large plate glass. My brain offered a thousand images of what might be going on inside, what state Liam might be in.
The door swung open just as we rounded the corner. Kylie exited the office and closed the door behind her. She made it a full five steps before she registered my presence and came to an abrupt halt, her grey eyes widening for a split second before she regained her calm. She nodded to me, polite, but quick.
“How is he?” I asked.
The half-ghoul pressed her lips together. “I gave him a sedative along with the cure last night, so he slept at least six hours. He’s not happy about the sedative, but he’s parasite free and well rested, so he’s opted not to complain.”
“Good. I assume he’s eaten?”
Kylie snorted. “Half a breakfast buffet.”
An awkward pause rose as I remained where I was, blocking the hallway so she couldn’t leave. I shifted my weight from foot to foot, and Kylie frowned.
“Are you all right?” she asked finally.
“I’m fine, yes, I’m fine.” I cleared my throat. “So, he’s in a reasonably good mood?”
The small blonde’s eyes narrowed slightly. “As good as one could expect, all things considered. Planning on giving him some bad news?”
“No, just…” I shook my head. “Nevermind.”
A small mechanical click preceded the launch of Peasblossom’s grappling hook. It latched onto Andy’s coat pocket and Kylie lurched back as Peasblossom sailed through the air to land with her feet braced against his chest before scurrying up to sit in said pocket.
“Come on, I want to see what’s going on, and she’s just going to keep dragging her feet. Let’s go!”
Andy muffled a sigh, but he did move into Liam’s office.
Kylie waited for him to enter the room before turning back to me. “You helped him save his pack,” she said calmly, almost gently. “Whatever you’re worried about, you have to know that’s going to count for a lot.”
“We’ll see,” I whispered.
Kylie nodded, then turned to leave.
“Wait,” I blurted out.
She paused. “Is there something else?”
“If this does go… Well, if it doesn’t fall to pieces,” I started, already tripping over my own words. “Then we’re going to be working together a lot in the future.”
The half-ghoul’s expression shut down, every muscle smoothing into an unreadable blank mask. “I told you—”
“I know you don’t want to be friends. You don’t want to be close. If it’s because of what I did, the position I put you in, then I’m sorry. I’m sorry, and if you’ll give me a chance, I’ll try to make it up to you.” I shifted my weight from one foot to the other. “Normally, that would mean an apology gift, but I thought—”
“That would definitely look like bribery. Please don’t send me anything.”
“I won’t.” I toyed with the hem of my T-shirt, needing something to do with my hands. “But I do want to make it up to you somehow. If you think of something, please let me know.”
Some of the frost melted from her pale eyes. “I wasn’t kidding. What I said earlier.”
“I know. But believe me when I say, I’ll keep my word. I’ll do what you asked.” I swallowed past the sudden lump in my throat. “I’ll do it, but you should know, keeping me at arm’s length won’t make it any easier. Whatever you think of me, I have nothing but respect for you. And when the time comes, and I fulfill my promise, no amount of animosity between us—forced or not—will make it any easier.”
This time she looked away before I could see if her expression changed. But when she spoke, her voice sounded thicker than it had before.
“I’ll see you later.”
I didn’t stop her from leaving this time. I’d said my piece, now it was up to her. And my day of tough conversations wasn’t over yet.
Liam was sitting at his desk when I walked in. I was surprised to see him sitting instead of pacing for several reasons, not the least of which was the state of his aura. Even if I hadn’t seen the look on his face, I would have felt his turmoil. Not the heat of anger, but more a snapping tension, as if the room were full of static electricity waiting for the right touch to spark.
The alpha looked up when I entered the room, and he stood when he saw me. Under any other circumstances, I would have been happy to see the hope in his eyes, the expectation that I would bring something to the table. And I was bringing a possible solution.
I just wasn’t happy about it.
The collar I’d once used on Stephen sat on Liam’s desk. The thick leather and silver studs didn’t look as scary as it should have, given what it was capable of.
“Kristine took it,” Liam said without looking. “She’s the one who raised the concern with Ruth to make her check on it.”
“Just trying to cause more trouble,” I guessed.
“Seems so.”
He didn’t add any more, and the silence dragged on.
I cleared my throat. “How is everyone doing?”
Liam shook his head without breaking eye contact. “We had to sedate them. All seven of them. They’re downstairs now, and I don’t know what I’m going to do with them.” He gestured to the floor near his desk. I stepped to the side, and realized Blake was lying on the floor beside his desk. Still in wolf form. Sonar was there too, still wearing her German Shepherd glamour. The two wolves looked at me.
“I’ve tried to change them back. But I can’t reach them.” Liam gestured at Blake. “He’s the strongest of them, and even with both of us trying at once, nothing happens. That spell is holding.”
He braced his fists on the top of his desk, and the muscles in his forearms bulged, revealed by the rolled up sleeves of his blue button-down shirt. “I had to cage them,” he said in a low voice. “They fought like hell when my people went to get them. They didn’t stop fighting. They all want to go back, and I can’t get them to listen, let alone try to shift. They act like they don’t recognize me at all.”
I winced. “I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be sorry,” he said. “Tell me you know how to help them.”
“I do have an idea,” I said. “One idea. It’s not…” My voice came out hoarse, and I cleared my throat again. “There’s something I need to tell you.”
“Then tell me.” Liam’s voice was hard, almost a challenge for me to give him more bad news. It didn’t make what I had to say any easier. Maybe I should have waited until after lunch…
I squared my shoulders. “Remember when you helped me find those missing kids? The ones that were Taken?”
His stare continued to bore into me. “I remember.”
“I was too late to steal them back. I had to free them a different way.”
A shadow danced between his brows, just a hint of confusion. “How?”
Andy didn’t say anything, but he nodded, ever so slightly. Encouragement.
I forced myself to meet Liam’s eyes, needing to see his reaction. “I took their place,” I whispered. “I signed a contract with a leannan sidhe. Indentured servitude for one year. I have eight months left.”
I’d expected a big reaction. Partly because of how Liam had behaved the past few days, partly because everyone in the Otherworld knew what it meant to be indentured to a sidhe. Liam didn’t react at all.
And that was more terrifying than anything else.
He was silent for so long, my skin crawled with the need to move. The tension in the room thickened, my chest so heavy I could barely breathe. Just when I was about to scream, he spoke.
“He owns you.”
I clenched my teeth, biting back the urge to argue. It was true. “For eight more months.”
Liam didn’t look away. His facial expression never changed. The stark difference between this cold facade and the heat of the last few days left me frozen in place.
“Your knowledge is his knowledge.”
And there it was. “Not about this case,” I said calmly. “Andy drew up a confidentiality contract like the ones I sign before I work with him on FBI cases. I don’t have to tell Flint Valencia anything I saw here.”
Liam opened his mouth, then shut it. He stared at me for a long minute, and it took every ounce of self control I had not to take a step back from that cold, hard expression leaching all the warmth from his eyes.
“I feel like there’s a ‘but’ coming,” he said finally.
I nodded, giving myself a second to work past the lump in my throat. “He’s a leannan sidhe, with the ability to inspire and push someone beyond their natural limits. With his help, I’ve been able to cast spells beyond my normal abilities. I believe that if you let him, he could boost your ability to force a change.”
“You think with his help, I could change my wolves back.”
Goddess, why had I been afraid he’d be angry? This inscrutable calm was so much worse. “Yes.”
“You think I should accept a favor from a sidhe.”
His tone said what he thought of the suggestion.
“From what I’ve heard,” I started carefully, “if you accept help from another alpha, it’s as good as handing over your pack. You’d have to admit you’re not strong enough to take care of them. Flint would have no such claim over them. He’s not another alpha, he’s just…a resource.”
“And your encouragement for me to take a favor from a sidhe wouldn’t have anything to do with being his minion? You wouldn’t be trying to—”
“Don’t finish that sentence.” Anger made me brave—or stupid, hard to tell—and I marched forward. Fury carried me farther than I’d expected, close enough for me to jab a finger in Liam’s chest. I remembered Andy’s words.
“Be deserving of trust, and demand the trust you deserve.”
“Don’t you dare suggest that I’m here, that I’m helping you, because I’m trying to ensnare you for my master.” I put as much disgust into the last word as I could. “I deserve better than that.” I glanced at Andy, bolstered by the approval in his eyes, then looked back at Liam. “I’ve earned better than that.”
Liam studied me for another long minute, his face unreadable. Then a knock at the door drew all our attention. Liam stiffened as Stephen opened the door and stood on the threshold. “Excuse me.”
Stephen wasn’t alone. Emma stood behind him, along with a large group of people. The same group who’d been with Stephen yesterday, the ones Emma had led to safety when Kristine had attacked. My anger vanished abruptly, and I resisted the urge to call my magic. This was not going to go well. And it would go worse if I interfered.
Andy came to stand next to me, and we watched as Liam crossed the room. Stephen stepped back into the hallway and Liam followed.
“What’s going on?” Liam asked. His tone suggested he already knew the answer.
Stephen kept his back straight, but there was an aura of deliberate ease to his shoulders, as if he were trying very hard to be reasonable and nonthreatening. “I’m leaving. With my pack.”
Liam looked at the crowd gathered around Stephen. He met each of their gazes in turn. I couldn’t see the whole crowd, but those I could see didn’t seem able to meet his eyes.
“It’s going to take a long time to understand just how much Kristine manipulated everything here,” Liam said finally. “Everyone. I know she manipulated you. It’s a relief to know that I didn’t imagine the progress you made at first. And it’s good to understand, finally, why things between us soured so badly after that. She made you think you were ready to have your own pack. It must have chafed when you had to stay here.”
“No,” Stephen said simply. “It was freeing. It was good to have someone confirm what I already knew. That I don’t need you to tell me what to do, or decide who I should be.” He nodded to Liam. “I think I proved that to you yesterday.”
“How’s that?”
I shared a look with Andy. I recognized a teachable moment when I heard one. Liam was leading Stephen into something. I’d bet my last Reese egg Stephen wasn’t going to like it.
“I could have left,” Stephen said evenly. “I had my pack, I protected them when there was danger. I could have left with them. But I didn’t. I got them to safety, then I came back.”
“So you protected your pack and you didn’t leave a pack mate to die.” Liam tilted his head. “Is that all it takes to make a good alpha?”
Stephen’s face darkened. “I—”
“You did what you’re supposed to do,” Liam said evenly. “You did what I expect of every member of this pack. You owe the members of this pack your loyalty, your allegiance. You don’t get extra credit for it, and pulling your weight doesn’t mean you deserve your own pack.” He paused, considering Stephen the way a father looks at his son on his eighteenth birthday. “I believe you’ll make a strong alpha one day. But today isn’t that day.”
“I’m leaving,” Stephen said firmly. “And you can’t stop me.”
“Yes. I can.” Liam let out a breath, and there was a sigh buried in that one exhale. “If you try to leave, I will stop you. And the punishment for your attempt will be severe enough to stand as a sign to anyone else who may think it’s up to them to decide if they’re ready to lead a pack. A reminder that it’s my decision that matters.”
“You’re threatening to beat me?” Stephen’s voice took on a dangerous edge.
Liam stared into his eyes. “You have a choice. Stay and prove to me you’re ready to be an alpha. Learn what that really means. Or try to leave. And spend the next year collared.”
Stephen tried to hide it, but there was no mistaking the flash of fear that passed through his eyes, the pain at the thought of wearing the enchanted collar for a full year. A ripple went through his pack.
“When my sister went missing,” Liam said quietly, “you chose to use that loss to dig at me. To make me suffer. You didn’t worry for her. You didn’t step up to assure your pack, make sure everyone felt safe. In fact, you used that fear to split off a section of this pack to build your own. That’s not what an alpha does. That’s what a thief does. A thief, and a coward.”
Stephen snarled. “I have spent every night since our last fight training for this moment. I could beat you.”
“You could try. But let me ask you this. Let’s say you manage to beat me.” He shrugged. “What then? You’re an alpha that can fight, but can you lead? Can you protect? You wanted extra credit, praise for not leaving your pack to fight alone. What does that say about you as a potential alpha?”
Stephen paused for a long minute. Finally, he sneered, “Nevermind. It won’t feel like a real win to fight you now, not when you’re injured after being Kristine’s bitch for so long.”
He turned to leave. Liam’s voice stopped him cold.
“Submit before you turn away from me.”
Stephen froze. Slowly, he turned his head. “What?”
“You don’t get to challenge me, and insult me to save face because you know you can’t win,” Liam said. “Acknowledge that you can’t beat me, or prove otherwise. And wait for my permission before you walk away.”
I wanted to look away. Seeing the hatred burning in Stephen’s eyes, knowing what it cost Liam to have that directed at him… It was a lot to witness, and I couldn’t imagine how Liam felt right now. But I didn’t look away. I wanted to see Stephen’s reaction. It would say a lot about his future.
There. There it was, a glint of realization in Stephen’s brown eyes. Knowledge that whatever he wanted to believe, he knew he couldn’t win.
He bowed his head, and when he spoke, he sounded as if his voice were being dragged over hot coals laced with shrapnel. “May I leave?”
“Go to your room. Alone.” Liam looked at Emma. “Take these people back to their rooms. Make sure they’re all right.”
Emma held Liam’s gaze, but she stepped closer to Stephen, making her allegiance clear. “Yes, Alpha.”
Her tone was cold, but polite. A clear sign that though she wasn’t willing to risk being made an example of, she wanted him to know how she felt. Kristine’s death hadn’t changed anything. The damage she’d done working behind the scenes would take a long time to heal. If it ever did.
“One more thing.” Liam looked at me. “Get the collar off my desk.”
Shock rolled over the crowd, quickly followed by a heat wave of panicked auras. Desperately hoping my reaction wasn’t as plain on my face as I knew it had to be, I retreated into the office, grateful for the excuse to walk away from all that heat, even for a moment. Blake and Sonar had risen to their feet when Liam left the office, and they stared at me as I forced myself to reach for the collar. The leather and metal felt cool against my clammy palms. Blood and bone, had it always been this heavy?
Stephen stared at me as I approached. I had a moment of déjà vu, remembering our first meeting. I hadn’t wanted to repeat that experience.
“Put it on him.”
I fixed a witchy look on my face, used it to hide my own dismay. I hated to do this. But I knew why it was necessary.
“I submitted,” Stephen said, his voice strained. “I’m not leaving.”
“That’s why you’ll only wear this for a month and not a year.” Liam nodded to the collar. “This is for leaving your room after I forbid it. You didn’t think I’d forgotten?”
Stephen stood there, frozen. Liam nodded to me again, and I raised the collar toward Stephen’s neck. Panic flashed in his eyes. His hand came up, so fast I didn’t have time to get out of the way.
Liam’s hand caught Stephen’s arm on the way down, stopped it from smacking the collar out of my grasp. His grip tightened, and Stephen let out a hiss. He clenched his free hand into a fist, then forced it to his side. His breathing grew ragged as he forced his head down. Offering me his neck.
I put the collar on as quickly as I could. Not because I was afraid Stephen would struggle, but because I wanted it over and done. I wanted to get it over with, and more than anything, I wanted to go home. Go home and forget all about the last few days.
The change in the gathered crowd was immediate. No one made a sound as Emma herded them away, her eyes bright with unshed tears, her teeth clenched so hard I thought she’d break her jaw. I forced myself to stand beside Liam and watch them all return to their rooms. When they disappeared into the elevator, and into the stairwells, Liam pivoted and stalked back into his office. Once we were all inside again, he shut the door, visibly fighting not to slam it.
He spoke without looking at me. “Call the leannan sidhe.”


                                            CHAPTER 28


“HE’S HERE,” Peasblossom hissed.
“Yes, I see that.” I stared at the taxi weaving through the parking lot on its way toward the front doors of New Moon. The familiar face visible in the window made my skin crawl, all Otherworldly attractiveness aside. He didn’t belong here. This was a mistake. I never should have raised him as a possibility.
Liam didn’t look away from the taxi when he spoke. “I know what I’m doing.”
The awning over New Moon’s front door shadowed his face from the sunlight, making his blue eyes look almost black. If he were as upset as I was—as upset as he should be—his eyes would be gold.
“Agree to payment before he does anything,” I said for the hundredth time. “And make sure you’re very, very specific. Even if it seems innocuous.”
The taxi rolled to a stop before he could respond. As the leannan sidhe unfolded himself from the backseat, soft grey cotton shirt molding to the muscles of his upper chest and biceps, blue denim jeans hugging his hips, two thoughts occurred to me.
One, Flint did not look like a man who was entering a place where he was already hated despite being there to help. Ostensibly. To see him stride toward us, one might have thought he was extended family coming for a rare visit.
Two, if he’d taken a taxi here, there was a distinct possibility it was because he intended to get a ride home. Probably with me. Which meant he either wanted information, or he thought he’d have something to discuss with me.
Blood and bone.
I stared at Flint as he approached, and my stomach rolled. I’d never really expected Liam to agree to this. I’d expected him to be furious with me for hiding my relationship with Flint. Expected him to tell me what a foolish, stupid choice I’d made, to tell me he would never make such an obvious mistake.
Flint’s hazel eyes glittered as he looked from me to Liam. I hated that look. I hated all his looks, but especially this one. The look that said he was sizing us up. Individually, and as a unit. He couldn’t have planned this, but I couldn’t help but think he already had an idea about how he would use this to his advantage.
He ignored Andy entirely.
“Greetings, Liam Osbourne, alpha of the Rocky River Pack.” His voice was smooth and deep, formal without a hint of mockery. He inclined his head without lowering his eyes from Liam’s. “How can I be of service?”
Liam stared at Flint as if he could pin him down with no more than the force of his irritation. He looked at me and his gaze lingered in question.
“A kitchen witch bound his wolves into beast form,” I said carefully. “She’s dead, but the spell remains. Can your inspiration increase the potency of Liam’s call?”
Flint tilted his head, considering the question without a hint of his usual amusement. “When you try to make them change, can you feel their human halves? Or are you blind to all but the beast?”
“I can feel them,” Liam said tightly. “But they can’t answer me.”
Flint nodded slowly. “I can help you.”
“We’ll start with Blake.” Liam gestured to his side where Blake stood in wolf form, the full weight of his lupine gaze locked on Flint. I could practically see him grinding his teeth, waiting for his alpha to give the okay to bite the leannan sidhe on principle. “If you can help me change Blake, then we’ll go inside and change the others.”
Flint held up a hand. “If you’ll permit a suggestion, I don’t think you should do this one at a time. It’s my understanding that the energy of a shift can be contagious, with one setting off another.”
Liam narrowed his eyes. “It is not usually a concern for those with sufficient control, but there is an instinct to follow when another shifts. A tendency to get caught up in the moment.”
“Use that,” Flint suggested. “Gather them all together. Focus on one if it helps, but then let them fall like dominoes.”
Liam’s muscles tightened even further. I watched the conflict play out over his face. He’d planned it this way deliberately. He wanted proof before he allowed Flint into New Moon. New Moon was a sanctuary, a place where his most vulnerable members were kept. Letting anyone in was difficult, let alone him. But the bound shifters were too agitated to be moved, there was no other safe place to do this.
“And what do you want in return for your help?” Liam asked finally.
“A favor.”
I’d known what his answer would be, and it still made me tense. Still made me want to call out, warn Liam not to do it.
“What favor? Be specific.”
I waited for Flint to dance around the question, start tricky negotiations. Maybe try to get Liam alone so he could work harder to manipulate him into a bad deal.
“The same thing I’m going to help you do now,” Flint answered calmly. “Someday I’ll call on you to come and use your alpha’s call. When I do, you’ll come, no questions asked.”
I stared at him, but didn’t speak. This wasn’t my deal to make.
“You want me to be on hand for you to call someone out of beast form?” Liam asked.
“Or call them out of their human form. One way or the other.”
Liam considered that, never taking his eyes off Flint. “To call someone from one form to another is to claim power over them. Doing so with someone not in my pack would be as good as challenging their alpha.”
“I can’t speculate as to the political ramifications, as the situation has not yet arisen.” Flint shrugged. “It is entirely up to you if my terms are reasonable.”
Liam thought about it. A long minute ticked by. Andy remained standing beside us, silent as though hoping to be forgotten. Hoping to observe.
“You intend to…augment my power when you call in this favor?” Liam asked finally.
Flint inclined his head. “I hold that out as an option.”
“That would be cheating. I would risk losing my pack. I won’t put them in danger.”
“It seems to me that without this favor, you won’t have a pack at all,” Flint observed. “If you need to call in another alpha to save them, then that undermines your authority and reputation for strength, does it not?”
Of course he’d have figured that out. I gritted my teeth, wondering how much of his shifter knowledge had been gained after he’d bought me, after I’d brought Liam to his attention.
“I want to know what the circumstances will be,” Liam said firmly.
Flint sighed. “So demanding for someone asking for help. I do not yet have the details you want. I assumed you would feel better asking for my help if I could tell you exactly what I want in return. Since this is all rather last minute, I’ve had to think of the most likely favor I would ask, as opposed to having a task already picked out. If you want to wait until I have a specific task…”
He trailed off, letting the implication hang in the air. How long was Liam willing to let the wolves remain trapped?
“Fine.”
My jaw dropped. “Liam—”
He turned to me, and the rest of what I’d been about to say died on my tongue.
“I don’t need your help making decisions for my pack,” Liam said firmly. “I know what I’m doing.”
I bit the inside of my cheek. I should let him do this. I should let him make this decision. But if he agreed to bad terms, if it turned out later that I could have helped…
“Let me help,” I said quietly. “I’ve negotiated with him already.”
Liam opened his mouth to say something, and I held up a hand to stop him.
“Don’t insult my intelligence by assuming I got a bad deal. I did negotiate. I’m telling you, I can help.”
My hopes rose when Liam didn’t respond right away, but they were dashed a second later when he shook his head. “Thank you for the offer. But you don’t understand shifter politics, or our customs well enough to negotiate for me.” He lowered his voice. “It’s all right.”
Flint watched the entire exchange with unabated interest, his greedy gaze bouncing from me to Liam, soaking in our body language, our tone of voice. Whatever I might think of Flint’s personality, his ability to read people was every bit as good as one would expect from a man born and bred to read a person’s deepest desires.
Liam looked at Flint. “I will agree with two stipulations.”
Flint’s mouth twitched as he fought an amused smile. “Which are?”
“When I call out this person, it will be made clear that it is not a challenge fight.”
“You’re already worried the person I’m choosing will be more powerful than you. You’re afraid you’ll try, you’ll fail, and then this person will see you as easy prey and challenge you for your pack?”
I narrowed my eyes. He’d worked a lot of punch words into that little spiel. Afraid, prey, challenge. Why don’t you just triple dog dare him? I thought bitterly.
“Pride won’t goad me to risk their lives,” Liam said evenly.
Flint tilted his head. “And the second thing?”
“They need to know you’re augmenting my ability. I don’t want it discovered after the fact.”
Flint nodded. “Yes to the first, no to the second. I have no problem making it clear that it’s not a challenge fight. That being said, if it’s not a challenge fight, then my augmenting your ability isn’t cheating, and there’s no reason to make that public.”
Liam shook his head. “Those are my terms.”
“Very well.” Flint turned to me. “I’ll ride home with you. Are you ready?”
“I have no guarantee you can help,” Liam said, the words half-shredded, forced as they were through his teeth. “Show me you can. Help me turn Blake.”
Flint looked down at Blake, then back up to Liam. “And if it fails, and I tell you that it’s possible it would have worked if you’d done as I suggested and used the entire group to build the energy needed, would you have me try again inside? Or would you throw away that chance and walk away? To be clear, if I’m to do this twice, I’ll require two favors. Negotiated separately.”
The veins in Liam’s temples bulged. I knew the answer.
“I’m willing to help.” Flint’s voice grew softer, a hint of his fey heritage smoothing his tone. There was no power in the words, no push, but the line between magic and mundane persuasion could be very blurry with a leannan sidhe.
Very blurry.
“Agreed,” Liam said finally.
My heart twisted, but I kept my mouth shut. As he’d said, he didn’t need my help.
“How does this work?” Liam asked.
Flint gestured for him to lead the way. “Take me to the wolves who need our help.”
Liam led the way inside, his aura pushing ahead like a rolling fog crackling with tension. It must have reached farther than I thought, because when we entered the building, there were three times as many guards at the front desk, and more waiting inside, by the elevator and the stairways, posted at the beginning of every hallway. Dozens of sets of eyes followed Flint as Liam led him inside.
Andy fell into step behind all of us, still silent, still watching everything that happened with those sharp brown eyes.
The infirmary was in the subbasement, as far from possible danger as they could get. Well, before the leannan sidhe arrived. Flint followed Liam, his hazel eyes taking in the cages that lined the walls, the groggy shifters who were already burning through the sedatives they’d been given. Ruth and Brenna were down there, prowling back and forth, checking on the others with soft chuffs and other comforting wolf sounds. When Flint entered, they both froze, putting themselves between him and the cages.
“All right,” Flint said, nodding as if to himself. He looked at Liam. “Which of the bound is the strongest?”
Liam nodded to Blake who remained by his side. “Him.”
“Start with him.”
Flint shifted to stand behind Liam. Liam tensed and a low growl trickled from Blake’s throat.
“I’m here to aid you,” Flint reminded them. “If you can’t trust me enough to let me stand behind you, then this will be more complicated.”
After another moment of hesitation, Liam nodded. He turned to face the cages, giving Flint his back. Flint slowly and carefully settled his hands on the alpha’s broad shoulders.
Liam stiffened again, and for just a second, I was afraid he was going to grab Flint and hurl him over his shoulder. Part of me hoped he would.
“Calm yourself, Alpha,” Flint soothed. “Focus on your wolves. Imagine their human halves. Hold them in your mind.”
Liam forced himself to calm and did as Flint asked. Slowly, the tension seeped away. Between the hot energy rolling off of Liam and my own nerve-induced nausea, there was a very real concern that I would vomit at any moment. I put a hand over my stomach, and Flint chose that moment to look over his shoulder at me. He winked.
Panic spiked inside me, but it had no where to go. It was too late to go back now, Liam and Flint had come to an accord. I didn’t even know what that wink meant. Flint might be toying with me. Again.
Scath chose that moment to prowl into the room. She took one look at me and seemed to sense something was wrong. She padded over to stand beside me, pressing her body against my leg. I wasn’t even surprised. Scath had always come and gone as she pleased, why should a secure floor of a shifter recovery center be any different?
The cat sith looked around, taking in the caged wolves and the leannan sidhe with his hands on the alpha’s shoulders. I’d forgotten she didn’t know what was going on.
I felt Flint call his power, watched the spark turn his hazel eyes into the brown and gold bands of a tiger’s eye stone. Liam’s breath hitched, and his spine straightened, making him seem taller.
He took a deep breath, and another. Each one made his aura expand, pressing out until it filled the room. The increase in energy closed in on me, and I felt like I was sitting in a giant microwave. The need to move seized me, and I had an idea.
I walked over to Blake and knelt beside him, putting one hand on his back. He looked at me with a question on his canine face.
“I’m not strong enough to break the spell, but I might be able to help weaken a single point,” I said quietly. “I’ll do my best. Maybe if we work together, we can give Liam’s power the entrance point it needs to break Kristine’s magic.”
Blake made a sound that I thought passed for agreement. Together we braced ourselves, each of us concentrating on our part.
Liam’s power ripped through the room. I had just enough sense to release my spell, sending the dissolution straight into the bright purple light that held Blake’s human half prisoner. After that, Liam’s power enveloped me in a sauna of sizzling heat, and for a single moment, I couldn’t see anything at all. I blinked ferociously, trying to clear my vision to see the results of Liam’s call.
Blake’s head fell back and he howled, rising up onto his back legs, straining as if he could stand up and escape from his wolf skin. The power built and built, pouring into him as Liam called him out. The howl turned to a scream, and his fur split.
My brain struggled to keep up with what was happening, finally resigning itself to accepting that there was a naked man standing where there had once been a wolf.
As Flint had anticipated, the effect on the other wolves was immediate. The wolf closest to Blake woke with a blood-curdling roar and exploded into human form. Then the next, and the next. With every transformation, the energy in the room rose, until it moved like an enormous fireball, rolling around the room and consuming all in its path.
I heard a bark of surprise and turned in time to see Sonar, her German Shepherd glamour shattered. The magic hit her and suddenly she was human too, standing on all fours on the floor, shoulder-length brown hair falling around her shoulders and blue eyes wide with surprise.
I thought I recognized her, despite only having seen her once through a veil of hair while Blake carried her, right after St. John’s threshold spell zapped her. I didn’t have time to dwell on that. Not when another transformation was happening right beside me.
Scath stood braced on all four paws, her green eyes on fire, her mouth open in a snarl that revealed all of her sharp teeth. Her black fur rippled like the surface of a disturbed lake in the middle of a moonless night, and there was no mistaking the fury in the roar that bellowed from deep in her body. Fury and resistance.
My mouth fell open as I realized what was happening, helpless to do anything but stare as Scath fought against the pull of Liam’s magnified power to transform—
And lost.
Black fur sank beneath human flesh, and her arms and legs softened into putty before reforming with a careless grace beyond that of any shifter I’d ever seen. Black hair stuck out from her head at wild angles, looking as if she’d attacked it with a pair of dull scissors. Green eyes burned with pure rage, and in that second, I recognized her as the woman from the astral plane, the one who’d helped me defeat the spinner.
“You’re not a cat sith,” I whispered hoarsely. “You’re sidhe.”
Chaos continued around me. The women in the cages screamed, some in anger, some in despair. Two of them sat there staring at their surroundings, pale and struck silent with shock. I was vaguely aware of Liam rushing to his sister’s side, embracing her and making sure she was all right before turning to open the cages.
Sonar spit out a word that sounded like “Merde,” and some distant part of my brain recognized her accent as somewhere between French and English.
But I couldn’t think about her. Not when the spiky-haired woman in front of me remained on all fours, looking for all the world like she didn’t know how to stand up. Not when she looked so…angry.
Not when Flint came to stand beside me, his hazel eyes still bright tiger’s eye gems set in his too-handsome face.
“How…interesting,” he murmured.
I stared at Scath with the leannan sidhe’s voice ringing in my ears, my mind frantically parsing through what this might mean. What I could learn about who Scath was, why she stayed with me, why she’d kept what she was hidden.
What Flint would try to do if he thought he could get to her through me. A memory roared back to the front of my mind. Flint winking at me over his shoulder. My panicked response to the tease. Scath’s sudden appearance. She always seemed to show up when I was in trouble. Could she sense it? Had Flint suspected? I stared at the leannan sidhe, his fascinated expression. He’d planned this. He’d lured Scath here, knowing she’d be caught in Liam’s energy.
“Bloody. Hell,” I whispered.


                                            CHAPTER 29


NORMALLY, I don’t drink coffee after seven o’ clock. It’s not the caffeine so much as the fact that drinking a diuretic right before trying to get seven hours of sleep is a bad idea.
I was making an exception tonight.
Scath sat in an overstuffed chair in the corner of my apartment, the streetlights from the window beside her casting weird shadows over her face. One of New Moon’s wolves had provided her with sweatpants and a cotton T-shirt. The clothes didn’t make a sound when she moved. Not that she’d moved much. She seemed content to just sit there in the chair.
Staring at me.
I closed my hand around the handle of the refrigerator, trying to collect my thoughts before opening it to retrieve the milk. I couldn’t take much more of the staring.
“Say something to her,” Peasblossom hissed into my ear.
I rolled my shoulder to ease the prickle of goosebumps down my arm, then shoved the fridge door closed hard enough to rattle the whole appliance. “She doesn’t want to talk. She’s made that painfully clear.”
I took a deep, slow breath and poured the milk into my coffee, watching the swirls of white invade the dark liquid.
“Flint’s gone, maybe she’ll talk now,” Peasblossom insisted.
“That’s not what the evidence would suggest.” I picked up the mug and cradled it in my hands, ignoring the fact that it was too hot. The burn against my palms gave me something to concentrate on besides the pulse of panic fluttering in the back of my mind. The voice screaming at me that I’d had a sidhe practically living with me for months now, helping me without asking anything in return.
Building up favors.
That was the thing about the fey. Just because they didn’t ask for something in return outright didn’t mean you weren’t indebted. Humans had been learning that hard truth for centuries, and most of them were still ignorant enough to find themselves on the wrong end of the deal.
I’d never thought I’d be one of them.
“He left four hours ago,” I continued, talking over the voice in my head. “Since then, I’ve tried to talk to her, you’ve tried to talk to her. Before he left, he tried to talk to her. Back at New Moon, Andy tried to talk to her. She responds with one or two word answers when she deigns to respond at all, and in the meantime she just sits there glaring at me!”
I pressed my lips together, holding back the hysteria bleeding into my voice. There was no point in whispering, I knew Scath—or whatever her real name was—could hear me regardless. And I’d lost the patience for subtlety after the first futile hours of questions. Let her get offended. Maybe she’d say something.
“She saved your life,” Peasblossom said quietly. “She’s been helping you for months.”
“And what debt has that left me in?” Saying the words out loud made it worse, but I couldn’t stop now. “I accepted help from a sidhe without knowing it. What will she ask for in return?”
“I want nothing from you.”
I jumped. Coffee sloshed over the side of my mug, splashing onto my hand in a scalding wave. I cursed and dropped the mug, leaping back to avoid another spray of hot liquid as the ceramic broke against the kitchen floor. Scath stood three feet away, her hands fisted at her sides, green eyes blazing with fury.
My own temper flared, and I narrowed my eyes. “You’ve been hanging around me for months. Have you been able to take human form all that time?”
I’d asked the same question twenty different ways since this morning, and her response now was the same as it had been then. Sullen silence.
“What’s your name?” Another question with a very familiar ring to it.
“Scath is fine.”
Adrenaline seared my veins. I don’t know what irritated me more, the fact that she wouldn’t tell me her name, or the fact that she wouldn’t even do me the courtesy of making one up. As if she knew that making up a name would at least be a clue to her personality.
“Why have you been helping me? What do you want from me?” I asked.
“I just told you. Nothing,” she bit out.
There was something about the way she kept her arms stiff at her sides, her fists pressed against her thighs, that made me think she was trying not to lash out at me.
“Why are you so angry?” I snatched a dishtowel off the oven rack. “What have I done to make you mad?”
“I’m not mad.”
I snorted and knelt down to pick up the pieces of broken coffee mug. “You’ve been glaring at me as long as you’ve had a human face to glare with. A human face you must have had all along but never bothered to show me.” My chest tightened, and I looked up at her, helpless to keep the desperation out of my voice. “You could have talked to me all this time. Why didn’t you?”
Scath pressed her lips together. For just a second, I would have sworn she looked…hurt. Then she turned on her heel and stalked into the bedroom, slamming the door behind her.
“You don’t know why she’s been in feline form all this time,” Peasblossom said quietly.
“I would if she’d talk to me.” I glowered at the bits of broken mug lying in coffee puddles all over the floor.
I didn’t understand, not even a little. Why had she helped me? If she was a friend, why hadn’t she said something, introduced herself? Why did she seem so angry now? She didn’t seem to like me at all, so why had it hurt her feelings when I asked why she hadn’t spoken to me? I sat back on my heels, taking a deep breath of coffee-scented air.
“You saw how she walked. You can hear her voice,” Peasblossom spoke up. “Her vocal chords haven’t been used much. She sounds like she’s been staying in feline form even when she’s not around us. Like she hasn’t been human for some time.”
I glanced up at where Peasblossom was sitting on a shelf in the cupboard, swinging her legs over the side. “You think she was in feline form because she wanted to be? Or because she was forced to be?”
“I think either way, you should give her some time,” Peasblossom said seriously. “Let her get her thoughts together. You don’t know what she’s been through, and I think it’s understandable that she might feel a little overwhelmed by all the questions.”
Guilt gnawed at me. “We did sort of leap into interrogation mode, didn’t we?” I pushed my hair away from my face, staring at the floor without seeing anything. “Between Liam wanting to know who the person was who appeared out of nowhere on a secure floor of New Moon, and me wanting to know who’d been sharing my living quarters off and on all these months, she might have felt a little attacked.”
“A little?” Peasblossom scoffed.
“A lot.” I frowned at the door. “Flint couldn’t have been a huge help either. She didn’t seem to like him when she was in feline form, no reason to think that would change. And I suppose she probably realizes that anything she tells me, he could force me to relay back to him when it suits him.”
“Right. So give her time to think about it. Let her open up in her own good time.”
A knock at the door broke into our conversation. Peasblossom retreated farther inside the cupboard, her pink eyes glowing from the shadows. Flint had asked his questions of Scath back at New Moon, and in the car when Andy had driven us all back to the apartment. It hadn’t taken long for him to deduce that his presence was a hindrance on our conversation at best, and he’d opted to let us continue up to the apartment on our own.
Apparently, he’d decided to return for round two.
I stood and stared down at the broken mug for a second before rolling my eyes. “Bugger it anyway.”
I waved a hand, letting magic fan outward over the coffee mug. The pieces slid back together, leaving it whole once again. Mother Hazel wouldn’t approve of such a mundane waste of magic, but just then, I didn’t care. I was in a foul mood, and I was ready to give the leannan sidhe a healthy dose of cranky witch. His timing couldn’t have been more perfect. I jerked the door open, scowl in place, harsh words ready to let fly.
It wasn’t Flint.
Liam blinked at me, tensing and looking around me into the apartment as if searching for what had put the dark look on my face. He was wearing a pale blue button down shirt with the sleeves rolled up past his elbows. Dark denim jeans clung to the muscles of his lower body, and he wasn’t wearing a gun or a badge. Casual attire. Or semi-casual. The rolled up sleeves made me think he was bracing for some task or another.
“Liam.” My voice came out breathier than I’d have liked, and I frowned and shook my head. “You seem better.”
The writhing, snapping aura I’d almost gotten used to the last few days had vanished, replaced by the familiar warm buzz I’d come to associate with him. The alpha had apparently made a full recovery.
“Thanks.” His nostrils flared, and he looked down at my coffee-splattered pink and blue leggings and royal blue T-shirt. On the way, his gaze passed my hands. A frown pinched the skin between his brows. “What happened here?”
My pulse skipped a beat when he lifted one of my hands in his, and I shrugged as he inspected the red splotchy skin. “Hot coffee accident.”
He didn’t release my hands right away. He turned them over, giving the red skin far more attention than was necessary as he inspected the minor burns. It said something about how flustered I was that it took me a minute to figure out he was stalling. My stomach bottomed out, and I tugged on my hands. I was pretty sure I knew why he was here. And I was very sure I wasn’t ready for this conversation.
Liam let me pull away, sweeping his gaze over the apartment without crossing the threshold. His nostrils flared again.
“Flint’s not here.” I stalked back to the kitchen and snatched up the coffee-stained towel. I could have used my Cinderella spell on the spill, but I chose to work by hand, just for the distraction.
Liam took a step inside, gaze still bouncing back and forth over the unfamiliar territory. “What about Scath?”
I inclined my head toward the closed bedroom. “She’s still not feeling very social.”
He stopped just inside the door, as if suddenly remembering his manners. “Can I come in?”
“Suit yourself.” I paused my cleaning and looked up at him. “How did you know where I lived? My name isn’t on the lease.”
“I dropped you off here before, remember?”
“You didn’t come inside the building. How’d you know which apartment was mine?”
He arched an eyebrow.
“Oh.” I rolled my eyes and dabbed at another tendril of spilled coffee. He was a werewolf. Probably hadn’t taken him more than a few deep breaths to find which apartment was mine.
Liam closed the door behind him, moving with the calm, considered movements of a man with something to say, searching for the right words. I focused harder on the towel than I had to, paying a ridiculous amount of attention to chasing every last droplet of spilled coffee. I wasn’t ready for this. I didn’t want to hear what I knew he was about to say.
“How’s Brenna?” I blurted out.
“She’s good. Better.” Liam leaned against the counter, crossing his arms over his chest in a way that made the muscles of his biceps strain the rolled up sleeves. He watched me swipe at the floor, not saying anything when I continued to scrub clean tiles.
“Are you all right?”
His voice was so soft I almost missed the question, even in the silence of the apartment. I stopped scrubbing the floor, staring hard at the dishtowel. “You’re not talking about the burn.”
I tried to look up, but couldn’t. Not yet.
“No. I’m not talking about the burn.”
His aura pressed forward as he knelt beside me. There was a comfort in that warmth that promised to chase away the chill of fear that had started in the pit of my stomach when I’d seen Scath’s human form. The one that grew so much worse when I thought of Liam’s deal with Flint…or the fact that it was my fault Flint had the leverage to force a bargain with the alpha.
Tension vibrated in the air between us as I forced myself to stay in my own space. I couldn’t give in to that urge to lean in. Not when he was going to leave soon, and take all that warmth with him.
“What does he want with you?” Liam asked.
I closed my eyes and dropped the towel, sitting on the floor so I could put my back against the kitchen island. Close to Liam, but not leaning on him. “I wish I knew.”
He shifted beside me, his body heat telling me he was leaning against the island only an inch away. Still so tempting.
“Did he send you to Varca’s?”
I shook my head without opening my eyes. “No. He did not. He’s the one that assigned me my last case, but he hasn’t given an order in over a week.” I let out a huff of frustration and rubbed my hands over my face. “I don’t know what he wants. I don’t know why he bought me. All I know is, I’m doing the best I can to get through it. And for what it’s worth, he does seem to have an understanding of how far he can push me. I have boundaries.”
There was no hiding the desperation in that last sentence. I didn’t know who I was trying to convince, me or Liam. When it came right down to it, we both knew that any boundaries I had between me and Flint could be eliminated at the whim of the leannan sidhe.
“Boundaries like the contracts you sign with Agent Bradford.”
I opened my eyes, relieved to be back on professional territory. “Yes. Like the contract I used before I went to New Moon.” I twisted around, forcing myself to meet his eyes. “You have to know that I would never have gone to New Moon if I didn’t believe I could keep Flint out of it. I would never have endangered your pack.”
“I know.” Liam pulled his legs up and rested his forearms on his knees, lacing his hands together. “I want to thank you for your help. I know the circumstances weren’t what either of us would have liked, but the fact is, without you, those women would still be trapped. I do appreciate that.”
I scraped one nail over my burn, using the pain as a distraction. “But you’re here to tell me I need to stay away.”
He didn’t contradict me. We sat there for a minute, and I could almost hear the wheels turning in his head. Hear him gathering the words to evict me from his life. For as little as I was in it in the first place.
His gaze fell to his hands. “It’s going to take me a while to deal with the fallout of the last few days. We’re down a therapist, I have a large group of people who violated their oaths when they tried to leave, and there’s a half dozen women who haven’t been in human form for…” Liam stopped, shook his head. “For too long. It’s going to take time to fix everything.”
“I understand.”
There, I said it. And my voice didn’t even break. All the brownie points for me.
“I don’t blame you for not telling me about Flint. And I don’t think you’re a danger to me. Or my pack.”
My throat constricted. “But…”
“But…” He turned to face me again, meeting my eyes with the finality of someone determined to do the right thing. “But Flint has a handle on both of us now. I can’t put my pack at risk.”
“Understood.” I forced myself to my feet, giving in to the need to get away from him. I couldn’t stand to be close to him right now, him and his warm, fuzzy aura that contradicted his words so strongly. “Seems like this is something that could have been said over the phone.”
I sounded petulant now, and I didn’t care. I wanted him to leave.
Liam stood too, his eyes following me as I paced a circle around the short table in the living room area. It was as far as I could get from him in the small apartment.
“I came to see if you’re all right.”
“And now you see that I am.” I smiled at him, knowing it wasn’t a pleasant expression. “I’m fine. You can go.”
“Shade—”
“Liam, I’m not going to fall to pieces because you don’t want to be my friend anymore.” I grabbed a throw pillow from the couch, then put it back. I needed something to do with my hands. I needed a soda.
“That’s not what I meant.”
Liam backed out of my way as I fast-walked to the fridge and jerked it open to retrieve a Coke. I slammed the door and cracked open the soda.
“You said you had limits,” he started again. “On his contract. Limits on what he can make you do.”
“Yes. I’m not stupid, I negotiated as best I could. He can’t force me to kill anyone, or to violate my word. He can’t make me agree to anything that would obligate me beyond the year he owns me.” I took a long sip of the soda, squeezing my eyes shut. Maybe if I didn’t look at him, he’d leave.
“What else?” Liam pressed. “Is there anything else he can’t make you do? Is there anything else he’s making you do?”
I flung out a hand to encompass the apartment without turning around to face him. “He’s making me live here. He made me leave my village.” I snorted and took another gulp of soda. “Didn’t make Mother Hazel happy, I’ll tell you that. If it weren’t for her, he probably wouldn’t let me go back at all. As it is, I’m facing a two hour drive there and back everyday so I can keep up with the bare minimum of my—”
“That’s not what I mean!”
The anger in his voice made me lower the soda. He scowled and started pacing, small tight swaths that kept him in the area blocked off as part of the kitchen. His next circuit put him close enough to me that I felt the change in his aura, the shift from warm buzz to bristling heat.
“Kylie said the antidote was successful.” I put my soda on the counter and took a careful step toward him, blocking his path to stop the pacing. “But it’s not impossible to be reinfected. Let me look.”
“No,” Liam said immediately. “No. I saw what happened last time you opened your third eye. There’s no reason to risk that again. I’m fine.”
He sounded as sincere as I had when I’d said those words. I waved a hand. “It will be safer here. I’m home, I can take precautions.” I unzipped the pouch at my waist. “I just need—”
“I said I’m fine.”
He grabbed my arm before I could lift the flap of the pouch. The hairs on the back of my neck rose, and a trickle of adrenaline seeped into my bloodstream.
Liam sensed the change in my response. He released my wrist, forced himself to take a deep breath. “I need to know that you’re…all right.”
“I told you, I’m fine,” I said slowly.
It wasn’t until I was really staring at him, looking for more signs that he’d been reinfected by the parasite, that I realized he kept glancing toward the back of the apartment.
Toward the bedroom.
Realization dawned. “He hasn’t forced himself into my bed,” I said softly. “He doesn’t live here. He flirts but he hasn’t laid a hand on me in that way.”
Liam didn’t look convinced. I bit the inside of my cheek, trying to think of a way to put his mind at ease. I remembered the way he’d acted in Brenna’s apartment, tearing through her bedroom, sniffing the sheets.
“Scath hasn’t spoken more than a handful of words to me since she took human form.” I gestured at the bedroom. “Maybe you’d like to try your luck?”
He nodded a little too fast. I didn’t know if he recognized the offer as an excuse to let him see the bedroom, or not. But it didn’t matter. I led him across the room and eased open the door.
“Scath?”
The room was empty. The bed was rumpled as if someone had settled down on top of the blankets and tossed and turned for a bit. The small lamp on the bedside table was on, but the single bulb did little more than cast shadows over the room. I half-heartedly checked the corners and the closet, but I didn’t expect to find her. She was gone, retreated to wherever it was she went when she wasn’t with me. Taking all the answers I so desperately wanted with her.
I stood facing the closet with my back to the rest of the room, letting Liam inspect the area without an audience. He obviously needed to reassure himself that I wasn’t being interfered with in that way. I could let him have that.
When I finally turned to face him, he was standing beside the bed, halfway between the bed and the door, his eyes closed. I watched him take a deep breath, then another one. Concentrating on parsing out scents, probably. I wondered how much of Flint’s scent was in the room. He showed up periodically for our little meetings, popped in to choose my outfit for me when he wanted to take me somewhere and didn’t trust me not to embarrass him with my sense of style. But unless Flint had perverted inclinations I wasn’t aware of, Liam should be able to tell nothing sexual happened here.
I cleared my throat and Liam opened his eyes. “I can take care of myself, Liam. I don’t need protection.” I took a deep breath, reaching for a calm I didn’t feel. It was weird, standing in my bedroom with him. In another time and place, it might have been titillating.
As it was, I couldn’t shake the thought that Flint could walk in at any moment. Or Scath. And besides, Liam would leave soon anyway. After he reiterated that we couldn’t see one another for a while.
I fled the room, leaving him to follow me. “Do what’s best for your pack. I understand. And you don’t have to worry about me.”
“Shade.”
His voice stopped me in my tracks. I turned to see him standing in the doorway to my bedroom, and the intensity of his stare pinned me in place. His blue eyes looked black in the dim light, the small lamp on the bedside table behind him leaving his face full of shadows. Somehow the apartment suddenly felt a lot more private than it was.
I didn’t move, barely breathed as he stalked closer. His aura rolled around him, heated tendrils ensnaring me, threatening to pull me closer. That delicious warmth wrapped around me like an embrace before he was close enough to touch. We stood there, staring at one another, neither of us closing those last few inches.
“How many months do you have left on your contract?” Liam asked, his voice hoarse.
“Nine.”
“Nine moons.” He let out a long breath and stepped back, nodding as if to himself. “I’ll see you later, Shade.”
I watched him leave. I didn’t move until I heard the door close. Then I made my way back to the kitchen on shaky legs, groping for the abandoned can of Coke and finishing it in one long, throat-burning swig.
The heat in my cheeks made me feel light-headed. Or maybe it was the caffeine rush. I put the empty can on the counter and braced one hand on the fridge.
Peasblossom peeked out of the cupboard, her pink multifaceted eyes so wide they bulged from her face.
“I don’t think he’s going to last nine moons,” she murmured.
A man’s chuckle behind me sent a wash of ice water down my spine, and I looked toward the door with a ball of dread rolling through my stomach.
“Oh, Peasblossom,” Flint drawled.
I hadn’t even heard him open the door. He must have come in right as Liam left. And he had a twinkle in his eyes that said he’d seen the alpha leave. He strode toward me with the lazy prowling gait of a predator.
“I think you underestimate your witch, little one.” He glanced at the door where Liam had exited just a few moments ago, and then back at me. His grin widened. “I don’t think he’ll last three.”
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Typos are the jack-in-the-boxes of the reading world. There you are, reading an amazing story, when suddenly—BAM! A typo rips you right out of the groove. At Skeleton Key Publishing, our editors do their best to correct the typos that slink by our authors, but sometimes they escape and go on their ruinous rampage.
So here’s the deal. If you found any typos, go to my website and report it. Every month we will put the names of everyone who reported a typo into a hat and pick one out. That person will then be offered a $25 gift certificate to an online retailer.
That’s right…you can win a gift certificate just for reporting a typo. If you find more than three typos, send us a copy of your receipt and we’ll send you an updated version of the book.
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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