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      I poked at the gelatinous mass.

      “It’s not going to attack you,” my partner assured me.

      “Are you sure?” I poked it again. “What is it?”

      That was a question I’d asked many times in my line of work, but never while in line at a breakfast buffet. Another big difference was that I was doing my poking with a serving fork and not the business end of a …

      Who was I kidding? If I’d stumbled on this in a dark alley, I wouldn’t be poking it with any kind of weapon. I’d be getting the heck out of there and calling for backup.

      Poking, or its more lethal cousin, killing, wasn’t my job. I’d been hired to find and point out monsters and supernatural bad guys. As much as I wished it otherwise, I wasn’t qualified for takedowns. I left those up to my partner and our commandos.

      Most of the time.

      I’m like one of those little dogs who chases big trucks. In my case, though, the big trucks are bloodthirsty monsters. Occasionally I catch one, but I’m woefully unqualified to do anything past that point. I should look before I leap, or to be more exact, think before I chase. My adrenaline’s been known to override my good sense.

      My name is Makenna Fraser and I work for SPI. That’s Supernatural Protection and Investigations, a worldwide organization, headquartered in New York, that protects people from predatory supernaturals. Basically, we keep people from being eaten while making sure they stay in the dark about what had just tried to turn them into its latest meal. Move along, nothing to see. In addition, we also protect various supernaturals from humans and each other.

      SPI is a full-service organization.

      The part of SPI where I worked was basically a supernatural police department, albeit one that had worldwide reach, which pretty much made us a supernatural Interpol. The other side of SPI was a combination of the UN and NATO. Until now, I hadn’t had much contact with that side.

      That was going to change this week.

      For the next three days, select agents from all sections of our New York office would be working at the Regor Regency Hotel in Lower Manhattan.

      There have always been supernatural creatures on Earth; some were from our world, some were immigrants or visitors from elsewhere. In the early 1900s, Earth started looking particularly good to races from other worlds and dimensions, mainly as a sanctuary. For the first decade or so the population increase wasn’t a problem, but SPI wanted to take steps to ensure that it didn’t become one in the future. Exactly one hundred years ago this week, an agreement had been drafted to keep the off-world population from exploding and the humans of Earth from finding out about any of it.

      The terms of that agreement expired this week.

      Diplomats from SPI had been busy for the past year working with their supernatural counterparts around the world to negotiate any desired changes to the existing agreement. Naturally, what many supernaturals desired was everything, including the kitchen sink.

      SPI was flexible, but when it came to our own prime directive—ensuring that humans remained convinced that they were still large and in charge of this planet—we wouldn’t budge.

      Most of the messy work had been done. Negotiations had been satisfactorily completed, concessions had been agreed upon, fangs had been retracted and claws sheathed, lawyers had been recalled, and delegates from the various races and species would gather here for the official signing of the accords. I’d heard there were still a few holdouts here and there, but that was to be expected. It wasn’t the reason why the law enforcement side of SPI had moved into the Regor Regency.

      We were here to keep the living delegates alive and the undead delegates from becoming permanently deceased. Some supernaturals got along with each other.

      Most did not.

      I had a feeling we were going to have our work cut out for us.

      We were about to be overrun by more types and races of supernatural beings and outright aliens than had ever been in one place at one time, at least since the original agreement had been signed. July wasn’t the best time to be in New York, but supernaturals took contracts very seriously—especially those they’d signed in their own blood. And since many of them had extended lifespans, some of the same beings who had signed the original agreement would be back this time.

      Most of the supernaturals were here to renegotiate territories and boundaries as well. While they really could’ve done that on their own, the agreement carried more weight if it was done through SPI. A lot of them did it to get an all-expenses-paid trip to New York, though.

      The summit would also include a meeting between representatives of both the elf and goblin monarchs and the governors of their colonies here. The elf and goblin home world was under a threat of invasion, and the meeting here would be to arrange for a limited number of refugees to come to our world if that threat became a reality.

      For the goblins, the sticking point was that the goblin monarchy had just experienced a violent transfer of power.  The older brother in the Mal’Salin dynasty had been assassinated by his chancellor, but before the chancellor could steal the throne, the younger brother was installed in a coup.

      The governor of the goblin colony here on Earth had been given that assignment by the older brother.

      The younger brother—now king—was cleaning house with a vengeance.

      I didn’t see the meeting between the governor and the new king’s representative being a friendly one.

      As to the elves, the colonial governor here was a member of a family that was in a heap of political and legal trouble back home. The elf queen was likewise feeling an urge to take a broom to her house.

      Fun times ahead on the goblin and elf fronts.

      Two races that were not included in the summit were the vampires and werewolves. As the most populous and powerful supernatural beings on our world, they each warranted their own meeting.

      As I said, it was SPI’s job to keep any of the summit’s delegates from killing each other, at least while they were in New York. What they did when they got home was their business. What they did while they were here was ours. If the vampires and werewolves had been added to the mix, we would have had more than we could be expected to handle.

      I was part of SPI’s security detail for what was being called the Centennial Supernatural Summit.

      Both commando teams from SPI New York had moved into the hotel for the week.

      I wasn’t one of SPI’s commandos. I was a seer.

      A seer could see through any glamour, spell, or ward a supernatural being could use to disguise their true appearance. My talent also included seeing through cloaks and veils, which could render their users invisible. It was kind of hard to apprehend supernatural criminals if you couldn’t see them, or if what you were chasing ran into a crowd and changed their appearance to look like someone else.

      SPI valued their seers. Criminals wanted us all to drop dead.

      My three predecessors had done just that—with a literal or metaphorical push from someone interested in keeping SPI without seers.

      We were rare enough as is. There were only five seers worldwide working for SPI. I was based in the New York office. We had another out in LA. The other three were stationed in our European and Asian offices.

      SPI founder and director Vivienne Sagadraco had assigned Ian Byrne to be my partner. As SPI’s top agent, Ian had the most need for a seer on a daily basis. As SPI’s newest seer, I needed SPI’s top agent to keep me alive and working. Ian was teaching me hand-to-hand (or claw, tentacle, etc.) combat, and I was getting better, but as a former special-ops guy and NYPD homicide detective, Ian would always be infinitely better. Bless his heart, he did his best to teach me all that he could.

      Ian had the patience of Job and deserved a raise—and a medal.

      I stuck the serving fork back into the whatever-it-was and moved down the buffet line to something I could identify as breakfast food, at least what humans considered to be breakfast food.

      Bacon.

      Now we were talking.

      A white-jacketed server hurried to the buffet and with a perfectly proper murmured apology whisked the offending dish away—toward the fancy dining room where the supernatural/alien delegates were taking their meals.

      Okay. Now it made sense.

      That buffet was offering something for everyone, which amounted to a lot of weirdness. Some seriously funky stuff was being served to the delegates, most of whom definitely qualified for the “not from around here” moniker.

      SPI’s security people and staffers had a separate buffet and dining room. We needed to be close enough for fast response, but far enough away to give us a break from what I’d been told could be like babysitting a pack of spoiled toddlers. When we weren’t on duty, we were on call 24/7, so we needed to get in, get fed, and get back to work.

      It was six in the morning, and the dining room set aside for SPI agents and staff was getting crowded.

      The delegates would be coming from all around our world, other worlds, and several dimensions attached to both. Some were nocturnal, others functioned during the day. Combine that with multiple time zones here on Earth, and everyone’s internal clocks were screwed up. As a result, SPI agents would be working in shifts so we didn’t drop from exhaustion.

      I’d learned during my nearly two years at SPI that if you had time to eat or sleep, you took it. You never knew when the crap would hit the fan, making food and rest nothing but a fond memory.

      I was piling my plate high because of that. That and because the buffet was ten kinds of awesome.

      I sensed my partner’s disapproving eyes on me.

      I paused in my hunting and gathering. “What?”

      “I would ask if you were going to eat all that,” Ian said. “But we’ve been together long enough that I know you will.”

      “Yet still, you do not believe,” I said solemnly.

      I could put a hurtin’ on a breakfast buffet. It ain’t bragging if it’s true, and I had the embarrassed-to-eat-with-me friends and family—and partner—to prove it.

      Ian Byrne was my partner at work, not my partner in bed. Another coworker of ours had that job covered. Ian was tall, ripped, blue-eyed, and unwholesomely handsome; and I didn’t have to be sleeping with him to know or say that. My eyes and hormones were in perfect working order, and they communicated with each other on a regular basis.

      For the duration of the summit, Ian was also in charge of SPI’s security teams.

      Even though he had just gotten out of bed, Ian was looking mighty fine in the SPI-sanctioned uniform for the talks, what I called “SWAT lite,” all black with a small SPI logo tastefully placed on the right side of the chest, not the left where the heart was located. It wouldn’t be a good idea for people to walk around with a target over their most vital organ. Though that only applied to most of SPI’s agents. Some had hearts elsewhere in their chest cavity; a few didn’t have hearts at all. In the physical sense, that is. My coworkers were seriously good people.

      Ian and I sat next to Sandra Niles and some of her team at one of the long tables. The Jamaican native was the commander of one of SPI New York’s two commando teams. They were coming off night duty, and no doubt having breakfast before turning in for a few hours of sleep before the majority of the delegates arrived this afternoon.

      “Everything quiet?” Ian asked.

      Sandra speared a link sausage. “Nothing violent, if that’s what you mean.”

      I refined my partner’s question. “Everyone behaving?”

      Sandra tilted the forked sausage in my direction before taking a bite. “Point to the lady.”

      Ian stabbed a couple of tater-tots and snorted. “Who were they and what did they do?”

      “Perovians. Jumped off of Rockefeller Center.” She gave us a closed-mouth grin while she finished chewing. “It didn’t happen in the hotel, so it wasn’t our problem. The Chicago team had to deal with it. They brought our wayward guests home an hour ago. I just e-mailed you the report.”

      There were entirely too many names of species, races, worlds, and dimensions being thrown around for me to follow.

      I turned to Ian. “Okay, tell me again who the—”

      “Perovians. Small world, breathable air, two portal jumps from here. They look like gargoyles.”

      “And they like to jump off tall things,” Sandra added. “Unfortunately, New York is full of tall things. Fortunately, only two of them took the plunge before our Chicago team put a stop to their fun. The delegates claim they weren’t seen, and there weren’t any reports from Rockefeller Center of suicidal gargoyles, so we’re all good.”

      Our boss, Vivienne Sagadraco, had called in commando units from three of SPI’s larger metropolitan offices. One each from Atlanta, Chicago, and Los Angeles. Their job would be to cover for our two New York teams who were running security for the duration of the summit. The boss was hosting this shindig, and she wanted security folks whom she knew by name. She had handpicked each and every one of them when SPI first hired them. When you were sitting on a powder keg like this summit, you wanted people you knew and trusted to keep the fuse from being lit.

      Or who you knew were qualified to clean up the mess if it went boom.

      “We’re encouraging delegates to remain in the hotel for the duration,” Sandra told me. “Unless it’s on a tour we’ve organized. If they do go out on their own, they have to play by our rules.”

      I knew what those rules were, even if our Perovian guests had conveniently forgotten.

      When out among New York’s human population, magical veils or glamours were to be worn at all times, meaning you either had to be invisible or look human. If a delegate lacked the magical talent to veil or glamour, we issued an amulet to them when they left the hotel, to be returned when they got back. The amulets had been designed by SPI’s R&D department along with Kenji Hayashi, SPI’s Chief Technology Officer and ultimate tech guru. In addition to keeping the public from being freaked out by seeing a gargoyle bungee jumping off Rockefeller Center without a bungee, it allowed the free-roaming delegate to be tracked by SPI’s security people at the base they’d set up here in the hotel.

      “One of the Perovian nobles lives in New York, and they met for dinner at the Rainbow Room,” Sandra was saying. “They were supposed to come directly back here afterward. One of our security people was charged with tracking them for the evening. He told us the instant they made a little detour to the observation deck after dessert. I notified HQ, who dispatched the Chicago team.”

      I started in on my bacon and eggs. “The flyboys are grounded, I take it?”

      “For the duration of the summit.”

      I nodded in approval. The Perovians were guests here, as were the rest of the delegates. I was Southern, and being Southern meant you behaved yourself when under someone else’s roof. Acting any other way just wasn’t done.

      “Is the dwarf delegation back yet?” Ian asked.

      Sandra swallowed a sip of coffee. “Calvin reported in that they’ve extended their outing by two hours. They’ll be back by nine. The ambassador’s cousin is hosting a breakfast for the delegation.”

      I glanced back and forth between the two of them. “Where’d they go?”

      “The part of Manhattan that dwarves would want to see, and feel right at home exploring,” Ian said.

      I smiled. “The abandoned subway tunnels.” It’d been long enough since we’d hunted grendels under Times Square that the worst of the memories were no longer nightmare fodder, at least not often. I was merely glad the dwarves had found something fun and touristy to do. Though my smile would’ve faded real quick if I’d been asked to be the tour guide.

      The dwarves had been picked up yesterday afternoon from SPI’s private airfield in Westchester County. Their transportation into the city was a van with tinted windows so that no one could see in, but that also had shades to pull down if the sight of the New York skyline was too overwhelming for the cavern-dwelling dwarves.

      The driver had reported that his charges had taken one look at the city and had not only closed every blind, but looked anywhere except through the windshield.

      “Who took them on their field trip?” I asked.

      “It was arranged by a cousin of the ambassador who works for the MTA,” Sandra said. “I asked Calvin and Liz if they’d do the security honors.”

      The dwarf delegation couldn’t have been safer. Calvin had done three tours in Iraq as an army infantryman and field medic. He’s at least a foot taller than I am. Bull neck, bald head, and biceps the size of my thighs in my fat jeans. Liz was a former Marine who would’ve made a fine Ellen Ripley in Alien. That woman could rock a flamethrower. She and Calvin were a monster-hunting dynamic duo.

      They knew their way around subterranean New York, and had been a big part of why the grendel infestation of two New Year’s Eves ago hadn’t made it to the surface to turn the million partiers in Times Square into a midnight buffet.

      Dozens of grendels in New York’s sewers then, versus fewer than a hundred supernatural diplomats in a five-star hotel now.

      It didn’t matter how demanding those diplomats got, we were living the dream this time with our cushy accommodations.

      As if on cue, my phone beeped, as did Ian’s and Sandra’s.

      Ian and I shared a quick “oh crap” glance.

      I grabbed my coffee and chugged down as much as possible. I burned the bejesus out of my tongue, but better burnt than under-caffeinated for whatever had just happened.

      I shoved some bacon in a biscuit, wrapped both in a napkin, and tucked it in my jacket pocket.

      Time to go to work.
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      Ian and I weren’t officially on duty for another hour, but we knew we’d been unofficially so the instant we’d set foot outside our hotel rooms.

      When we glanced around the lobby, it wasn’t apparent to either one of us what was wrong.

      The Regor Regency was a fully restored, thirteen-story epitome of art nouveau elegance.

      The hotel’s defining feature was a central atrium that rose to a pyramidal skylight on the roof, revealing the surrounding Lower Manhattan skyline. The guest rooms and many of the meeting rooms opened out onto lushly carpeted walkways overlooking the atrium. The ornate, wrought-iron railing on each floor was waist-high to keep guests from taking a dive to the lobby below. It was Darwin Award–winner prevention that also looked good.

      The hotel had been reopened for business for almost five years, and in that time, the Regor Regency had become the preferred destination for the well-heeled, both human and supernatural, who needed to be close to the Financial District. The logistics for the summit required a venue that was supernatural-friendly, meaning the staff had to be supernaturals themselves or some of the select humans who were in-the-know. Most of all, the staff couldn’t be the type to scream and run at the sight of guests with tentacles, wings, tails, scales, pointy ears, and/or fangs. The hotel also had to be able to accommodate the dietary and comfort needs of said unusual guests. And, most importantly, the venue had to be able to close itself to the general public (aka clueless humans) for the duration of the summit.

      That meant the Regor Regency.

      Plus, it was a nice touch that last year, the Regor had achieved a five-star rating. If you wanted people and not-people to make nice and work together, you’d better be sure they were happy with their surroundings.

      Part of the hotel’s supernatural-friendliness lay with what ran below its foundations—several ley lines of power. They weren’t any of the four major lines that ran through the tri-state area, but rather smaller branches. The foundations of the hotel had been embedded in the bedrock right above the ley lines, which emitted a low and actually rather pleasant hum to people and beings who were sensitive to such things. After being exposed to a rudely awakened major ley line, I was officially a sensitive. As a result, the hotel’s interior was brighter and more vibrant, its cuisine more flavorful, its guest rooms more inviting and restful. I could see why the owner chose this hotel to renovate. It was a moneymaker waiting to happen.

      To cover the preparations for the summit itself, plus getting the hotel ready to reopen to the public afterward, the owner had stopped taking reservations, and closed it for three weeks, citing renovations. To say that the owner was losing a lot of money from closing his hotel was an understatement, but I was sure that Vivienne Sagadraco had made it worth his while.

      The owner was Rake Danescu.

      He’d named the hotel the Regor after the name of the goblin capital on his world.

      Rake was a goblin, spymaster, billionaire, and presumed playboy. I say “presumed” because while I had no evidence to support that statement, he was tall, dark, blazingly hot, and his bank accounts were loaded. I felt safe assuming all of the above equaled a chick magnet; and since Rake was hot-blooded, breathing, and male, I couldn’t see him turning down the women who threw themselves at him on a regular basis.

      I’d never thrown myself at him.

      Maybe that was part of my appeal to him.

      I still didn’t know.

      By the way, Rake and I were kinda-sorta-maybe dating, and to the best of my knowledge, Rake had turned into a one-woman goblin.

      I hadn’t slept with him. Not yet.

      Call me paranoid, cautious, or merely sensible. Considering who and what the object of my affection was, I thought all of the above were good ideas.

      But I hadn’t had to exercise any of my caution lately.

      Rake and I hadn’t seen much of each other for about two months. I’d expected him to go full speed ahead after what had happened on Bannerman Island. We’d saved Ian, prevented an invasion by a race of ancient Irish gods, and as an added bonus, had made out in the woods. When it came to taking a relationship to the next level, that was a green light combined with flashing directional arrows. Instead, Rake had suddenly become “busy.”

      Often.

      To tell you the truth, it’d been kind of hard not to take personally.

      But the reason I was here wasn’t personal, it was business, and I needed to get down to it.

      I slowly turned in a full circle, my seer and regular human senses wide open.

      I didn’t see anything in the hotel lobby that wasn’t supposed to be there. And all I could smell was the bacon biscuit in my pocket. Though a second later, I did hear my stomach growl in annoyance at being denied its crispy, bacony goodness.

      The goblin chief of Rake’s hotel security stood utterly still across the lobby in front of the door leading to the hotel offices. Goblins had black eyes and hair (which they usually wore long), upswept ears, vampiric fangs, and a predator’s senses. I’d been introduced to Gethen Nazar yesterday. He and all those on his staff were battle-hardened dark mages, like their boss, Rake Danescu. A lot of supernatural VIPs stayed here, and as SPI knew through copious experience, wherever supernatural VIPs went, trouble was sure to follow. Rake and his people prided themselves on being prepared for anything.

      If Gethen Nazar didn’t know what was wrong, I didn’t feel so bad.

      A low, rumbling growl made the marble floors vibrate beneath our feet.

      It came from the hotel ballroom, not my stomach.

      As did the crash of something large and extremely breakable immediately after.

      I didn’t know what was going all Hulk-smash behind those ballroom doors, but I knew I hadn’t had nearly enough coffee to deal with it. Worst of all, I didn’t think I was gonna get to eat my bacon biscuit anytime soon.

      One of the doors quickly opened, and two pale and wide-eyed goblin hotel staffers darted out, slammed the door, and threw their backs against it as something bigger than both of them put together times ten charged the door from the other side.

      The resulting boom shook the floor under our feet again, and the door buckled, but held.

      Barely.

      My mouth was suddenly a tad bit dry. “I always thought the Hulk was a fictional character.”

      “He is,” Ian said from beside me. “Unfortunately, that isn’t.”

      I was fairly certain I was underqualified to deal with whatever was in there, and I was positive I didn’t want to open that door for confirmation, but that was our job. Confirm and confront things from the other side.

      Sandra didn’t have to call her commando team; they’d followed us out of the dining room. They were still on duty. SPI’s second commando team, led by Roy Benoit, was on call.

      Sandra called.

      Ian and I hurried over to the wall to the right of the doors that had taken yet another hit. Whatever was in there wanted out. We needed it to stay in.

      Gethen Nazar was already there, speaking in low tones to the panicked goblin staffers.

      Goblins didn’t shock easily, and if they did, they kept it to themselves. Whatever was in that ballroom had made these goblins toss their reserve right out the nearest Tiffany window.

      “That’s impossible,” Gethen was saying.

      Those words coming from a dark mage said a lot, none of it good.

      “It was there . . . then it wasn’t,” the staffer managed.

      The second staffer jumped in. “Then it appeared again.”

      The security chief slid aside a small wooden panel that was at eye level in the ballroom door, like you’d see in an old speakeasy, and looked inside.

      “What is it?” Ian asked him.

      “Well, I’ll be damned. It is a buka.”

      I blinked. “A what?”

      “It’s a goblin legend,” Gethen said. “They exist, but they’re rare. A monster used to frighten children.”

      If the staffers’ borderline panic was any indicator, bukas worked their mojo on adults, too.

      “It appeared out of nowhere,” the first staffer told us.

      Ian and I exchanged a glance. We both knew that a lot of monsters could come out of nowhere, and that applied to the proverbial “thin air” as well. Not all air was thin, and when it came to portals or tears in dimensional walls, there really wasn’t such a thing as “nowhere.”

      “Gethen, what’s happening here?”

      The familiar voice came from behind us.

      Rake.

      He was tall and lean with shoulder-length black hair, angular features, and cheekbones you could cut yourself on. With the hotel being closed to the supernaturally clueless, Rake had dispensed with the human disguise, so his pale gray skin, pointed ears, and a pair of fangs that he knew how to use and use well—whether for ripping out the throat of an enemy or nibbling yours truly into incoherent babbling—were on full display.

      The way things were going, there wasn’t going to be any nibbling on his part or babbling on mine for the foreseeable future.

      Gethen answered his boss. “There is what appears to be a buka in the ballroom, sir.”

      Rake paused for a moment, as if waiting for what he’d just heard to make sense. Apparently it didn’t. “A buka?”

      The staffers were nodding in unison. “Yes, sir,” staffer number two said. “We were setting up the room for tonight, and it appeared.”

      Rake crossed to the doors and slid aside the panel. He looked, he saw, and he carefully closed it.

      He turned to us and said calmly, “There’s a buka in my ballroom.”

      Ian stepped forward. “May I?”

      “By all means.”

      Ian took a peek, and I stood on tiptoe to do the same.

      It was about nine, maybe ten feet tall, and bore a vague resemblance to a sasquatch. And yes, they do exist. Sasquatches are shy and gentle unless provoked. I didn’t know what had set this buka off, but those yellow eyes were blazing with a feeling that was way beyond provoked. It appeared to be deciding which set of antique tables and chairs to Hulk-smash next.

      A normal person would think that was something you didn’t generally see in an upscale Manhattan hotel.

      We weren’t normal people, and this wasn’t a normal hotel.

      I drew back. “It looks like some kind of were-sasquatch.”

      “Bukas are monsters native to my world,” Rake said, “specifically my home kingdom.”

      “So, it shouldn’t be here.” I didn’t ask it as a question, since it was obvious that the thing was here. I shouldn’t have said it at all, but I think my mouth was killing time while my brain caught up to what my eyes were seeing.

      “No, it should not be here.”

      “Whatever we’re gonna do to make it go away, we need to do it quick. You’re starting to lose furniture in there.”

      Sandra shouldered her way forward to take a look for herself. “All I need to know is how to kill it.”

      “They’re tough and they’re fast,” Rake told her. “But they bleed and die just like anything else.”

      Sandra gave a sharp nod. “Good enough.”

      “That being said,” Rake continued, “some of the delegates have already arrived. A few have never heard gunfire before. We don’t want to upset anyone.”

      Ian gave Rake a flat look. “So, you’re going to ask it nicely to leave?”

      “The magic I plan to use is silent—at least it will be to my guests. All that will remain is a rather unpleasant odor, which the air filtration system can easily eliminate.”

      “And if it’s tougher or faster than you think?” Ian asked.

      I did a little internal wince.

      Rake and Ian had never been what you’d call friends. More like two alpha males who had a mutual agreement not to kill each other in the immediate future. Maintaining that no-kill stance at any time beyond that was open to negotiation.

      From what I had heard from others and seen for myself, Rake Danescu was quite possibly one of the most powerful dark mages on our planet right now. Ian had witnessed Rake’s magical badassery up close and firsthand. He knew what the goblin was capable of. So, Ian wasn’t questioning Rake’s qualifications to deal with the rabid goblin sasquatch; he merely wanted to cover all his bases should this not play out the way Rake believed it would.

      Mostly.

      Fortunately, Rake now knew Ian well enough to know this about him, and didn’t take it personally.

      Mostly.

      I resisted the urge to roll my eyes.

      Men.

      “I believe my team and I will be able to deal with the threat quietly,” Rake told Ian. “However, I am never opposed to backup—even if it is not needed.”

      Touché.

      The members of SPI New York’s two commando teams were qualified to take down any monster in many ways. We had humans, elves, goblins, vampires, werewolves, and a couple of supernatural species I hadn’t been aware existed until I’d signed on with SPI.

      All could kick monster ass with an assortment of lethal weapons, by hand, and with magic. That being said, I suspected they had nothing on Rake Danescu’s black magic security team, who had now joined their commander.

      There were only six of them. Three men and three women Rake trusted to be able to deal with anything that could happen. He took the security of his properties very seriously, especially after what had happened a couple of months ago with a certain brimstone-leaking Hellpit under his most profitable nightclub.

      Rake knew how much was riding on the summit. He’d pulled the best of his security personnel from his properties around town. They could fight and they could fling magic better than our commandos. I didn’t like admitting it, but it was true. It was true because Rake and his people were dark battlemages. They didn’t just practice black magic; they were experts. Their magic wasn’t the sacrifice-a-virgin kind; it was the too-dangerous-to-be-tried kind.

      These people didn’t try it. They did it—and lived.

      They were all goblins. While Rake had no problem with other races or supernatural species, when it came to those who had his back, he preferred his own people.

      Considering the power even I could feel that they were packing, I didn’t blame him.

      Ian had stepped to the side to call Ms. Sagadraco to inform her of the situation. While she would be on-site this afternoon when the rest of the delegates arrived, she always wanted to be notified if a situation went south when she wasn’t there.

      A buka in the ballroom definitely qualified.

      Rake and his people were going to take this entrance. Sandra and her team had moved to the ballroom’s east entrance, with Roy and his folks taking up position outside the west entrance. Both had just reported that they were in position.

      As the leader of his team and owner of this hotel, it was Rake’s call when to move. They would attempt to deal with it themselves with magic alone. Our two teams were backup if dark magic muscle couldn’t get the job done.

      The buka had stopped pounding on the doors. While we couldn’t hear it, no one could help but smell it. The closest I’d come in my experience to a stink quite that bad was a billy goat. Don’t get me wrong, I loved goats. Cutest babies ever. But once the boys grew up . . . dang, that was some serious stink.

      Rake turned to his team. “If at all possible, I want this taken care of with minimal damage.”

      Meaning to everything except the buka.

      “I couldn’t see the entire ballroom through that little peephole,” I told him. “That buka could have friends—or whoever brought him here.”

      “There was only one,” the goblin staffer said.

      “That you could see. And you said that one kept disappearing and popping back up. What’s to keep another one from doing the same thing?” I held up a hand. “I’m not disputing what you saw, merely saying it’s a possibility we should consider.”

      There was silence at that.

      The staffers didn’t know what I meant, but Ian and Rake did. I was a seer. My survival instinct didn’t want me going into that ballroom, but keeping our people safe by alerting them to danger that only I could see was my job. It was my job, and I was going to do it. I wasn’t asking for Ian’s approval as my partner, or Rake’s as the owner of this hotel. It was more of an FYI. I was going in there.

      “Me first,” Ian said.

      “I wouldn’t have it any other way,” I told him. “You’re the badass monster hunter. I’m here to help you aim, if needed.”

      I drew my own weapon. It was the latest and greatest paint pistol SPI’s chief armorer had made for me. As a country girl who grew up in the mountains, I was a good shot. Since I’d been working at SPI, I’d become a better shot. Our agents and commandos were expert shots—when it came to what they could see.

      My paint pistol and I were there to help them shoot what they couldn’t see.

      SPI’s R&D department had come up with ammo for my pistol and rifle that had a much wider splatter radius than a standard paintball. Plus, the dye was brighter and had the added advantage of glowing in the dark.

      If a monster was sporting any kind of cloak or veil, I tagged it so our commandos could bag it.

      I’d felt silly at first, carrying guns that fired dye pellets, but after dealing with the first few veiled baddies that had nearly killed two of our commandos, I carried my lethal-by-association toys with pride and honor.

      Rake was wearing a suit, a suit that probably cost a month or more of my salary. He didn’t seem concerned that things could happen to the suit that even the best dry cleaner and tailor couldn’t fix.

      I found myself on the receiving end of one of Rake’s bemused glances.

      One corner of his mouth twitched in a quick grin. “Worried about me?”

      “You can take care of yourself. I’m worried about endangering an innocent suit.”

      Rake glanced down. “Good point. At least I can preserve the jacket.” With that, he shrugged out of the suit coat with one smooth movement, tossing it over the back of a nearby chair. Then he deftly removed his cuff links, which had probably cost more than the suit, tucked them in a pocket, and rolled up his sleeves. “Shall we?” he asked.

      Ian gave a sharp nod.

      A rafter-shaking roar came from what sounded like the middle of the ballroom. The buka was still there, but at least it had moved away from the door.

      Our opportunity to get inside without the buka getting outside wouldn’t be any better.

      Rake opened the door.
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      The air thickened—not like from humidity in the South, but with something that made it difficult to put one foot in front of the other. It felt as if I was trying to walk through water.

      That meant magic, the heavy-hitting kind.

      Something didn’t want us getting in.

      Rake and his team powered up their magic, their hands glowing a bright red. A lesser glow raced to cover their bodies. Ready for offense and defense.

      That something was about to be disappointed.

      The Regor Regency ballroom was an intimate space by New York hotel standards. It had been built in 1893, a time when a ballroom was used for dancing. The hotel had originally been lit by gas lamps, but had soon been wired for electricity. The original gilt-framed mirrors still hung around the room, their purpose to reflect the light from the gas fixtures and any candles, to make the room brighter. A few sepia-toned photos of past soirees had been artfully framed and hung between the mirrors. Rake had had the room restored to match the Gilded Age glamor of the earliest photos.

      The buka in the middle of the room was neither gilded nor glamorous.

      We were all professionals here. Experience with things like what we were seeing kept us from reacting verbally to what hulked in the middle of the Regor Regency’s opulent ballroom—but mostly we didn’t want to embarrass ourselves in front of our coworkers.

      That didn’t mean there wasn’t cussing. There was plenty of that.

      Some from fear; mostly from disbelief.

      I felt safe in saying that none of us had ever seen anything like that in our lives.

      It was ten feet tall, maybe more.

      It stood up even straighter.

      Definitely more.

      I winced, remembering the scene from the first Ghostbusters movie in that fancy hotel ballroom.

      The monster roared and the chandeliers shook.

      I didn’t see this going even that well.

      I tried not to do anything that could provoke it, like breathe too loud. “You sure this isn’t a delegate who’s just not a morning person?” I asked, trying not to move my lips.

      Rake never took his eyes off the buka. “Yes.”

      The monster in question looked like a mashup of a rabid Chewbacca and a really pissed-off, supersized baboon.

      It stank, it was angry, and it didn’t look any happier to see us than we were to see it. How it got here wasn’t the problem, at least not the first one we needed to deal with.

      The buka appeared to be alone.

      I swept the room with my seer vision. There was nothing or no one concealed behind a cloak.

      “We seem to be clear except for the big guy on the dance floor,” I said into my comms unit.

      “Think he’s waiting for a partner?” Roy drawled from his position next to a potted palm on the other side of the ballroom. Roy Benoit was a fellow Southerner in the sweet-tea-deprived wasteland that was north of the Mason–Dixon Line. He was a Cajun out of the Louisiana swamps from a long and proud line of gator hunters.

      “She,” Rake said absently, his eyes darting around the buka looking for something I couldn’t see. Must have been a dark magic thing.

      Ian flashed a quick grin. “Rake’s volunteered to be first on her dance card.”

      “Back home, that’s what we call a big girl,” Roy said.

      Rake’s six battlemages were primed and ready, hands glowing either bright red or acid green. Ready and waiting.

      On Rake.

      His hotel, his guests endangered, his fight if he wanted it.

      We all knew he wanted it.

      His mages knew the unspoken rule, and so did we. Our teams entered the ballroom and fanned out along the walls to surround the buka, weapons and magic at the ready.

      Rake’s hands glowed so brightly, I couldn’t look directly at them. I opted instead for his intended target.

      The buka didn’t have the kind of face that could express emotion well, but I could swear her yellow eyes glittered with what could only be described as “bring it.”

      Rake Danescu brought it.

      Not in the hits from two solid spheres of raw power that I’d expected. Just before impacting with the buka’s body, the two fist-sized spheres exploded into dozens of smaller, but no less potent, chunks of magical buckshot.

      Every last one hit the buka.

      And all were absorbed into the buka’s body.

      The thing shivered as if Rake’s best shot had merely tickled.

      Then she grinned in a slow spread of rubbery lips, exposing entirely too many sharp teeth.

      One of Rake’s battlemages said a single word in Goblin.

      Since I’d been dating a goblin, I’d been learning the language. I knew that word. It’s true what they say about learning a new language. The cuss words are the easiest.

      “That should have worked,” Rake noted mildly. “Ladies and gentlemen, a group effort, if you please.”

      Rake and his six goblin dark mages unleashed what sure looked like hell on the lone buka.

      The thing added what sounded like a giggle to its grin.

      This was not good.

      “Bullets?” Ian asked Rake.

      “By all means.”

      “Snipers,” Ian said into his comms. “She’s all yours.”

      Both of our commando teams had two sharpshooters. There was a procedure for a situation like this. They coordinated, two taking head shots, and two taking chest shots, centering on the heart.

      All hit their targets.

      All bullets were absorbed.

      The buka coughed. Or maybe it was a laugh.

      Either way, she was still upright, and even more pissed off.

      The buka glanced up at one of the huge and sparkly—and knowing Rake, obscenely expensive—chandeliers, reached up, and ripped it out of the ceiling.

      Then Rake started swearing in Goblin.

      The lack of that chandelier dimmed the room a little, but the force of the ripping must have done something to the wiring of all the others.

      In an instant, the room went pitch dark.

      Rake barked something else in Goblin and the emergency lights came on, lights I had a feeling weren’t connected to the city power grid. In Rake’s opinion, if it was an emergency, he’d rely on his magic, not Con Edison.

      When the lights came up, so did a nightmare.

      More bukas.

      And to my seer vision, the four newcomers had squiggly lines running horizontally across their bodies, like a TV with a reception problem.

      That meant they were cloaked, and I was the only one who could see them.

      I got my paint gun in my hands, and talked fast into my comms. “Five bukas. Four cloaked. We’ve got five, repeat, five bukas.”

      I got a literal earful of responses, all colorful.

      I opened fire with my glow-in-the-dark green dye pellets. “From my position: two, four, and eight o’clock.”

      The bukas attacked the nearest commandos.

      While I came to New York knowing how to shoot, I quickly found that there’s a big difference between shooting cans off an old, rusted washing machine and taking down a living, breathing whatever. For one, cans wouldn’t chase you down to tear you limb from limb. A lot of the things SPI hunted believed that an uneaten human was a wasted human, and they didn’t care if you were still alive when they started in on you.

      Needless to say, I quickly became intensely motivated to become an expert at hitting moving targets.

      Especially if none of the hotshot commandos around me could see them.

      I was hitting my targets.

      I only had one extra extended-capacity mag on me for my paint pistol. I hadn’t thought I’d need more just to come downstairs for breakfast. Each mag held twenty pellets. Forty pellets for five bukas. Shouldn’t be a problem.

      It was a problem.

      The bukas kept disappearing and reappearing.

      This wasn’t a cloak. It was something else, something I’d never seen or heard of.

      I went for head shots with dye, so our shooters could take head shots with bullets, hopefully making the bukas die. At this point, I’d be happy with slowing them down, and aimed for the eyes. They were already pissed off; dye in their eyes couldn’t make it much worse.

      When one of our shooters got a good head shot, the buka with its green-dyed head would vanish. No explosion of red, or whatever color these things bled, to indicate a kill or severe injury. Just poof. Gone. Then a new one would appear to take its place, one that only I could see, and the lethal game started all over again. Like whack-a-mole, except in this version, the moles were invisible until I tagged them, and they were the ones trying to do the whacking, with fists the size of our heads.

      I’d already had to change mags, and had lost count of how many pellets I’d used.

      The gunshots sounded muted in the room’s thickening air, as did the shouts as our people and Rake’s battled the bukas by any means they could. Contrary to what you’ve heard on TV and in the movies, silencers on guns aren’t silent, meaning the delegates who’d already arrived were getting an earful right about now.

      Some of our enterprising commandos had switched to firing high-velocity tranquilizer darts.

      The first buka to the party now had five darts sticking out of her neck. The additions hadn’t decreased her consciousness or improved her mood. Magic, bullets, and even the dye weren’t working any better than our sharpshooters’ sleepytime in a dart.

      Rake shouted something in Goblin to his team, who had spread out around the ballroom to try to keep up with the buka population flux. I didn’t recognize any of the words, though their magic did change color from red to bright blue, and any buka that blue magic touched yelped and jumped back. The mages increased the glow, extending and linking it with those on either side of them. When the bukas were corralled, the goblins started maneuvering them toward the middle of the ballroom.

      “If you can’t kill, contain,” Ian noted with approval.

      My paint pistol clicked on empty.

      Some of our commandos were likewise ammo-challenged. Who knew you’d need this much firepower to eat breakfast in peace?

      The blue barrier Rake and his team had conjured and were now strengthening reached from floor to ceiling, effectively boxing the bukas in. It seemed to be working like one of those invisible fences for dogs. As the walls began to solidify, the air on all four sides crackled with tiny bolts of blue lightning. The bukas couldn’t escape, and no new ones manifested.

      Then something pushed back. Hard.

      The air thickened even further with the smell of ozone, of two powerful magics colliding—that of Rake and his team, and the strength of an unseen and unknown force.

      Rake snarled and redoubled his efforts as his team did the same.

      I could see through cloaks and detect portals, but I’d never felt magic at such a level of intensity. The air had thickened to the point that it was getting difficult to breathe.

      “Get out!” Rake shouted to us.

      “I’m not going—”

      “Mac, there’s nothing you can do here. This is going to get bad very soon.”

      It wasn’t bad already?

      “I need to stop this, and I can’t with you or any other mortal here. Ian, tell your people to fall back.” Rake gritted his teeth against the effort he was exerting. “Please.”

      I’d given Ian my real gun when he’d run out of ammo, since he was the better shot. Even that gun was empty now.

      The only option if we stayed would be hand-to-hand combat, and I didn’t need anyone to explain to me how badly that would turn out. Neither one of us wanted to leave Rake, but—

      A new buka manifested right behind Rake. It wasn’t cloaked, but Rake didn’t see it.

      Before I could draw breath to warn him, the buka lunged, lashing out with one of its massive arms and backhanding Rake into one of the ballroom’s columns.

      He crumpled to the floor.

      The containment field buckled.

      Gethen Nazar screamed orders to the rest of his team as they fought to close and hold it.

      Ian drew the only weapon he had left—his ancestor’s spearhead.

      It blazed to golden life as it cleared its scabbard.

      The buka saw and ignored it, scooping up the dazed Rake and tossing him over its massive shoulder. The buka used its other long arm, complete with claw-tipped fingers, to keep Ian and his spear at bay.

      My blood ran cold. The buka could vanish any second, going back to wherever it came from—and taking Rake with it. We’d never find him. I’d never see him again.

      With a growl, I reached down to where I kept my Bowie knife.

      It wasn’t there, because I’d only been going to freaking breakfast.

      My hand brushed against the only other thing I did have.

      The man I might be in love with in the future, and had strong feelings for now, was in danger. As was my partner, the big brother I never had.

      And all I had was a bacon biscuit.

      I screamed in impotent rage and threw it.

      Everything kind of went into slow motion as the biscuit flew toward the buka’s face. The monster’s nostrils flared as he caught its scent and, reaching out with the hand that wasn’t holding Rake, snatched the biscuit out of the air, and stuffed it in his mouth.

      Its yellow eyes turned almost dreamy.

      Bacon. Meat candy of the universe.

      That was all the distraction Ian needed.

      Ian embedded the spearhead deep into the buka’s lower back. The buka roared in pain, dropping Rake. I ran in to drag him away before he got stepped on and squashed.

      There was a blinding flash of light. When it faded and I could see, all that was there were our people and Rake’s.

      The containment field was still in place, but the bukas inside were gone. Vanished.

      My partner was left holding a bloody spearhead without a buka attached.

      Ian was trying to look in every direction at once. “They’re gone?”

      I sat back on my heels where I crouched on the floor beside Rake. “Yeah. No cloaks, no creatures, no nothing. Gone.”

      Ian cautiously lowered the spearhead’s tip, eyes continuing to sweep the room. “Portals?”

      “I’m not sensing anything.”

      “The stink is less,” Roy chimed in.

      Gethen ran over to us and knelt by his boss’s side. Rake was now unconscious, but he was breathing, though we’d have to get him checked for a concussion after getting his bell rung against that column.

      “Where did they go?” I asked him.

      The goblin security chief snarled in a baring of fangs. “Your guess is as good as mine, seer.”
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      Rake had been taken to his hotel room.

      Naturally, it was the penthouse.

      Ownership had its privileges.

      Rake had moved into the Regor Regency for the duration of the summit. When it came to talks of this importance, he believed in hands-on management. And when it came to Rake, comfort was equally important. He had claimed that taking the penthouse had kept the delegates from arguing over who would get it, and that for the summit’s duration, he would probably feel less like a host and more like a supervisor of petulant children.

      Now those children could have monsters in their closets.

      Two of Rake’s security team/battlemages went with him as bodyguards. Considering that a monster no one could kill had tried to kidnap their boss, I thought it was a good move. I wanted to go with Rake, even though I knew we had doctors here for the summit should any of the delegates require medical attention, and Rake was in the best hands.

      Protecting and healing Rake were their jobs.

      Pointing out invisible bukas to keep anyone else from getting hurt was mine.

      Considering the level of destruction within, the ballroom doors were closed with two SPI agents posted outside each entrance. Entrances mortals could use by turning a doorknob, that is. We needed to find the entrances the bukas had used to get in, and we needed to find them fast.

      The hotel staff was trying to clean up the mess we’d made, or at least get rid of the evidence that we’d battled monsters there. The excuse to the delegates who had already checked in was that we were holding a security sweep before the others arrived later this afternoon. Fortunately, most of the delegates had been on a tour of New York’s touristy destinations, and not in the building for the shootout at the OK Ballroom.

      The rest of the delegates would be arriving late this afternoon. The ballroom was to have been the location of the welcome reception tonight.

      I couldn’t see that happening. The room was trashed. I would’ve said destroyed, but all the pieces and parts were still there; it was just that half of them were broken or crushed. Unless Rake had half a ballroom’s worth of antique tables and dining chairs in the basement, there wouldn’t be any social events in the ballroom any time soon.

      “Is Kitty here yet?” I asked Ian.

      “Yasha went to pick her up. I’ve asked him to bring her directly here when they arrive.”

      Yasha Kazakov was an SPI driver who was my and Ian’s unofficial partner—and official best friend. The Russian werewolf saw to it that Ian and I got to where we needed to go—and could make a safe getaway when we needed to leave fast. And if Yasha could break any New York traffic laws in the doing of his duty, all the better. If he also got to use some bad guys as speed bumps for his beloved Suburban, that qualified as the best workday ever. In his opinion, monsters made beautiful hood ornaments.

      Kitty Poertner owned Kitty’s Confections on Bleecker Street in the West Village. She was a good friend and a veritable wizard in the kitchen. To be accurate, she was a witch. Kitty’s mortal superpower was her baking skills. Her magical superpower was her ability to create, open, stabilize, close, and destroy portals and dimensional rifts. We didn’t think what we had here was a portal or alternate dimension, but Kitty might still be familiar with it.

      At least that’s what we were hoping, because we were running out of options.

      As alluded to in her surname, Kitty came from a long line of portalkeepers. She was now one of the few remaining portalkeepers on our planet, and the only one in North or South America. There were a few in Europe and Asia, but they weren’t at Kitty’s level. Best of all, Kitty was right in the neighborhood.

      After what she had done in that Hellpit pocket dimension under Rake’s nightclub, she was offered a job by Vivienne Sagadraco.  Kitty loved baking and her bakery, so while she had turned down the full-time job, she accepted a position as an SPI special consultant, to be on a retainer and paid by the job as situations requiring her expertise arose.

      This had just become one of those situations.

      My gut was telling me that the bukas weren’t coming back, at least not in the next hour, but I was still almost afraid to blink. I was presently not blinking and eating at the same time. Ian had arranged to have replacement breakfasts brought to us in the ballroom—complete with a new bacon biscuit that hopefully I wouldn’t have to throw at anything. I celebrated the break in hostilities by adding cheese and an egg to the bacon on my replacement, hot-from-the-kitchen biscuit.

      “How did they vanish?” I asked around a mouthful of biscuit. “Just poof.”

      Ian was on his third cup of coffee. “I wouldn’t say ‘poof.’”

      I swallowed. “I didn’t see or sense any portals. When they went back to wherever, it looked the same as cloaks being activated, except they were gone. They even took most of their stink with them.”

      Gethen moved to where the buka had been standing when it tried to carry off his boss. He paused to sniff the air like the predator he was.

      Even I could smell the bukas’ leftovers hanging in the air. I had a good sense of smell, though it was nothing like a goblin’s. They were predators of the highest order, with heightened vision, hearing, and sense of smell. Then there was the unnerving way they moved. You didn’t hear a goblin come up behind you unless they wanted you to. Rake had learned with me that it was best not to sneak up and hug me from behind. I had some seriously sharp elbows and knew how to throw ’em. Not that I could do that much damage to Rake, but when it came to the whole trust-building issue, it was important.

      Ian had paused in his caffeine intake to finish cleaning the buka blood off his spearhead.

      I kept right on eating. Before coming to work at SPI, the sight of monster blood would’ve made me stop eating or worse. Now, cleaning weapons meant the fight was over, at least for now, and I should take time to eat while I could. Practicality won out over any residual squeamishness. If I had any left, it wasn’t much. I’d learned to eat before, during, and after pretty much anything.

      I glanced over at my partner as he continued to clean the spearhead’s not-from-this-world metal. A couple of months ago, we’d all found out that there was more to my partner than met the eye.

      Ian’s people were from Ireland, which, with a name like Ian Byrne, wasn’t a surprise. What was a surprise was that he was a direct descendant of Lugh Lámhfhada of the Tuatha Dé Danann, a legendary Irish king, demigod, and hero. Ian had come in contact with an ancient spearhead, which had turned out to be his legendary ancestor’s equally famous weapon. It had several names, but was commonly known as Lugh’s Spear. Touching that spearhead had awakened memories in Ian, whether his own or his ancestor’s we still weren’t sure.

      After our R&D folks finished studying the spearhead, Ian had begun spending some quality time with his ancestor’s weapon. Harald Siggurson, our bladed weapons expert, had worked with SPI’s armorer to make a telescoping shaft for it. It could be easily carried in a hidden harness with the spear resting between Ian’s shoulder blades. It could be wielded as very short spear, or, with a flick of Ian’s wrist, the shaft would telescope to its six-foot length. Lugh’s Spear had eventually stopped glowing every time Ian touched it, which was a good thing. If he wanted to carry it with him and actually use it on the job, he could hardly walk around with a gold glow coming out of his jacket. Even jaded New Yorkers would notice that.

      Ian hadn’t manifested any supernatural skills as a result of getting up close and personal with his new weapon. He’d trained with it to accustom himself to using it in close-quarters fighting as well as nailing a beastie at a distance. Once he reached a level of proficiency that was acceptable to him, Ian asked Ms. Sagadraco for permission to carry Lugh’s Spear on a trial basis. The boss approved his request.

      Considering the importance of the summit, Ian had added the spear to his personal arsenal.

      I was glad he had. It had been the only weapon that’d had any effect on the bukas. If Ian hadn’t used the spear, that buka would’ve taken Rake to wherever it was now.

      That wasn’t anything I wanted to think about.

      Gethen, Sandra, and Roy had assigned patrols to search the rest of the hotel. There hadn’t been another buka sighting, but there had been buka stink reported on the sixth floor. Where there was smoke there was fire, and where there was billy goat stink, there’d been a buka. Unless one of the delegates had smuggled an actual goat into the hotel. Don’t laugh, I’d seen it happen—and more. Supernatural conventions could get freaky.

      The patrols would search each delegate’s room before each visitor either returned from their tour or arrived from their country, world, or dimension.

      The goblin security chief was having a phone conversation that I wouldn’t want to be on the other end of. Whoever that person was, they were being taken to the proverbial woodshed. When Gethen finished the call, his scowl deepened as he crossed the room to where Ian and I waited.

      I knew we were part of the reason for that scowl.

      While Gethen was in charge of hotel security, Ian was the SPI agent in charge of the summit. The summit was a SPI operation, but it was taking place on Gethen’s turf.

      SPI’s and Rake’s security teams were two groups of highly trained people who were used to being in charge when it came to supernatural shenanigans. Now we were being told to share a playground, and neither group was used to or good at playing well with others. While the situation was personally and professionally unpleasant, as long as nothing went wrong, that unpleasantness wouldn’t escalate into a turf war.

      With Rake out cold and Ms. Sagadraco still at SPI headquarters, Ian and Gethen were the ranking representatives of their respective organizations.

      The goblin security chief’s expression said he wasn’t happy with that arrangement.

      Ian put the now-clean spear back in its scabbard.

      A diplomatic move.

      We needed to be sensitive to Gethen’s situation. Things had just gone to Hades in a handbasket in the hotel where he was responsible for the safety of every guest. We were among those guests, and his boss had nearly been kidnapped. The goblin security chief was pissed and his pride had been wounded. It wasn’t a good idea to mess with a wounded predator, regardless of whether those wounds were to its body or its pride—especially when said predator was also a seriously powerful dark mage.

      That being said, if Gethen had any information that would help us get to the bottom of this, he needed to share it, and he needed to do it now.

      Ian stood. “What can you tell me?”

      “We had an incursion of one buka into this ballroom, followed by five others. As each proved impervious to either magical or mortal weapons, it disappeared and was replaced by another. The final count was eleven bukas. If any succumbed to the injuries we inflicted upon them, they did not do so here.”

      Gethen sounded like he was rattling off the verbal version of what would be his written report. He seemed to be most offended by the last part—not getting the satisfaction of seeing the dead bodies. The goblin security chief struck me as a “no carcass, no confirmed kill” kind of guy.

      “If someone wanted to disrupt the summit, why wouldn’t they wait until tonight when this ballroom would be full of delegates?” I asked.

      “Why indeed, Agent Fraser?”

      “And why bukas?” Ian’s eyes were on the goblin security chief. “A distinctly goblin monster.”

      “Perhaps to embarrass Lord Danescu in the eyes of his guests.”

      I hadn’t considered that. Goblins were big on hospitality. It didn’t matter that this hotel wasn’t Rake’s home. Those who stayed here were under his roof and, more importantly, his protection. New York functioned as the crossroads of the supernatural world. The Regor Regency had welcomed powerful and influential members of the supernatural community since it had been built. When Rake purchased the hotel and restored it, he accepted the mantle of host to the supernatural world’s movers and shakers. An attack here and now was a big hit on Rake’s reputation as a host who could guarantee his guests’ safety.

      “And one of those bukas tried to kidnap Rake,” I said.

      “Do bukas carry off their prey to eat it later?” Ian asked Gethen.

      “They do. They rarely eat where they kill.” The scowl deepened. “There are stories of them taking live captives to consume at a later time, or to feed their young.”

      That had nearly happened to Rake.

      Suddenly that biscuit I’d just finished eating wasn’t sitting so good.

      “Bukas live in remote caves high in the mountains of Rheskilia’s Northern Reach,” Gethen continued. “There are few enough of them that they were thought to be myths.”

      Ian rolled his shoulder and winced. While I’d been painting bukas, one of them had tagged my partner. “They felt real enough to me.”

      “You said eleven. That was an awful lot of rarity in one room,” I noted.

      Ian emptied his coffee cup. “It’s safe to assume they didn’t get here on their own, correct?”

      “They’re animals, Agent Byrne. All they know to do is fight, feed, and . . . mate.”

      I assumed that last word was changed in deference to me.

      “They were sent,” Gethen continued. “Sent and turned loose on us.”

      “By whom?” Ian asked.

      The goblin’s dark eyes flicked to where the buka who had nearly taken Rake had disappeared. “Unknown. Lord Danescu has many enemies.”

      “In a long line,” I added. A line that curved and wrapped around, like at Disney World.

      “There must be a shorter list of those who are capable of getting through the hotel wards.” Ian directed that statement at Gethen. He wasn’t giving up. “Getting through your wards and not setting off your ingress detectors was an impressive feat. You said they were recently upgraded, correct?”

      I’d never heard about magical ingress detectors until our security briefing yesterday. The gadgets were a relatively recent invention that blended magic and technology. They would detect anyone attempting to enter a building or room by magical means. The Regor Regency’s detectors were set to alert hotel security in the event of unauthorized teleportation, or use of a portal, gate, or other magical means to get in. In theory, no one could get inside the hotel without the security staff knowing about it.

      But that was exactly what had happened.

      Ian was right, there was a very short list of people who could have pulled that off. Rake hadn’t survived and thrived as long as he had without knowing precisely who his enemies were and what they were capable of doing. Enemies at that level didn’t simply crawl out from under a rock one day. As Rake’s second-in-command in charge of security for his entire organization, Gethen knew every name on that list and their abilities—including the man or woman whose name was at the top.

      “We did an upgrade last month,” Gethen said. “It went smoothly, as did the system tests. The detectors were in perfect working order. If magic was used, the system would have notified us.”

      “Could it have been hacked?” I asked.

      Gethen looked like he’d just bitten down on a lemon. “Impossible.”

      I raised my hands. “No insult intended to you or your people. Just putting the possibility out there, and exploring any and all possibilities—too much is at stake to do otherwise.”

      Kenji Hayashi had told me once that no system is hacker-proof, and anyone who said otherwise was due for a rude awakening one day. I had a feeling Gethen’s day of enlightenment had dawned this morning.

      “I assure you, Agent Fraser, that all possibilities will be carefully examined. I don’t know how those bukas manifested inside our wards; and until I do know, I will be unable to prevent it from happening again. When it comes to the security of this hotel and the safety of our guests, I have an intense dislike of surprises.” Gethen hesitated, as if uncomfortable with what he was about to say. “Since Lord Danescu is temporarily incapacitated, I must thank you both. Your skills and actions today saved many lives.” The goblin’s phone rang. He glanced impatiently at the display, and blew out his breath in a hiss. “If you will excuse me, I need to take this.”

      Ian inclined his head. I just sat there.

      Once he’d left the room, I blinked in disbelief. “He must thank us?”

      “Cut him some slack, partner. He’s embarrassed and pissed, and he’s a goblin, so he’s proud. Rake’s got the latest in magical tech installed throughout this hotel, and somebody who packs a big punch threw a bunch of these bukas inside without setting any of it off.”

      I had a thought. “Whoever sold Gethen those detectors is about to have a very bad day. You think he was lying about not knowing who did it?”

      Ian snorted as he put his jacket back on over his shoulder harness. “About that and everything else he said.” Ian’s phone chirped with an incoming text. He glanced at the screen. “Let’s see if we can do any better with his boss. Rake’s awake.”
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      The Regor Regency’s penthouse was nice—in a jaw-dropping kind of way.

      Rake had restored the hotel to its art nouveau glory, and while some of the larger suites were furnished in actual period antiques, most were well-crafted reproductions.

      Rake’s decorator had gone all-out in the hotel’s penthouse.

      The furniture was warm woods carved into impossible shapes of smooth, flowing lines. The circular windows were clear in the center, but surrounded by stained glass shaped into what looked like a garden of blue irises. A pair of large sofas faced each other on either side of a vine-carved wooden fireplace. The sofas were low, the cushions plush, the fabrics soft and silken.

      I’d moved into the hotel for the summit two days ago. That night, Rake had invited me to the penthouse for dinner. The meal, the wine, the moonlight through the windows—normally, that would be the makings of a romantic evening. And it was, kind of. Rake had apologized for his inattentiveness of the past few months. He promised to make it up to me, once the summit was over. There was a critical situation that would be resolved soon, which translated to goblin intelligence, super-secret-squirrel stuff. Rake played his work life close to the chest. He had an agreement with Ms. Sagadraco: if anything he was involved in crossed over into SPI’s interests and responsibilities, he would tell us immediately. If it didn’t, he was free to keep it to himself.

      Rake had been keeping to himself.

      It wasn’t like we had gotten seriously serious. Everyone had kept their clothes on. I was disappointed, and a little hurt, but I told myself that Rake was a goblin, and goblins were complicated to the point of being infuriating to be around, let alone involved with. I tried to shrug it off. It hadn’t been easy.

      Life and work went on. The closer we got to the summit, the more that work piled up—for both of us.

      Now, there was no moonlight and all cityscape through those windows, but it was no less impressive. The buildings surrounding the Regor Regency had been built around the same time, so instead of seeing steel skyscrapers, the view from Rake’s penthouse windows was like looking back in time—well, except for the honking horns and traffic noise coming up from below.

      We were on the thirteenth floor. The mage industrialist who had built the hotel was also an elf, so the number thirteen didn’t have the same negative superstitious weight that it did for humans. I was glad the Regor was short by Manhattan building standards. I’d always felt downright squeamish on the upper floors of some of New York’s skyscrapers that had floor-to-ceiling glass. I knew the glass was thick, but my survival instinct wasn’t buying it. I always stayed well away from the windows. I could see everything outside just fine from the safety that was the center of the room.

      There was a surprise waiting in the middle of this room. Though not really a surprise, but definitely an early arrival.

      Vivienne Sagadraco. Our boss, founder of SPI, and actual dragon lady.

      SPI was founded in 1647, and Ms. Sagadraco had done the founding.

      Do the math.

      Yep. That’s right. And she has been around for even longer than that.

      Our boss was a dragon. I don’t know who created the term “dragon lady” or why, but our boss was both a dragon and a lady. Mortal New Yorkers knew her as a wealthy socialite and generous philanthropist. Everyone who worked at SPI knew her as the best boss ever. Some people claim that their boss has their back. Ours did. Literally.

      Anyone who made the mistake of coming after or hurting her people only did it once.

      Dragons are intensely protective of what they considered to be theirs. And while Vivienne Sagadraco had accumulated vast quantities of objects that sparkled and gleamed, her protective instincts toward her hoard paled in comparison to what she’d release on anyone who showed the poor judgment of messing with her employees.

      Ms. Sagadraco’s human form reminded me of Judi Dench. She was considered petite now, but when she’d been born—or actually hatched—she had probably been quite tall. While she probably had the ability to make her human disguise taller, Ms. Sagadraco didn’t need to be tall to be confident. I guess when you knew you could change into a three-story-tall, fire-breathing dragon whenever you wanted to, being a short human the rest of the time wouldn’t bother you at all.

      She had seated herself in a chair that, by her mere presence, now closely resembled a throne. “Now that Lord Danescu is conscious, his healer insists on doing a full examination before allowing him to see anyone. I left headquarters as soon as you called, Agent Byrne. A report, if you please.”

      Ian gave our boss a quick yet thorough reckoning of what had happened downstairs. I chimed in with the details of what I had seen from a seer’s viewpoint.

      “And you don’t believe that portals were involved.”

      “No, ma’am,” I said. “Though Kitty’s on the way here to confirm that, and hopefully she’ll be able to tell us what was used.”

      Ms. Sagadraco stood. “I’m hopeful that Lord Danescu will be able to tell us who did the using. He regained consciousness about ten minutes ago. I understand that he is resting comfortably. Angrily, but comfortably. He suffered a mild concussion and a few cracked ribs from the altercation, but is otherwise unharmed.”

      Rake was going to like seeing Ms. Sagadraco walk through his bedroom door even less than he was going to like Ian paying him a visit.

      Hosting the summit was a test for him.

      There were other hotels in the city that Ms. Sagadraco could have chosen, but she’d gone with the Regor Regency—and Rake Danescu.

      The boss trusted him.

      And whether he’d admit it or not, Rake was intensely flattered and honored that she had put the safety of the delegates from this world and beyond in his hands.

      Rake was determined not to screw this up.

      Then someone had dropped eleven homicidal bukas into his hotel’s ballroom mere hours before it would be filled with delegates.

      Rake’s security hadn’t been breached. What had happened had been even worse. The security systems had been bypassed completely, as if they didn’t exist. That had been a slap in the face for the goblin; a slap that, knowing Rake, he was determined to repay with extreme interest.

      [image: ]

      Rake Danescu was sitting up in bed, wearing an unbuttoned, dark blue silk pajama top over what appeared to be bandaged ribs.

      The goblin was not happy.

      I could understand why.

      Rake’s expression was utterly blank. Goblins didn’t show any emotions that they didn’t want you to see. The summit hadn’t even started yet, and there’d been a security catastrophe. Rake had been slammed into a column, woken up in his bed, and ten minutes later, he was receiving a visit from the lady who had entrusted him with the safety and ultimate success of the Centennial Supernatural Summit. And seeing Ian Byrne one step behind Vivienne Sagadraco had to be the sprinkles on the crappy cupcake his day had become.

      I felt awful for him.

      That would piss him off, too. Rake was a proud man who didn’t like or take sympathy—unless it would get him something he wanted—so I took a page from his playbook, and wiped any trace of it from my face.

      “Dearest Vivienne, forgive me for not rising, but Dr. Jules strongly advises against it—at least for the next two hours.” The arch glance Rake shot at the goblin healer standing on the other side of his bed said loud and clear that at two hours and one second from now, he was out of that bed and back downstairs.

      The goblin healer sighed the sigh of the long-suffering. “If you will excuse me, Lord Danescu. I need to see to my other patients.” Left unspoken was “who will obey a doctor’s orders.”

      “Thank you, Gerald.”

      The healer left, closing the door behind him.

      “Vivienne, this is not the way I planned to welcome you to my hotel.”

      “I will admit, this is unexpected. I understand you sustained the worst injury?”

      “That is what I’ve been told.”

      “Then we are indeed fortunate, and our respective personnel are to be commended for containing the incident.”

      “It was Makenna who kept the situation from escalating out of control,” Rake said. “If it had not been for her masterful seer skills . . .” The goblin flashed a quick grin. “And her marksmanship with a paint gun, the aftermath would have been far worse.” He cast a glance at Ian. “And it seems I have you to thank for my rescue, Ian. You and your ancestor’s spear.”

      My partner nodded in acknowledgment. “I was doing my job.”

      Ms. Sagadraco seated herself in a chair near Rake’s bed. “While I am glad that my people were able to help prevent this incident from becoming a tragedy, the fact remains that these creatures vanished as quickly as they appeared—both inexplicably. Nor do we know why neither magic nor conventional weapons had no effect on them.” She glanced down at her tastefully delicate diamond watch. “In less than six hours, the majority of the delegates will arrive. The longer we remain ignorant as to how these creatures gained access, the longer we are in a poor position to prevent it from happening again.”

      “We called Kitty,” I told Rake. “Yasha’s gone to pick her up.”

      “Good plan.” Rake tried to sit up straighter in bed and winced with the effort. “Since I am restricted to this bed for the next two hours—”

      “Or more,” Dr. Jules said loudly from the front room.

      Looked like the good doctor had decided to hang around until we left. That, or he didn’t trust his patient to obey orders for even five minutes.

      Rake stopped short of rolling his eyes. “Or more, that doesn’t mean I can’t do anything to help.” He paused uncomfortably. “There is a good chance this attack might have been personal. They used bukas, a goblin monster. The attack happened before most of the delegates arrived, raising the possibility that they did not wish to involve SPI directly or disrupt the summit. And last, I’m told that one of the bukas attempted to carry me off. After my intended abductor used my head as a racquetball, I wasn’t aware of anything else until I regained consciousness here. Perhaps you could clarify something for me, Makenna.”

      “Uh . . . maybe.”

      “It’s my understanding that Agent Byrne was only able to stab my kidnapper after you threw a . . . biscuit at him?”

      Vivienne Sagadraco raised an elegant eyebrow.

      “It was a loaded biscuit,” I told them both. “Bacon. They must not have applewood-smoked bacon where you come from,” I said to Rake. “Or at least where that buka came from. I was out of ammo, and Ian needed a distraction. The biscuit was the only thing I had left to throw.” I shrugged. “It worked.”

      “And I understand you had to get entirely too close for it to do so.”

      “I had to. I suck at throwing. To say I throw like a girl is an insult to every female on the planet. I even throw frisbees sideways. Don’t ask me how, ’cause I don’t know.”

      “Don’t worry,” Ian told Rake and the boss. “We don’t let her anywhere near grenades.”

      I ignored him.

      “I wouldn’t want to try my luck again,” I said, “but it wasn’t like I had a choice.”

      Ian frowned at Rake. “If someone wanted to settle a personal vendetta with you, why here and why now?”

      “When a goblin invites someone under the protection of our roof, we are obligated to protect them as we would our own family. For me to violate that trust would be to severely damage or even destroy the honor of my family and that of the goblin people.”

      “If something happens to any of the guests, your honor takes a hit.”

      “Considering the importance of the summit, the damage would be critical and probably irreparable. The elite of the supernatural world expect to be safe here. They trust me to protect them.”

      “And what just happened downstairs says loud and clear you can’t guarantee that.”

      “Precisely.”

      “So, this was to send you a message,” I said. “A powerful someone, someone who doesn’t like you, wanted you to know that all of your fancy security measures don’t mean squat. Using bukas was merely a way to make it even more personal.”

      “So it appears.”

      “Who has that kind of power and hates you so much that they’re willing to thumb their noses at not only you, but SPI and the entire supernatural world as well?” Ian asked. “We need names.”

      “That is exactly what I plan to spend the two hours of my convalescence doing—writing a list of names, their MOs, and last known locations.”

      “And what you did to piss them off,” I added.

      “Much of that is classified information. My position in goblin intelligence limits—”

      “I chucked a bacon biscuit at a buka for you, and I risked my personal bacon to do it. You owe me—you owe us.”

      Rake exhaled with a faint sigh. “Touché, Makenna. Very well, I will include what I—and they—did to win them a place on the list.”

      “Thank you, Rake,” Ms. Sagadraco said. “Regardless of the culprit’s reasons for sending those creatures here, the repercussions go beyond any animosity they may have toward you. The objective of this summit is to ensure continued peace in the supernatural world. Should these negotiations be disrupted, with delegates placing the blame on us—or worse, each other—we could face the destabilization of the entire supernatural world. This problem belongs to all of us, and we will solve it only by marshalling every asset at our command. Together.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” we replied in unison.

      Including Rake.
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      I scrolled through Rake’s list on my phone.

      And scrolled, and scrolled.

      I knew Rake was a bad boy, but damn.

      Ian was scrolling through the same list, his only reaction being an occasional impressed whistle.

      It was close enough to lunchtime, so Ian and I were taking full advantage. We were back in the SPI dining room, grabbing a bite while we had a chance. Thankfully, the only beeps from our phones had been the e-mail list from Rake. He’d wisely copied Ms. Sagadraco on it as well.

      “And you thought Rake didn’t like you,” I said. “Compared to most of these guys—”

      “There’s a difference between ‘normal dislike’ and ‘utterly obliterate from this world and the next.’”

      “Except Rake didn’t utterly obliterate these people, because they’re on the list. Well, unless they were already dead to begin with.” I scanned the list of names. Surprisingly, only a few were vampires. Either Rake didn’t have much interaction with vampires, or most interactions had been permanently fatal to the vampire.

      “To come up with this extensive of a list that fast tells me there’s probably more that he’s not sending us,” Ian noted.

      My phone beeped with an incoming e-mail.

      Rake. Another file.

      Ian’s phone beeped a moment later.

      “But wait, there’s more,” I murmured. “This one’s shorter.” I perused the file. “The first list was everyone powerful or influential who he’s pissed off. This one has the people on the first list who would also love to see SPI go down in flames. Rake numbered it for us, how considerate.” My eyes widened when I got to the number beside the name at the bottom of the list. “SPI’s got a lot of enemies.”

      “I’ll forward both lists to Kenji,” Ian said.  “He can run them against our own most-vengeful-villain list and see if any of these names rise to the top.”

      Rake had provided a room for Kenji Hayashi’s use during the summit next to the hotel security command center, and Kenji had made himself right at home.

      Ian continued to study the list, frowning.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “These names. Of the goblins, more than a few are connected with their colonial government here on Earth.”

      “You know how politicians are,” I said. “They’ll do anything to keep from having to go out and get a real job. The new goblin king wants to get rid of his late brother’s appointees. I’d imagine they’re having some bigtime job insecurity right about now. Are any of them mage-level talents who could throw bukas through the best wards money can buy?”

      “That’s exactly the problem.”

      “I don’t follow.”

      “Even if whoever is behind what happened this morning is on this list, they wouldn’t need to be a mage. All they’d need is enough money to hire the magical muscle.”

      “So, you’re saying we shouldn’t limit ourselves to the mages Rake has pissed off.”

      Ian scrolled through the pages. “He does have a lot of enemies, doesn’t he?” He gave me a quizzical—and meaningful—glance.

      I knew the question he was getting at. Yes, getting involved with a man like Rake Danescu was a risky proposition. I knew that from the moment I laid eyes on him. I wasn’t going into this with blinders on. Ian knew that. I knew that Ian knew. But because Ian cared about me, he’d continue to ask. And because Ian was my official partner and unofficial big brother, I’d continue to put up with it.

      I smiled very slightly. “Yes, he does. You think any of those politicians hired a rogue portal mage with a herd of pet bukas?” I asked, taking a sharp left away from the topic of my love life, or at the moment, the lack thereof.

      “The goblin colonial governor will be here tonight for the welcome reception, so he must not be too worried about being attacked,” Ian said. “The who and why doesn’t matter as much as how they did it.”

      My partner’s phone beeped again. Thankfully, mine didn’t.

      “Please tell me it’s not—”

      Ian stood. “No, it’s good news for a change. The cavalry’s just arrived. Let’s welcome them to town.”
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      Ian led me down a hallway and two flights of stairs and into the part of the hotel that guests didn’t see. From my study of the hotel’s layout, I knew we were near the loading dock and its freight elevator.

      There the new arrivals were unloading their luggage and gear.

      Ian’s definition of “cavalry” greatly differed from my own.

      I’d never equated Vikings with cavalry.

      First bukas, now the Regor Regency had been invaded by a horde of Vikings.

      And I’d never been so glad to see our brothers and sisters from SPI Scandinavia.

      “Wow, bad news does travel fast,” I said.

      “Ms. Sagadraco called last week and asked them to come,” Ian said. “As insurance for the elf and goblin delegations.”

      It’d been nearly a year and a half since they’d paid us a visit. We hadn’t had any time then to socialize before we’d all had to armor up and head down into Manhattan’s underworld on that New Year’s Eve morning grendel hunt. Without SPI Scandinavia’s help, it would’ve been a slaughter.

      Needless to say, we were right fond of the Vikings.

      SPI Scandinavia’s commando team was based out of Oslo, and they weren’t really Vikings, but you wouldn’t know that to look at them. If it wasn’t for their high-tech weaponry and armor, you wouldn’t be able to tell the difference between them and their fur- and leather-wearing ancestors.

      The team of nine men and women was tall, blond, and still seriously buff. Half the men looked like Viking romance cover models, and the team’s two women had that whole Valkyrie/Norse goddess thing going on. I remembered from last time that the woman with the shorter hair was also a werewolf.

      Ian crossed the loading dock toward Lars Anderssen, the team’s commander. Anderssen was fit, but not as big as some of his men. He was the shortest among the Scandinavians, but he still towered over me.

      At least we had a nicer battleground this time around. The bukas had been nearly as tall as a grendel, but we were in a five-star hotel rather than the dank depths of underground New York. As far as improvements went, I’d take it.

      I spotted Rolf Haagen and went over to hug his neck.

      Before I could hug him, the six-foot-six crazy but lovable Viking swept me off my feet and danged near squeezed my stuffing out.

      We’d been on the same grendel-hunting team, and I’d gotten firsthand proof that Rolf Haagen was indeed certifiable, but in a good way. Or as I also thought of him—the bionic Viking. A Finnish ice dragon had bitten off Rolf’s human arm up to the elbow, and it’d been replaced with a cyborg arm, so getting a hug from Rolf Haagen was like being latched onto by the Terminator.

      “I see you got that upgrade you were wanting,” I said, once he set me back on my feet and I’d gotten my wind back. No upgrade would be worth sticking your arm in a grendel’s mouth to shove a grenade down its throat. But that was just me. Rolf hadn’t had any such reservations.

      One grendel, plus one grenade, equaled a new arm.

      Rolf proudly flexed his forearm with its collection of steel gears and levers moving smoothly beneath a clear armor shell that must have been bullet-proof, or at least impact-proof. It reminded me of the inside of my granddaddy’s old pocket watch.

      “You’ve got that whole steampunk thing going on,” I noted. “I like it.”

      Rolf gave me a crooked grin. “Me, too. I think I’ll keep this one awhile.”

      “Just don’t lose it on our watch this time.”

      Rolf laughed. “No promises, but I’ll see what I can do.”

      Ian had seen Rolf Haagen twice since my partner had discovered that his ancestor was an Irish hero/god. Rolf was likewise saddled with a legendary ancestor—Sigurd. Ian had Lugh’s Spear, and Rolf had Gram, Sigurd’s equally legendary sword. I couldn’t see Rolf crossing the pond without it. At least I hoped he hadn’t, since Ian’s spearhead had been the only thing that’d worked against that buka—that and a weakness for bacon.

      My family’s heirloom weapons were rifles and a pair of pearl-gripped six-shooters—but we were just as proud of them and their history.

      Noel Tierney, SPI’s resident psychiatrist, had started a monthly support group of sorts for SPI employees who were descendants of gods/goddesses/heroes and found themselves saddled with some or all of their ancestors’ abilities or outright superpowers. Ian had managed to attend two of the meetings when Rolf had been there. A bunch of demigods and superheroes sitting around talking about their feelings. I’d love to be a fly on the wall for just one meeting.

      I assumed that like the last time they’d visited, the Scandinavians had entered the country via the Westchester County airfield that SPI used when specialized military talent and their even more specialized (and lethal) equipment needed to get into the U.S. without the knowledge of or interference from the authorities. With some of the weapons the Scandinavians had brought last time, the TSA would’ve thought we were being invaded.

      I’d pay good money to see a TSA agent’s face when Rolf Haagen stepped through the body scanner with Gram strapped to his back.

      I’d pay even more to watch every TSA agent at JFK try to take it away from him.

      I knew the steel cases the Scandinavian commandos were unloading from the freight elevators contained weapons just as cutting-edge as our own. Vivienne Sagadraco saw to it that her people had nothing but the very best. However, some of the monsters the Europeans were faced with were distinctly Old World, and were best dispatched by equally Old World weapons. There just wasn’t any substitution for cold steel, be it in the form of swords, axes, spears, or hammers. As Ian had told me, soldiers the world over preferred to do battle with their own weapons.

      Gethen Nazar arrived and shook hands with Lars Anderssen. If Gethen didn’t like having a third team of SPI commandos invading his turf, no one would ever guess from his expression. The three men spoke in lowered voices, exchanging words I couldn’t hear.

      I’d ask Ian later what was said.

      “You guys hear what happened?” I asked Rolf, keeping my voice down. I could play that game, too.

      The big commando nodded. “Lars got the call soon after we took off. We’ve been briefed,” he replied, his voice a quiet rumble. “It sounds like you’ve been having too much fun without us.”

      “I would’ve gladly waited for you guys to get here.”

      Rolf leaned down close to my ear. “Who’s the goblin?”

      “Head of security for all of the hotel owner’s properties. His toes are feeling stepped on.”

      “The owner or his security chief?”

      Good question.

      “The security chief.”

      Rolf snorted. “Would he rather have bukas stepping on his toes?”

      “I think he’s a decent sort. He’s not in control of the situation right now, and he doesn’t like it. None of us do.”

      “I understand you were the only one who could see most of those bukas.”

      I nodded. “If they come back, and I’m not nearby. . .”

      Rolf put his real hand on my shoulder. “Help has arrived.”

      I must have had a clueless look on my face.

      He nodded in the direction of one of the cover models. There was a case I recognized slung over his shoulder.

      A case containing a pair of paintball rifles.

      “You seem to have forgotten that we have a seer, too.”

      Oh yeah. Erik Johansen.

      At least I didn’t have to be everywhere at once for the next three days. I only had to sprout eyes in the back of my head.
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      Normally the Regor Regency’s bell staff handled luggage for their guests. The Scandinavians weren’t about to let anyone touch their stuff. After quickly stowing their gear in their rooms—and arming themselves with some of it—they reported to the staff dining room for a combination late lunch and briefing with Roy and Sandra’s folks.

      Since they all knew each other from the grendel mission, and most had kept in touch, the room got kind of loud with all the reunioning going on. I took the chance to get reacquainted with their seer, Erik Johansen.

      I’d already eaten, but I got myself a sweet tea from one of the two beverage stations. The second station was smaller, for the SPI’s vampire agents, and kept stocked with plenty of warm, red, liquid protein. A few of our commandos were vampires. It came in handy to be able to suffer virtually any injury short of decapitation and bounce back.

      I glanced over at the buffet. No funky food this time, just lots of protein and carbs. Commandos burned through a lot of calories. The hotel’s food services folks kept the food coming, and the Vikings kept eating. You would’ve thought they’d flown over from Oslo by flapping their arms.

      The plan was to eat, then meet, but plenty of talking was happening now. Eleven bukas appearing, wreaking havoc, and disappearing in a Manhattan ballroom prompted plenty of commando chatter. It didn’t matter how good the food was.

      Ian and Gethen had just finished introducing the hotel’s goblin security team to the Scandinavians when Vivienne Sagadraco stood from where she’d been seated with Lars, Sandra, and Roy, and went to the front of the room.

      All talk ceased.

      Ms. Sagadraco quickly welcomed everyone, and then got down to business.

      Out of the corner of my eye I saw one of the side doors open, and Yasha Kazakov poked his head inside. He spotted me and Ian and crooked his finger. We left the dining room as discreetly as we could. Yasha here meant Kitty was here, too, meaning we might be about to get some answers on how those bukas got in. I knew the boss wouldn’t mind us bailing on her briefing for that. Besides, we’d been there and seen everything. Getting answers to entirely too many questions was more important.

      Kitty Poertner always smelled like cookies. Combine that with being petite and cute, and it was no wonder everybody wanted to hug her.

      I hugged her because she’d become one of my best friends.

      Since I’d mysteriously acquired the ability to see portals, Kitty had been teaching me more about them: not only what was involved in opening and closing one, but how they were constructed and functioned.

      “I am so glad to see you,” I said, giving her a squeeze. I sniffed. “Is that gingerbread?”

      “It was gingerbread until Yasha ate it all.”

      The big Russian hung his head sheepishly, but didn’t try to hide his smile. “I said I was sorry, but they were too good. Maybe if you were a bad baker.”

      Kitty’s frown didn’t reach her eyes as she playfully swatted his stomach. “And if you weren’t such a pig.”

      Yasha’s smile turned into a wicked grin. “I am big, bad wolf, not little pig.”

      He’d immigrated from Russia nearly a century ago, didn’t look a day over thirty-five, still had his accent, and had neither desire nor inclination to lose it. Yasha was stubborn that way.

      Kitty had never baked gingerbread before last Christmas, when every other bakery and coffee shop in the city offered everything gingerbread. She had a rotten branch on her family tree, a family ancestor who had used her gingerbread house to lure unsuspecting children. Needless to say, having that witch in her background had nixed any desire Kitty had to bake gingerbread. Heck, I was surprised Kitty even became a baker. But after closing that Hellpit and the portal that’d led to it, Kitty had gotten herself a big dose of confidence, enough to ignore that her many-greats-granny had been a serial child cannibal.

      Kitty’s newfound peace with her family’s past had the bonus of providing delicious gingerbread, and thanks to Yasha’s gingerbread sweet tooth, it was available year ’round.

      Ian and I were starting to suspect that Yasha was sweet on more than Kitty’s cookies. And being one of Kitty’s best friends, I was privy to the fact that the feeling was mutual.

      “Honey, you brought yourself,” I told her. “We don’t need cookies; we need you. Have you been in the ballroom yet?”

      Kitty glanced at the two grim-faced goblin mages who were now standing guard across the lobby in front of the closed ballroom doors. The mages weren’t armed. They didn’t look like they needed to be.

      “I thought I’d wait for an authorized escort,” Kitty said.

      “Probably a good idea,” I agreed.

      Ian walked over to the guards and said a few words, then gestured us over.

      One of the goblins opened the door and stood aside. Once we were in, he closed the door behind us.

      The hotel’s air conditioning system had done an admirable job of getting rid of the gunsmoke and buka stench. The hotel staff were scurrying to do the same to the mess the bukas and, to a lesser extent, we had made in the ballroom. Any furniture destruction had been due to buka rampaging. We’d been aiming at the bukas, and we’d hit what we’d been aiming at. I was gratified and relieved to see that there wasn’t even one green paint splotch anywhere in the ballroom. I’d been doing a lot of target practice with my paint guns. SPI New York had a paintball team, and I was proud to say I was always chosen first, which was a big change from my childhood sports experiences of being chosen last. Being small and throwing-impaired had its drawbacks.

      The broken chandelier had been cleared away, and the ceiling repaired. Now, other than the broken furniture, there was no evidence the bukas had ever been here. Portals, gates, and rifts left residue behind, both magical and physical. No residue was present here, at least not that I’d been able to detect.

      I really hoped Kitty was about to tell me I was wrong.

      “Do you need us to stay by the door so our auras, or whatever, don’t interfere?” I asked her.

      “If you wouldn’t mind. Do you know exactly where the first buka appeared?”

      Ian took that question. “The staffers said it appeared over there.” He pointed. “Near the smaller of those two paintings.”

      Kitty crossed the ballroom floor to where Ian had indicated. “Here?”

      “That’s the general area, yes.”

      Kitty faced the nearest wall and just stood there. At least that’s what it probably looked like to the hotel staff working to haul off the broken furniture.

      I hadn’t been able to sense anything that even vaguely resembled a portal, but I could feel what Kitty was doing. Reaching out, searching around, gently touching, probing. Then without speaking, she went to each of the places around the room where a buka had manifested—without prompting from either me or Ian.

      Then she made the entire circuit again.

      I tried not to project my impatience, but I probably wasn’t doing a good job.

      Yasha stood next to me, but clearly wanting to be next to Kitty. He still blamed himself for Kitty’s kidnapping late last year. He’d been tricked by a son of a bitch of an elf mage. We all had been tricked. While none of us had liked it, Yasha had taken it personally. The big guy had always had a soft spot for Kitty, and that she’d come close to being flash-fried in a Hellpit full of molten brimstone had made our Russian werewolf friend even more protective than usual.

      And coming from Yasha, that was a lot of protecting.

      When Kitty finished, she came back to where we waited.

      Gethen had joined us.

      Kitty raised a brow in the goblin’s direction. She was cautious about who she talked business around.

      Ian took care of the introductions. “Kitty, this is Gethen Nazar, Rake’s chief of security. Mr. Nazar, this is Kitty Poertner, SPI’s portal consultant.”

      Gethen shook Kitty’s hand with a respectful inclination of his head. “I have heard of Miss Poertner’s skill, even before the Bacchanalia incident. Lord Danescu has spoken very highly of you. It is a pleasure and honor to meet you.”

      I didn’t shoot a “what the hell?” glance at Ian, but I wanted to. Neither one of us had gotten that kind of welcome. Then again, maybe a world-renowned portal mage ranked above a seer and a descendant of an Irish god. Who knew?

      “Thank you, Mr. Nazar,” Kitty said. “I’m sorry that I might not be of as much help here. What was done here didn’t involve a portal.”

      Crap. That popped my optimism bubble.

      “At least not any kind of portal that I’ve encountered,” she added.

      “Did you get any indication of what it might have been?” Ian asked.

      “All magic leaves residue, and depending on the type and strength of the magic worked, that residue can linger for up to a day. I understand the event was just after six this morning?”

      “Six twenty-three,” Gethen told her.

      Kitty glanced at her watch. “Less than eight hours ago. A portal that admitted eleven bukas at varying times would’ve been both powerful and stable. The residuals would be starting to fade, but I would still be able to identify it as a portal, and possibly trace it back to its point of origin—or at least be able to tell whether that origin was on our world or in an adjacent dimension.”

      “And you can’t do any of that?” I asked.

      “No.”

      Crap again.

      “I did, however, detect what felt like a faint electrical charge at each of the incursion points. Was I correct in locating those?”

      I nodded. “You were right on target. Magically speaking, what would an electrical charge indicate?” I directed my question not only to Kitty, but to Gethen as well, since he was Rake’s expert. Since he was resentful of us, and we had to work together, it never hurt to make nice. I could be diplomatic.

      “A lingering electrical charge is indicative of teleportation,” the goblin said. “But that’s impossible.”

      “Impossible?” Ian asked. “Or just improbable?”

      “Impossible. Teleportation requires . . . how do I explain it to a nonmage? Undisrupted air.”

      I didn’t say “huh?” but my expression must have.

      “Undisrupted air is that which is clear of any magical wards, barriers, or distortions,” Gethen clarified, or attempted to. “Lord Danescu and I have gone to great lengths to ensure that extensive wards are in place. As long as those wards are functional, no one can teleport into this hotel.”

      I took a stab at it. “You mean like in Star Trek, where they have to lower the shields before Scotty can beam anyone up?” I didn’t know if that was accurate, but I think that was at least what he was getting at.

      The goblin gave me a flat look. “I am not familiar with this reference.”

      Kitty came to the rescue. “Basically, yes.”

      Ian stepped in. “Kitty, are you available to stay for the next few hours, possibly longer? The delegates will be arriving soon, and I would feel better if you were nearby in case this happens again.”

      She smiled. “I packed a bag just in case.”

      One of Gethen’s mages had come into the ballroom and was waiting to speak to him.

      “Excuse me,” the goblin said with a slight bow—mostly toward Kitty. Gethen and his mage went to a corner of the ballroom, talking in low tones.

      “Yeah, no secrets being kept around here,” I muttered. “You can put your bag in my room,” I told Kitty. “Think of it this way, if the bukas don’t barge in again, you’ll get to stay in one of New York’s fanciest hotels. And if our luck holds, maybe we can sneak off to the hotel spa for mani-pedis.”
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      By the time the delegates arrived, the Regor Regency was the very model of elegance and serenity.

      And control.

      The elegance and serenity were Rake’s doing. The control was in the hands of three SPI commando units and Rake’s battlemage hotel security team. And to ensure that everyone was who they said they were for the duration of the summit, Kenji Hayashi had developed a program that would scan delegate badges at every meeting room access point, and show that delegate’s face and facts on a security guard’s monitor. Kenji had worked his techie wizardry by programming the badges to alert security if a delegate had glamoured since arriving.  The program would also show a photo representation of the glamour that had been used, compiled from the residual magic. It would also work if the badge was taken off at any time. When it was put back on, it would detect residuals from any magic worked by or on the delegate in the intervening time.

      It was pretty slick.

      With the hotel being closed to the public, the delegates could dispense with any glamours they had to wear among non-clued-in humans so as not to set off any of that annoying running and screaming. The doors and all lower-level hotel windows had been magicked to show a hotel under renovation. The guest rooms—should anyone be able to see in—would appear to be empty. The delegates could relax and be themselves. Those who didn’t look humanoid could be what they were without fear.

      The Scandinavian team had scoped out the ballroom after getting the buka briefing. It wasn’t that they didn’t believe us about what had happened; but if the bukas—or anything else—came back, they wanted to be familiar with the battleground. By the time the rest of the delegates began to arrive, the commandos and security folks had done everything they could to blend into the drapes. The goal was to make the delegates feel all warm and fuzzy without any undue paranoia. Protected without suspecting they needed protecting.

      I thought SPI and Rake’s people were doing a fine job.

      Delegates who were from our world had been flown to New York via one of SPI’s jets, arriving at either JFK or the more private Westchester County airfield. SPI agents and drivers were at both airports to meet, greet, and bring them directly to the Regor Regency.

      The delegates coming from another world or dimension were arriving via the small portal that was a permanent fixture in the hotel basement. Vivienne Sagadraco was doing the welcoming at the portal. Kitty was overseeing the hotel mage operating the portal itself.

      Inside the hotel, SPI and hotel security had eyes everywhere, both electronic and magical.

      Rake and Ms. Sagadraco weren’t taking any chances.

      Speaking of Rake, he was out of the penthouse and about the hotel—all about the hotel. Ms. Sagadraco was the head of SPI, but Rake was the owner of the hotel, and he was playing his role as host to the max.

      Rake and our boss had spent a lot of time behind the closed doors of her office over the past few weeks, working on the room assignments and meeting the exotic needs of each delegate. From what Rake had told me, determining room assignments was like crossing the UN with an MMA cage match. There were delegates who would be fine in rooms on the same floor or even next to each other. Others couldn’t realistically be trusted not to kill each other in the same hotel.

      None of them wanted to be surrounded by SPI agents and commandos, but that was exactly what they were going to get.

      Representatives from SPI’s diplomatic corps had been assigned to each delegate, to act over the coming days as a combination of chaperone and referee, ensuring that the delegates behaved themselves while in town. Considering who was on some of those delegations, and how little they liked some of the other delegates, none of my coworkers were holding their breath for a peaceful week.

      Fun times ahead.

      The commandos were housed on the same floors as the delegates to provide near-immediate response to any situation day or night. One room on each floor closest to the stairs and elevators had been designated as a guard post to be staffed by two SPI commandos 24/7 with duty rotated. That way, there were always qualified personnel ready to step in and keep any disagreement or altercation—or attempted assassination—from escalating from mild disruption into an inter-world incident.

      That list now included buka sighting.

      We didn’t know if the buka incursion had been a one-time event, or the first of more. The boss wasn’t taking any chances. The summit had to happen. We would continue to do what we’d planned to do—take every precaution we could to ensure the safety of the delegates and the summit’s success.

      We’d do the best we could, and that would be all we could do.

      But would it be enough?

      [image: ]

      The delegates began arriving at the Regor Regency for the Centennial Supernatural Summit right on time.

      Some races had sent diplomats and ambassadors. For others, the rulers themselves attended. These were beings who were used to entering a room to an announcement and everyone either bowing, kneeling, or saluting—with horns and fanfare. They weren’t getting any of that here, and you could immediately tell those who had gotten way too used to having their egos fed.

      Then there were their entourages—or as it was now, the lack thereof.

      Vivienne Sagadraco had limited the number of retainers each delegate could bring to one assistant and one bodyguard—guards who had to do their jobs while operating within our rules. The boss knew that wasn’t going to go over well, but it was her party, her rules. The delegates would grumble and push our limits, but they’d toe the line.

      The delegates arriving for the signing of the accords covered the full range of supernatural and alien races. Fangs, fur, and fins. Tentacles and talons. Air or water breathing. Sky, surface, or subterranean dwelling. The Centennial Supernatural Summit welcomed them all.

      Rake had taken up station in the middle of the lobby. His undisguised goblin self, immaculately attired in a dark suit, and in my opinion hot as hell, personally welcomed each and every guest. Many of them had stayed at the hotel before, so Rake’s greetings were turning into “let’s catch up on old times.” He was striking an impressive balance between making each guest feel welcome without offending anyone who wanted to talk further. It turned out he really was the perfect host.

      The two races that had the potential to cause the most trouble were the elves and goblins, who had been at war in one form or another for a couple of millennia.

      Old habits were hard to break.

      Coming from mountain people, I understood that. Though back home, it was called a feud. Problem with feuds was, after you’d been fighting them awhile, you forgot what had caused all the ruckus in the first place.

      When the elf and goblin representatives walked into the lobby from their trip through the hotel’s portal, they stunned every being in the room into silence.

      Not only were they walking together, they were chatting like old friends.

      The elf was the younger of the two by many years, and he had slowed his pace to match that of the elderly goblin. There were five stairs leading up to the main floor of the lobby, and the elf extended his arm to assist the goblin.

      As Grandma Fraser would have said, “His momma raised that young man right.”

      “Has Hell frozen over?” one of our agents whispered.

      I’d been there recently—at least in its anteroom—and could personally attest that Hell indeed had not frozen over and was in no danger of doing so anytime soon.

      There have always been elves from the Seven Kingdoms on Earth, albeit in limited numbers. A hundred years ago this week, they had negotiated an increase in their population here as a way to disperse their people on worlds other than their own. At that time, they were at war with the goblins and facing extermination at their hands. Elves and goblins didn’t get along here, and Rake had told me those feelings were even more prevalent back home. His home.

      Now the representatives of both races had arrived in the hotel virtually holding hands.

      I could understand why people would think that Hell had frozen over.

      At the boss’s insistence, all SPI agents on duty during the talks had been briefed on all the delegates, with the most attention paid to those who were likely to need the most protecting.

      This elf and goblin were at the top of the keep-safe-at-all-costs list.

      Yet they had arrived with no bodyguards or attendants.

      Rake met them both, greeting the goblin with a wide smile and open arms. “Dakarai, what sorcery is this? You do not age.”

      The elderly goblin laughed as he hugged Rake. “Then I must have aged twice as much inside.” He turned to his elven companion. “Rake, this is the new elven ambassador, Mago Nuallan. Mago, this rascal is the goblin version of Markus Sevelien on this world—that is, if your employer had the morals of a randy Nebian sea snake.”

      Mago Nuallan was as tall as Rake with a similarly lean build. The elf had dark hair, dark eyes, and swarthy skin. Not exactly the pale, forest-dwelling skintone Tolkien led us to believe was the elven norm. His dark hair was shoulder length and tied back at the nape of his neck, which went nicely with his neatly trimmed beard and mustache.

      But what really made him stand out was that he looked like he’d stepped out of a high-class Ren Faire, complete with a doublet, breeches, and high leather boots, all in midnight blue. From what I’d read in the briefing materials about him, the rapier that swung at his side had seen a lot of action. From the way the women and some of the men were looking at him, I imagined Mago Nuallan saw a lot of action himself. Dashing would be a good one-word description.

      Dakarai Enric looked like a kindly goblin grandfather, if you overlooked the fangs. His long hair was white against his dark blue robes, and his eyes appeared to be a warm brown instead of the usual goblin black. I couldn’t tell his age, but from what Rake had told me of the goblin court, any goblin who lived to be that old had to be cunning beyond belief. And his presence here indicated that he was also trusted without question by the new goblin king. According to the briefing, Dakarai had signed the original accord one hundred years ago, so the goblin was over a century old. How much older, our people didn’t know.

      Rolf Haagen was making a quick beeline for me, and trying to be casual about it.

      There was nothing casual about a six-foot-six Norwegian commando with a cyborg arm. Yet as the delegates parted to let him through, the Viking and his bionic arm was the most normal thing I saw.

      Rolf didn’t say a word until he was close enough to speak without being heard. There were no screams or explosions coming from the hotel pub where he’d been, so it couldn’t have been all that bad.

      “Mac, where’s Ian? We have a situation in the pub.”

      Or I could be wrong.
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      The dwarf delegation had arrived back at the hotel hours ago, after their SPI-approved and -protected field trip to New York’s abandoned subway tunnels. They were now gathered in the one place in the hotel where they felt truly comfortable.

      The hotel pub.

      It was a beer-lover’s dream. We’d already discovered that for dwarves, communing with a good brew was a near-religious experience, and the dwarf delegation was seriously devout. The lighting was dim, which appealed to their mountain-interior-dwelling sensibilities. And the beers were many—which appealed to everything else.

      Rolf knew the dwarves, and with Lars Anderssen’s approval had assigned himself as the delegation’s SPI bodyguard. It was the perfect arrangement, since the dwarves went everywhere together in a tight-knit pack. No strays for Rolf to round up.

      I’m sure the fact that Rolf loved beer as much as the dwarves had nothing to do with requesting the assignment. The last time Rolf had been in town, he and Yasha had gotten into a bit of a drinking competition after the grendel mission. Yasha had come out on the losing end of that one. Rolf had left our werewolf friend whimpering like a puppy, though no one had forced Yasha to try to keep up with a Viking demigod at the bar.

      Ian was in an intense conversation with Ms. Sagadraco, so I’d whispered “problem in the pub” in Rake’s ear as I passed where he was speaking with the fey ambassador.

      The dwarf delegation had taken over the half the pub.

      Yes, Ms. Sagadraco had limited each delegation to an official representative, one staff member, and one bodyguard. However, the dwarves considered each clan to be a kingdom unto itself. So, in the interests of diplomacy, the boss had had to issue an invitation to each of the four European chieftains, which meant four staffers, plus four bodyguards, giving us a grand total of twelve dwarves in a pub.

      The Regor Regency had two restaurants and three bars. In addition to the pub there were a sophisticated art deco bar that catered to the wine and cocktails crowd and what looked like a turn-of-the-last-century English gentleman’s club where guests could go to enjoy fine cigars and a selection of single-malt scotches. Judging from the waft of eau d’cigar that met us at the door, the dwarves had been barhopping their way around the hotel. I had to blink my way to the back of the pub where the dwarves had gathered around a shiny steel keg on the floor.

      “Isn’t that supposed to be—”

      Rake appeared, moving past me. “Not on the floor.”

      The elven bartender intercepted his boss. “Sir, I tried to stop them, but—”

      “It’s alright, Judson. I’ll handle this.”

      “There’s something inside that’s not beer,” Rolf whispered to me.

      Rake’s goblin ears picked right up on that. “I beg your pardon?”

      “When Judson here tapped this keg, it tasted a bit . . .” Rolf paused awkwardly. “Skunky.”

      Judson the bartender looked horrified.

      “We just got that keg in, sir, and we’ve never had a problem with that distributor. It must be—”

      Rake held up a hand for quiet and tilted his head toward the keg as if listening.

      Kegs of beer didn’t make noise. At least I didn’t think beer kegs—

      Scratch. Scratch.

      It came from inside the keg.

      Oh my God. How did—

      Then it chittered, and it was all I could do to keep from jumping up on the bar.

      “That’s what we heard,” Rolf said.

      Rake was the ultimate goblin, and goblins were masters at concealing their emotions. In two seconds, Rake’s expression cycled through shock, disgust, and anger, to land on utter mortification.

      Skunky beer was one thing, but it sounded like there was an actual skunk in the keg.

      “Grimtog,” an elderly white-bearded dwarf said knowingly.

      The rest of the delegation nodded and murmured in wise agreement.

      “What’s a grimtog?” Rake asked.

      “A dwarf beer skunk,” Rolf replied.

      “Skunky beer doesn’t mean there’s a literal skunk in the beer. It’s when—”

      “Dwarves have an actual beer skunk, sir. They’re hairless, they’re ugly, they’ve got entirely too many sharp teeth, and they love ruining a good barrel of ale. They kind of look like gremlins.”

      Rake’s expression settled on hotelier neutral. “We don’t have any such creature here.”

      “With all respect, sir. I think you do now. Ambassador Soren and the boys don’t mind. Finding a grimtog in a keg is a lucky thing, like finding a …”

      “Prize in a box of Cracker Jacks?” I took a step to the left as the chittering started to sound angry.

      “Though the luck only applies if you can catch the grimtog after breaking the barrel.” Rolf glanced down at the shiny steel keg, his brow furrowed in confusion. “And they’ve always been inside wooden barrels. Odd.”

      Rake picked up the keg and carried it into the pub’s back room. The chittering had stopped, but that didn’t make me feel any better.

      When he set it down, Rake tapped the keg with the toe of his shoe.

      The grimtog growled, the sound echoing in the steel cylinder, and I started looking around for more weapons than I was already carrying. I also was not comforted to see that there were only two exits: back out into the pub, which was presently plugged with curious dwarves, or a door that might have been to a storage room without an exit. But if that thing came out of that keg and launched itself at my face, I’d make my own exit.

      “You’re gonna open that keg, aren’t you?” I guessed.

      Rake casually waved a hand across the top of the keg, encasing it in a shielded bubble. “Modern kegs can only be tapped; the top does not come off.”

      “Then how did it get in there?”

      “It shouldn’t be possible.”

      We shared a quick glance. Like bukas in a ballroom shouldn’t have been possible.

      “At least it’s smaller,” I muttered. “And there’s only one.”

      For now.

      I resisted the urge to inch closer to the door.

      Rake sensed it. “Your confidence in my skill is a comfort to me,” he said dryly.

      I jabbed my finger at the keg. “Ugly, toothy, and mean. And after soaking in a keg of beer, probably a mean drunk. I’m just being cautious.”

      Rake pointed his hand at the top of the keg and made a quick, slicing motion. The top of the keg simply vanished—and “ugly” took on a whole new meaning.

      The thing that dragged itself dripping over the rim of that keg looked entirely too much like the baby demons whose eggs had been smuggled into my apartment and left to hatch, with yours truly playing the part of baby food. When they’d attacked me in my apartment, I’d had my single-girl-in-New-York trifecta of weapons: a gun, a baseball bat, and a can of Raid.

      I didn’t have any of those here. Yes, there was a goblin dark mage, a bionic Viking, an elf bartender, and a dozen armed and tipsy dwarves with me, but my lizard brain still insisted on estimating how many of them I’d have to trample to get out of here.

      Big monsters didn’t scare me half as much as the little fast ones. Those buggers creeped me out, up one side and down the other.

      The grimtog was about eight inches tall, hairless, with pale skin tight on what I assumed was a beer-bloated frame. Its eyes were the shade of a pale ale, which thankfully, I’d never liked all that much. I was a dark ale girl.

      The grimtog opened a wide, fang-filled mouth.

      And belched.

      The force of it rippled its skin from its fleshy lips down to its swollen feet, and there was a good chance I’d never drink beer again, of any color.

      The skin wasn’t all that rippled; so did the surface of Rake’s shield-bubble.

      I took a step back. “Should that be doing that?”

      “No.”

      In an instant, Rake’s hands went up, palms out, fingers spread toward the keg. His intent was to reinforce his shield, but it wasn’t quite working out that way.

      This morning, Rake and his crack security team had thrown everything including the magical kitchen sink at a pack of bukas, and none of it had worked, at least not for long.

      The same was happening now, with the most powerful dark mage on our world against one little dwarf beer skunk.

      Worst of all, the dwarven delegation was standing right there watching the entire, humiliating thing.

      I couldn’t let that grimtog get away, so the instant Rake’s ward buckled and the grimtog scuttled over the edge of the keg, I lunged for the little bastard, my fingers sinking into its squishy, beer-slimed body.

      It squealed, I screamed, and the dwarves cheered.

      And in the chaos that followed, I slipped in the beer that’d spilled, fell against the keg, knocked it over, and dumped even more skunky beer on the floor.

      The situation went south from there.

      That was when the white-bearded dwarf ambassador tapped his inner Gandalf and cut loose with some magic of his own. I recognized the spell. It should’ve wrapped up the grimtog like a mummy in glowing web-like threads.

      It didn’t.

      The spell sputtered and failed just like Rake’s.

      It was already next to impossible to maintain my grip on the squirming grimtog. Then it snarled and lunged at my face, making me drop it. It chittered and leaped for the small drain in the middle of the floor. Then, to the dropped jaws of everyone there, it shimmered and with an audible plop, its body went straight through the drain grill and into the pipe below the floor, vanishing with a happy cackle.

      Stunned silence was followed by angry swearing in Dwarvish by the ambassador.

      “Uh . . . among other things, he said grimtogs can’t do that,” Rolf translated. “He also said what he and Lord Danescu did should have worked.”

      Rake stood there, radiating malice down the floor drain, looking like he was seriously considering ripping up the concrete with his bare hands and going after the thing, catching it, and choking the life out of it, needle teeth be damned.

      The dwarves were staring at where the grimtog had performed its vanishing act, mumbled something under their collective breath, and took a simultaneous step back.

      “That’s bad,” Rolf said.

      I let out an exasperated sigh. “What now?”

      “Finding a grimtog in a barrel is lucky.”

      My eyes went to the slimy trail the escaped-to-who-knows-where grimtog had left behind. “And if it gets away?”

      Rolf actually winced. “The curse of the dwarf beer gods is unleashed upon the establishment.”

      Rake bowed his head and pinched the bridge of his nose. “Dammit,” he whispered.

      There was a commotion by the door as Ian pushed his way through the dwarf delegation. He assessed the scene at a glance and naturally finished his summation of the situation with me.

      I was covered in skunky beer.

      “This looks like a long story,” Ian said. “Would you like to clean up first?”

      [image: ]

      Rake closed the pub until evening for cleanup and further investigation.

      While we’d been in the back, two of Rolf’s teammates had taken the initiative of clearing the pub of the few delegates who had been at one of the tables, then closed and locked the doors.

      I guess when you knew there was a chittering critter in a keg, it was time to cut everyone off and close up. As a result, the incident—unlike the grimtog—had been contained. Since the grimtog had escaped the clutches of a master dark mage, an impulsive SPI agent, and a dwarf mage ambassador, neither the ambassador nor any of his delegates would be telling anyone about what had happened here.

      To help explain things to Ian, Rolf continued to act as the dwarf translator, and I hit the pub’s ladies’ room to clean up as best as I could. There was no way I was strolling through the lobby like this. When we’d finished here, I’d get Rake to have someone show me the back way to my room for a much-needed shower.

      Rake was overseeing a hotel maintenance crew, who had removed the grate from the floor and was running one of those Roto-Rooter camera-on-a-cable thingies into the drain.

      The grimtog was long gone, but we needed to get any residue it had left for the lab folks back at SPI HQ. A grimtog—or any real and solid creature—couldn’t just ooze its way through the metal of a drain and re-form on the other side. But that was exactly what had happened—it had oozed, re-formed, and laughed its slimy ass off at us.

      And we were no closer to knowing how it or the bukas had gotten into the hotel.
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      I knew Rake had mages working in his hotel, but this veered into miracle territory.

      Not only did the Regor Regency’s ballroom look as though it had never been demolished by bukas, it’d now been turned into a cross between a Gilded Age movie set and the Yule Ball from Harry Potter.

      I was on Rake’s arm, his date for the evening.

      It was a working date.

      After taking three showers, and washing my hair twice, I was as de-skunked as I was going to get.

      As the hotel owner and host of the summit, Rake was expected to mingle with the delegates. Being his date gave me the ideal opportunity to check out some of the more important, controversial, and potentially troublemaking delegates one on one. Even though it was a formal event, everyone was wearing their badges, including Rake and me. Everyone knew who Rake was, but if his guests had to sully their formalwear with a lanyard and badge, he would suffer the same. Though judging from the chatter in languages I couldn’t begin to understand, most of them already knew each other.

      I was wearing a simple, short strand of pearls with my little black dress. Rake had offered to deck me out in diamonds or the gems of my choice, but I would’ve felt awkward wearing them—even if I hadn’t been surrounded by my coworkers. Everyone knew I was dating Rake, but wearing jewelry everyone knew I’d never be able to afford on my salary would get tongues to wagging about just what I had done to earn them. Yeah, I know, but I’m an old-fashioned girl that way, so I went with pearls I’d bought myself. All the pieces were fake, but well-made.

      This could’ve been a fun evening. I liked getting all spiffied up, and going out on the town with Rake was a guaranteed good time. At least it had been. But even if we’d been on better terms, we needed to be concentrating on business right now, not each other.

      There would be no dancing this evening, so the ballroom had been set up to facilitate flow and conversation. The broken chairs and tables had been replaced, and scattered amongst them were club chair and side table groupings for more intimate conversation areas. In two of the room’s four corners were fancy chaise lounges, but instead of coffee tables set in front of them to hold drinks and food, there were fish tanks, complete with filtration but empty of fish.

      “What is that?” I tried to be casual and not stare.

      Rake glanced at the bizarre tableau, then went back to surveying the arriving guests. “For the Atlanteans. They can be out of water for a few hours at a time, but they’re more comfortable if they can dip their proboscis—”

      “Their pro what?”

      “Proboscis. An extendable tube with a mouth and nose at the end. They breathe and eat through it.”

      My expression froze. “Extendable?”

      “A mix of an elephant’s trunk, except smaller, and an inchworm, but larger.”

      “Okaaay.”

      “Yes, it’s an inelegant mode of respiration,” Rake agreed. “The Atlanteans prefer to dip their proboscis in water to breathe. Their bodies begin to excrete a gelatinous residue if they’re out of water for more than an hour.”

      “That would explain the plastic slipcovers on the chaise lounges,” I said. “I thought someone’s great-grandma had been turned loose in here.”

      Rake nodded toward the main ballroom doors. They were ten feet high, but even so a blue-skinned, vaguely humanoid delegate, wearing nothing but a leather and fur loincloth, had to duck his head to get through. He grinned and gave Rake a friendly wave. He was followed by a female wearing the same, but with the addition of a top that covered what needed to be covered and no more.

      “The Jötunn,” Rake said. “They’ve been assigned rooms on the second floor. I’ve had two conference rooms converted into guest rooms, and added a refrigeration unit to keep the temperature at a comfortable level for them. They’re too tall for the elevators, but the stairs are workable for a short distance.”

      “How many beds did you have to put together?”

      “We connected four king-sized mattresses, and I had linens custom made.”

      Lars Anderssen had met the two Jötunn at the ballroom doors and was giving them a warm welcome.

      I was surrounded by supernatural and mythological beings I’d only read about in books and SPI training manuals. It was exciting and intimidating at the same time, and I found myself looking forward to this.

      Tonight was more than a chance for the delegates to schmooze. It allowed us to watch them while they did it. You could tell a lot about someone by how they interacted with their peers.

      I caught a glimpse of one of the Atlanteans dashing through the door and making a beeline for the aquarium, hurriedly dipping its trunk-like nose in the water. The little guy seemed embarrassed, and saw me looking. I flashed what I hoped was a welcoming and understanding smile, and gave him a little finger wave.

      I stopped mid wave and turned away, clasping my hands in front of me. “Oh crap,” I said, still smiling. “Are the Atlanteans the ones who reproduce with their . . . uh, those things that look like their fingers?”

      Rake chuckled. “No, darling. Those are the Yerenn. They’re on the other side of the room, speaking with the djinn ambassador. Don’t worry, the Yerenn understand about humans waving. Just don’t shake hands with them. That type of behavior isn’t allowed until after they’re ceremonially mated.”

      I should so not be here. I was a one-woman, inter-species incident waiting to happen.

      Nearly all the supernaturals here were greeting each other with handshakes. When among Earthlings, and all that, I guess. “The Yerenn must think all this is downright pornographic.”

      “Oh, they do. It’s scandalous.” Rake grinned wickedly. “They love it. The more hand-shaking they get to watch, the better.”

      I glanced over to watch Ian slowly making his way around the room, his eyes missing nothing. This was far from being my partner’s first rodeo. The delegates flowed and ebbed around him as he stoically did his job, watching everyone. Maybe nothing shocked him anymore.

      Ian was getting more than a few interested and assessing looks from some of the delegates. When the summit officially began tomorrow morning, we would all be wearing our SPI-issued, SWAT-lite uniforms. The delegates were being told to direct any concerns for personal safety to us. From the looks my partner was getting, he’d be on the receiving end of more than his share of security emergencies. Hopefully none of them would find out that Ian was a god—well, “god” with a small “g”—or at least the descendant of one. If they did, Ms. Sagadraco would probably need to assign security people to protect Ian from his new groupies.

      The SPI commandos who had drawn duty for the reception were dressed formally to try to blend in as much as possible. Rake and Ms. Sagadraco wanted the delegates to be protected, but at the same time, didn’t want to make it look like they were surrounded by a small army.

      Gethen Nazar and three of his team were likewise trying to blend in with the guests.

      Vivienne Sagadraco was the serene center of the hurricane that was the welcome reception for the Centennial Supernatural Summit. More than once I caught her wearing the tiny smile she used when in the presence of people whom she didn’t like. After having seen her twice in her dragon form, I knew what was behind that smile.

      Cross me and I’ll go dragon and stomp you like a ketchup packet.

      Though I’m sure Ms. Sagadraco had a classier way of putting it, but the intent was the same.

      The dwarves put in a brief appearance, but as soon as the social niceties had been observed they had hightailed it back to the pub, which had been reopened.

      Maybe they were hoping to find another grimtog, catch it, and appease their beer gods.

      We could use the luck, and I didn’t really blame them for leaving. They were the shortest race at the summit, and any social interactions with the other delegates involved them essentially talking to crotches or bellybuttons, neither of which were known for their conversational skills.

      Rake had had tall barstools and tables placed in the ballroom, but while the dwarves may have appreciated the gesture, if I were them I wouldn’t have liked having to climb just to sit down. Though maybe their problem wasn’t with the presence of barstools in the ballroom, but the absence of beer.

      On the far side of the ballroom were two of the races that needed to be closely watched if they got within fifty feet of each other. The distance between their ambassadors was suitable for a shouted conversation—or a duel. Neither had weapons in their hands, but that wasn’t reason enough for our people to stand down. Until one of them blinked wrong, our folks were giving them the benefit of a doubt.

      I spotted the elven colonial governor through the crowd. I’d never met either one of the colonial governors, but all SPI agents who would be working at the summit had been briefed on the major players. Fyren Balmorlan’s photo had been all too accurate. The elven governor was tall, thin, and pale. All of those were characteristics of a classic elf, but the governor’s genetic makeup had taken it a couple chromosomes too far. He was too thin and too pale to pass among humans without a second and probably a third glance. I’d thought I was pale, but I could see this guy bursting into flames quicker than a newborn vampire at high noon. In fact, the only being I’d ever seen who could get that pale was a vampire who hadn’t eaten in way too long. Come to think of it, Fyren Balmorlan looked much the same way. Hungry, that is. According to his SPI bio, it wasn’t blood he wanted, at least not to drink. His eyes darted dismissively over the other delegates, his thin-lipped mouth was barely visible on his face, and when it occasionally would curve into a smile, it twitched, as if the muscles hadn’t had much practice making that expression.

      The Balmorlan name was familiar to me. They were a known elven crime family here, and considered notorious on their home world. Naturally, the patriarch of the family here would get himself appointed governor.

      Fyren Balmorlan was surrounded by a small retinue. Since the colonial governors had business here other than that covered by the summit, Ms. Sagadraco had allowed them four, rather than two staff.

      There was movement by the main ballroom doors. Not the kind of movement that involved casual strolling and hobnobbing; these were people getting out of something’s way. My hand went for the gun strapped to my thigh under my dress. I know, sexy secret agent-like, huh? Then I remembered it was my paint pistol. My real gun was tiny and in my equally tiny purse.

      It wasn’t a monster. Though to many in the room, it was almost as bad.

      The goblin colonial governor had arrived.

      As a people, goblins were lean and muscled like Olympic swimmers.

      Gremien Pivaine wasn’t like his people.

      He might have started out that way, but corruption had a way of rising to the surface. He was bloated with it, body and soul. Governor Pivaine viewed his people as a resource to be exploited for his own gain. I’d learned about his more public transgressions from his SPI bio.

      Rake had told me the rest.

      Gremien Pivaine had been a client at Bacchanalia. Briefly. Before Rake had personally revoked his membership for what he’d described as Pivaine’s “predilection for deviant and unsavory practices.” The staff and even the other members had complained about him.

      I hadn’t asked for details, and Rake hadn’t offered any. That the goblin governor had gotten kicked out of a sex club, even a high-class one, for deviant and unsavory practices, told me all I’d never wanted to know. Rake was the last person anyone would ever think of as a prude, so for him to say that he found Gremien Pivaine’s behavior personally repugnant told me the goblin governor was the worst kind of nasty.

      Surprisingly, he had no entourage, no bodyguards.

      The governor did have a date. She was also a goblin, and, unlike him, gorgeous in her white, body-hugging gown. Definitely a Beauty and the Beast kind of arrangement. Except this Beauty was a Beast on the inside, candy coating with an evil filling. It didn’t take a seer to sense it. Everyone in the room knew.

      This woman was the darkest of dark mages, used black magic, and liked it.

      A lot.

      Her hand rested lightly on the governor’s forearm, not touching the back of his hand. And while they were walking side by side, their bodies did not touch. I got the impression that was her idea. I didn’t blame her.

      “Damn,” Rake spat without moving his lips.

      “Him or her?” I asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Where are his bodyguards?”

      “She is his guard,” Rake said. “He needs no other.”

      I turned my face away from the door, since I didn’t have the gift of talking without moving my mouth. “They’re coming this way. What are you going to do?”

      “Smile.”

      “You or me?”

      “Yes.”

      I turned back to face them, telling my skin that now was not the time to crawl.

      The sleaze factor increased every step closer they got. My smile probably resembled a rictus more than anything else, but at least I tried.

      “Mr. Danescu,” the governor said in greeting.

      He didn’t use Rake’s title. Nasty and petty. But powerful and influential. His name had been on Rake’s lists—both of them. Gremien Pivaine hated Rake Danescu and SPI.

      “Gremien,” Rake replied. No title, no bow, no graciously inclined head. Two could play at that game.

      “It’s been entirely too long, Rake,” the woman all but purred. “How delightful to see you again.” Her sharp, dark eyes flicked over to me. “Ah, and this must be the little seer we have all heard so much about. I expected her to be taller.”

      Dismissive and condescending. Normally I’d have a smartass response for people like that, but I instinctively knew that the smart thing would be to have her notice me as little as possible.

      For once I decided to be smart, so I reined in my instincts and kept my mouth shut. But that didn’t mean I didn’t give her one of Vivienne Sagadraco’s patented “squash you like a ketchup packet” smiles. I couldn’t turn into a three-story-tall dragon and stomp this woman, but I could enjoy imagining it.

      “I believe you know Dagara Jakome,” the governor was saying to Rake, his beady little eyes glittering in anticipation and something else, something uglier.

      “Miss Jakome,” Rake said, his expression utterly blank.

      The goblin woman laughed. “Rake, we’ve known each other much too long—and far too well—for such formality. I was so sorry to hear what happened to Bacchanalia. Such a lovely place, so many fond memories.”

      I kept my stomp-you-flat smile in place, but it wasn’t easy with the knot that’d taken up residence in the pit of my stomach.

      I didn’t need it spelled out for me. Rake wanted to kill both of them. Dagara Jakome appeared to be taking a stroll down hot-sex-with-Rake memory lane. And Gremien Pivaine was getting vicarious nasty thrills from both.

      Breathe and smile, Mac. Breathe and smile.

      “Excuse me, Lord Danescu, Agent Fraser,” Ian said from my side. “Director Sagadraco would like to see you both.”

      Without another word, we turned and began crossing the ballroom to where we’d last seen Ms. Sagadraco. Ian accompanied us.

      “She doesn’t need to see either one of you,” Ian said quietly.

      Rake took a deep breath, followed by a growling exhale. “Thank you, Ian.”

      “Don’t mention it. You just got the place cleaned up. It looks nice. It’d be a shame if you had to bloody the carpet.”

      During the exchange with the governor and Dagara Jakome, Gethen Nazar had been standing guard nearby, close enough to hear, far enough to give his employer privacy. His dark eyes continued to follow the pair as they mingled, and his lips briefly curled back, exposing his fangs. The security chief smoothly wove through the crowd to follow them, determined not to let them out of his sight. Gethen might have jerkish tendencies, but he clearly knew who to hate. That nudged him over toward my “good people” list.

      Ian glanced toward the ballroom doors. “FYI, the goblin and elf ambassadors just came in.”

      My partner disappeared back into the crowd, having done his white-knight duty.

      Rake made no move to go and welcome the ambassadors to the reception.

      “You weren’t expecting to see her,” I said.

      “Never again.”

      That made me feel a little better, but I was still rattled—and angry. It wasn’t like Rake and I had been doing anything beyond casual dating. I knew Rake had slept with a lot of women, at least that was what I assumed. I couldn’t see the reality being anything else. And I figured that in being with Rake, I’d eventually run into one of them at the events and parties he took me to. Tonight was the first time, and what a first time.

      “She’s evil,” I blurted. “You sleep with evil people?”

      Rake pulled me aside to what passed for privacy in a ballroom. Potted palms were both decorative and discreet.

      I had to ask. “So, she was a regular at Bacchanalia, too?”

      Silence.

      “I’ll take that as a yes.”

      “It was business. And it was before I met you.” Rake took both of my hands in his.

      I resisted the urge to pull away.

      “There has been no one since then.” His dark eyes searched my face for some sign that I believed him. “I swear it.”

      I did believe him.

      Rake was a spymaster for goblin intelligence. He’d told me once that he had gotten some of his best information through his clientele at Bacchanalia.

      I tried to keep my breathing even. “Let me guess, you took one—or more—for the team.”

      Silence again.

      Crap. Well, I did make him promise never to lie to me. I should be more careful what I wish for.

      I couldn’t say this wasn’t expected. Dagara Jakome had that whole Mata Hari thing going. She was evil, but I didn’t have to bat for the other team to know she was hot. My eyes worked. Rake’s eyes worked, too—as well as his other parts. He’d probably needed information. Dagara Jakome had that information. Favors were exchanged. Information was traded. Rake may not have considered it personal, but to me it couldn’t have been more so. To him, it was business.

      Like he always said, he was a goblin, and goblins were complicated, as were their dealings. And Rake was the ultimate goblin. I knew this. But I never expected to have reality slither up to me and say she thought I’d be taller.

      This was business, politics, and espionage, but it was all rolled up into one hot and sweaty, seething ball of lust. Rake had taken one for the team. If he needed to, would he do it now, again, with her?

      I thought, and I knew.

      No. No, he wouldn’t. At least not now.

      That’s what I believed. I knew Rake, and my gut told me that was the truth, not wishful thinking. What I wanted was not to care what Rake did, or with who.

      I closed my eyes for a moment and blew out my breath, trying without much success to let my anger go with it. When I opened them, Rake was gazing down at me. He couldn’t read minds—or maybe that was merely another thing he hadn’t told me—but one look told me he knew everything I’d thought and had realized.

      His dark eyes glistened.

      In gratitude.

      “I don’t deserve you,” he whispered.

      I stood on tiptoe and leaned in close, my lips against his ear. “Know this. Sleep with that woman again and we’re done. This is not what I signed up for.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      Dakarai Enric and Mago Nuallan paused at the ballroom door, as if giving anyone who hadn’t seen them together earlier a chance to witness firsthand what the other attendees hadn’t stopped talking about.

      The goblin and elven ambassadors were besties.

      And I got the distinct impression the pair liked causing a stir.

      From my reading, I knew that Dakarai Enric was considered the elder goblin statesman, and that Mago Nuallan was the new diplomat to watch in the elven foreign service.

      As we crossed the ballroom, Rake bent his lips to my ear. “In his previous career, Mago was a banker, and as I understand, a very good one. So much so that he was the personal banker of the goblin king, Chigaru Mal’Salin. I don’t know all the details, but now he’s Markus Sevelien’s protégé.”

      “And Markus is . . .?”

      “The head of elven intelligence; my employer’s elf counterpart. Brilliant, cunning, Markus would have made a splendid goblin. I understand he sees Mago as a younger version of himself. Perhaps that’s why he’s taken him under his wing.”

      “It doesn’t look like he needs protecting.”

      “He doesn’t.” Rake paused. “What I’m about to tell you is for your ears only. The new elven ambassador’s real surname is Benares, though for the time being he wishes to be known as Mago Nuallan. The Benares family is the most successful criminal organization in our Seven Kingdoms. Piracy is their specialty. And while they may be pirates, their honor is unshakable. As a banker, Mago used the surname alias Peronne. He was a vice president at the First Bank of D’Mai; our world’s equivalent is Citicorp.”

      Vivienne Sagadraco had briefly borrowed Mago Benares and was introducing him to a blindingly bejeweled lady.

      “And now he’s an ambassador?” I thought for a moment. “Then again, I think I just answered my own question. I can see where the skills used by a banker, politician, and pirate would cross over nicely.”

      Rake caught the goblin ambassador’s attention as we made our way toward him.

      “Makenna, this is Lord Dakarai Enric, royal ambassador to their majesties King Chigaru and Queen Mirabai Mal’Salin. I am honored to call him a good friend of my family.”

      The goblin laughed. “The dear boy didn’t say ‘old friend’ because that would be stating the obvious.”

      “I aspire to live half as long as you and look a fraction as good,” Rake told him.

      “Dakarai, this is Makenna Fraser, one of only five seers for SPI on this world.” Rake lifted my hand to his lips, lightly kissing the back of my fingers. “And the object of my most ardent courtship.” His eyes gleamed. “Even though I know I do not deserve her. She hasn’t decided if she will accept me yet.”

      Dakarai bowed, kissed my other hand and released it, raising his head with a warm smile. “Such caution indicates that you are wise as well as gifted, Lady Makenna. Ah, Rake, before my aged mind forgets, Tam sends his regards.”

      “He has returned from Aquas?”

      “He has. His journey wasn’t entirely successful, but it was productive in several very unexpected ways.”

      “I’ll have to get on your calendar for a dinner. I’d like to hear all about it. My apologies, Makenna. Tam is a cousin on my mother’s side.”

      Dakarai smile widened into a grin. “Our kingdom breathed a sigh of relief when they were no longer on the same world. Apart, they are mere troublemakers. But together? I shudder to think of the possibilities.” The goblin glanced over my shoulder. “Though having Rake and Mago not only on the same world, but in the same hotel, tempts the gods of chaos more than is safe for any of us.”

      “I have been here for mere hours, and already my reputation is being disparaged,” said an amused voice from directly behind me. “A man can’t keep any secrets.”

      “Lady Makenna, allow me to present the newest elven ambassador, Mago Nuallan. Mago, this is Lady Makenna Fraser, the seer for SPI.”

      My hand received its third kiss in nearly as many minutes. I could get used to this.

      “Mago is from one of the Seven Kingdom’s most prominent families,” Rake told us.

      “What he means is that we’re notorious,” the elf countered with a grin. “Lord Danescu missed his calling as a diplomat.”

      “I prefer spy to diplomat. That way, I get to kill those who cross me. You have to negotiate with them.”

      “Times are changing, Lord Danescu.”

      Rake nodded. “The gloves are coming off for both of our governments, and I am glad of it. Decisive action is called for.”

      Mago’s good humor vanished. “We consider ourselves at war on many fronts. Allies are found among former enemies,” he said, graciously inclining his head toward Rake. “And some of my people who we previously trusted now stand accused, convicted, and condemned. There are no rules, only survival. And now, it has become apparent that we no longer have a shared vision with the colonial government here for the future of the elves living on this world.”

      “A divergence that likewise afflicts our own colony here,” Dakarai noted dryly.

      Sounded like the local elf and goblin governors were in for a rude awakening.

      The boss had assigned specialized SPI agents to monitor both meetings. Additional security would be out of sight, but not out of reach in case things got contentious. It’d been my experience that if Vivienne Sagadraco took those kinds of precautions, it wasn’t a matter of if they’d be needed, but when.

      I wasn’t sure if it was appropriate, but I was curious. “How do the locals feel about the goblins and elves back home being each other’s new best friends?”

      “The colonies are far enough removed from events in the Seven Kingdoms that these events have no effect on their day-to-day lives,” Dakarai said. “Many goblins and elves are second- and even third-generation colonists. They know the names of their respective monarchs, but the colonial governors are responsible for the people here.”

      I couldn’t help myself; I made a face. “And when that governor is a corrupt, disgusting pervert?”

      Mago laughed.

      Dakarai smiled. “Ah, you must have met Governor Pivaine.”

      “It wasn’t my idea, and now I want another shower, this time with bleach.”

      “The lady is an exceptional judge of character,” Mago noted.

      “Gremien Pivaine is but one of the many leftovers from his brother’s reign that Chigaru has yet to clear from his plate,” Dakarai said. “Pivaine plays along with whoever is in power at any given time.”

      “He’s still slimy.”

      “I’m not disputing your estimation. I agree wholeheartedly. If things go badly in the Seven Kingdoms, having Pivaine in charge would greatly complicate an already chaotic situation.” Dakarai smiled slowly. “But to use a phrase I heard during my last visit to your delightful world, we have many irons in the fire. That is one of the reasons I am here.”

      “Dagara Jakome is with him tonight,” Rake told him.

      The goblin ambassador’s smile vanished.

      Mago raised an eyebrow. “I take it that’s not good?”

      “No, it is not,” Dakarai said. “It means we may encounter even more trouble than we had anticipated.”

      I felt a subtle change in the air around me, a shifting of energy.

      My senses instantly went to high alert, along with a surge of adrenaline.

      Logic told me I was being paranoid, but magic had nothing to do with logic.

      I turned slowly and tried to be casual about scanning the room for the trouble I knew had arrived. “Rake, is it me or—”

      “No, I feel it.” He casually glanced around the room.

      “It feels like what Kitty described,” I said. “A light electrical charge.”

      Like the time I’d plugged in a hair dryer with hands still wet from the shower. I didn’t get a major shock, but it was enough to make me yank my hand back. There was a reason for those humongous warning labels on hair dryers.

      Rake and I had stood in the same place minutes after Kitty had and hadn’t felt a thing.

      We felt it now.

      It was happening again.

      Rake quietly spat a word that perfectly summed up the situation.

      I was wearing a communications earpiece on a channel connected to Ian, Rake, Roy, Sandra, and Gethen. If I saw anything that they couldn’t, I needed to be able to tell them. Fast.

      I keyed my comms.

      “I sense it as well, Agent Fraser,” Gethen said, before I could draw breath to speak.

      The tall goblin security chief was back at his station by the main ballroom doors. He may have been wearing a tux, but that was as far as he went in trying to blend in. He wasn’t trying to look like anything other than what he was—a tough-as-nails goblin who was paid to be personally responsible for every man, woman, and being here. Right now he was coolly surveying the room, looking for the individual responsible for the malignant energy we all felt so he could personally kick their ass.

      “Mago, are you armed?” Rake asked.

      “Always.”

      Rake subtly tilted his head toward Gethen. “That’s my security chief, Gethen Nazar, by the main doors. Take Dakarai and stay with him. Quickly.”
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      In addition to pearls, I was wearing a gun, a paint pistol, extra ammo for both, and two Bowie knives.

      I took accessorizing very seriously.

      The lights dimmed ever so slightly.

      The delegates closest to us glanced up and smiled, thinking it was yet another effect Rake had ordered for the enjoyment of his guests.

      Other delegates weren’t smiling. These were supernatural and mythological beings. They knew magic. They lived with it every day. Some wouldn’t exist if it weren’t for magic. They knew something was wrong.

      Then the bottom fell out of the temperature, and my breath came as a frosty plume.

      To their credit, no one panicked—at least not outwardly. The delegates were either ambassadors to kings or queens, or the rulers themselves. They were the ones who stepped up and calmed people down. That didn’t mean they weren’t afraid. I saw it in their faces. No one wanted to be the first to scream and stampede. Let’s hear it for dignity.

      We didn’t want to cause a panic, even if panic would be the best response to whatever was about to happen. Our people and Rake’s were moving to cover every part of the ballroom.

      Rake took my hand. “Come with me.”

      “No, I need to see if—”

      “You’ll be able to see anything in the room where I’m going.”

      Rake quickly led me to the bandstand by the ballroom doors and took the three stairs in a smooth leap, all but carrying me with him. We could see everyone—and everyone could see us. I didn’t like the attention, but every corner of the ballroom was clearly visible, and I could see out into the hotel lobby.

      There weren’t any bukas coming out of the woodwork, but I wasn’t counting on it staying that way.

      “Ladies and gentlemen,” Rake said, his voice calm and carrying to every guest. “There appears to be a problem with the—”

      “Space-time continuum,” Roy muttered into his comms.

      Rake didn’t get the chance to say “air conditioning,” or whatever excuse he’d come up with to clear the ballroom.

      The doors to the lobby were open, as were the two other ballroom exits. Rake and Gethen had wanted there to be plenty of ways out should there be a need. There was now a need. An electrical charge was building. Then I heard the locks on the hotel’s front doors click. I wasn’t an elf or a goblin, so I shouldn’t have been able to hear that. It was loud, as if the sound had been intentionally amplified.

      The massive glass and wrought iron doors slowly opened out into the night.

      By themselves.

      Seconds later, as if a hurricane had swept down Nassau Street, they violently slammed shut.

      In the stunned silence that followed, everyone heard the sharp snick as the doors locked.

      Gethen was closest to the doors. He darted out into the lobby, Dakarai and Mago in his wake. Rake and I quickly followed. Everyone in the lobby was staring at the hotel’s front doors and windows. Beyond the glass should have been a nighttime Lower Manhattan street filled with the traffic and lights of a normal summer night in the city. The Financial District, also known as FiDi, used to be pretty dead after business hours. That had changed. People were now living, eating, and enjoying the nightlife here.

      All of that was still going on outside the hotel, as if nothing had happened inside, but at a slower pace. Pedestrians, traffic, stoplights changing—all were still happening, but in slow motion as if time itself had been slowed and we were watching it through deep and murky water.

      Some of the delegates had followed us into the lobby. Gethen, Rake, and a goblin doorman were trying to open the doors. Goblins and elves were stronger than humans, and while the hotel’s large double doors themselves were heavy, they were easy to open.

      At least they should have been.

      When muscle failed, Rake turned to magic, hitting the doors hard with the flat of both hands. I’d seen him use the same spell on Bacchanalia’s back door. That door had been steel, and it had been obliterated as if it had never existed. The Regor Regency’s doors were twin ten-foot sandwiches of glass containing artfully twisted iron.

      Rake’s magic didn’t even scratch them.

      For the duration of the summit, the outside world was being kept out of the Regor Regency.

      And now, someone possessing magic stronger than two goblin dark mages had locked us in.
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      Reports were coming in from all over the hotel of the same phenomenon happening on every external door and window.

      The hotel’s landlines were down, cell signals weren’t getting through, the Internet was nonexistent, and the hotel’s satellite TV was kaput.

      Most concerning was that our comms had also been affected. No comms meant no way for our people to call for help when the next emergency happened. And Kenji’s new delegate badge system had also been hit. The part of the program that allowed him to track the delegates around the hotel wasn’t working. The rest of it was fine, just the tracking was affected. That was suspicious as hell.

      Some delegates were angry because they didn’t know what was going on; others were frightened for the same reason. Just because most of the guests inside the Regor Regency were considered monsters by the people outside of the Regor Regency didn’t mean they weren’t afraid. They were.

      Unfortunately, some of the guests were topping their fear with an extra helping of fury.

      Things could get ugly soon.

      There were slightly more than a hundred delegates and their support staff inside the hotel, with the same number of SPI agents and commandos. I didn’t know how many hotel staff Rake had working tonight, but considering the importance of the welcome reception, it had to have been most of them.

      And none of us were going anywhere.

      I pulled my phone out of my clutch bag and checked it again. Still no signal. I had a feeling that dark magic terrorism wasn’t covered under my service contract.

      Rake had sent his portal mage to the basement to see if the portal was still operational, and had dispatched Gethen and two of his security team down to the parking garage. Mago and Dakarai were with Vivienne Sagadraco and her four SPI guards. There were gates that closed the hotel garage off from the street, but they were wrought iron, not solid.

      They were solid now.

      “Gethen’s magic can melt or drill through iron in seconds,” Rake was telling us. “Not anymore. The open spaces between the bars are solid, substance unknown. Nothing he has tried will penetrate it.”

      “Add bullets to the list,” Ian said. “Sandra used the largest caliber her team had. It ricocheted back at them.”

      I had an idea. “How about your spear?”

      Ian’s scowl deepened. “Ineffective.”

      “How about your sword?” I asked Rolf.

      “Likewise.”

      Okay, now I was worried.

      Ms. Sagadraco had called a quick meeting of our diplomatic staff. These agents knew the delegates in their areas of expertise like no one else. While SPI and Rake’s security team had the market cornered on battlemagic, I’d heard that some of the delegates were experienced in pushing the boundaries of what magic was believed to be capable of, and others were no slouches in unleashing extreme violence when the situation called for it.

      Our situation didn’t call for it yet, but Ms. Sagadraco was thinking ahead. When you were in trouble, more brainpower and muscle was always a good thing. Involving the delegates would have the additional benefit of getting them to work together. Relying on each other to survive could make previously frosty relations turn downright snuggly.

      “Did we get an SOS off to headquarters?” I asked Ian.

      “Negative.”

      I could tell when my partner considered a situation on the verge of going full-on FUBAR—he started reverting to military-speak.

      “Moreau met with Ms. Sagadraco earlier this evening,” he continued. “He’d originally planned to be here for the reception, but the boss nixed that. She wanted him to stay at headquarters.”

      Ian didn’t need to say why. We both knew the answer to that.

      In case an incident like the bukas or worse happened again, we needed a command structure in place on the outside to keep any knowledge of what happened in here from leaking out there. What was good for secrecy could turn out to be bad for survival. No one could get out, and we assumed the same was true for anyone trying to get in, but we had no way to ask anyone to try. Alain Moreau was my and Ian’s manager at SPI. He was a several-hundred-year-old French vampire, and Vivienne Sagadraco’s second-in-command. While Ms. Sagadraco was here for the summit, Moreau would be in charge of SPI’s worldwide operation. With the total communications blackout, and all ways into and out of the hotel sealed, he’d just had more heaped onto his plate.

      “He has to know by now that we’ve got a problem.” Ian glanced at his watch. “And I was supposed to call Kylie at ten o’clock.”

      Kylie O’Hara was SPI’s director of media and public relations. She and Ian were also in a pretty serious relationship. Some men weren’t exactly dependable on the whole “I’ll call you” thing. Not Ian. If he said he’d call at ten o’clock, you needed to send out a search party at ten-oh-one.

      SPI had to be aware that we were trapped. That hours had gone by since we’d been trapped inside the hotel said they were as clueless as we were as far as dealing with whatever had trapped us, but there was no group of people I trusted more to be able to get us out. Ms. Sagadraco had spared no expense to recruit the best magical, paranormal, and scientific minds into the SPI fold. Between the magical brainiacs in the hotel and the collective genius of SPI, we would get out of this.

      Eventually.

      A familiar, hyena-like cackle came from behind a potted palm to my left, next to the front desk.

      I sighed. We didn’t have hyenas. What we did have was a rogue grimtog.

      The little bastard was back.

      The cackle was answered by the same sound in a higher pitch from behind the concierge’s desk to my right.

      Another one?

      And from the closed coffee shop next to the café.   
      Oh, come on.

      The entire dwarf delegation emerged as one from the pub. Their eyes flicked left, then right in perfect unison. They had their game faces on.

      Ambassador Soren said something grim in Dwarvish as he led the way to the elevators.

      “What did he say?” I asked Rolf.

      “They’re going to their rooms to get their spears. It’s time to go hunting and appease the beer gods.”
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      It said a lot about our situation that no one minded twelve heavily armed dwarves going on a beer-skunk hunt to restore the hotel’s karmic balance.

      It said even more that no one told them that a grimtog-tainted keg and the wrath of their gods had nothing to do with our problem. Rolf vouched for the dwarves’ hunting skills to Roy and Sandra, and as far as the two commanders were concerned, the more armed professionals roaming the hotel halls, the better.

      There was no way out of the hotel, and the delegates now knew it.

      They were asking a lot of questions.

      We didn’t have any answers.

      To their credit, no one was panicking. Yet. These were supernatural beings. They weren’t about to be concerned by a little rogue hocus-pocus. Problem was, trapping us in the hotel wasn’t merely rogue; it was malicious. Even worse, not only did we not know who was behind it, we had no idea how it had been done. However, it was a five-star hotel. Under normal circumstances, not being able to leave would be an ideal vacation, not cause for a mass freak-out. And aside from Rake’s ribs and a few banged-up commandos from this morning’s incident, there hadn’t been any serious injuries.

      Someone was playing, and we were the toys. Only now it appeared they’d taken it one step further. Some of the toys had had their batteries removed.

      Magic wasn’t working, and what little did work wasn’t working right.

      I leaned in close to Rake. “The bukas and the grimtog, and just now with the doors. Are those the only times recently that, as a mage, you haven’t been able to . . . uh, function properly?”

      I promptly found myself on the receiving end of an indignant and mildly horrified stare.

      I spread my hands. “What?”

      “I assure you that I am functional in every way.”

      “Even magically?”

      “Yes. With the rather humiliating—and inexplicable—exception of those events.”

      Rake wasn’t the only one who’d been embarrassed at being shown up by a beer skunk. The dwarf ambassador had been taking some heavy ribbing from his delegates. He was determined to turn his spear into a grimtog shish kebab.

      “Are you sure?” I asked.

      “Of course, I . . .” Rake stopped and thought. Then his expression froze.

      Uh-oh.

      I lowered my voice out of consideration for my goblin maybe-boyfriend. “Have you tried any magic except with the bukas, the grimtog, and the doors?”

      Rake stood tall and proper. “Excuse me for a moment.”

      He went behind the front desk to the inconspicuous door that led back into the hotel offices. I guess to check certain things, a man needed a little privacy.

      I stood there for a few seconds and then began softly whistling.

      Minutes passed. I glanced down at my watch. Five minutes had passed. Still no Rake.

      I didn’t take that as an encouraging sign.

      Seeing Rake’s face when he came back told me I’d been right. I didn’t want to be right.

      He looked angry and more than a little embarrassed.

      I chose my words carefully. “Since the dwarf ambassador and Gethen are having similar . . . difficulties, I think we need to let Ms. Sagadraco know.”

      Rake nodded wordlessly.

      And that was the first time I’d ever seen Rake Danescu blush.
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      The delegates had been asked to return to the ballroom for the time being. Their assigned SPI diplomats were staying close in an attempt to soothe any frayed nerves or budding anger. We had enough problems without making more. And to ensure the delegates’ continued collective happiness, the hotel kitchen and waitstaff were working hard to keep the food and drink coming.

      If the delegates had been human, we would’ve had a full-blown crisis on our hands. Humans were addicted to their gadgets. All forms of communication were down. No phones or Internet meant no social media or contact with the outside world. Most of our delegates had never heard of any of those things, or if they had, their world didn’t revolve around them. Being trapped inside the hotel was the extent of their concern.

      They also didn’t know about the bukas, and while the grimtogs were ugly as homemade sin, ruining one keg of beer hardly qualified them as dangerous.

      The delegates and SPI diplomats were being guarded by Sandra and Roy’s teams. The Scandinavian commandos and Rake’s security people were searching and securing the hotel. In my opinion, being locked in was about as secure as you could get, though secure didn’t equate with safe in this instance. We didn’t know what might have been locked in here with us besides grimtogs.

      Our commandos had ditched the formalwear and were now wearing their work clothes of battledress uniforms with body armor.

      And guns. Lots and lots of guns.

      But while bullets (silver or otherwise) could put down a lot of things, much of what our commandos encountered on a daily basis needed good cold steel to make sure that once down, it stayed down. SPI’s armory didn’t have bladed weapons that were standard issue. Each commando had personal preferences, and depending on their past monster combat experience, their choices could get downright exotic. The Scandinavians liked their swords, battleaxes, and telescoping spears, while our people leaned toward long knives, curved hatchets, and machetes. After battling grendels together under the city, there’d been some cross-pollination, weapons-wise.

      I’d made a quick trip to my room and changed my LBD for a BDU as well. Yes, I was a seer, but many an occasion had called for me to accompany our commando teams, and when I did, I wanted to keep all the pieces and parts that’d been attached to me when we’d left headquarters. I now had my own gear.

      I’d just gotten back down to the lobby and was looking for Rake.

      I was near the closed coffee shop when I heard his voice—and Gethen Nazar’s. They were inside and speaking in low and intense tones. Fortunately, the coffee shop didn’t have doors. The only thing separating it from the lobby was a velvet rope. I sidled up to the wall, getting as close as I dared, and proceeded to do what everyone did when they wanted to look casual.

      I checked my phone.

      Yeah, there was no Internet connection, but there was plenty I could still look like I was doing while I listened in.

      I’d been around Rake long enough to have learned to listen and listen well. Okay, eavesdrop. He’d promised Ms. Sagadraco months ago not to withhold anything from us that we should know. But with goblins, “anything” was relative. Considering that we were locked in a hotel with pop-up monsters, I wanted my “anything” to be absolute.

      “I followed them after they spoke with you,” Gethen was saying. “And had Parl continue to do so when I sensed the electrical charge right before we were sealed in.”

      “And?” Rake asked pointedly.

      There was enough of a pause from Gethen that I knew what was coming, and actually felt bad for the guy.

      “The governor and Miss Jakome stopped briefly at the bar, then the incident with the doors happened, and when Parl looked back, they were no longer there. He lost them.”

      “Lost them?” Rake snarled.

      I jumped when something hard hit the other side of the wall from where I was hiding.

      It had to be Rake’s fist.

      “They have not returned to the room the governor was assigned,” Gethen continued. “I have our people looking for them, but nothing yet.”

      So Gremien Pivaine and his henchwoman Dagara Jakome were at large.

      Great, just great.

      “Find them,” Rake ordered. “Now.”

      “Yes, Lord Danescu.”

      I was long gone before either one of them exited the coffee shop. There’s no shame in eavesdropping, only in being caught.

      When Rake emerged, I was approaching from the opposite direction. “There you are,” I said, going for a tone somewhere between cheerful and not guilty.

      “Lord Danescu?” called a voice from near the front desk.

      A goblin woman briskly approached us. She was tall and slender, and was wearing a dark suit that looked tailored to fit her every inch. I recognized her as Rake’s hotel manager. I couldn’t remember her name, but her elegant gold nametag read GENVIEVE.

      “Sir, I have the inventory you requested.”

      Rake gave her a sharp nod. “Proceed.”

      Genvieve launched into a full and efficient accounting of supplies and how long they would last: everything from food and drinks to toilet paper and cocktail napkins. She assured Rake that the hotel had enough of everything to last five days. Longer, if the kitchens started cooking creatively now.

      I was impressed. Either she had military experience, or goblin hotel managers naturally behaved like survivalists.

      “Let’s not start rationing yet,” Rake told her. “Until I instruct otherwise, our guests will continue to enjoy the full services and cuisine that those who have stayed with us before have come to expect. As to alcohol, have the bartenders continue to serve guests as usual, but tell them to be even more alert to intoxication. If there is a complaint, notify me and I will deal with it personally. I want our guests happy, not hammered.”

      We found Vivienne Sagadraco in a small sitting area in the front corner of the lobby, a pot of tea on the table next to her. The Regor Regency and every being inside were being held hostage, but that wasn’t going to stop her from enjoying a cup of tea. The boss did some of her best thinking with a pot of Scottish breakfast tea. Genvieve hadn’t mentioned the hotel’s tea supply, hopefully because Hell would freeze over before they ran out.

      Dakarai Enric was seated to her right, and Mago Benares had stationed himself behind the goblin ambassador’s chair. Dakarai was drinking tea with Ms. Sagadraco. Mago appeared to be alert for anything that needed killing.

      Leaning against a column by the goblin ambassador was an unexpected and welcome surprise.

      Vladimir Cervenka.

      He was Yasha’s friend, and after his help in saving Ian from the Fomorians, he was a friend of mine. He was a hundreds-of-years-old vampire and his name was Vlad. I just loved that.

      Vlad had shoulder-length white-blond hair, ice-blue eyes, rugged features, and basically looked like a mountain man. Or a man mountain. Big guy, Vlad. He was paid for his muscle, but anyone hiring him disregarded his brain at their own peril.

      And his heart. Just because it didn’t beat, didn’t mean Vlad Cervenka didn’t have one.

      He and his team of vampire mercenaries had done a great job that night on Bannerman Island, so I hadn’t been surprised when Alain Moreau had begun hiring them when SPI needed specialized vampiric help. The vampires in SPI’s employ didn’t have the underworld contacts that Vlad and his people enjoyed. Having allies who were deeper undercover than any of our agents could ever be was an invaluable asset.

      A nice guy, Vlad.

      Just because someone was a vampire who considered you food didn’t mean they weren’t good people.

      “I asked Mr. Cervenka whether he and his team were available to join us this week,” the boss was saying. She made it sound like she’d invited them out to her house in the Hamptons. I was pretty sure her human neighbors wouldn’t have approved.

      Me? I was thrilled.

      “That you’re here tells me you said yes.” I flashed a quick smile and did a little hand clap. Then I thought how that must have looked. “Don’t take that the wrong way, ma’am. Our teams walk on commando water.”

      “No offense taken, Agent Fraser. Considering our present circumstances, I am glad Mr. Cervenka and his people are here. Though now he might be feeling otherwise.”

      My smile promptly vanished. Vampire mercenaries trapped in a hotel. With us. That was one thing Genvieve hadn’t mentioned—blood for our vampire commandos. Roy and Sandra wouldn’t have depended on the hotel to provide for their people. They would have brought in their own supplies. Had Vlad done the same? Or had he assumed his folks would be able to go out at night to hunt?

      “I thought nocturnal reinforcements would be a prudent idea,” Ms. Sagadraco was saying. “To allow our teams time to rest. After all, we are in a place full of rooms with beds. It would be nice to make at least occasional use of them.” She raised her teacup to her lips. “Though now. . .”

      She left “no one sleeps” unsaid.

      We weren’t merely locked in. We were waiting for the other shoe to drop.

      Or the next buka.

      Ms. Sagadraco looked to Rake. “Lord Danescu, have you heard from your portal mage?”
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      I sidled up to Rake when we were out of earshot. “You didn’t tell her.”

      “This is more important.”

      Important, yes. Though in my opinion, not as important as Rake’s magic not working. But with Ms. Sagadraco hosting her own little corner tea party, I could see where Rake wouldn’t want to blurt out his temporary shortcomings. He was right. His magical mojo interruptus could wait. Finding a way to get out of here couldn’t.

      The hotel was cut off from the physical world, but portals weren’t part of the physical world. Our captor might have thought of that and blocked that way out as well; or we could get lucky and that detail might have slipped their megalomaniacal mind.

      Rake had sent his portal mage down here to see if the portal still worked.

      Though if Rake’s magic was acting funky, it stood to reason that the portal mage would have been likewise afflicted, perhaps even the portal itself.

      I hadn’t been into the hotel’s basement. The renovation hadn’t made it down this far. Repaired light fixtures and a fresh coat of paint had been the extent of it. It smelled like the inside of an antique store. You could smell the old, as if the air down here was the same air from a hundred years ago.

      “Guests don’t see this part,” Rake said. He must have heard me sniff. “I changed only what was necessary.”

      “No complaints from me. I like it.”

      Rake opened the next door into a wide and pristine corridor. It was art nouveau with an emphasis on the new. It was well lit and even had art on the walls. I could see where he wouldn’t want guests who arrived via the hotel portal to get a dose of antique shabby chic.

      The six doors down the hall’s length were all equipped with wall-mounted security key pads.

      Rake went to the door at the end of the hall and knocked.

      No response.

      He knocked again. “Kenan?”

      Nothing.

      “Stand to the side,” he told me. Rake quickly keyed in a long series of numbers on the pad, followed by a retina scan. There was a click as the door unlocked.

      Rake stood to the side of the door, against the wall, and pushed the door open.

      The room’s motion-sensor lights came on in response.

      Kenan Chaitan, the portal mage, was inside, but he wasn’t moving, nor would he ever move again.

      He was dead.

      And the Regor Regency’s portal had been destroyed.
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      I froze, not from fear, but knowing that touching anything could destroy evidence. There was nothing left in the room to be afraid of. It had come, killed, and gone.

      Rake knelt to examine the body of his portal mage. Kenan Chaitan was an older goblin. I had seen him only in passing, and we had never spoken. Rake’s touch was gentle, not from any desire to preserve evidence, but something more. This man had been more to Rake than just an employee. He had been a friend. A friend who had been brutally murdered.

      To the untrained eye, the hotel’s portal would look like a doorframe standing in the middle of the room. The frame itself was silver.  The exterior was covered in runes, the interior in pale blue crystals—the crystals for power, the runes for stabilization.

      It had all been melted down to slag.

      I carefully crossed to where the body lay. “How?” I asked softly.

      “Strangulation.” Rake’s voice sounded husky. “And electrocution.”

      I blinked. “Electrocution?”

      Rake’s jaw hardened. “A mage did this. Strangling Kenan wasn’t enough. He wanted to make him suffer.”

      The word “overkill” popped unbidden into my head, but I wasn’t about to say it out loud.

      “You said ‘he.’ The killer was a man?”

      Rake nodded distractedly, his fingers straying over Kenan’s ruined throat. It looked as if he’d been burned. “The windpipe was completely crushed. A woman could have done it, but the size of the bruising and burn marks around the neck indicate a man’s hands. He was overpowered quickly. The killer began strangling him, crushed his windpipe, and while Kenan struggled to breathe, electrocuted him. That accounts for the burns.”

      I drew breath to ask how Rake knew that, but stopped myself. I knew Rake was no saint. His business dealings were merely a front for espionage. I considered bringing up the goblin governor and Dagara Jakome, but doing that would be as good as admitting that I’d been listening in. I knew Dagara was a mage; I hadn’t gotten the same vibe from the governor. If Rake thought either one could be the killer, he’d already added them to his list of possible suspects. I didn’t need to mention it. Yet.

      “What kind of mage could do that?” I asked.

      “A sick bastard.”

      “I meant, was he human? An elf or goblin? Or other?”

      “Being able to channel electricity through your body isn’t a rare skill for an advanced-level mage of any race or species,” Rake said. “They generate the charge internally. It’s similar to lightning, but not as strong. They then send the charge into their victim through touch. It doesn’t have to be lethal. A mage can function much like a living defibrillator, saving lives.” He forced his eyes away from Kenan’s throat. “Others use it to take lives.”

      I indicated the ruins of the portal frame. “Would they have had enough juice for that?”

      “That’s different.”

      “How so?”

      “More power, for one. And what was done to Kenan was electrical. Destroying the portal took heat; a lot.”

      “Can anyone on your staff do that?”

      “My battle mages.”

      “You trust all of them?”

      “Makenna, if I didn’t trust them with my life, they wouldn’t be working for me. I haven’t survived as long as I have, doing what I do, without paranoia being my best friend.”

      How had the killer gotten in here? Could he have already been inside and Kenan walked in on him? I remembered the retina scanner, and had an unwanted flashback to that scene in The Avengers where Loki needed that German scientist’s eyeball to open the safe to steal the Tesseract. Thankfully, Kenan’s eyes were intact.

      “Other than you and Kenan, how many people is the scanner authorized to let in?” I asked.

      “No one else. Kenan was attacked from the front, and there are no defensive wounds on his hands.”

      I knew what that implied.

      Rake sat back on his heels. “Kenan knew his killer, and trusted him well enough to bring him into this room.”

      “Could the killer have come through the portal and been waiting for him?” I asked.

      Rake shook his head. “Kenan never left the portal activated, and only he knew the activation codes.”

      “Could he have turned it on and brought him through?”

      “Possible, but unlikely. I’ve known Kenan for years. He came down here only to check the portal. If for some reason he needed to bring someone through, he would have cleared it with me first.”

      And if he didn’t? I thought it, but didn’t say it. The question had to have crossed Rake’s mind, as well. But if Kenan had brought his killer through the portal or into the room with him, that meant he knew him well enough to trust him; and if he trusted him, so did Rake.

      We didn’t just have a murderer in the hotel with us. We had a traitor. A traitor who didn’t want any of us to escape.

      “Could someone have overpowered Kenan psychically right after he’d unlocked the door?”

      “No. My staff mages are well trained against attacks of any kind. While it’d be impractical to have battlemages in every position, as the hotel portal mage, Kenan was more than capable of defending himself. I saw to it personally.”

      I thought of something. “Damn,” I muttered.

      “What is it?”

      “Bert.”

      Rake now looked confused in addition to guilt-ridden.

      “Bertram Ferguson,” I clarified. “Our staff necromancer.”

      “Damn,” Rake said in realization. He’d seen Bert in action.

      “Yeah.” We couldn’t get out—and Bert couldn’t get in.

      Bert could have simply asked Kenan who had killed him. And if Kenan’s soul had already left his body, Bert had another way of getting the information. He could detect what a victim had seen in his or her final seconds of life, that is if they had seen their killer. According to Rake, the burn and strangulation marks on Kenan’s neck meant he died looking right at his murderer.

      I froze. Unless the killer had been cloaked—and invisible to anyone except a seer.

      “Rake, if the murderer was cloaked, Kenan wouldn’t have seen him. You can’t fight what you can’t see. But if there’s surveillance video, I can pick up at least a vague outline of someone using a cloak.” I stood. “I take it you have security cameras on this door?”

      Rake followed suit, smiling grimly. “You know I do.” He jerked his head toward an area over the door. “And in here.”

      Another camera.

      “Are they monitored?”

      Rake frowned. “They are. Constantly.”

      “Maybe the killer did something similar to the camera that he did to the portal.”

      “And made it look like a malfunction.”

      “I hope the camera wasn’t fried, so we can get that footage to Kenji,” I said. “If there’s anything there, Kenji can enhance it, and I should at least be able to determine height, and whether the killer was humanoid or not.”

      “That would eliminate only half of the delegates.”

      “Every little bit helps. Though we wouldn’t need any of that if Kenji’s delegate tracking program was working.”

      I pulled out my phone to notify Ian, then remembered it didn’t work, either. Nothing worked. “Son of a biscuit. I keep forgetting. Okay, stay here with Kenan. I’ll go get Ian and be right back.”

      “Absolutely not.”

      “Somebody’s gotta go, and you’re more qualified to stay here and guard the crime scene.”

      “There’s a cloaked murderer out there.”

      “I’m a seer. Even if it’s a good cloak, I’ll be able to see a body-shaped mass that blends with the background.”

      Rake jerked his thumb at the pile o’ melted portal. “He did that without touching it.”

      That slowed me down. “Oh.”

      He almost smiled. “May I suggest I lock the door and we both go?”

      “Or we could do that.”
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      We heard the screeching and shouts before we got back upstairs to the lobby.

      Our fast walk turned into running.

      When we got there, Rake and I just stopped and stared.

      My mouth fell open, and I didn’t even bother to close it. “What fresh hell?”

      Swooping in and around the atrium and flying through the lobby were what looked like those flying monkeys from The Wizard of Oz.

      Except without the cute little bellhop outfits.

      They were buck naked, and I really wished they weren’t. Some things you just didn’t want flying over your head without pants.

      They seemed to be having a good time swooping down through thirteen stories of atrium and buzzing the lobby. At least I assumed all that screeching meant they were having fun. The bukas and grimtog had been angry. Fun would be a welcome change, but it’d be even more welcome if they could have fun quietly. I was on my last couple of Advil, and since we couldn’t get out of the hotel, there was no way to get more.

      The delegates had been herded back into the ballroom, which I assumed wasn’t included in the monkeys’ flightpath. Some of our commandos were armed with the tranquilizer dart guns they’d tried unsuccessfully on the bukas. Their luck didn’t seem to have improved. Their aim was great; the darts simply weren’t working. Fortunately, the monkeys hadn’t started firing anything back. I’d once been at a zoo when a kid had pissed off a chimp. The chimp did what angry chimps do when tormented by a brat.

      There hadn’t been enough wet wipes in the world to clean that kid up.

      Yasha ambled over, seemingly unconcerned with all the ruckus.

      “They came from somewhere on the seventh floor,” he told us without waiting for us to ask. “Was weird.”

      That assessment coming from a nearly hundred-year-old werewolf said a lot.

      “Where’s Ian?” I asked.

      “On seventh floor.”

      “Gethen?” Rake asked.

      Yasha pointed straight up. “Also seventh floor.”

      I spotted Kitty over with Ms. Sagadraco. Vlad Cervenka and the goblin and elf ambassadors were no longer with her, but the boss hadn’t moved. Her only concession to dive-bombing monkeys was that she was now standing in the corner, teacup in one hand, saucer in the other. Like I said, the boss had been in London during the blitz. This was nothing.

      I darted over to Ms. Sagadraco, staying as close to the walls as I could. Rake and Yasha followed.

      We told her about Kenan Chaitan’s murder and the destruction of the hotel portal.

      As Rake related how the hotel portal mage had been killed, Yasha moved to stand protectively next to Kitty.

      When he finished, Ms. Sagadraco took a sip of tea and glanced up into the atrium. “Since these creatures appeared after we were locked in, we must consider the possibility that these acts are being orchestrated from inside the hotel. I am not implying that any of your people were responsible, Rake. Though that is something we must consider as well. More than a dozen delegates had already checked into the hotel when the bukas appeared. Some were on tours in the city, others remained here. We need to know who was in the hotel when the infiltration took place, their skill levels, and whether they bore animosity toward goblins in general and you in particular. If you wish to place the blame on me for your questioning, please feel free to do so. Could anyone have overheard you telling Kenan to check the portal?”

      “We were at the front desk,” Rake said. “There was no one in the immediate vicinity, and we kept our voices down. However,” he paused, the smooth muscles working in his jaw, “Kenan could have been followed.”

      And Rake was beating himself up over not sending one of his security team with him.

      In his mind, Kenan’s death was his fault.

      Rake’s guilt trip had stops at more than one destination. If Kenan had known his killer, it stood to reason it would have been someone he worked with. Here, in this hotel. That meant Rake had hired the killer, and that someone in all likelihood was in league with whoever had sealed us inside. As to who that individual was, we had a whole hotel full of high-ranking supernatural beings, their support staffs and security people to choose from, half of whom hated the other half. It was a just a hop, skip, and a jump from wanting to kill a few enemies while they had them all in one place, to not caring if the rest of us were collateral damage.

      The delegates did not need to find out about any of this.

      For many, the hotel portal had been their only way home. Yes, there was a portal at SPI that could be programmed to the needed coordinates, but even if we found a way out within the hour, it would take days to get them all back to their home worlds and dimensions.

      However, we still had a portal mage. One of the most powerful in the world.

      “Kitty, how many people here would know you’re a portal mage?”

      “I haven’t seen anyone I know.”

      “Good. Though we still might not want to tempt fate. Do you think you could open a portal from here to SPI HQ?”

      Kitty jerked her head toward the great murky outdoors. “Through that? Probably not, but I won’t know until I try.”

      I turned to Rake. “Do you have a safe—”

      “The penthouse. After what happened this morning, I’ve activated my full wards. And yes, at least those are still working. Plus, the penthouse is already set up for magic work. Miss Poertner will be as safe there as gold in Fort Knox.”

      If Kitty could get us out of here, she was worth more than her weight in gold.

      “Yasha,” I said. “You’re officially Kitty’s bodyguard.” I gave my friend a quick smile.  “Kitty, I hope you like having a werewolf for a shadow.”
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      We paid Kenji Hayashi a visit in his borrowed office.

      Our Chief Technology Officer was half elf, half human, and all proud geek.

      Gethen Nazar was all goblin, but he and Kenji had achieved a working relationship of mutual respect during the past week that they’d been next-door neighbors. Kenji wasn’t a mage, but what he could do with computers and all things tech approached the closest to magic a mortal could achieve.

      Kenji had brought in what he called his “portable surveillance” equipment, meaning it only took up half a room rather than the whole thing. He’d left his second-in-command in charge of SPI’s computer networks, and by extension SPI’s worldwide network, to be here.

      Kenji’s delegate identification and glamour detection program was his newest baby, and he wasn’t about to let anyone else oversee its rollout. He also served as the communications hub for both of our commando teams. In addition to comms, every commando was equipped with a body camera that let Kenji see what they saw. More than once he’d saved our people’s lives, getting help to individual commandos quickly when they’d been attacked, ambushed, or overrun.

      They considered Kenji their guardian angel.

      Those comms and body cameras weren’t working now.

      “Any luck?” Ian asked the instant he walked into the room.

      “Do I look lucky?” Kenji snapped.

      Whoa.

      Kenji was the cool and calm Zen center of SPI’s world. I’d never seen him angry, regardless of how sideways a mission went. Now he wasn’t just angry, he was pissed. His eyes were locked on his main computer display as his fingers flew across the keyboard. The wall of monitors in front of him was dark. Monitors that should have been watching over each and every one of our commandos.

      Kenji’s fingers stopped flying, and our elf tech stopped, closed his eyes, and deeply inhaled through his nose. He held his breath for a moment, then slowly exhaled.

      Cool Zen center restored.

      For now.

      At least on the surface.

      “I’ve been hacked,” he reluctantly admitted.

      Ouch. That would certainly set him off.

      Hacking Kenji was the tech equivalent of messing up Rake’s magical mojo. Both had safeguards in place to ensure neither ever happened. Someone had blown right past those safeguards. The quicker we found this individual and made them stop, the better off we’d all be.

      “No contact with HQ and no communications here,” Kenji said. “Getting back online with the headquarters mainframe would be nice, but my first concern is getting our comms back up.”

      “Do you know how they’re doing it?” Ian asked.

      The elf tech launched into a terminology-laden litany that I didn’t understand, but ended with something I could grasp.

      “. . . resulting in me being scrambled and blocked.”

      “Do you know a way around or through it?” I asked.

      Kenji just looked at me.

      “If you did, you would’ve done it,” I said. “We wouldn’t be having this conversation—and I wouldn’t have asked a stupid question.”

      Kenji gave me a little nod. “It was specifically targeted at communications. Everything else still works.”

      While Ian and I were checking in with Kenji, Rake had gone next door to the hotel’s surveillance room. He’d left the door open, and I could hear the hum of electronics. At least something was working in there.

      “Makenna,” Rake called. “We have video.”

      Maybe we were about to catch a break.
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      The hotel’s security room made Kenji’s space look like a broom closet in comparison.

      The two longest walls were full of displays, each one divided into four sections. A long desk stretched the length of both walls, each desk occupied by three hotel employees, their eyes flicking over the screens.

      They were humanoid, but definitely not human. For one thing, they each had four eyes.

      These boys and girls weren’t from around here.

      This was Gethen Nazar’s turf and his . . . uh, people. He was speaking in low tones to the employee watching the surveillance cameras that showed the hotel’s areas that were below street level, including the hallway outside of the portal room.

      Our commandos’ body cameras weren’t working, but the hotel surveillance system was still up and running. I didn’t know why one and not the other, but I wasn’t about to look a gift horse in the mouth.

      “Argus says he didn’t see anyone other than Kenan Chaitan in the access hall,” Gethen told us. “However, as soon as Kenan accessed the portal room, the camera in there stopped working.”

      “I put in a repair request.” The multi-eyed surveillance officer turned toward us and did a double take at the sight of me and Ian armed and armored for ogre—or whatever put in an appearance next. I tried not to stare at Argus the Multi-Eyed. There was a lot of strangeness in the world, and to beings like Argus, that strangeness included us. It was all about perspective.

      “Less than two minutes after Kenan went in, the door opened again and seemingly no one left,” Gethen told us.

      Rake and I traded a glance.

      The killer had crushed Kenan’s windpipe, electrocuted him to death, and destroyed the hotel’s portal—all in less than two minutes.

      We had ourselves a cloaked killer—a magically powerful, cloaked killer.

      “Can I take a look at that footage?” I directed my question to Gethen and Argus. One was the boss, but the other had what I needed to see. I made it a point to be polite to everybody.

      Three of Argus’s eyes blinked in succession, but not the fourth one.

      Don’t stare, Mac.

      “But ma’am,” he said, “with the exception of Mr. Chaitan, there’s no one there.”

      I didn’t tell him that Kenan wasn’t there anymore, either. I didn’t know how much Rake had shared with his people, and I had no desire to stick my foot in my mouth.

      “I’m a seer, Argus. We believe someone was cloaked and following Mr. Chaitan. I won’t be able to see them clearly, but I will know if they were there.”

      Argus turned back to his console and brought up the video at the time Gethen had requested.

      I pulled up a chair and sat next to Argus as the video ran. Kenan Chaitan appeared, walking quickly toward the portal room door. I kept my focus on the still-empty space behind him.

      A ripple crossed the left side of the screen. Kenan was on the right.

      I quickly leaned forward. “Stop.”

      After a confused hesitation, Argus stopped the video.

      “Would you back it up, please? About five seconds?”

      He did.

      There was a vaguely human-sized patch of transparent wavy lines causing what looked like a ripple in the air. I could see through glamours and cloaks in person, no problem. A glamour was a disguise. A cloak was complete coverage. With a cloak, to anyone except a seer, there appeared to be no one there. On TV or surveillance camera footage, it wasn’t easy, but I could at least see that someone was there. They’d appear as wavy lines. Glamours on video were a little clearer. When the image was magnified, the person looked blurry to me, especially around the edges. To paraphrase Jeff Foxworthy, if you look a little fuzzy when everything else ain’t, then you might be a glamoured supernatural.

      “Okay,” I said. “Now go forward, but slowly.”

      Argus did.

      The ripple followed Kenan Chaitan down the hall, its speed increasing the closer Kenan got to the portal room door. The killer didn’t want to risk being locked out.

      Kenan entered the code on the keypad and leaned forward for the retina scan. The door opened, he stepped inside, and the door closed behind him.

      “The door should have closed faster,” Gethen noted.

      “Kenan had a tailgater,” I said quietly. “Do you have anything showing him once he was in the portal room?” I asked Argus.

      “Not much, but I’ll show you what I have.”

      The video showed Kenan from behind, approaching the portal, then the screen went black.

      The killer didn’t want any witnesses, or any possibility of help being summoned for his victim.

      Kenji had come in and was standing next to Rake.

      “Can your program work with that?” I asked him.

      “Oh yeah.” He passed Argus a thumb drive. “Since e-mail’s dead in the water, too, we’ll have to download the stills on that.”

      Argus glanced at Gethen, who gave him a sharp nod. In less than a minute, Kenji had pictures to play with.

      “I’ll get started on these,” he said, “and I’ll let you know when I’ve got something.”

      Kenji went back to his computers and I turned my attention back to Argus’s bank of surveillance cameras.

      “Could you go back to the hall camera?” I asked. “When the door opened again, and it would look like no one came out.”

      To everyone else, it looked like the door opened and closed normally—except that no one left. I saw the same humanoid-sized collection of wavy lines that moved across the screen and headed back down the hallway.

      I felt Rake’s eyes on me. He was waiting for an answer.

      “The killer left and strolled down the hall,” I told him. “He didn’t even bother to hurry. Where’s the camera that would pick him up once he reached the end of the hall?” I asked Argus.

      “The lobby.”

      “Give me that view at the same time.”

      He did, and I watched intently. Everyone else watched me.

      Fifteen seconds after the killer walked out of view of the hall camera, he entered the lobby. He was still cloaked. My eyes flicked down to the timer. It was right after we’d been sealed inside the hotel. In the background, Rake, Gethen, and the doorman were trying to get the hotel’s front doors open.

      I was standing not five feet from where the killer glided right past me.

      “Dammit, if I’d just turned around, I’d have seen him!”

      The cloaked man stayed close to the wall, crossing in front of the front desk and out of view.

      I leaned forward. “Next camera, Argus. We’re gonna follow this bastard until he drops that cloak.”

      The killer simply turned the corner and walked back into the ballroom filled with delegates.

      “Give me the ballroom,” I told him.

      Argus’s fingers were already on the move. “West ballroom camera coming up.”

      That camera’s view at the same time showed a tightly packed crowd of delegates trying to see out into the lobby.

      There was no sign of our cloaked killer.

      I scooted my chair closer to see the time at the bottom of the screen. “I don’t see him. Can you run that one again?”

      Argus nodded. “I’ll go back another minute.”

      He did, and the view didn’t change. No new person suddenly popped into view.

      Frustrated and angry, I slumped back in the chair. “This guy could’ve stayed veiled for as long as he thought he needed to. And if he knew where the cameras were and stayed out of range or behind people, I wouldn’t be able to see him.”

      “It’ll take some time,” Argus said, “but I’ll pull up every ballroom camera for you to review, from the time he would’ve come in until the last delegate left. We’ll find him.”

      Yep, Rake only hired the best.

      “At least that means we can eliminate everyone who is visible on the camera,” Ian said.

      “True,” I told him. “Thank you, Argus. Just call me when it’s ready.” I cussed under my breath. “Or send a messenger or freakin’ carrier pigeon.”

      “I’ve taken care of that,” Kenji called from next door. He leaned his head around the corner. “I asked Ms. Sagadraco if she would talk to the fey delegation about helping with comms until we get things back up and running. She did, they accepted, and they’re ready when we need them.”

      I grinned. The fey delegates were tiny, winged, and quick. Ingenious.

      Kenji was still our guardian angel.
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      Just because no one could leave the hotel didn’t mean there wasn’t any partying going on. Quite the opposite.

      Rake had ordered his hotel staff to pull out all the stops to ensure that the delegates were kept entertained. Having run one of our world’s most exclusive sex clubs—until it was swallowed by a Hellpit a few months ago—Rake knew a thing or fifty about showing people a good time. There wasn’t anything as overt going on here. For one, Vivienne Sagadraco would never allow it. Rake had arranged entertainment customized to each species’ and race’s idea of good, relatively clean fun.

      Some of the delegates were strictly nocturnal, and now was their happy hour. The other delegates fell into two camps: too pooped to party, and wide awake with worry so they might as well try to have fun.

      Yes, there had been a murder committed to keep anyone from leaving. The delegates didn’t know about it, and had yet to be targeted. Since the success of the summit depended on maintaining congeniality, Vivienne Sagadraco had determined that the best way to deal with the current situation would be to carry on with the summit’s meetings as scheduled, beginning in the morning. I shouldn’t have been surprised. After all, the boss was the epitome of the whole “Keep Calm and Carry On” thing. If her teatime would not be interrupted for monsters, murder, or German bombers, neither would the Centennial Supernatural Summit.

      And apparently, neither would vampire fun. Rumor had it there was one heck of a poker game going on in the room Vlad had taken for his team’s headquarters. As Ian and I headed toward the lobby, one of Vlad’s people passed us, presumably on his way to the game, and nodded a polite greeting. He had a flying monkey tucked under his arm.

      “Is that the vampire version of taking a keg to a party?” I quietly asked my partner.

      “More like just a growler. But yeah.”

      When we entered the lobby, my eyes followed the path the killer had taken from the scene of the murder to the ballroom. If I’d just turned around, I’d have seen him, cloaked or not cloaked. Yes, we had just been sealed inside the hotel, and my attention had been on the front doors, but that was no excuse. Ian and I could be interrogating a killer right now. Well, Ian could be interrogating a killer. That was another thing I had to admit I wasn’t very good at.

      “Why don’t you try to get some sleep,” Ian said. “It’ll take Kenji awhile to work on that footage, and there’s nothing you can do here.”

      “You’re not taking a nap,” I said accusingly.

      “I need to ask Rake a couple of questions about his portal mage.”

      Ian’s tone suggested Rake wasn’t going to appreciate his line of questioning.

      “You think Kenan was involved?” I asked.

      “Probably not, but as an ex-homicide detective, I have to investigate and eliminate every possibility.”

      That still didn’t bode well for Rake’s reaction to Ian questioning Kenan’s innocence in all this. Though at least Rake was probably still too sore from this morning to take a good swing at Ian.

      I was too tired to argue with my partner.

      Ian sensed victory. “I’ll walk you to your room.”
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      I slid the keycard into my door lock and the light turned green.

      At least the hotel locks were still working.

      Kitty’s bag was on one of the beds, but she obviously wasn’t back from her portal-conjuring excursion to the penthouse.

      “Hear anything from Kitty yet?” I asked.

      “Her first attempt didn’t work,” Ian said, “but she wanted to try again.”

      “Meaning Kitty’s magic is screwed up, too.”

      “Probably. Yours seems to be working well enough.”

      “I wouldn’t really call what I do magic.”

      “I would. It saved our asses this morning with those bukas.”

      “I can just see things. Kitty and Rake can do things. It’s different. As to why it’s still working, maybe what I do isn’t high-level enough to be affected.”

      Ian proceeded to check my room for any sign of anything that wasn’t supposed to be there. Thoroughly. And then he checked it again. I finally had to say something.

      “Having second thoughts about me taking a nap?” I asked.

      No answer, meaning he was.

      “If you think you’re gonna sit in here and watch me sleep, you can kick that idea right outta your head.”

      Ian scowled. “I don’t have time.” And he clearly didn’t like it.

      He reached back between his shoulders and drew his ancestor’s spearhead.

      I held up a hand. “Don’t even think it. Besides, it’s yours. It knows you, not me. It probably won’t even work for me. Plus, the room across from the stairs is a guard post, remember? You set that up. Guard the people on each floor. That’s their job.”

      Ian gave me a level look and resheathed the spearhead. “Calvin and Liz are on duty.”

      “Perfect. Our monster-killing dynamic duo. I couldn’t be safer.”

      “Yes, you could.”

      “Yes, I could.” I started herding him toward the door. “But you won’t be here, so an armed-to-the-teeth Ranger and Marine within screaming distance will have to do. Besides, it’s not like I’m gonna be able to sleep anyway. I’ll just be resting horizontally, maybe with my eyes closed, probably not.”

      I opened the door and made shooing motions with my hand.

      “I’ll send a messenger when Kenji’s ready,” Ian said.

      “And I’ll be here,” I promised. “Safe and in one piece. I have guns, knives, and Raid wasp spray. Twenty-foot stream, can’t miss. I’ll be fine. Now go.”

      He did. Reluctantly.

      I just stood there for a minute with my back against the door.

      I was tired.

      I pushed off of the door and headed for my bed, glancing at the clock on the nightstand before going facedown on the mattress. Dang, I’d been up for nearly twenty hours. Since I’d started working for SPI, I’d had to stay up round the clock on more than one occasion, but it didn’t get any easier, and it’d never been fun. The forces of evil didn’t take naps, so we didn’t either.

      Maybe I should’ve taken a detour to the hotel spa for a pre-nap massage. To cater to the nocturnal delegates, it was open twenty-four hours. Better yet, I could’ve simply taken a power nap there. Rake had a masseuse who was a siren, and a kelpie who did seaweed wraps. I’d have been out like a light. Though at this point, I’d be happy with an occasional shower and semi-regular meals. This was probably the last chance I’d have at getting some sleep, so I owed it to myself to give it my best shot. Normally, my head would hit the pillow and nighty-night would follow within five minutes. For me, sleeping really hard meant sheet prints on my face and a little pool of drool on my pillow.

      Right now, sleep wasn’t just elusive; it’d run for the hills. My mind simply refused to shut down.

      There was no rhyme or reason to the manifestations. The bukas appeared in the morning, the grimtogs in the afternoon, and we’d been sealed in the hotel in the evening. Kenan Chaitan had been murdered by a cloaked mage around the same time. The flying monkeys made their entrance after midnight. An equal length of time hadn’t passed between each incident, and each one had happened in a different part of the hotel.

      I rolled over on my back and tugged various holsters and sheaths to where they wouldn’t poke me while I at least tried to sleep; but I kept them where I could get my hands on them fast. I pulled out my phone. Still no signal, but I didn’t need a signal to use my failsafe, get-to-sleep-quick trick—two rounds of my favorite word-find game.

      After five rounds and thirty minutes, I had to admit my failsafe had failed.

      I sat up, plumped the pillows, and reached for the remote.

      The TV turned on to nothing but snow and static.

      Oh yeah, no satellite. Though the snow looked familiar. Hadn’t there been a movie—

      Holy shit!

      I couldn’t hit the OFF button fast enough. Ain’t no way I was letting any of that crap from Poltergeist in here. SPI didn’t work with spirits; there were other agencies for that. In fact, SPI had a sister agency. Ghosts were real. As far as I was concerned, nobody needed to be messing with ghosts. Monsters, I could take. Ghosts? Uh-uh. And with the assortment of beasties we’d seen today, I wasn’t about to take any chances on asking for more trouble.

      There are no ghosts in here, Mac. No boogey-man under the bed or in the closet. The way things have been going, you’ll be seeing far worse than that soon enough. Shut up and sleep while you have the chance.

      For once, my overactive imagination listened to me, because the next thing I knew, I was being woken up. Suddenly. Rudely.

      Someone was banging on a wall. Not in the rooms on either side of me, but close by.

      I groggily sat up and muttered, “Jeez, people. At least have a little consideration.”

      A glance at the clock told me I’d only been asleep half an hour.

      Shouts were added to the banging.

      Calvin and Liz’s shouts.

      My feet hit the floor, and my hands grabbed my weapons.

      My next instinct was to call Ian, but my phone was only good for playing games. Though with Cal and Liz yelling like that, word would spread quickly that there was a big problem on the third floor. I’d thought my vocabulary was suitably extensive. After hearing Cal and Liz go at it, I was humbled by my own profanity inadequacy. I was in the presence of masters.

      At least I had enough presence of mind to look out the door’s peephole before barging out into the hall.

      Oh boy, was I glad I did.

      It was right outside my door.

      Peepholes distorted what you saw, so I didn’t know how big this bug was, but judging from Cal’s vocabulary, it was every bit as large as it looked.

      It was a scorpion the size of a horse.

      I’d had every intention of giving Cal and Liz some backup, but I didn’t think it’d be a good idea to open my door even a crack. Yes, I’d flipped the little lever to keep it from opening more than a few inches, but a little lever wouldn’t keep out a horse-sized scorpion.

      I decided that when it moved, I’d move.

      Now I kinda wished I’d taken Ian up on his offer of his spear. I wasn’t qualified to use guns in the close quarters of a hotel hallway, and while I had knives, they weren’t nearly long enough to give me a healthy distance between myself and a monster scorpion.

      I kept my eye on the peephole. The scorpion was moving down the hallway, toward Cal and Liz, and away from my room. I could quietly open my door and slip out behind the scorpion. I could be just the distraction Cal or Liz needed to put a fatal hole in that thing. Cal was one of the people who’d taken to carrying a spear with a telescoping shaft after fighting grendels with the spear-wielding Scandinavians.

      Then I remembered.

      A scorpion was a bug. I had bug spray. Yes, the bug was big, but it was an economy-sized can of Raid. And with a twenty-foot stream, I could at least spray it in the eyes. Maybe it’d slow the thing down enough so Cal or Liz could kill it. It was worth a shot.

      I got the Raid from its place next to my bed, clicked the “safety” off the top of the can, slowly opened the door, and stepped out of my room.

      As I did, a door opened behind me from farther down the hall, and a green-faced delegate of an unknown-to-me species stuck its head out of their room, saw the scorpion, and screamed bloody murder.

      That got the bug’s attention.

      On me, standing there in the middle of the hall with a can of bug spray.

      Then the delegate slammed the door, making even more noise. Like the scream wasn’t bad enough.

      The scorpion spun toward me, its claws clicking like supersized castanets, its stinger arching menacingly over its back.

      Oh crap.

      I didn’t take into account the difficulty of locating a scorpion’s eyes. Two, four, six. . . Damn, how many eyes did this thing have? I aimed at what looked like the main pair, and let ’er rip.

      I’d never given much thought to what, if any, noise scorpions make.

      It started as an enraged hiss and rose to a shriek that would’ve done a banshee proud.

      Liz took advantage of my distraction and darted in to slice clean through the scorpion’s stinger with a short sword. As dark blood sprayed the walls, the blinded bug spun toward its newest tormenter, pincers clicking madly in search of a target.

      I wasn’t qualified to shoot in a confined space. Cal was. He put a bullet through each claw. They had no effect.

      But the loss of blood—or whatever it was leaking—was taking the fight out of it.

      And right before the scorpion looked ready to keel over, it vanished.

      Gone as if it’d never been here.

      Cal and Liz didn’t wait to see if the scorpion was going to reappear, or worse, bring friends back with it. They darted into one of the guest rooms.

      I ran after them and saw that the door wasn’t ajar.

      The steel door had been peeled open as though someone had used a giant can opener—or monster scorpion claws—from the inside.

      Commander Roy Benoit lay sprawled on the floor, his face deathly pale.

      Cal had been an army medic and was working on him. Liz was doing what she could to help.

      “Get the doctor.” Liz’s voice was tight with uncharacteristic fear. “He’s been stung.”
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      Calvin went with Roy when he was taken to the hotel’s small infirmary. As a medic, Cal wasn’t about to leave his commander. SPI headquarters had a world-class trauma center. If we hadn’t been trapped inside the Regor Regency, he would have been transported there. But we were trapped, so we weren’t going anywhere, and neither was Roy Benoit.

      He was in bad shape.

      Rake’s hotel doctor was the best his money and influence could hire. He was a doctor, but he was also what goblins called a healer. He could diagnose and repair damage—internal and external—by touch and will alone. But Roy’s problem was different. He had the venom of a giant scorpion coursing through his veins. Normally, a scorpion sting would cause pain, muscle spasms, and swelling, maybe numbness and blurred vision, but this thing had been huge. The sheer volume of venom injected into Roy’s body had been incredible. The seizures had started almost immediately. Roy was heathy and in amazing physical condition. That was probably all that had kept him alive so far.

      Dr. Jules had sedated him against the pain and muscle spasms. The hotel catered to supernatural species, so he had been equipped to deal with just about anything. I didn’t see how that could extend to stocking monster scorpion antivenom in his small hotel infirmary, but I prayed I was wrong.

      Being unable to leave the hotel had just gone from inconvenient to life-threatening.

      Like Ian, Roy had served in the army and had become a Ranger. Where Ian had gone from the army to the NYPD, Roy had gone on to multiple deployments in Iraq. He’d come straight to SPI after he’d left the army, having seen things in Iraq that convinced him that humans weren’t the apex predator on our world. A man who hunted humongous gators for fun, with the only thing between him and them being an itty-bitty john boat, was SPI’s kind of folks.

      We were lucky to have him.

      Now we were fighting to keep him.

      While we had been on the third floor with a giant scorpion, the gnome delegation had been dealing with some kind of mole monster up on nine. A swarm of armored spiders had appeared in the hotel spa where the Yerenn ambassador—who hadn’t been able to get to sleep—had been having a stress-reducing session in the steam room. And the grimtogs had gone from a few to an official infestation, having been spotted on six of the hotel’s thirteen floors. The dwarves had taken it on themselves to post a guard at the top of every turn in the main staircase, spears in hand, faces set on extra-grim. The other guests seemed to appreciate the additional security, especially since grimtogs were small, fast, and would dart out to feast on any ankles that passed by. They drank beer, but they ate meat, the fresher, the better.

      I was with Ian and Rake in Roy’s room. Sandra Niles had come and gone to the infirmary to check on Roy. Ms. Sagadraco was there as well. Having been around for a couple thousand years, the boss knew a thing or two about exotic monsters from other dimensions and their poisons.

      The room was trashed. A commando of Roy’s skill doing hand-to-claw/stinger combat with a giant scorpion was hell on décor.

      “The door was locked,” Liz said, “so we couldn’t get in. Judging from the sound of things, the scorpion was between Roy and the door. He couldn’t escape.”

      So much for people feeling safe in their rooms.

      Rake frowned. “I’ll have master keys brought to the guard stations on each hall.”

      My nap may have been short, but apparently I’d been down for the count. Roy had his guns, and he’d used them, to little effect. I hadn’t woken up until Cal and Liz were fighting the scorpion in the hallway. I’d even slept through a steel fire door being peeled back like a can of cat food.

      The scorpion had stung Roy, then left the room. Thankfully, it had been more intent on a rampage than an easy meal.

      I glanced uneasily back at the mauled door. “We know how it got out, but how did it get in?”

      “If we can talk to Roy,” Ian said, “we may have our first eyewitness to this nightmare. Anything that big in a room this small couldn’t have gotten in without him seeing how and where.”

      “Unless he was asleep, too,” I said quietly. “How long had he been up here?” I asked Liz.

      “Less time than you. About fifteen minutes.”

      Roy was a powernap master, but after what had happened today, he would’ve needed time to decompress. No, Roy hadn’t been caught sleeping.

      Rake had crossed the room and pulled back the curtains. For the most part, they’d been left undisturbed in the struggle. The view from Roy’s room was the wall of a neighboring building. Since it’d been built around the same time as the Regor Regency, at least it was a nice-looking wall. At least it would be nice if it wasn’t presently blurred by the whatever that had cut off the hotel from the outside world.

      Rake knelt to examine the floor at the base of the window, then stood to touch the window itself and where it connected to the wall of the room. “There’s no sign of entry here, either physical or magical.”

      As in all of the rooms, the flat-screen TV was mounted to the wall. I carefully picked my way across the floor and peered behind it. I didn’t really expect to find anything, but paranoia’s an even more powerful motivator than curiosity. There was nothing in the back, and no ectogoop on the screen. At least that ruled out Roy having had a Carol Anne experience.

      The phone rang by Roy’s bed, and I nearly jumped out of my skin.

      I clutched my chest. “Jeez. Phones are up.”

      Ian answered it. “Byrne.” He listened without speaking. “Great work. I’ll let her know.” He hung up and turned to me. “As is obvious, Kenji’s fixed the hotel phones. Our comms are going to take more work, but he thinks he’ll have those operational within the hour.”

      “How?” Rake asked.

      “He’s found a temporary way around the interference.”

      I frowned. “Why only temporary?”

      “Whatever took out our communications keeps moving to screw with his repairs.”

      “Okay, this is starting to really piss me off,” I said. “It’s like we’re being poked with a stick. Poked to see what we can do about it, and because they can. Kenji didn’t happen to mention anything about narrowing down Rake’s list of possible perps, did he?”

      “No, but he’s enhanced the video from the hall outside the portal room. He’s ready for you to come take a look.”

      I headed for the door.

      “Did he say anything about the hotel television network?” Rake asked.

      “Up and functional,” Ian replied.

      I paused. That was impressive. “The hotel has its own network?”

      “We have satellite TV and all the movie channels,” Rake said. “Those are out, but to cater to the tastes of supernatural beings, we offer specialized programming and entertainment that are controlled in-house.”

      I raised an eyebrow.

      Rake gave me a wicked grin. “You’d be surprised at how many . . . versions there are of Little Red Riding Hood and Snow White.”

      Fairy-tale porn. Yikes.

      [image: ]

      Rake offered to come with me to review Kenji’s enhancements to the surveillance video. He didn’t mention that he was also playing bodyguard for me, and I didn’t bring it up. Truth be told, I didn’t mind having the company. We had a murderer as well as various and sundry monsters popping up throughout the hotel. Nothing had worked very well at either killing them or discouraging them from paying us repeat visits. Rake’s magic might not be at full power against these things, but it might slow them down. That wasn’t the only reason I didn’t mind having Rake with me for the walk down to Kenji’s broom-closet command center.

      I had some questions for him. Questions I didn’t think Rake wanted anyone else hearing.

      We couldn’t get out, but the monsters obviously could still get in. In fact, they were getting in in increasing numbers. We already knew we had a murderer in the hotel with us. I suspected whoever was directing or causing the monster attacks was in the hotel as well.

      I had a feeling Rake knew who it was.

      That list was to give us something to keep us occupied until Rake did his own search and slaughter.

      Even if he didn’t know the individual behind all this, he knew more than we did.

      That needed to stop. Right now.

      I wasn’t good at beating around the bush. Nor was I subtle or very diplomatic. Rake had said a few months ago that I would’ve made a good goblin. I disagreed. Goblins could dance around a topic until everyone listening was dizzy. I didn’t believe in tiptoeing around a question I wanted the answer to. Roy had nearly died, and he might still die.

      “Rake, that buka didn’t want to kill you; it wanted to kidnap you.” I paused to give him a chance to respond. He didn’t, which wasn’t much of a surprise, so I continued. “I think you know why, or at least you have a good idea, or maybe even a few good ideas.”

      Rake continued looking straight ahead as we walked down the stairs. Neither of us trusted the elevators right now. “Have you mentioned this to Agent Byrne?”

      “No, I haven’t told Ian, because if he had even an inkling that you were hiding something that might endanger our people, he would have choked you in your sleep in your own bed.”

      “I wasn’t asleep. I was unconscious.”

      “Ian would have sent you to the next level real quick.”

      “The safety of the delegates and everyone in this hotel is my sole concern.”

      I grew some silence for a few moments. Rake still showed no signs of becoming talkative.

      I stopped. Rake descended two more stairs, then did likewise.

      I was angry, I was hurt, and one of my friends might be dying—and the goblin in front of me probably knew who was responsible. I tried to rein in my anger, but it was fighting me. “I thought we were past this, but it looks like I was wrong. I’m disappointed, Rake. And yes, that means I’m disappointed in you. I thought you trusted me, and I really wanted to be able to trust you.”

      Rake closed the distance between us, and tried to take my hands in his.

      I took a step back. It was only a few inches, but it opened a gulf between us. The man in front of me had caused it to open by lying to me. It was up to him to close it.

      Or not.

      His dark eyes were intent on mine. “I don’t know who is doing this.” He swallowed. “Not exactly.”

      “Which is it?”

      “It’s an elf or a goblin. Beyond that, I don’t know.”

      “Is it the type of magic being worked that only an elf or goblin would know?” I paused. “Or are an elf and a goblin at the top of the list of people who want to have you hauled off by a monster?” I stopped and realized. “A goblin monster. The goblin governor—and his . . . whatever she is—hates you.”

      “Undoubtedly.”

      “Undoubtedly hate, or are undoubtedly responsible?”

      And both were conveniently missing.

      “Both despise me, but neither is qualified to work the level of craft being worked here.”

      “Are you sure? You goblin mages are good at not letting people know what you’ve got under the hood.”

      “Gremien Pivaine is a sadistic thug, nothing more. Dagara Jakome is not capable of . . . whatever this is.”

      “It’s a pocket dimension,” said Kitty from where she and Yasha emerged around the curve in the hotel’s main staircase. “It’s exotic, and I’ve never seen anything like it, but it is a pocket dimension.”

      My anger gave way to hope. “Can you get us out?”

      Kitty shook her head. “Something or someone is powering it—from inside the hotel.”
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      My suspicions had just been confirmed.

      We not only had a murderer in the hotel with us, our jailer had imprisoned themselves with us in order to keep us trapped. But unlike the rest of us, he or she could probably leave anytime they wanted to.

      We were in Kenji’s computer room, where he was still working to repair SPI’s communication system.

      With the hotel phones up and running, Rake had called Dr. Jules for an update on Roy. Kitty was using a phone in the hotel’s security offices next door to report her findings to Ian.

      “Well?” I asked when Rake hung up.

      “Gerald is keeping Roy sedated against the pain, and has begun work on neutralizing the venom in his blood.”

      “Neutralizing? He can do that?”

      “Gerald Jules is one of the best healers I have ever encountered. Yes, he can do that.” Rake gave me a feeble smile. “That is one of the first skills a goblin healer is taught. Poison is one of the favored ways to kill one’s enemies in the goblin court. Gerald will require extensive rest after this is over. Poison neutralization is hard on a healer.”

      I tried to swallow against the lump in my throat. “So Roy’s gonna be okay?”

      Rake nodded. “Unless he gets stung again, he should eventually make a full recovery.”

      I let out the breath that I’d been holding. “That’s the first good news we’ve had. Can he let Ian know so he can tell Cal and Liz?”

      “He was going to call Agent Byrne as soon as I hung up.”

      “You don’t have to call him Agent Byrne, you know. His name is Ian.”

      “I know.”

      “Not feeling the love yet?”

      “I’m not even feeling the like.”

      “Part of that is your fault.” I left “if you’d stop keeping things from us” unsaid. Rake knew what I meant.

      “I swore to Vivienne that if my work crossed over into SPI’s responsibilities, I would notify her immediately.” Rake’s words were cool and crisp. “That has not happened.”

      I could feel Rake closing himself off. Great. Just great.

      I did the verbal equivalent of sticking my foot in the door. “Rake, we’re trapped in this hotel with you, and someone is releasing monsters in here to kill us. I’ve got news, we’re involved.”

      “It’s politics.”

      “It’s life and death. Ours.”

      “SPI’s charter prohibits it from involving itself in the affairs of the colonial governments.”

      “So this is about the governors. You say the goblins couldn’t do this. Does the elf delegation have anyone with the juice to power a pocket dimension?” Then I remembered the elf who had single-handedly conjured a pocket dimension to connect Hell to Earth via Bacchanalia, Rake’s former pride and joy. I swore. “Isidor Silvanus isn’t here, is he?”

      “I would know immediately. He is not here.”

      “Do you know where he is?”

      “The latest report has him on my home world.”

      “How recent was that?”

      “I received a report last night, just before the reception. As Kitty said, this is an exotic creation. Isidor has never created anything like this.”

      “Just because he hasn’t before doesn’t mean he couldn’t now. He could’ve had a hand in it.”

      “Regardless, that hand is not here for us to slap.”

      Kenji cleared his throat. Loudly. “Did you come to look at my artwork or argue? If it’s arguing, take it outside. I’m working here, and staying one step ahead of this hacker is enough of a headache.”

      I pulled up a chair beside Kenji’s. “Artwork. Arguing can wait. We’ve got a murderer to catch.”

      Kenji clicked a window open. He’d worked his magic on the images Argus had provided.

      “Here’s the best image I’ve come up with,” he said. “It shows Kenan Chaitan in relation to his killer.”

      It was a still image taken from the hallway outside of the hotel’s portal room. The figure following Kenan was pixelated, and fainter than usual for a cloaked individual, meaning they were putting a lot of effort into staying hidden. However, I could tell it was humanoid and not merely a glitch in the surveillance video.

      “That’s the best I can do with the equipment I have here,” Kenji said. “Sorry.”

      “Don’t be,” I told him. I squeezed my eyes shut, then opened them, hoping that would make the pixelated mess clearer to me. I slowly shook my head. “About all I can tell is that the killer’s taller than Kenan. And Rake, you were right, the build is definitely that of a man. A humanoid man, given that he only has two arms. That’s it. Sorry.”

      “Neither one of you should be sorry,” Rake said.

      “How tall was Kenan?” I asked.

      “Six-one.”

      “That would put the killer at about six-three. A male humanoid with two arms, two legs, and enough power under the hood to melt a portal frame. Does that bring up any names for you?” I asked pointedly.

      Rake was scowling. “No.”

      “Wait a minute,” Kenji said. “There was a segment of video that I cleaned up that shows them both moving down the hall. Kenan was walking fast, and the killer was trying to keep up, but there was something wrong with his walk.”

      Rake froze.

      Now we were on to something. “Show us.”

      Kenji started the segment, and sure enough, the killer was moving with a distinct hesitation.

      “Looks like a limp,” I said.

      “It is a limp,” Rake growled. “An old dueling injury.”

      “Sounds like I should ask my question again. Does that bring up any names for you?”

      Rake bared his fangs in a fierce smile. The smile of a predator about to go hunting. “Yes, it does.”
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      “Who?” I had to sprint to keep up with Rake’s long strides as he made a beeline back to the lobby.

      “A goblin.”

      I grabbed Rake’s arm. “I don’t want a goblin; I want a name. Ian needs a name. And Gethen.”

      “Ian can’t handle this goblin.”

      “Neither can you or Gethen. Your magic’s not working. No offense, but it might take all three of you.” Or more. But I didn’t say that out loud. Rake knew. No need in me rubbing his nose in his temporary dysfunction. Then my eyes widened in realization. “The killer’s magic is working. That cloak was beyond perfect. A goblin mage with working magic.”

      [image: ]

      Locating the lieutenant governor of the goblin colony wasn’t difficult at all.

      His murderer had been considerate enough to kill Scur Derian in his hotel suite.

      The body was sprawled on the floor of the sitting area.

      The late lieutenant governor may have been Kenan’s murderer, but now he was our second victim.

      Do unto others, and you’re likely to get it done right back unto you.

      Scur Derian’s demise hadn’t involved anything as exotic as touch-transferred electrocution. His killer had done the deed the old-fashioned way—a big ol’ knife through the heart. The killer hadn’t been going for creativity; they’d just wanted to get the job done.

      Rake was nodding in grim approval.

      Yep, karma’s a bitch.

      Fortunately, we’d picked up Ian and Gethen on our way up to the room. We had all kinds of witnesses and alibis as to our whereabouts for the past few hours. Scur Derian had been killed recently. Very recently. Heck, his body was still warm. Rake had confirmed that for me. There was no way I would’ve touched him.

      I didn’t need an alibi, but I had a feeling Rake would. The goblin governor was either gonna be seriously put out that his lieutenant was no longer on the job, or glad to not have him around anymore. These were goblins, after all. The poster children for complex alliances. Keep your friends close and your enemies closer, and all that.

      It didn’t take us long to find out.

      Gremien Pivaine pushed his way through the goblin hotel security guarding the murder scene’s door.

      Or at least he tried.

      Rake’s people had had enough go wrong in the past twenty-four hours, and were chomping at the bit to have something happen that they could control.

      They could control one irate goblin colonial governor—and control him they did.

      Gremien Pivaine was livid. “How dare you!”

      Rake actually rolled his eyes. “You were about to contaminate a crime scene, Gremien.”

      “Crime scene? What are—” Then he saw the body, and his little piggy eyes narrowed into enraged squints—at Rake. “You did this!”

      Gethen snorted. “With that knife?” he drawled. “Only a barbarian would—”

      “You’re responsible!” the governor snapped, his eyes darting between Rake and Gethen.

      Rake had had enough, too. “Make up your mind, Gremien.”

      “You may not have wielded the knife, but it was your incompetence—both of you—that caused the death of a fine—”

      “Idiot,” supplied a feminine voice from the doorway.

      Oh joy. Dagara Jakome.

      Ian grabbed my arm and pulled me back through the bedroom doorway—and out of sight. I was about to protest when I saw the golden glow from Lugh’s Spear spilling out from beneath the collar of his jacket. The glow was bright and, dare I say, angry. I knew I didn’t like Dagara Jakome, and I trusted the spear’s opinion of her. I trusted my partner’s even more. I could still see her in a wall mirror. I was almost surprised she cast a reflection.

      “He was an idiot who has been begging to be killed for years,” she said, “and whoever did the deed deserves a medal, not iron bars.” She smiled slowly and arched a brow at the governor. “If Scur had been stabbed in the back, I would think it was you.”

      “You bitch!”

      Dagara laughed. “I never claimed to be anything else. You of all people should know that and know it well.” She cast a glance at the corpse. “About half an hour ago, wouldn’t you say, Rake?”

      “Give or take a few minutes.”

      “Alas, that clears the governor. He was with me.”

      “And where were you?”

      “Exploring your lovely hotel. Afterward, we were in the room you assigned us both.” She lowered her voice suggestively. “I had hoped you would have given us separate rooms.”

      “I do not make the room assignments,” Rake replied coolly, “and if you and Gremien are sharing accommodations, the request would have come from someone on the governor’s staff—or the governor himself.”

      The look she gave Gremien Pivaine hinted that the governor might soon become murder victim number three. Then her eyes were back on Rake, and taking their time enjoying the view.

      “Where were you when Scur met his timely demise?” she asked Rake.

      “Down in hotel security investigating a murder I highly suspect was Scur’s doing.” Rake glanced down at the cooling corpse. “Can you account for his whereabouts just before midnight?”

      “And why should I want to do that?”

      “To clear—or further implicate—him of a murder charge.” He shrugged. “Your choice.”

      “Who did he kill? Supposedly.”

      “My portal mage—and friend.”

      “I am sorry for your loss.”

      “Are you?”

      Now it was her turn to shrug. “It is the conventional thing to say.”

      “That’s more like it,” Rake said. “I was beginning to think you had developed a conscience.”

      “That would be an inconvenient nuisance.”

      “First, she would need a heart,” Gremien said.

      “Yes, we both suffer from an organ inadequacy, don’t we?”

      Ouch.

      I glanced around the bedroom. Nothing seemed to be out of place. The bed was still made, but Scur Derian was a goblin and nocturnal. Besides, if he had murdered Kenan, he’d been too busy skulking around the hotel to sleep.

      The room was pristine, as if Scur Derian had never been in here.

      I froze. But someone had.

      I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. On the room’s mirrored closet door was a bloody smear, a smear from a handprint.
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      I tapped Ian on the arm and pointed at the big, red clue. He motioned for me to stay put, as he drew his gun and silently crossed the room, careful to stay near the room’s walls.

      I didn’t know what Rake had heard or sensed, but the next thing I knew, he was standing in the bedroom doorway.

      “Gethen,” he said casually, without taking his eyes from the closet door. “Have two of your men escort the governor and Miss Jakome back to their suite, and post a guard. For their own protection,” he added when Gremien Pivaine started to protest.

      Gethen knew something was up. The governor and Dagara Jakome were quickly hustled out, and the suite’s door closed.

      I didn’t wait for either Ian or Rake to shoo me out of the way, but I wasn’t about to be shooed out altogether. I got my gun in my hands and positioned myself out of the way of whatever might charge out of that closet, and out of Ian and Rake’s line of fire.

      Rake’s hands glowed red. His magic seemed to be working just fine. I hoped it stayed that way.

      As soon as Dagara Jakome had left, the golden glow coming from beneath the collar of Ian’s jacket had faded, then winked out. Whatever was in that closet didn’t bother it. That was good. Maybe.

      Ian stood to the left of the door, with Rake on the right. It was Rake’s hotel, so Ian was going to let the goblin do the honors of opening it.

      Gethen and one of his mages slipped inside the room, hands glowing.

      When they were in position, Rake flung open the door.

      The closet was empty.

      With all the weirdness we saw on a daily basis, none of us believed there was nothing inside. But even after a full inspection, Scur Derian’s closet was still empty of a murderer or anything else.

      Five minutes later, I was sitting on the bed trying to keep my eyes open. Though with what had happened the last time I’d been on a bed, I kept my gun out and didn’t get too comfortable. After all, we still had a dead body in the next room, and it hadn’t gotten that way by itself.

      Ian’s background as an NYPD homicide detective was getting a workout in the sitting room, while Rake and Gethen were in the bedroom trying to figure out what the hell was going on with a bloody handprint on the door of an empty closet—the only sign (other than a murdered lieutenant governor) that a crime had been committed here. We’d determined that it wasn’t Scur Derian’s handprint, and the closet didn’t contain some kind of microportal (confirmed by Kitty) or hidden door panel. Heck, we didn’t even know if anything had manifested. The only moderately helpful fact we’d found out was that the murder weapon was a carving knife from the hotel’s kitchens.

      Note to self: Don’t get the roast beef again from the buffet’s carving station.

      Then Argus called from the surveillance room. He’d run through the video from the hallway outside Scur Derian’s room from the time he checked in early in the evening to when Rake and I had found his body. Nothing. Then he’d checked from the time of the buka appearance up until Scur’s check-in. The only people who had been in the room during that time had been two of the SPI commandos who’d been dispatched to check all guest rooms before the guests had arrived. They had been more than qualified to find any lurking intruder, whether mortal or monster. Kenji had come upstairs with a copy of the video on a tablet for me to look at to confirm or eliminate the possibility of a cloaked attacker getting past the traditional surveillance. I didn’t see anything or anyone. No one had entered Scur Derian’s room, pixelated or otherwise.

      At least not through the suite’s main door.

      Ian was leaning against the bedroom doorframe. “Back on the force, this would have been one of those ‘locked door murders’ we hated so much. At SPI, it’s just run-of-the-mill spooky.”

      We were all looking at the closet—and the carpet directly in front of it that we had been careful to leave undisturbed.

      Instinct went a long way in our line of work, and that instinct was telling us that the closet was the point of entry and exit. It was the Boogey-Man Theorem. Unlike in the NYPD, SPI considered that to be a valid option.

      We had no way to test the bloody handprint on the door for either type or species. But we didn’t need to test the blood; the answer to the mystery just might be on the carpet.

      As testament to the dedication and skill of the Regor Regency’s housekeeping staff, the carpet in Scur Derian’s suite had been vacuumed to within an inch of its wooly life. The sitting room was now a mess of footprints, but we’d been careful in the bedroom. That was one of the reasons why I was on the bed, to avoid adding my footprints to the few there. It had nothing at all to do with the fact that I was so tired that I needed to sit down before I fell down.

      There were two pairs of boot prints clearly showing in the plush carpet around the closet door—those of the two commandos who’d checked Scur’s room prior to his checking in. Combat boots left a distinctive indentation.

      There were no footprints whatsoever inside the closet itself.

      However, directly in front of the door was the front half of a single, narrow shoeprint indicating someone walking away from the closet, and the back half of the same shoeprint coming back.

      Both had been cut off by the closet door itself.

      Though “cut off” wasn’t entirely accurate. It was as if this person had walked through the mirrored door, indicating against all logic that they had neither emerged from nor returned to the inside of a closet in the Regor Regency in Manhattan.

      Like Ian said, spooky.

      And in SPI’s brand of deductive reasoning, entirely possible.

      None of that included how or why the killer nicked a carving knife from the hotel kitchen.

      “Goblin bukas, dwarf beer skunks, naked flying monkeys, mole monsters, giant scorpions, and now murderers walking through mirrors.” I didn’t feel as if I was going to be murdered myself within the next few minutes, so I crossed my legs under me on the bed and took the opportunity to relax. I waved a hand in the direction of the potentially possessed mirror in question. “This wasn’t covered in my SPI orientation. Is it possible?”

      Rake was leaning against the room’s dresser, staring at the mirrored door, expression set on contemplative scowl. “Yes, but not here.”

      “Here in this hotel, or here on Earth?”

      “Both.”

      “Helpful.”

      “Sorry, it’s complicated.”

      I sighed, more from exhaustion than anything else. “Isn’t everything, when it comes to you?”

      “It involves how the mirrors are made. Those made here cannot be used as doorways to another place. The technology of my home world is different. Magic is our technology. There are mages who specialize in mirror magic. Elves have produced some of the best mirror mages, though many goblins are known adepts. Mirrors can be used to translocate people, manifest creatures, or move objects from one place to another. They’re also useful for spying and passing messages.”

      “That sounds like what’s happening here,” Ian said. “How can you be sure it’s not?”

      “As I said, it’s how the mirrors are made. For all magical purposes, every mirror in this hotel is dead. I used Bacchanalia to gather information for goblin intelligence. The Regor Regency is likewise a popular destination for influential and politically connected elves and goblins. If there were any way that I could use the mirrors in this hotel to gather intelligence, I would be doing so.”

      “Then how do you explain the half footprints?” I asked pointedly.

      “I can’t. What we are seeing here should be impossible.”

      “Does what happened here look like the work of one of your mirrors back home?”

      “It does. However, to be used for travel, mirrors must be calibrated ahead of time, much like Kenan set up a portal to receive each guest and direct them here. Mirror travel involves two linked mirrors, with a mirror mage on each end to work the sending and destination mirrors, activating them, and then stabilizing them to enable the traveler to pass through safely. The mirrors can be hundreds or even thousands of miles apart, and the traveler can step into one and out the other much like stepping through an open door from one room to another.”

      “There wasn’t a mirror mage waiting in this room,” Ian said. “At least not according to the footprints, unless levitation is also in their skill set.”

      I didn’t think Rake was listening.

      “This mirror is dead,” he murmured. “It’s impossible.”

      It sounded like Rake didn’t even believe himself.
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      Sir Arthur Conan Doyle once said: “Once you eliminate the impossible, whatever remains, no matter how improbable, must be the truth.”

      Our problem was that we couldn’t eliminate the impossible.

      I was so tired I had to struggle to think straight. “Okay, you’re saying this is impossible. I hear you. It sounds impossible to me, too. But say it’s not. With the ley lines running under this place, this hotel is like a magnet for magic. Could it . . . I don’t know, have warped things somehow?”

      “Makenna, I bought this hotel nearly ten years ago. I have worked in it nearly continuously since that time.”

      “Worked?”

      “Due to the ley lines running through the bedrock under this building, it possesses an energy of its own. You’ve sensed it, I’m sure.”

      I had.

      “I was attracted by the architectural beauty and the latent magic present in the building. Long before your Europeans arrived here, Native American shamans recognized the power here. The hotel’s builder chose the location for the same reason.”

      “And the builder was an elf mage, correct?”

      “An elven mage most powerful.” Rake made an expression of distaste. “However, I needed to clean the building before I could work with it myself.”

      “Because he was an elf, or because he was into freaky crap?”

      “Both. The residue of his workings had sunk into and contaminated the stonework of the entire hotel. The mage devoted his time to summoning that which should never be called, especially by one ill-equipped to handle a visitation. He was powerful, but his arrogance was his ruin. He believed himself favored by the beings he summoned to the point of being granted immortality.”

      “Since you’re the owner and he isn’t, I assume that didn’t work out so well for him?”

      Rake nodded. “One night, he discovered how the beings he aspired to entrap and enslave to do his will felt about that arrangement. The workings of that night polluted this building all the way from the roof, where he attempted his final summoning, to the bedrock beneath the hotel’s footings.”

      Ian whistled, and I was in full agreement. Negating that level of contamination had to have taken months, if not years.

      “A bucket and a mop didn’t cut it, huh?” I asked.

      “Hardly. When I had finished, I made a home for myself here. If I ever need to engage in serious spellcasting, I always do it from here.”

      Ian snorted. “Considering the enemies you have, if this land is that powerful, I’d have thought you’d want to live here full-time.”

      “You can’t feel the power of this place, can you?”

      “No.”

      “Be grateful that you can’t. Those who are here as guests for a short period of time feel invigorated by their stay. For me, sleeping here is virtually impossible. Let’s just say that, magically speaking, this building is rather talkative. And since I was the one to clean it, then put my own magical print on it, the building wants to talk to me. A lot.”

      “Meaning what?” I asked.

      “The building has more than energy; it has magical power of its own,” Rake said.

      “Could someone have tapped into that to make those bukas bullet- and magic-proof?” Ian asked.

      “No,” Rake said.

      “Is that a ‘no, I don’t think so,’ or an ‘absolutely, no’?”

      “Absolutely, no. The building’s magic would not have increased the bukas’ strength or invincibility. Nothing like any of this has happened in the ten years since I purchased the property. Since the hotel’s reopening, the majority of our guests have been supernaturals. Many are magic users, and a few possess mage-level talent. None have experienced an increase in power from the building or its location. An earth mage can tap into any ley line to augment their power. However, it would only be a temporary boost for a particular working, and it would not make them battlemagic- or bullet-proof.”

      I slouched on the bed. “Then we’re back to square one.”

      “Unfortunately, dear Makenna, we have never left square one.”

      Unfortunate was right.

      [image: ]

      With the murder of the goblin lieutenant governor, Rake had Gethen post extra guards outside the rooms of the elven colonial governor and his staff, as well. The goblin and elf ambassadors were already under close watch.

      Once again, I was grateful for Vivienne Sagadraco limiting the number of delegates allowed to attend the summit. It made for fewer people to guard, considering that we couldn’t exactly spare many of our commandos right now.

      It’d been a busy night in the Regor Regency.

      Sunrise was in less than two hours, and the place was hopping, both with increases of manifestations and annoyed guests. Those who wanted to sleep couldn’t, and those who wanted to party kept being interrupted.

      The flying monkeys had quickly gotten bored with merely dive-bombing guests, and had turned violent. As a result, it was now open season on the Wicked Witch of the West’s minions, or whatever they were. Some had sought refuge from our more enterprising commandos in the ironwork that supported the hotel’s pyramidal skylight. The monkeys were nimble and quick flyers, but some of our commandos were duck hunters, and two of them had brought their bows to the summit. (Our folks believed in being prepared to take on or take down any kind of beastie with nefarious intentions.) They’d switched from guns to bows out of consideration for the hotel’s guests who were trying to sleep. These boys were having the time of their lives. One of them said this was better huntin’ than his last vacation, only with less beer.

      The grimtogs had developed an obsession with dashing out from under furniture and clamping onto delegates’ legs. Screams just drew more of them. It was like ringing the freaking dinner bell. At least the grimtogs squealed when they attacked. It was like they got so excited they couldn’t help themselves, so at least potential victims got a little warning. It wasn’t much, but it was better than nothing.

      I ran into Rolf in the lobby, and he gleefully told me that the dwarf delegation had their own little Circle of Life going. A grimtog would scuttle out of hiding, and a dwarf would impale it on a spear. They’d drop the carcasses in the leather pouches they’d taken to wearing on their belts. When the bags were full, they’d take them down to the kitchens, where Rake’s ogre chefs were filleting the little buggers and cooking up a dwarf delicacy for the victorious hunters’ breakfast.

      Some of the manifestations vanished before they could be killed; others stayed and got themselves turned into breakfast. There was no rhyme or reason to why some stuck around while others were impervious to death and vanished on a whim.

      I had to admit there was one upside to our situation. We didn’t need to operate under the radar.

      No hiding weapons or talking in whispers.

      With the number of incidences increasing, we’d dispensed with any attempt at a cover-up. It’d made it easier to do our jobs since we didn’t have to sneak around, but easier didn’t equal more successful. We were no closer to finding out how the monsters were getting in, or why they were nearly impervious to either magic or bullets.

      Hotel security was analyzing surveillance video to eliminate delegates and hotel staff from suspicion of being the lieutenant governor’s murderer and/or our rogue mirror mage.

      The delegates who had come to the summit more for the fun to be had in New York than the business conducted in the meetings were real disappointed right about now.

      They’d intended to put up with the meetings during the day because they had plans for the night, plans that had nothing to do with spending their evenings at the hotel. Rake had bent over backward in an attempt to provide entertainment, but it still paled compared to what the city that never sleeps had to offer.

      I’d taken to carrying my paint Uzi in addition to my paint pistol, with plenty of extra ammo for both. I also had a handgun that used bullets, likewise with plenty of extra ammo. And to ensure that I felt warm and fuzzy, I’d added every bladed weapon I’d brought with me.

      At this point, I was surprised I didn’t clank.

      Though if I did clank, it would be a reassuring, comforting sound.

      A passing Yerenn delegate gave me a thumbs-up. Considering that they reproduced with their fingers, it was either really friendly encouragement, or I’d just been flashed.

      In addition to extra strength and resiliency, the creatures that had been popping up throughout the hotel had heightened senses. Like we needed to be locked in a hotel with monsters that had even more of an advantage over us. Even if I’d been creeping around here like a ninja, they would have heard, smelled, or sensed the air displacement. You couldn’t sneak up on them, but they sure as heck could sneak up on you. Just this morning two of the Norwegian commandos had been patrolling the hallway on the seventh floor, which after last night had been particularly active. The hall behind them had been empty. Then it hadn’t, and the only warning they’d had was the fishy smell before two scaled and finned humanoids (who were not delegates) had tried to turn them into Viking sushi.

      After that, patrols went out in groups of four instead of two, and one had to be battlemage caliber. We were becoming increasingly irritated. Our people didn’t like it when something needed killing and one, it wouldn’t die, or two, it vanished before they could find a way to make it happen.

      Sleep was but a distant dream for all of us.

      We were having plenty of nightmares while awake.

      Since I wasn’t gonna be sleeping anytime soon, I was on my way to the SPI dining room to see if there was coffee, plus eat some food if there was any to be found. I didn’t know how early Rake had told the kitchens to start serving up breakfast, but with the chefs getting creative with ingredients, I was gonna be even more careful about what I put on my plate from now on.

      Kenji had come up from the security department to grab a quick bite to eat. Luckily for both of us, the breakfast buffet was being stocked early. Since it was four a.m., it was more of a continental type of deal, but there was life-giving coffee, and I’d never turn down a hot bagel.

      Kenji fixed himself a bagel with cream cheese and smoked salmon and filled his travel mug with coffee. The thing held nearly half a gallon, and was more like a thermos with a sippy-cup lid.

      Kenji sighed and sat down next to me. “I should take this back downstairs, but I need to stare at something other than a screen for five minutes.”

      I knew our communications system being down was a sore topic for Kenji, but I had to ask. “How are the comms coming?”

      He shook his head. “I’m still being actively blocked, and it’s pissing me off.”

      “Sorry.” And I meant it. “That I asked, and that you can’t get your hands on this guy.”

      Kenji arranged the salmon slices on his bagel. “At least I can still track where our commandos and agents are in the hotel. It’s not ideal, but it’s something. I’ll take it.” The edge of a smile appeared. “I got the delegate-tracking part of my program back up.”

      I gave him a nudge. “Yay, you.”

      “And I tweaked the program to read hotel employee badges, too.”

      “I haven’t seen any staff wearing badges.”

      “It’s those fancy gold nametags. It’s a sweet system they’ve got. Not only identifies each employee, it’s a key to unlock the door to any rooms or areas of the hotel they’re authorized to access. And it’s got a GPS. Clocks them in when they enter the hotel, clocks them out when they leave, and tracks their every step while they’re here. Gethen Nazar keeps track of everyone.” Kenji waggled his eyebrows. “And as of half an hour ago, I can, too.”

      “I take it Gethen doesn’t know about your extracurricular activities?”

      “Haven’t told him. Don’t plan to.”

      “Wise man.”

      “With everything going batshit crazy around here, I want every advantage for our people I can get. If things start to seriously go down the crapper, I want to know where everyone is in this place.”

      “Good work and great idea. Though you might want to mention it to Ian. On the down low, of course. Being in charge of our security, he needs to know what you can do.”

      Kenji nodded. “Will do. Gotta keep myself entertained in that closet Gethen calls my office. The last few hours—with the exception of the latest addition to the body count, of course—have been interesting.”

      I swallowed a bite of bagel. Carbs, heavenly carbs. “I’m glad some of us are managing to have a good time.” I jerked my head toward the door and the atrium beyond. “The hunters are having fun. Where are you getting your giggles?”

      “Watching and listening to some of the delegates get theirs.”

      “Uh, do I want details?”

      “Probably not. Argus and his team have bugged the hell out of this place. Even I’m impressed by their attention to detail. You wouldn’t believe where they’ve got bugs. Every nook and cranny in this place is ripe for watching and listening.”

      “And I’m pretty sure I don’t want to know any of it.”

      “Oh, everybody’s safe in their rooms.” He paused and grinned. “Well, most everybody’s safe. Certain rooms and suites are set up for prime viewing and listening. I guess your goblin James Bond has to get his information from somewhere.”

      “He’s not mine, and I’m not his.”

      Kenji frowned. “I thought that—”

      “Yeah, a lot of people thought that.” Including me. Right now, I didn’t know what to think.

      A true friend, Kenji considerately took a sharp left away from the topic of my confusing love life. “A lot of what’s going on now is just your basic out-of-towners visiting a new and exciting city with new and exciting people. Some of the delegates think it’s fun to try new and exciting things with those people, especially if they aren’t from the same species.”

      “Eww.”

      “Yeah.” Kenji looked faintly queasy. “Some of what I saw and heard can’t be unseen or unheard, regardless of how badly I want to. However, I can confirm that the goblin governor and his lady friend—”

      “They’re not friends,” I informed him.

      “Then that makes what I saw and heard even more interesting. They were in their suite when Scur Derian was getting himself killed, so you can probably take them off your suspect list. Interesting side note, though: the governor’s convinced that Rake’s responsible for locking us in the hotel.”

      “What? Why would they think that? Rake thinks Gremien’s lieutenant governor destroyed the hotel’s portal and killed his portal mage.”

      “And the governor all but admitted his lieutenant was guilty as charged. Says the guy’s been trying to kill Gremien himself for the past month, and destroyed the portal and killed the mage to make sure he couldn’t escape this time.”

      “That’s crazy.”

      Kenji shrugged. “It’s what he believes.”

      “What about Dagara Jakome? Did she jump on the crazy train?”

      “That’s the interesting part. She didn’t say a word the whole time, but when the governor left the room, she smiled. Creeped me the hell out. If you ask me, if that guy sleeps at all, he needs to do it with his eyes open.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      The first full day of the Centennial Supernatural Summit dawned suspiciously quiet.

      After sunrise, there were no further manifestations and no additional murders.

      While both reprieves were welcome, I didn’t trust quiet. I’m a country girl, and where I come from, quiet in the middle of a ruckus just means somebody’s reloading.

      Last night, mutant piranha had appeared in a delegate’s bathtub. This morning, showers had become the favored way to get clean. Others had opted for sink sponge baths, or nothing at all.

      At least the worst had yet to happen—spiders or snakes in toilets.

      No one had said it out loud, though they had to be thinking it. Personally, I had enough paranoia for everyone in that area.

      The hotel had been completely booked for the summit, meaning we had a lot of ground to patrol. Each commando team had been given three floors to be responsible for. When (no longer if) an incident happened, a team was expected to deal with it themselves unless they were about to be completely overwhelmed. And if reinforcements were needed, only three agents from the team on the floors above and below could leave their assigned sector to help.

      Events were happening with such regularity that leaving any part of the hotel unguarded wasn’t an option.

      Fortunately for everyone trapped in the Regor Regency, not all of the delegates were worthless when it came to fighting.

      The dwarves had been first, gleefully taking up arms against first the quickly multiplying grimtogs, then against anything that needed killing.

      Vlad and his team were only too happy to help wherever they could, which was everywhere at any time. With the hotel encased in a pocket dimension, the younger team members didn’t need to worry about sunlight. As an added bonus, the blood of some of the monsters, like the flying monkeys, had turned out to be quite tasty and apparently contained all the nutrients vampires required not to get peckish. The last thing we needed were hangry vampires. The Jötunn were fond of the meat, and the vampires took care of the blood. A win-win.

      All in all, Vlad was considering our exile as an adventure vacation.

      We didn’t have an ammo shortage yet, but if we couldn’t get out of this dimension soon, it would race to the top of our problem list real quick. Sandra had estimated that if the incidents remained at their current level, we’d have only three days of ammo left.

      We’d nearly run out of liquor.

      Things were going to get even uglier in short order.

      When Gremien Pivaine came downstairs for his meeting with goblin ambassador Dakarai Enric, he was as nervous as a pig newly arrived at a bacon factory. Goblins typically hid their feelings, but it seemed the governor had passed the point of bothering.

      Dakarai Enric had exchanged his kindly goblin grandfather persona for stern disciplinarian.

      The governor wasn’t hiding his feelings, and the ambassador had dispensed with concealing his intentions.

      Someone was in trouble.

      I had the impression this meeting was gonna be about more than making any potential goblin refugees feel welcome.

      I would’ve loved to have been a fly on the wall, but I wasn’t invited. And to tell you the truth, the less time I spent in the presence of Gremien Pivaine, the less time I’d need to spend in a shower afterward.

      The goblin governor spotted Vivienne Sagadraco and made a beeline for her. I couldn’t hear what was being said.

      I did what any good SPI agent would do—I got closer to make eavesdropping easier.

      Gremien Pivaine was demanding additional protection.

      “Do you have reason to believe that you are being targeted?” the boss asked mildly.

      “Reason? My lieutenant had a knife sticking out of his chest!”

      “Our resources are spread thin, as you can understand. However, I will ask Agent Byrne and Lord Danescu to—”

      “He’s the one trying to kill me!”

      “I beg your pardon.”

      “Lord Danescu, Rake, that bas—” The governor stopped himself and took a breath. “I demand to choose who is assigned—”

      Ms. Sagadraco frowned. Not a human frown, her dragon version.

      “Demand, Governor Pivaine?”

      Gremien Pivaine’s eyes widened and he shrank a little into himself. He knew what she really was.

      He began backing away. “Any additional guards you assign to me will be welcome.”

      I couldn’t tell whether it was a trick of the light, or if there was the daintiest wisp of smoke rising from Vivienne Sagadraco’s patrician nostrils.

      Yep, my boss rocks.

      I’d heard enough.

      Elven ambassador Mago Benares—excuse me, Mago Nuallan—came downstairs for his meeting with the elven colonial governor armed and grim. Ian had assigned two of our best commandos to the elf ambassador as bodyguards. In addition, Ian had asked Vlad Cervenka for two of his vampire mercenaries to help protect Mago. He’d done the same for the goblin ambassador.

      Elven colonial governor Fyren Balmorlan had his lieutenant governor and three guards, though the lieutenant governor looked tougher than the guards.

      Mago and his four guards were on one side of the lobby, with the governor and his men on the other. They were sizing each other up. Should things get ugly at some point, my money was squarely on Mago, our commandos, and Vlad’s vampires.

      In addition to personal bodyguards, SPI was providing security for the elf and goblin meetings. So if trouble came from anywhere today, it shouldn’t be from there.

      Ms. Sagadraco had decided to consolidate the actual summit meetings into a smaller location that was more easily defensible if necessary. Where last night’s reception had been held may have looked like a Gilded Age ballroom, but in a concession to modern times, it could be divided into smaller meeting or party spaces. What had been one ballroom was now six meeting rooms. That way the summit could get started, and the delegates would be as protected as possible under the circumstances.

      Kenji had emerged once more from his temporary lodgings in the hotel security department, and was doing what he’d come here to do—officially roll out his new delegate identity and tracking system. At least something was working again around here.

      As he checked in the last two delegates, Kenji glanced up and saw me. Once they’d passed his security checkpoint, the elf tech gave me a big grin and thumbs-up with the hand that wasn’t holding the badge scanner. As a testament to Kenji’s geek pride, the scanner bore more than a passing resemblance to a Star Trek phaser.

      The summit meetings had been divided into two sessions. The first session had just started, so the delegates for the second were still having breakfast, hanging out and talking in the lobby seating areas with other delegates, or they hadn’t come down from their rooms yet. A lot of the major events that had happened so far had involved the lobby, so I stopped, stood still, opened my seer vision, and did some people-watching.

      The delegates were who and what they were supposed to be. The visual distortion I got when seeing a heavily glamoured supernatural didn’t bother me when it was a single individual, but in an environment like this, numerous glamours would have been overwhelming. I let my eyes peruse the crowd . . .

      . . . and saw a blur on the other side of the lobby.

      A goblin wearing the sleek black uniform of a hotel staffer stood with his back to me in front of one of the elevators.

      At least, that’s what he wanted everyone to see.

      I didn’t have a straight line of sight. Delegates, lobby furniture, and the concierge’s desk were between us, leaving me with a view of the goblin from the waist up. The torso had no visual distortions, meaning it wasn’t blurry around the edges.

      It was his entire head, most notably the ears. I couldn’t see his face, at least not from here, but if the glamour covered the back of his head, that meant it covered his face as well.

      I tried to hurry through the crowd without being obvious about it. “Excuse me, pardon me, coming through.”

      Naturally a group of delegates picked that time to exit en masse from the coffee shop, momentarily blocking my view of my quarry. I briefly considered ditching subtlety and just shooting him in the back of the head with a paint pellet. He might get away in the chaos that’d be sure to follow, but he’d be marked for later. That green dye did not wash off.

      I cleared the crowd, and got to the bank of elevators only to see the door of the car he’d been standing in front of close.

      I bit back a few choice words and watched the counter. Rake had left as much of the original hotel intact as he could. I was grateful that had included the bronze dial above each door indicating where the elevator stopped. I hadn’t seen anyone get on the elevator with him, but that didn’t mean that someone hadn’t.

      The car went without stopping to the twelfth floor.

      Bingo.

      A hand grabbed my shoulder from behind.

      My elbow embedded in a stomach.

      I got a pained oof for my effort, and spun to confront my attacker.

      Kenji. Doubled-over-and-wheezing Kenji.

      “Why did you grab me?”

      “Didn’t . . . grab.” Wheeze.

      Okay, maybe I’d overreacted.

      “Sorry.” I glanced up at the dial while trying to help Kenji stand up straight.

      The elevator was on its way down.

      Look casual, Mac.

      I didn’t have time to explain myself to Kenji. I got my arm around his shoulders. “Stand up and breathe,” I whispered urgently.

      He did it. Slowly. With a grunt. “That’s easy for you—”

      The door opened and the car was empty.

      I smiled, and gave Kenji’s shoulders a squeeze.

      Yes!

      The twelfth floor it was.

      Ian was going to kill me, but there was nothing I could do about it.

      I had to follow this guy now. With our comms and phones not working, I had no way of even knowing where Ian was. I couldn’t risk the fake goblin getting away.

      Kenji had his Star Trek phaser/badge scanner in an honest-to-God holster on his right hip.

      I pulled him toward the open elevator. “Come on, we’re going huntin’.”
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      Elevators were bad. SPI taught you that during the first day of orientation.

      For regular New Yorkers, in a city full of skyscrapers, elevators were a godsend. The ability to ride smoothly up or down a couple dozen floors in less than a minute might occasionally be taken for granted, but it was never unappreciated.

      Veteran SPI agents called elevators a coffin on a cable, a take-out box for whatever wanted to eat you. Either way, you were trapped and likely to die horribly.

      SPI agents were taught to take the stairs whenever possible for that very reason.

      Unless you were after something and needed to be able to fight it—or defend yourself—when you got there. In that case, you needed all the wind you could get. Then you took your chances with an elevator.

      I didn’t have a choice. At least, not much of one. Yes, I could’ve run twelve flights of stairs. I was in good shape. However, what I was hunting was glamoured. He didn’t want to be found, especially not by a seer. I needed to have some wind left when I caught up to him.

      He wouldn’t be hard to find. The twelfth floor was home to The Dunmor, the Regor Regency’s fine dining restaurant. It was open only for lunch and dinner. Rake had taken me there twice before, so I was familiar with the layout. Swanky place. The only people there this early would be the restaurant staff. No delegates.

      As members of SPI, Kenji and I had been cleared to go anywhere in the hotel we felt we needed to be. In the interest of public safety and all that. Unless the glamoured goblin had gone up to the twelfth floor and then taken the stairs back down to another floor, he would be there—and we would find out who he was.

      I pushed the “12” button and turned to Kenji as the elevator doors closed. “What’s the range on your scanner?”

      “Normally less than a foot.”

      “Normally?”

      He smiled. “For the summit, I’ve juiced it up to thirty feet.”

      That was more like it. “Moving target or stationary?”

      “Dealer’s choice.”

      I nodded in approval. “I think he’ll be moving.”

      “Who’s he?”

      I told him.

      Kenji’s response? “Ian’s going to kill you.”

      “Which is why I’ll call security from the phone at the maître d’ station as soon as we get up there. I’m not opposed to backup, just delays.”

      The elevator stopped with a jerk.

      Great.

      From below us came the clang of steel cables knocking together.

      I froze. “Is that a normal stopped-elevator sound?” I whispered.

      “No.”

      “Shit.”

      “Agreed.”

      Rising above the clanging was a low hiss.

      That was definitely not an elevator sound.

      Kenji quickly reached past me and pushed the emergency phone button.

      Nothing but crackly static came from the little speaker.

      We both looked up at the tiny surveillance camera in the corner. The little green light that indicated it was working wasn’t working.

      I went for the alarm button. Repeatedly.

      Silence. At least from the alarm. The hissing and clanging from below were getting louder because both were closer.

      “Oh, this is bad,” I said to Kenji.

      The display above the control panel read “11.” I didn’t know if we were at the eleventh floor, or just above or below. The only way I’d know for sure was to open that door.

      Elevator shafts were narrow, at least that’s what I’d seen in movies. Whatever was climbing up that cable was coming from below. Opening the door wouldn’t put us in danger from the whatever-it-was, at least not yet, and it’d give us a chance to get the hell out of here in one piece, one unchewed piece.

      I pushed the OPEN DOOR button.

      Nothing.

      “You have got to be kidding me.”

      I pushed it again, and the door remained closed.

      I repeatedly jabbed the button like a maniac.

      “Open, open, open, open!”

      Kenji tried to wedge his fingertips in the crack between the doors. I stopped pushing the useless button and got with his program. The elf was a little taller than me, so he took the section of elevator level with his chest, and I took the section below. We coordinated our efforts, putting everything we had into pulling those doors apart, even adding grunts that would have done Serena Williams proud.

      Nothing.

      Something slammed into the car from below, the impact knocking both of us off our feet and against the nearest wall.

      I scrambled to my knees, desperately looking for a button or switch on the control panel that would get our dead-in-the-water elevator going again.

      “Can’t you pop the plate off this thing and—”

      Kenji looked at me like I was nuts. “No. Elevators are not computers.”

      After two more slams, I could swear the floor was going to crack wide open.

      I’d seen plenty of horror movies where the heroes had been trapped in an elevator with the creature of that particular feature trying to pry them out like sardines from a can.

      The heroes had always gone out through the roof.

      I looked up.

      On TV, the elevator ceiling always had those cheap tiles that just popped up, letting the hero climb out of the death trap, grabbing the cable just seconds before the monster tore the elevator car apart from below or the elevator plummeted to the bottom of the shaft. Then the hero (however scrawny) would shimmy up that cable like a spider monkey on speed to the first available (and always open) door to a monster-free floor.

      Right now, I’d settle for a quarter of that luck.

      The ceiling of this elevator was covered in what looked like freakin’ Tiffany glass. Damn Rake and his good taste.

      Screw it.

      “Kenji, boost me up there.”

      “But there’s no—”

      “Cheap tiles. Yeah, I noticed that, too. Which is why I’m gonna break that glass to see what’s above it. There has to be an access panel.”

      “There doesn’t have to be.”

      “There are in the movies. Don’t stomp on my hope here. At this point, if there isn’t one, I’ll make my own.” I was talking fast. Raw terror would do that to you.

      Kenji bent and interlaced his fingers, and I stepped up with my right foot. Kenji boosted me to the ceiling easier than I thought he would. I knew that elves were stronger than they looked, but Kenji was only half elf. Thankfully, that half was the one doing the lifting. Maybe he was having a “dad lifting a car off his kid” moment.

      I used the grip of my paint pistol to break the glass.

      Behold, one elevator roof access panel. Hallelujah.

      I used my fist to pop it open. The elevator shaft was pitch dark. I went for my penlight, fumbling with the strap next to my paint gun holster, and miracle of miracles, I managed not to drop it. The beam was small, but bright. I shined it up and around, and saw a beautiful sight.

      Elevator doors, and a small metal sign with “12” on it.

      “Thank you, baby Jesus,” I breathed.

      “What is it?”

      “The twelfth floor’s right above us. Can you boost me up a little more?”

      He did, and I pulled myself through the opening and onto the top of the elevator car. Problem was, my hands didn’t want to release their death grip on the access panel frame.

      Come on, Mac. If you stand up, you can pry those doors open and we can escape this viper pit.

      Viper.

      My subconscious had decided to let me in on the badly kept secret.

      There was a gargantuan snake determined to crack our elevator like an egg.

      I knew it in my gut, and my lizard brain confirmed it.

      “Can you get them open?” Kenji asked, the panic in his voice increasing.

      I couldn’t scramble to my feet fast enough. “Damned skippy, I can.”

      “I’m coming up.”

      An instant later, Kenji clambered up beside me.

      We worked together to pry open the doors to the twelfth floor, having about as much luck as we’d had with the elevator’s doors, which would be none.

      The thing slammed into the bottom of the elevator, sending the car—and us—up a good two feet. Kenji and I had instinctively grabbed the cable, which was all that’d kept us on our feet.

      Then the car kept creeping upward, as if pushed from beneath, thumps and hisses coming from all around us.

      Holy crap.

      I did not want to look, but I had to.

      I shined my penlight against the elevator shaft.

      Snakes. Plural.

      Not just two, but half a dozen snakes, maybe more, trying to squirm their way up from below, pushing against each other, each one the size of my thigh and plenty big enough to crush and eat us. They were eagerly squeezing themselves though the space between the elevator car and the shaft like a Play-Doh Fun Factory of Evil.

      Kenji and I were in total agreement on what to do next.

      We screamed.

      Mere seconds later, with a decorous “ding,” the elevator doors opened on The Dunmor and we looked up into the disapproving gaze of its maître d’.

      And the snakes had vanished, as if they’d never been there.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Kenji and I climbed up and out of the elevator shaft. Standing on top of the elevator car had put the open door waist-high on Kenji, chest high on me.

      The Dunmor’s maître d’ made no move to assist us.

      Yeah, it was rude. But I couldn’t really blame him.

      Our arms and hands were covered in elevator-cable grease, and the rest of us was sporting a thin coat of giant snake spit—or whatever it was those things put out to let themselves wiggle through tight spaces. I told myself it was just spit, and I’d keep telling myself that until I believed it.

      While the maître d’ didn’t help us out of the elevator shaft/snake pit, he was only too happy to step into the next room and call his boss for me. I was sure he’d had plenty of practice finding Rake in his own hotel to deal with any unpleasantness that landed on his doorstep. And right now, Kenji and I more than qualified as unpleasant.

      While the maître d’ made his phone call, we took the opportunity to do what we’d come here to do.

      Find that glamoured goblin.

      The key to not being questioned anywhere you went was looking like to you belonged there. In our present state, it was obvious that Kenji and I did not belong in a restaurant that had been awarded three Michelin stars last year. We fell back to the second key to not being questioned—look like you had every right to be there. We were wearing SPI’s SWAT-lite uniforms, we were armed, and the hotel had been sealed in a pocket dimension. We had ourselves a bona fide emergency. Yes, two of my guns fired paint, and Kenji’s sole weapon was a badge scanner that looked like a phaser, but it was all about attitude. And after nearly being enveloped in a nest of giant snakes, we had attitude aplenty.

      So much for our plan of taking a casual stroll around the twelfth floor.

      Kenji tried to wipe his oily hands on the front of his pants. “I think he was more upset that we didn’t have a reservation.”

      By asking the maître d’ to call Rake, I’d bought us a few unchaperoned minutes to find that goblin, and I’d fulfilled my duty to call for backup. Two birds, one stone. Yes, we got some strange looks from the kitchen staff, but all that mattered to me was eliminating suspects until we found our goblin. Whatever our guy’s intentions had been here, he’d probably run for the stairs when he’d heard me and Kenji scream. Though the maître d’ hearing us and opening those elevator doors was why we were walking around a restaurant instead of being an early lunch for snakes.

      If we didn’t find him, we could have Argus pull the surveillance video for the elevator and the foyer area of The Dunmor. Hopefully, the surveillance camera had been working when he’d been in the elevator. If so, that would at least let us read his tag and see the name he was using. Then we could have Gethen pull the most recent data on where this guy had been and when.

      What it wouldn’t do was give me a look at his real face.

      All I would be able to tell from a video image was that he was glamoured. I already knew that.

      The Dunmor’s main dining room was set for lunch. The delegates were being served breakfast in a special dining room set up downstairs, but for lunch and dinner, they had their choices of the hotel restaurants. As Kenji and I walked slowly through the room—careful not to touch and get oil on anything—the elf tech got his scanner in his hand, but held it against the side of his leg and out of sight.

      I nodded toward a closed door on the other side of the room. Having been here before, I knew that behind that door were The Dunmor’s three private dining rooms. I snagged a napkin off a table to use on the doorknob. Other than the restrooms, it was the only place we hadn’t searched.

      We stopped in front of the door. I listened for only a moment. There were doors leading to the kitchen, and if our quarry was in there, I didn’t want to give him the chance to escape. I wish I would’ve thought about it sooner and had Kenji wait in the kitchen if he tried to get out the back way.

      I took a breath, met Kenji’s eyes, nodded, and slowly opened the door.

      The first room was empty.

      At first, I thought the next one was empty as well. A black-haired, black-clad goblin in the corner of a dimly lit room doesn’t exactly stand out. His back was to us, and he was intent on whatever he was doing, and we weren’t going to get a better opportunity.

      Kenji silently raised the scanner, aimed, and fired.

      BEEP!

      We both hit the floor, but the jig was up.

      The goblin’s head jerked up at the sound, and I saw his reflection in the gilt-framed mirror covering half the back wall.

      He was not a goblin.

      This was an elf.

      I got a clear look beneath his glamour for a blink of an eye, and then his face turned into a swarm of pixels. It was as if I was seeing his face on a video.

      What the hell?

      Then things got really trippy.

      The elf dived into the mirror. Like it was a swimming pool.

      The mirror rippled once with his passing, then appeared to return to normal.

      I got my real gun in one hand, and keeping it pointed at the mirror that now only showed my and Kenji’s reflections, quickly crossed the room. I reached out with my other hand, which was now shaking, and touched the mirror.

      It was solid.

      Oh boy.

      [image: ]

      “Don’t you have a silencer on that thing?” I asked Kenji, while Rake hustled his maître d’ out of the room.

      “I will now.”

      Gethen had turned up the room’s lights to normal levels and was inspecting the mirror for the umpteenth time. “This is a dead mirror.”

      “Well, it arose from the dead long enough for that elf to dive through.”

      I’d stopped telling everyone that Kenji and I had been standing right there and had seen him do it. We knew what we saw, and we would not be changing our story. Gethen knew that. His problem was reconciling our eyewitness testimony with what was in front of his face.

      Ian was standing where the elf had been. There was nothing there except the wall, the mirror, and the floor. “Rake, we need to get this mirror off the wall. Do you have a problem with that?”

      “None. I’ll help. Let’s lay it down on the table.”

      Kenji and I started clearing the dishes. We’d cleaned up as much as we could. To save the maître d’ a panic attack, we’d done our cleaning up in the janitor’s closet. It was the only place with anything strong enough to cut through elevator-cable grease and snake spit.

      Putting the mirror on the table positioned it directly below one of the now-bright ceiling lights. We could see every nook, cranny, and carved curve of the gilt frame. The mirror itself didn’t look that old, and even had an inch-wide bevel around its edge next to the wooden frame. I didn’t know if that indicated a modern mirror, but it looked like one to me.

      I leaned in close to the corner the elf had been standing in front of, the same section he’d jumped through. The entire mirror had rippled like a pool when he’d made his exit, but this corner was where he’d gone in.

      I knelt and got eye level with the reflective surface. If I hadn’t, I never would have seen it. “What’s this?”

      Rake knelt next to me. “Where?”

      I pointed, but was careful not to touch it. “The square piece of mirror, right in the corner. It’s only like half an inch.”

      Kenji leaned in. “That’s not a mirror. That’s a microchip.”
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      Rake and Gethen had dispatched hotel security mages to the location of every manifestation. They now knew what they were looking for. Kenji had detached the chip from the mirror and was studying it the best he could with the equipment he’d brought with him.

      There had been a mirror at the scene of nearly every manifestation, twenty-six in all. Hotel security found chips attached to seventeen. From there they’d moved on to check every mirror in the hotel.

      Vivienne Sagadraco was to have hosted a lunch in that dining room for the elf and goblin ambassadors and both colonial governors.

      That mirror had covered half of the dining room’s wall. I didn’t want to think about what could have come through. Kenji and I might have prevented a slaughter this morning.

      We were downstairs in security, looking at surveillance videos, tracking the elf’s movements from the time he’d entered that lobby elevator until he’d made his mirror-assisted exit.

      The camera in the private dining room had been mounted in the corner of the ceiling where the elf had been planting his microchip, so he’d been out of range. It did, however, capture me and Kenji in all our spazzy glory as he’d shot the elf with his scanner gun.

      Ian and Rake had finally stopped laughing. Even Gethen Nazar had joined in.

      Kenji and I had both frozen, gone wide-eyed, and dropped to the floor after the beep that was heard round the world. Like hitting the floor had hidden us from this guy.

      I had my arms crossed. “Yes, it was very funny. Can we get back to business?”

      The elf had only glamoured from the neck up, probably to minimize the chance of detection. He’d worn gloves to conceal his non-gray hands. As we’d watched him on the surveillance cameras, he’d made his way across the lobby to the elevators, into the elevator itself, and then exited onto the twelfth floor. All the while, his gloved right hand kept going to something clipped to his belt.

      Rake leaned in closer. “Argus, zoom in on that.” He didn’t need to specify; we’d all seen the elf fidgeting.

      “It’s like he’s checking to make sure something is still there,” I said.

      “Or covering it up whenever anyone gets close.” Rake indicated the stopped video of the maître d’ confronting the elf at the elevator. “When Niall met him at the elevator, the elf moved his hand to hide it.”

      Argus’s magnification showed a device about the size of my iPhone, but three times as thick.

      “Looks like a phone,” I said.

      “But it’s not,” said Kenji from the open doorway. “At least not a normal one.” He held up a nearly identical device. “This is my phone. It’s also my direct interface with the HQ mainframe, and a transmitter and receiver for our comms, among about half a dozen other devices.” He flashed a grin. “It’s also the world’s most responsive gaming controller.” He nodded toward the image on Argus’s screen. “Though mine doesn’t let me jump through mirrors. Do we know who he is yet?”

      I indicated where Gethen was seated at a desk with a laptop. “He’s getting some mug shots ready for me to look at.”

      One of the hotel security mages appeared in the doorway and held up what looked like a discarded hotel nametag in a zippy bag. There was what looked like some wet coffee grounds in the bag with it.

      Gethen glanced up and swore.

      I was in complete agreement.

      The hotel’s employee security system had tracked the tag to the hotel’s kitchens. It was merely the busiest place in the whole hotel right now. We were smack dab between breakfast and lunch.

      “Where did you find it?” Gethen asked his mage.

      “In the kitchen trash, sir.”

      And hence the zippy bag.

      Kenji’s scan had shown that the badge belonged to the hotel’s goblin maintenance manager, a job that had given our elf unquestioned access to nearly the entire hotel. Gethen had pulled the manager’s activity logs for the past month. He’d said that everything had looked normal. There’d been no absences at all, and he’d been responding to maintenance calls as usual. Rake had searched his office, but had found nothing out of the ordinary.

      “And since we can’t get out of the hotel, there’s no way to know if the real manager is dead or missing,” Ian was saying.

      “Whoever it is doesn’t want us to leave,” I said, “and wants to keep any help from getting in. At least the critters that keep popping up are contained to the hotel. That’s bad enough, but what if they decide to open a door, so to speak, and start releasing these beasties into the city.”

      I was suddenly the target of multiple dirty looks.

      I held up my hands. “Hey, I’m not asking for even more trouble, just raising a valid concern.”

      “I’m ready, Agent Fraser,” Gethen said.

      We had a sketch artist at SPI headquarters who drew from the images she could see while linked to your mind. No need to describe the perp; Cheryl just put her hands on either side of your head while you were remembering what you saw, and voilà. Instant mug shot.

      Anything I drew would look like a stick figure.

      Rake’s security people had a database of every elf who was under surveillance by goblin intelligence. Hopefully, this guy had warranted that kind of attention in the past.

      Gethen had pulled up the photos they had for me to look at.

      I pulled up a chair next to Gethen. I had a good memory and remembered my blink-of-an-eye view of the elf’s glamoured face. Maybe the device he carried had been responsible for the pixilation that had followed. My gut told me that I’d seen this guy before, but I had no idea where. I was racking my brain, but all I’d managed to come up with was that I’d seen his face. I didn’t think I’d ever met him in person.

      He’d been tall, slender, and blond. The lighting had been too dim to give me a good look at his eyes, though they were probably blue or green. Of course, that description applied to most of Earth’s elf population; but like I’d said, I remembered that face. He’d been as surprised to see us as we’d been to see him. He hadn’t expected to be caught.

      After ten minutes of scrolling, I hit pay dirt. “That’s him.”

      Gethen stopped scrolling, his eyes darting to Rake.

      Ian leaned in and studied the photo over my shoulder. “You’re sure?”

      “Yes, I’m sure. I’m also certain and positive.”

      In a creak of leather, Rake leaned back in the desk chair he’d taken for himself, his expression grim. “Phaeon Silvanus.”

      I knew I’d seen him somewhere. “Isidor’s brother.”

      “The very same.”

      I’d never seen Phaeon Silvanus in person, but I’d seen pictures of him when I’d done a search on Hart Pharmaceuticals during the Brimstone case. Phaeon was Isidor’s brother and the CEO of Hart.

      “What’s a pharmaceutical CEO doing disguised as your hotel maintenance manager?” I asked.

      “Pharmaceuticals is but one of Phaeon’s corporate interests,” Rake said. “His skills are negligible as a mage, but he is a brilliant scientist—and inventor.”

      “And now a so-so mage can jump through what you call a ‘dead mirror.’ You think he’s trying out a new toy on us?”

      “I’d call it a weapon. And yes, Phaeon is known for being hands-on with new developments.”

      “If Phaeon and his R and D people are behind this,” Kenji said, “you can bet the science is mad and the magic dark. I’ve met his senior researcher. Nothing is off the table in their lab.”

      “Can you tell us anything about that chip?” Ian asked.

      “Impressive work. I’ve never seen anything like it. Other than that, without access to my lab at HQ . . .”

      “Understood.”

      “How many other industries do the Silvanus brothers dabble in?” I asked.

      “They don’t dabble; they do,” Rake said. “Anything that a Hart company develops either pays off in terms of profits, or gives a strategic advantage over their enemies.”

      “Of which you are one.”

      Isidor Silvanus hated Rake’s guts, and as a result, so did baby brother Phaeon. Granted, Rake had given Isidor plenty of reasons to want him dead in the most painful ways possible. Most recently, Rake had foiled Isidor’s attempt to open a direct path between Hell and Earth, and in so doing, had put Isidor on Lucifer’s most-wanted list. Now the dark elf mage had taken his personal vendetta several large steps too far.

      “They consider all goblins to be their enemies, as well as most of their own people—on this world and their own.”

      “Any idea what the fine folks at Hart are working on now?” I asked.

      “The same thing they’re always working on—their holy grail. Technology-activated magic. Researchers and mages, both elven and goblin, have worked for years to successfully combine the two. The goblins have come close, and have had limited success, but nothing remotely approaching what we’re experiencing.”

      “A melding of magic and technology,” Kenji said. “It’s brilliant.”

      That earned the elf tech some nasty looks.

      He raised his hands. “Just because the bad guys came up with it doesn’t make it any less brilliant. It just sucks that it was them and not us.”

      Phaeon Silvanus had turned a mirror into a doorway from monsterland with a microchip.

      And we were the lab rats trapped in a cage.

      “Screw seven years of bad luck,” I said. “We need to break some mirrors.”

      Ian’s eyes were on Rake. “Why mirrors?”

      “I believe Phaeon’s intended use for this technology goes beyond our world. We are but a convenient testing ground.”

      My partner’s eyes narrowed. “You didn’t answer my question.”

      “I know. But I will. The elf and goblin ambassadors need to know what Phaeon has done. Vivienne should hear this as well. Could you arrange for them to meet us within the half hour in my penthouse? We cannot be spied on there.” Rake turned to his security chief, his dark eyes glittering with barely contained rage. “Gethen, take Fyren Balmorlan and his staff into custody. Now.”
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      And I thought my suggestion of breaking every mirror in the hotel wasn’t going to go over well. It paled in comparison to Rake’s news—or shall I say, confession.

      Rake kept it to himself until we’d gathered in his penthouse. He told us the wards were built into the structure of the building itself. For some reason, it was working while other magic was on the fritz. We could speak freely there. Even Ian didn’t push him. We’d suspected all along that Rake knew more about what was happening than he was telling us.

      With Phaeon Silvanus identified as the mastermind behind the attacks, our suspicions that Rake hadn’t been completely honest with us had been confirmed.

      By Rake himself.

      For starters, elven colonial governor Fyren Balmorlan was Phaeon Silvanus’s father-in-law. Yes, brothers Isidor and Phaeon hated Rake, but revenge might have been a secondary benefit, not their primary motivation. According to Rake, preserving their families’ power on our world and theirs trumped getting revenge on him.

      “Am I to understand that we have not one, but two coups in progress?” Vivienne Sagadraco asked mildly. She appeared neither surprised nor even particularly concerned, and was regarding the two goblins and one elf standing before her as if they were a trio of naughty schoolboys.

      “A coup implies an illegal and violent takeover of a legitimate government,” Mago Benares said. “My actions are legal, and I would have used violence only as a last resort.”

      Yes, he was going by his real name now. Apparently, everyone’s cards were going on the table.

      “Fyren Balmorlan was appointed governor by our queen many years ago,” Mago continued. “In light of recent criminal events both here and on our home world, that appointment has been rescinded. I carry a sealed royal warrant for his arrest on the charge of high treason, to be executed at the time of my choosing.” The elven ambassador bowed. “I beg your forgiveness, Lady Sagadraco, for my lack of forthrightness. Had Fyren Balmorlan suspected the real reason I came here, he would have fled. With the potential of an invasion of our home world, it’s imperative that our people have a safe haven, should it become necessary. The invaders have recruited allies from among our own people—most notably members of the Balmorlan and Silvanus families, including Fyren Balmorlan.”

      I frowned. “The guy in charge of protecting any war refugees is in cahoots with the people they need protecting from?”

      Mago nodded once. “Exactly. My mission is to secure the arrest of Balmorlan and five of his coconspirators on your world. Secrecy, and unfortunately deception, were necessary.”

      “Where are these coconspirators?” Ms. Sagadraco asked.

      The elf’s expression darkened. “Roaming free in this city, while I am trapped here. Lord Danescu assisted me in securing agents to take them into custody, but we now have no way of contacting them to coordinate their efforts.”

      The boss raised a brow. “An elf seeking the aid of a goblin rather than of other elves?”

      “Intelligence is scant on how far Fyren and his henchmen’s influence extends. I knew Lord Danescu was not friendly with either the elf or goblin governors, and the director of goblin intelligence told me that he could be trusted.”

      “That was nice of Imala,” Rake said dryly.

      Mago flashed a grin. “She saved me a lot of time.”

      The boss wasn’t letting any of them off the hook yet. “Were your guards truly delayed in arriving, or did you come to the summit without staff to lure Governor Balmorlan into the hotel?”

      Mago Benares’s lips twitched and his eyes all but twinkled. “I should have known better than to try to deceive you.”

      “Yes, you should have—and now you do.” Ms. Sagadraco turned her attention to the goblin ambassador, shaking her head like a mom who’d caught her kid with his hand in the cookie jar. “Dakarai, you were present at the first summit, and you have known me for even longer. I would ask if you are ashamed of yourself, but why would I, when I know the answer. I assume your king is playing a similar game?”

      Dakarai Enric’s impish smile made him look decades younger. “Yes, honored lady. If I had arrived with guards in tow, Gremien Pivaine never would have set foot in this hotel.” His smile vanished. “I had agents staged and ready to step through the hotel’s portal when I was ready to arrest him. We have proof of his treason and collusion with the Khrynsani as well as with the same offworld invaders the Balmorlan and Silvanus families are helping. In addition, we have proof of his guilt of crimes against our people here that are too numerous to even begin to list.”

      “Sounds like the elf and goblin colonial governments are a wretched hive of scum and villainy,” I said.

      Dakarai smiled. “A perfect description, Lady Makenna.”

      “Thank you. But it’s not mine; someone else said it first.”

      Ms. Sagadraco turned her attention to Rake. “And you believe the goblin lieutenant governor to be responsible for the murder of your portal mage and destruction of the hotel portal?”

      “Yes, I do.”

      “And now the lieutenant governor is dead, presumably at the hand of Phaeon Silvanus.”

      “Killed with a knife from the hotel kitchen. I believe that Phaeon entered and left the scene through the mirror in the lieutenant governor’s bedroom.”

      That got the goblin and elf ambassadors’ attention.

      “A mirror?” Dakarai Enric asked. “I knew you did not invite us here merely to confess our subterfuge to Lady Sagadraco.”

      Rake proceeded to tell them everything we knew. It wasn’t everything we needed to know by any means, but it stunned Mago Benares and Dakarai Enric.

      Apparently mirrors on their world were scary as all get-out.

      “You’ve confirmed this?” Mago asked.

      Rake nodded. “On our way here, I sent a guard with Kenji to check the mirror for a microchip. He found it on the mirror’s lower right corner, all but concealed by the carpet. The chip was identical to the one we found in The Dunmor’s private dining room and the sites of the other manifestations.”

      Fear gave way to confusion. Dakarai Enric spoke first. “Rake, my boy, I’m afraid you’ll need to tell us more about this ‘microchip.’”

      Rake gave a little wince. “Sorry, sir. I’ve lived here so long, I forget that many of my friends have not.” He proceeded to explain what a microchip was.

      “It sounds like some of our magic,” Mago noted. “Though the people of our world consider traveling by mirror or portal to be normal.”

      “And we consider that magic,” I said.

      “In many ways, the magic of the Seven Kingdoms is vastly superior to our technology,” Ms. Sagadraco said. “They have healers who can repair virtually any injury through touch and an infusion of their will.”

      “With touch alone, a master healer brought my cousin back from the dead after he’d taken a crossbow bolt through the heart,” Rake said.

      I blinked. “Wow. That’s impressive.”

      “The Silvanus family is known for producing powerful mirror mages,” Mago said. “And now a member of the family here has discovered a way for anyone to be able to work mirror magic with any mirror, using these microchips.”

      “This is dire news,” Dakarai said. “For our world and yours.”

      Ian nodded in agreement. “There are terrorist organizations and governments who would pay whatever Hart Defense Systems asked to get their hands on this technology.”

      “Do you think the colonial governors found out you guys were here to derail their gravy train?” I asked.

      Mago raised a brow. “Gravy—”

      “A saying on this world,” Rake explained.

      “If you mean uncovered our intent to remove them from office . . .”

      “I do.”

      “Then yes, I find the timing of using this ‘technology’ against us highly suspicious.”

      “Can this technology be used on our world?” Dakarai asked.

      “Unknown,” Rake replied. “We don’t know what Phaeon’s using as a power source. But I would think since he’s testing it on us now, and likely intends to use it in the Seven Kingdoms, that he’s already overcome that obstacle.”

      “Say they are able to use this on your world,” I said. “What would the Silvanus family be able to accomplish with it?”

      “It would take their use of mirror magic to dangerous levels,” Mago said. “Mirrors would become weaponized. Normal mirrors would become a way in and an escape route for assassins, strike forces, even a small army, if the mirror could be easily defended. They could kill and kidnap, take fortresses from the inside.” The elf paused uneasily. “We know their ultimate goal is to overthrow the elven government and install themselves and their allies in all the positions of power.” He glanced at Dakarai. “Once they’ve accomplished that, they have made no secret of their desire to wipe out the goblin race.”

      Silence.

      Vivienne Sagadraco stood from where she’d been seated in one of Rake’s throne-like chairs. The three men before her had the good sense to find the carpet at their feet simply fascinating. “The delegates of this summit are in danger due to the actions of the elf and goblin colonial governors, their families, and their henchmen. We are being used to test a weapon that could bring suffering and death to millions on our world and yours, lord ambassadors.” Her blue eyes regarded Rake. “Can we assume that Isidor Silvanus is in some way responsible for the pocket dimension in which we find ourselves trapped?”

      Rake nodded. “He is the most powerful portal mage I have encountered, ma’am. With Phaeon responsible for the manifestations, I think it’s safe to say that Isidor is involved as well.”

      “What action are you taking to prevent Phaeon Silvanus from using the hotel’s mirrors again?”

      “With Phaeon’s device, any mirror has the potential to be an entry point for an attack. Merely covering them won’t work, and I’m not sure shattering them would either, as satisfying as that would be. I had parts of the hotel repainted two weeks ago. I’ve asked my hotel manager to determine how much paint we have left. Once we check a mirror for a microchip, it’ll be painted to render them magically inoperable.”

      “An excellent idea,” Ms. Sagadraco said. “I’d like to take that a step further and involve the delegates. They are the leaders of their respective peoples. They are used to problem-solving. Their fear and anger stem directly from being trapped and unable to take constructive action to free themselves. I propose that we share what we know with them, and recruit them to not only paint the mirrors in their rooms—which will secure this hotel more quickly—but also to help find a way to free us from the pocket dimension. Many are learned in the ways of magic and science. We should take advantage of that knowledge.” Her blue eyes glittered dangerously, and I had to fight the urge to take a step back even though I knew her anger wasn’t directed at me.

      “I want to propose an additional task for the delegates,” she said quietly.

      Rake stood perfectly still. “By all means.”

      “Find Phaeon Silvanus. He left through a mirror in The Dunmor, but he could have returned or simply traveled to another part of the hotel. Paint the mirrors quickly, Lord Danescu. I want him trapped here with us. I want him found. And when he is found . . .” Her voice deepened into a draconic rumble. “I want him brought to me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Vivienne Sagadraco was a dragon, and dragons were predators, and she’d decided that it was time to turn the tables on Phaeon Silvanus and turn the hunter into the hunted.

      Rake and Ms. Sagadraco summoned the delegates to the ballroom, told them everything we knew, and answered any questions to the best of their ability. There was the expected grumbling afterward from some delegates; but for the most part everyone was relieved to know what was happening, who was behind it, and how to take an active part in protecting themselves.

      Genvieve, Rake’s ever-efficient and knowledgeable hotel manager, had determined with a few taps on her tablet that there was plenty of paint left over to cover every mirror in the hotel. Within the hour, every delegate of the Centennial Supernatural Summit was given a cup of paint, told to use a washcloth from their bathrooms as a brush, and express their artistic creativity on the mirrors in their rooms.

      Hotel employees took care of the public areas of the building, with SPI agents and commandos doing a room-to-room inspection of the entire Regor Regency from top to bottom to ensure that every mirror, even the smallest, had been rendered inoperative.

      The photo of Phaeon Silvanus in Rake’s database was distributed to the delegates and printouts were posted around the hotel like good old-fashioned wanted posters. Sure, Phaeon could be glamoured as someone else, but this enabled the delegates to put a face to their imprisonment.

      Fyren Balmorlan and his staff had been placed under suite arrest. Their mirrors weren’t painted. Rake, Mago, and Gethen personally removed them all—after Mago had served the now ex-governor with the elf queen’s warrant for his immediate arrest. The goblin governor and his staff were still under “protective custody” in the wake of the lieutenant governor’s murder—by an elf. Under no circumstances did we want to let these two groups anywhere near each other for the duration of our own imprisonment.

      Morale was high and the atmosphere in the Regor Regency was approaching party levels—until the next manifestation less than an hour after the hotel had been declared mirror- and monster-free.
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      The Regor Regency’s pool was less for swimming, and more for believing you’d been transported to a South Pacific island. It featured powdery white sand and palm trees, and a ceiling painted and lit like a tropical afternoon sky. Heck, there was even a warm breeze.

      The problem with this little slice of paradise was that it now came with its very own sea monster.

      “Well, that answers the question of whether Phaeon Silvanus is still in the hotel,” I said to Ian.

      What it didn’t answer was how the thing had gotten here.

      The Atlantean delegation had been hosting a pool party for the other water-loving delegates to celebrate our newfound almost-freedom when what we were calling a centi-serpent had appeared in the middle of the pool. It was a cross between a giant python and a centipede. As if a big snake coming out of the hotel swimming pool wasn’t bad enough, this one had a gazillion legs and could chase you.

      There were no mirrors anywhere around the pool area. Astute decorating decision on Rake’s part. I mean, how many people, honestly, wanted to see themselves in a bathing suit? There were nearly two dozen witnesses to the manifestation. After chasing the Atlantean ambassador around the pool to the accompanying screams of the other delegates, the centi-serpent had dived back into the pool and vanished as suddenly as it’d appeared.

      So much for mirrors being the end-all solution to our monster problem.

      The Atlanteans had felt responsible for the safety of their party guests, and had offered to search the pool for one of the mysterious microchips. They had enormous eyes that could detect virtually anything underwater, so if there was a chip to be found, they’d be the ones to find it.

      I didn’t feel bad about leaving the scene. Ian had assigned two of our commandos to guard the Atlanteans. And so far, with the exception of the grimtogs, no monsters had put in a repeat appearance after their initial rampages.

      We were leaving the pool area when one of the fey delegation came flying toward us. The boss had enlisted them as messengers. Yes, the hotel phone system was up and running, but we were going from one incident to another, so good luck finding us that way. As a combination of bloodhounds and carrier pigeons, the fey had been worth quadruple their weight in gold.

      They were less than a foot tall with hummingbird-type wings and a hummingbird’s voracious appetite for all things sweet. Living in the vicinity of people had given them an addiction to caffeine as well. These little guys would do anything for a Mountain Dew. Kenji had been sharing his stash with them.

      The fey held out a Tootsie-Roll-sized cylinder of paper to Ian.

      My partner unrolled it and read the message. “Best news all day,” he said. “Roy’s awake.”

      [image: ]

      We had checked the mirrors in Roy’s room for a microchip, but there wasn’t one. The room had been sealed as a crime scene since the attack, but we now knew that Phaeon Silvanus didn’t need a door to go anywhere in the hotel he wanted to. He could’ve easily have reached back through the mirror, plucked off the microchip, and no one would’ve been the wiser. I couldn’t think of a reason why he would’ve done that. At that time, he hadn’t been in danger of being found out. Unless he had a limited number of those microchips, and was conserving his resources.

      But none of that changed the fact that Phaeon Silvanus had deliberately targeted one of our commando team commanders.

      Roy Benoit was our best chance of having an experienced eyewitness to the actual arrival of a monster. He wouldn’t have been freaked out by a scorpion climbing through a mirror. Roy shrugged off any monster-themed funkiness the universe threw at him. Then he killed it.

      Roy was sitting up in the narrow hospital-type bed. He’d always been an outdoor guy, and had a permanent tan to show for it.

      Now, he nearly blended in with the bedsheets.

      But Roy’s eyes told me he was going to be just fine. They were the eyes of a raptor. A really pissed-off raptor.

      “I’ve been briefed on the situation,” he said. He swallowed painfully and reached for the water by his bed. He took a long drink, his hands shaking slightly. “Damned respirator,” he managed. “Scratched the hell out of my throat.”

      That right there told me how close we’d come to losing him. He hadn’t been able to breathe on his own. If Rake hadn’t had his hotel infirmary outfitted like a hospital ER, Roy probably would’ve died. I took the cup from Roy’s unsteady hands when he’d finished, and vowed to myself that Phaeon Silvanus and anyone who’d helped him do this would pay dearly.

      A glance at Ian told me there’d be a line.

      I perched on the edge of the bed, and Ian pulled over a wheeled stool.

      “You need to rest,” Ian told him. “So, I’ll get to the point. Where did the scorpion come from?”

      Roy shook his head. “I didn’t see where it came from. I was out like a light when my head hit the pillow. I woke up to something scrabbling around on the floor.” He gestured to me for the water and I quickly complied. He swallowed and winced. “Thanks, Mac,” he rasped. “I felt it tug on the bottom of the bedspread, like a cat would do. That got me on my feet. I thought it might be one of those grimtog things.”

      I didn’t wait for him to ask for water again. I put the straw back in front of his mouth.

      He drank and gave me a thankful nod.

      “I got my gun and moved around the bed. There wasn’t anything there—because the damned thing had run underneath and gotten behind me. That’s when I heard the claws clicking. I spun around, and it was growing. It was between me and the door. I tried shooting its eyes out, but it was fast enough to dodge bullets. And when I did hit it, they bounced right off.” He stopped and drank again. “That’s when it stung me. I don’t remember much of anything after that. Sorry, I’m not of any help.”

      “That’s not your fault,” I told him. “Your attack was different from any of the others where there were witnesses. That scorpion wasn’t full-sized when it came through. That might mean something.” I was grasping at straws here, and Roy knew it.

      So did I, but right now, it was all we had.
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      The infirmary was close to hotel security—a proximity I was now grateful for.

      Kenji waylaid us in the hallway. “What did Roy have to say?”

      We told him.

      The elf tech nodded slowly and solemnly as we relayed what little information Roy had been able to offer. It was Kenji’s version of processing and storing data away for later, like a squirrel gathering nuts.

      He waved us into his inner sanctum. “I’ve been working on something. Come see.”

      We were met with a six-foot-tall hologram of the Regor Regency’s interior, rotating slowly in the middle of Kenji’s office.

      “I made it from the blueprints Rake used in the renovation,” Kenji said. “The glowing red dots mark the location of each manifestation where a microchip was found attached to a mirror. The yellow dots are manifestations where no chip was found, but there was a mirror in the vicinity. The green ones are where there was no mirror and a chip hasn’t been found.”

      There were quite a few yellow and green dots.

      The total number of dots was overwhelming.

      I felt like kicking something, preferably Phaeon Silvanus. Mirrors had only been part of the solution. We still had plenty of problems left with no answers, and the proof was spinning in front of me.

      I walked slowly around the model. “Just how many incidents have we had?”

      “Forty-two,” Kenji said. “That is at the last time I updated this, which was an hour ago.”

      “There’ve been two more since then,” Ian said absently, eyes darting over the slowly rotating model.

      Kenji sighed. “Red, yellow, or green?”

      “One red, one green. The green one was a snake coming out of the swimming pool. The Atlanteans are looking for a chip in the water now.”

      I blinked. “Just a snake? It was a gargantuan snake with a gazillion legs.”

      Kenji made a face and shuddered.

      “Yeah,” I agreed. “That kind of snake. Nightmare fodder.”

      “There were no injuries,” Ian said, giving me a side-eye look.

      “Did anyone kill it?” Kenji asked him.

      “No. It chased the ambassador, jumped back in the pool, and vanished.”

      Kenji went a little pale. “Chased?”

      “Yeah.” I dangled my fingers downward and wiggled them like tiny legs.

      The elf shuddered again.

      “Do you have a list you can print of each attack with location, mirror/no mirror, chip/no chip, monster type, et cetera?” I asked him.

      Kenji didn’t even dignify that with an answer. A mouse click and a few seconds later, the printer in the end of his humble command center started up.

      I snagged the pages and rolled a chair over to a corner to do my own analysis. Paper was low-tech, but I liked it. I was better with words and pictures than a spinning hologram. Besides, the spinning was making me dizzy.

      Kenji’s printouts included glossy magazine-quality photos of the places where the star of each event had first been seen.

      The MO was the same in all the attacks: The monsters appeared, scared the bejesus out of someone, occasionally tried to eat and/or kill them, then for the most part, they vanished when they were fought off, not to be seen again. Except the grimtogs. They’d been upgraded to an infestation.

      The locations were as varied as the manifesting monsters: ballroom, pub, guest rooms, kitchen appliances, swimming pools, marble floors, the café bar, and so on and so forth.

      Some with mirrors, others unknown.

      I spread the photos out on a small table and stared at them.

      I caught myself nodding off. I squeezed my eyes shut, then blinked a couple of times.

      When was the last time I’d slept? It was at the same time Roy had been napping. Though after what happened to Roy, if I got another chance to sleep, I wanted somebody watching me while I did it.

      I went back to the photo Kenji had taken of Roy’s room and gave it a closer look.

      Kenji and his camera were reflected in the TV screen.

      No. It couldn’t be that easy.

      I flipped back through the photos, pulling the ones that didn’t have a mirror nearby or at all.

      The photo of the manifestation in the hotel kitchen showed a freezer’s polished steel door. The photo of the café showed a high-gloss surface on the bar. The hallway leading to the hotel shop had framed art—with protective glass covering it. The floor outside the hotel shops was black marble. The sports bar had big-screen TVs all over the place.

      The surfaces that weren’t shiny were still reflective.

      “Uh, guys? I think I’ve got something.” I winced. “And it’s not good news.”

      For our world or the Seven Kingdoms.
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      A thorough re-search by hotel security and our agents to each of the “green dot” locations on Kenji’s hologram resulted in the discovery of microchips on non-mirror reflective surfaces—including a tiny chip in the corner of Roy’s TV screen.

      Bingo.

      While that answered a big question, it opened up a whole new can of worms—or in our case, leggy pool snakes.

      There were reflective surfaces in every area and room of the hotel. The delegates were told about the possibility of chips on their TVs, so that was taken care of. As to the other surfaces, if we had some kind of chip detector, we could conceivably clean the hotel. But we didn’t, so we couldn’t.

      We’d already recovered enough chips for Kenji to study in his lab when we got out of here—and we would get out of here—so it didn’t matter if the remaining chips stayed in one piece. The boss sent our staffers on a microchip-of-evil Easter egg hunt. They had found some, but it couldn’t be all of them. That was an impossible task. When the sun hit them right, even the hotel’s windows were reflective.

      “Then where’s he getting the power to do it?” I asked anyone who might know. We’d gathered in Rake’s penthouse. It’d been searched and deemed to be a chip-free environment. In addition, Rake’s wards were intact and doing their job of making sure that what happened in the penthouse stayed in the penthouse.

      Kenji had theorized that Phaeon was using the device on his belt as a transmitter between the microchips and his primary power source to open a way between the hotel and wherever those monsters were coming from. And since the hotel was sealed in its own pocket dimension, the power source would need to be here in the hotel.

      We needed to find that power source and shut it down.

      “How much power does it take to open a doorway?” I continued. “I’m not talking about magic. If Phaeon’s using technology to do it, how much juice would he need? I mean, could he just plug this thing in somewhere?”

      “Absolutely not,” Kitty said. “We’re talking power grid levels.”

      Rake jumped in. “If the power source was magical in nature, I would hear it. Magic is part of the mage who works it. Their will and life force is what drives it. Phaeon doesn’t have what it takes.”

      Kitty nodded. “And to open forty-two—”

      “Forty-four,” Ian piped in.

      “—doorways in forty-eight hours would be impossible,” Kitty finished. “One portal, two tops would be the max I could do in that time. I would think the power expenditure would be similar for both.”

      “What about the ley lines?” I asked. “Could they—”

      Rake shook his head. “I can hear the ley lines. Constantly. I almost wish I couldn’t. If power was being drawn from them to open these doorways, they would . . . How do I explain this? Like an engine idling versus being revved. You can hear the difference.”

      “These doorways are more of a living thing than a magical construct,” Kitty said. “Basically, what’s being done here is an artificially generated portal.”

      A very slow smile crept over Kenji’s lips. “How about a machine powered by the normal idling of ley lines? The ley lines power the machine, the machine opens the doorways, the monsters come through. A combination of magic and technology undetectable by either one. Like a kind of magetech generator. Phaeon could’ve calibrated it to run on normal ley line power.”

      “Would the power running through a ley line be enough to open these doorways?” Ian asked.

      Rake nodded. “Easily.”

      “Are there ley lines on your home world?” I asked quietly.

      “There are.”

      “I think we have our winner. He’s powering his generator with ley lines. Could a magetech generator also explain the disruption to everyone’s magic?”

      Rake sat perfectly still. “It could,” he conceded. “I don’t know how such a generator would work, or what it would sound like.” I could almost see his mind working through the possibilities. “Between the ley lines, the noise coming from the building itself, and the mage-level talents among the delegates and SPI’s agents with each emitting their own magical signature . . . If anything else had been added to the mix, I’d disregard it as merely more of the same, mere background noise.”

      “Is anything in the hotel being powered by the ley lines?” Ian asked.

      “No,” Rake said. “They’re earth magic, forces of nature. They’re too wild and unpredictable to power anything in a building. A mild surge from a ley line would blow out every circuit in the hotel. I’ve worked too hard restoring this place to burn it to the ground. The foundations at the four corners of the hotel are sunk into the bedrock directly above the ley lines. The steel inside runs from the bedrock up the corners of the hotel to the roof.”

      Kitty nodded. “That explains why the entire building hums with ley line power. That level of power is exactly what would be needed here.”

      “So this generator could be anywhere in the hotel?” I asked.

      “Unfortunately, yes.”

      “Add one seriously kick-ass surge protector,” Kenji added, “and there you go. A magetech generator powered by ley lines.”

      “Mages know how to tamp down their power, right?” I asked.

      “Yes.”

      “And you know what the building sounds like, and the ley lines. Is it possible that if we shut down everything, whatever was left could be Phaeon’s generator?”

      Kenji jumped in. “And since we’re completely cut off from the outside world, there wouldn’t be any noise from neighboring buildings or traffic.”

      “It’s possible,” Rake admitted. “I’m willing to try it. If we have the delegates gather in the ballroom and lobby, that would allow us to disregard any magical noise coming from there.”

      Kenji suddenly looked uncertain.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Sneaking around in the dark listening for this thing brings up an important question. Since these chips are attached to reflective surfaces, if it’s dark, they can’t reflect. Do they still work?”

      Good danged question.

      “Almost half of the manifestations happened in low lighting or no lighting,” Rake said. “That tells me that Phaeon’s chips enable reflective surfaces to function more like a portal than a travel mirror.” His lips twitched at the corners. “As to listening for Phaeon’s generator, we conveniently have a representative right here of the supernatural race with the most sensitive hearing.”

      We all turned and looked at Kitty’s bodyguard, boyfriend, and werewolf, Yasha Kazakov.
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      Yasha was only too glad to help hunt down Phaeon Silvanus.

      The SPI Scandinavia team also had a werewolf—Lotte Ulfstrom. She and Yasha had worked together on the grendel mission. Tonight, they’d be dividing the hotel between them and searching it from top to bottom.

      Rake had battery-powered candles to light the lobby and ballroom areas where the delegates would be gathered, so they wouldn’t be in the pitch dark. Plus, they would be guarded by the majority of the hotel’s security personnel and SPI’s commandos.

      The elf and goblin delegations would be moved to holding cells in hotel security. Leave it to Rake to have a mage and mortal escape-proof hotel jail. Despicable individuals though they were, they were still under Rake’s protection until they were no longer under his roof.

      Vivienne Sagadraco had stationed herself in the lobby in case anything truly nasty put in an appearance. She informed Ian that she would go dragon before she allowed one delegate to be harmed. Should that course of action become necessary, she had promised Rake she would do her best not to destroy the hotel in the process. Rake said he appreciated her consideration.

      Yasha and Lotte would not be hunting alone. They could only listen for the magetech generator.

      Seers could look for any cloak or ward that would likely be concealing it. That meant me and the Scandinavian team’s seer, Erik Johansen. As to deactivating the generator when we found it, Kitty was a portal mage, and Kenji was a wizard of all things tech. Between the two of them, they had the magic and science angles covered. The last members of the two teams would be battlemages to protect all of us from any defenses Phaeon Silvanus had put in place to protect his monster generator. That meant Rake and Gethen. Their magic wasn’t at full power or dependability, but it was much better than nothing at all.

      Ian was neither werewolf, seer, nor battlemage, but he’d said there was no way in hell I was going off into the dark to search the hotel without him. Rolf Haagen had volunteered to guard the second team. Both Ian and Rolf were carrying their demigod ancestors’ weapons.

      We were as prepared as we could be.

      Five people per team. Two teams. Yasha, me, Kitty, Rake, and Ian would take the bottom six floors and the basement. Lotte, Erik, Kenji, Gethen, and Rolf would take the top seven floors.

      Sundown would be in another hour. The manifestations had been more numerous at night. We were determined that before the sun came up tomorrow, this would be over.

      Now came the uncomfortable part—at least for Yasha and Lotte.

      We needed for them to go full werewolf.

      When it came to werewolves, folklore had it both right and wrong. Werewolves changed on the full moon whether they wanted to or not. But while that made them cranky, they weren’t rampaging, flesh-rending monsters. Cranky was understandable, considering the excruciating pain werewolves endured while changing forms. We’re talking bones and muscles here. Breaking, tearing, growing. Painful stuff.

      Yasha’s eyes were focused on the far wall of his and Ian’s room, his breathing smooth and even. Just because he could go wolf whenever he needed to didn’t mean it was easy—or painless. Sure, he’d told me he’d learned to block a lot of it out over the years, but that didn’t make it any simpler or pleasant.

      A little advanced preparation went a long way toward at least making the transition bearable.

      Ian came over. “You ready, buddy?”

      Yasha nodded once, never taking his eyes from the far wall, preparing himself mentally for what he was about to do.

      “Then we’ll leave you to it.”

      Ian and I went through the door that separated our rooms, leaving Yasha and Kitty alone together. We closed the door to give them a little privacy. Less than a minute later, Kitty came in, quietly closed the door and, with a tired sigh, leaned against the frame.

      We waited.

      The delegates were still making their way down to the ballroom. In deference to their sensibilities, Yasha wouldn’t cut loose with his trademark spine-chilling howl when his transformation was complete. Lotte, in her room on the floor above ours, had agreed to do the same. Our team would work our way down, Lotte’s team would work their way up. Since most of the manifestations had taken place on the hotel’s guest floors, that was where we’d start our search. Just when I was starting to wonder if Yasha was having a problem, there was a scratching on the other side of the door.

      Oops. We’d forgotten that Werewolf Yasha had trouble with doorknobs. Four-inch-long claws would do that.

      Kitty hurried to open the door.

      Yasha hunched in the doorway, too tall and broad to stand normally.

      There was a polite knock at the door to their room. Yasha stepped aside so Ian could get through to answer it. My partner took a look through the peephole. “Here’s the room service Rake promised.”

      Ian opened the door to a goblin waiter pushing a cart laden with a huge tray topped with one of those fancy, domed silver covers. He put the tray on the table by the window and removed the cover with a flourish. “Compliments of Lord Danescu, sir,” he said to Yasha.

      Yasha took one look and grinned a wolfy grin, his stomach rumbling in anticipation.

      My stomach threatened to turn.

      There on a silver platter were at least a dozen huge, thick steaks.

      Raw and bloody.

      Rake was a good host and a wise man. Lotte was probably getting an identical delivery. If you were going to turn a pair of werewolves loose in a packed hotel, you made sure they were properly fed first.

      The waiter was smart, too. He didn’t even think about waiting for a tip. He and his now empty cart made a beeline for the door.

      Kitty reached out and stroked Yasha’s arm. With a low rumble, Yasha’s huge muzzle swung down to where Kitty barely came up past his waist. When his face was within reach, Kitty stood on tiptoe and planted a kiss right on his nose. Then the three of us went into my and Kitty’s room so Yasha could eat any way he wanted to—and we wouldn’t be nauseated while he did it.

      Rake arrived ten minutes later, armed and armored for whatever might jump out of the dark at us and holding what looked like a walkie-talkie.

      Kenji nodded in approval. “Low-tech’s better than no tech. I take it Gethen has the other one?”

      Rake smiled and clipped it to his belt, adjusting the accompanying headset. “That he does. It’s suitably primitive enough to work around Phaeon’s distortion, and while it’s not the best solution, at least we’ll be able to talk to each other. It’s a set of four. Argus has the third one. He’ll be tracking us on the surveillance cameras. The fourth is with my people in the electrical and HVAC control room. When we’re ready, I’ll have them shut everything down.”

      We were in the hallway outside of our rooms. The door to Yasha and Ian’s room was now open, but Yasha hadn’t come out yet. Ian was helping him tidy up after what had been quite the feeding frenzy.

      Yasha emerged less than a minute later, having to turn sideways and duck his head to get through the door. His eyes were a warm gold instead of the hangry yellow they’d been before the arrival of his pre-mission snack.

      Yasha nodded his maned head and rumbled what I interpreted to be a thank-you to Rake.

      “You are most welcome,” the goblin replied solemnly.

      The walkie-talkie on his belt beeped softly. Rake listened through his headset. “Gethen’s ready when we are. Are we?”

      There were nods all around.

      Rake keyed his mic. “Garr, take us dark.”
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      It would never cease to amaze me how utterly silent it was when the power was out.

      Silent turned to spooky when you combined the complete darkness of a hotel corridor with the near certainty of being attacked by a living nightmare—or at the very least, having a grimtog latch on to your ankle. We’d all rubbed some three-alarm pepper the chef had sent up onto our combat boots, hoping that’d at least give the little bastards second thoughts. Except Yasha. If grimtogs wanted to try to take a bite out of a hunting werewolf, it was their funeral, and Yasha wouldn’t turn down another snack.

      Suddenly, it wasn’t so quiet anymore. Then I realized I was hearing the blood pounding in my ears. I tried taking a deep breath to calm myself. It kinda sorta worked, but not really.

      The distortion from my night-vision goggles wasn’t helping my nerves. Goblins and werewolves could see in the dark. Human and elf eyes were pretty much worthless. We’d determined long ago that my seer vision worked just fine with night-vision goggles. I could tell I’d hit pay dirt when I saw an object or person covered with what looked like heat waves rising off hot pavement.

      Even if Yasha and Lotte could hear the magetech generator, chances were near a hundred percent that it would be magically shielded, warded, or both. A shield would keep it from being seen. A ward would encourage anyone who got too close to go away. Such a spell commonly used fear or unease to impel a person to take their attention elsewhere. That type of spell was a bit heavy-handed, but it was easier to detect. You simply walked around until you got scared for no good reason. If a mage was determined to keep anyone from taking their stuff, wards or shields could be loaded to go off with deadly results if their protective boundaries were violated.

      Our goal, objective, and solemn intent was to violate the heck out of those boundaries and destroy what Phaeon Silvanus had hidden inside.

      Rake had several ideas about how to rid ourselves of the magetech generator, and while all of them sounded intensely satisfying, until we found it, there was no way we could know the safest course of action, i.e., how not to destroy ourselves, the hotel, and Lower Manhattan in the process.

      Yasha went a little way down the hall while we hung back. After all, we were only mortal, and breathing was necessary. When you were listening for a device its inventor didn’t want you to hear, let alone find, you needed all the quiet you could get.

      The Russian werewolf cocked his head this way and that, listening and sorting through what he was hearing. I couldn’t hear a thing except the high-pitched hum of my own nerves. Yasha wasn’t constrained by that. Maybe.

      After a couple of minutes, Yasha extended his paw, and with one razor-sharp claw, pointed straight down.

      We regrouped and headed for the stairs.

      On the next floor down, Yasha again went to the middle of the empty hallway, paused to listen, and again pointed down.

      Gethen had contacted Rake and told him that Lotte was indicating that their team needed to go down as well, not up. Rake agreed, and told his security chief that to cover the floors faster, we would skip the next floor down, leaving that for his team.

      Yasha padded down the hallway on the third floor, faster this time.

      Then suddenly he stopped, hackles up, a low growl rising from deep in his chest.

      That was all the warning we got.

      Doors were flung open and creatures with claws, tentacles, and fangs burst from at least six rooms—in front, behind, and on either side of us—cutting us off from any escape.

      When the bad guys threw everything but the kitchen sink at you, that meant you were getting close, and they were getting worried. While that was good, this was bad.

      If we were attacked, the plan was for me and Kitty to get in the middle and for Rake, Ian, and Yasha to form up around us. I hated that it was necessary, and while I’d worked constantly to become a better fighter, I had to face facts. If I didn’t, I’d not only endanger myself, but put the rest of the team at risk. So I’d agreed to stick to the plan and stay put.

      The monsters didn’t give jack crap about our plan.

      Rake was shouting in his mic for his people to give us light. Now. Our goggles could adjust, protecting our eyes and letting us go from dark to bright light and not be blinded.

      The glow from Ian’s spear let me at least see my attacker.

      Before we could form up, two flicks and a flail from a tentacle as big around as my leg separated me from the others.

      An addendum to the plan said that if we got separated, to go straight to the lobby.

      Then the hotel lights came on and I got a real good look at what was coming at me.

      The rest of the tentacles surged out of the room, dragging a bulbous body with one eye the size of a dinner plate behind it.

      Focused on yours truly.

      It was an octopus with one eye. A cyclops octopus. I’d call it a cyclopoctopus until a better name came along.

      There was nothing between me and the stairway at the end of the hall but an empty stretch of carpet. I might not be the best fighter in the world, but I could haul ass, especially when I was motivated.

      The cyclopoctopus stayed right on my heels the entire mad dash down the hall, so my motivation knew no bounds.

      “Lobby!” I screamed, both giving vent to my terror and telling my team where I was going.

      The cyclopoctopus could flat-out move in a straightaway, but I was betting (and hoping and praying) that eight legs wouldn’t do so well on multiple flights of concrete stairs. Knowing my luck, the thing would trip, tangle its legs around itself, and bounce its way down, squashing me in the process.

      I hated leaving the others, but running for the lobby was both the plan and my best option. Unlike the boss, I couldn’t breathe fire and turn my pursuer into fried calamari. The lobby was three floors down, and so were our commandos.

      Get help for the team.

      I dug down and managed a burst of speed, hands hitting the push-bar door without slowing, nearly knocking the air out of myself. I had just gotten into the stairwell when a wet, sucking sound came from right behind me and something splatted on the closing-way-too-slowly steel door, followed by a sizzling noise.

      A normal octopus spat ink. This thing horked acid.

      The door closed before the octopus could get there. I wasn’t about to stop. I’d seen Nat Geo specials where an octopus could unscrew jar lids to get at the live (and frantic) fish inside. The only thing keeping me from becoming a tasty treat was an unlockable push-bar door. That was an octopus no-brainer.

      I didn’t stop until I burst through the stairwell door to the hotel lobby . . .

      . . . and into a warzone.
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      The lobby was chaos.

      Phaeon Silvanus was pulling out all the stops to stop us.

      While we’d hatched the plan to find the magetech generator in Rake’s eavesdrop-proof penthouse, by necessity those plans had been finalized throughout the hotel and shared with those needed to carry it out.

      It was obvious that the elf CEO had heard enough to know he was in trouble. If any reflective surface could admit a monster, one evil elf inventor could certainly use them to eavesdrop.

      We knew what Phaeon Silvanus was up to, we knew how to stop him, so now we had to die.

      All of us.

      That was not going to happen.

      What he didn’t realize was that we Earthlings had a saying: Of course, you realize, this means war.

      I couldn’t begin to imagine what it had taken for Phaeon to do this. He had to be pushing the limits of what his invention was capable of.

      For the first time, he’d been reduced to using reruns.

      Bukas, flying monkeys, leggy snakes, and other creatures I hadn’t seen personally, but knew had been part of the hotel’s cavalcade of horrors, now filled the lobby and ballroom.

      But one thing was different.

      The monsters weren’t vanishing when wounded, with new ones appearing to replace them. Nor were any of them cloaked. But best of all, weapons of any and every kind now worked against them.

      The monsters could be killed.

      Yes, the delegates had been overrun, but they were the leaders of their peoples, and were fighting back with bravery and determination. Our people and Rake’s were doing what they’d been trained to do, and they were doing it well, while reaping the rewards of a target-rich environment.

      The flying monkeys couldn’t resist that the delegates were gathered in one place. They should’ve tried. The two Jötunn would reach up, snatch one out of the air, and slam it repeatedly against a wall. While the male sniffed the one he’d just caught to see if it’d be good to eat, the female was tossing her catches to the cheering gnome delegation to finish off. Another of the represented races was a cat-like people, so low-flying monkeys were merely kitty toys waiting to happen.

      The ogre chefs were easy to spot, with their absurd size and white chef hats. They’d come up out of the kitchens to help and had brought their cutlery with them. The resulting carnage was gruesome, but it was beautiful in a getting-payback kind of way.

      Sandra Niles had just killed a creature that was a sick twist between a spider and a cockroach, both supersized. The commando commander was furiously looking around for something else to kill. Roy was her friend, and she’d taken his near death very personally. It didn’t appear she’d gotten to kill enough yet to slake her rage. Monsters were now fleeing from her—at least some of them were smart.

      Vlad Cervenka had his arms around the necks of a pair of fanged and scaled hominids. The vampire mercenary gave a sharp twist, breaking both monsters’ necks. He dropped the limp bodies to the floor and eagerly looked around for something else to play with.

      Mago Benares was armed with a rapier in each hand. I’d only seen them used in movies. This wasn’t anything like the movies. Mago was Death himself in midnight blue velvet.

      Dakarai Enric was armed with a long goblin saber and wielding it to lethal effect.

      Vivienne Sagadraco was helping Mago and Dakarai defend the delegates who were either unarmed or unqualified to wade into the fray. An iridescent blue glow surrounded her dragon form—a much smaller dragon form. The boss’s actual height was three stories. I had no idea that she could transform into a smaller but no less deadly version. She was twice Mago’s height, and the glow appeared to be helping to keep her from growing further.

      The good guys were holding their own.

      Rake had told me once that he could get blood out of anything. The Regor Regency’s lobby and ballroom carpet was gonna need some serious attention after this was over.

      A buka came flying down the main staircase. Flying as in airborne. Bukas didn’t have wings, but the method of propulsion soon showed itself.

      An enraged Yasha the werewolf.

      Followed by the rest of our team and Gethen’s.

      Yes!

      I ran to join them.

      At least I tried. Rake met me halfway and caught me up in a bone-crushing hug. I couldn’t breathe all that well, but I really didn’t mind. He set me on my feet long enough to order Gethen to oversee the safety of the delegates, that he could take it from here. Ian dispatched Rolf and Lotte to help Gethen.

      “Take what from here?” I asked.

      “Yasha and Lotte have locked on to the sound,” Ian told me. “It’s still down.”

      “Way down,” Kenji added with a fierce smile. “The closest part of the hotel to the ley lines.”

      So much for starting where the monsters manifested.

      “The lowest level of the garage.” Rake’s voice was clipped with barely restrained anger.  “Employee parking. I could kick myself for not—”

      “It could’ve been anywhere,” Kitty told him.

      “The magetech generator’s in the garage?” I asked.

      Kenji’s smile broadened into a grin. “Turns out a certain hotel maintenance manager has a car.”
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      It made total sense.

      Phaeon wouldn’t have needed to worry about getting the generator into the hotel without being seen. Not only had he taken the hotel maintenance manager’s identity, he’d stolen his car, and had simply driven it right in and parked over a ley line. Rake told me that the garage had three levels and was below even the hotel’s subbasement, putting the car a mere fifty feet above the ley lines.

      Brilliant.

      Of course, all of this was conjecture until we actually got to the car and found Phaeon’s pride and joy inside.

      We didn’t dare use the elevators.

      That left us with a narrow, poorly lit, concrete stairwell.

      Though it wouldn’t have seemed nearly as narrow if there hadn’t been six of us, including a seven-foot-tall werewolf. Or been nearly as poorly lit if it hadn’t been for the dark magic that even I could sense.

      Good things had never happened to me in underground parking garages. It was bad enough that to fit as many cars into as small a space as possible, the ceilings were barely high enough to clear the roof of an SUV. Whoever built this space must have figured that cars had headlights, so lighting appeared to have been installed as an afterthought.

      Magic-dimmed lights were our first clue that we were on the right track. Our second clue smacked us in the face once we reached the lowest level and opened the door.

      Underground parking garages weren’t known for smelling good. Exhaust, gas, oil, and other olfactory delights were compounded by damp and stagnant air. But what burned our noses had nothing to do with cars.

      Ammonia.

      Something big and nasty was down here waiting for us.

      We smelled it, then we heard it.

      It wasn’t trying to hide. Either it had a brain the size of a chickpea without enough sense to be afraid, or it didn’t need to be afraid of anything.

      We didn’t have to wait long to get a gander at what was scuttling around in the dark.

      We hadn’t seen a giant scorpion in the lobby or ballroom.

      Phaeon Silvanus had been saving something special for us.

      On the upside, most people would be happier to die without having to get a good look at the horse-sized scorpions that killed them.

      And yes, I said scorpions. Plural. There were clicks and scuttling coming from every part of the garage. We all heard them. And I’d seen them before, having sprayed Raid in the eyes of the one that’d nearly killed Roy.

      Ian simply got his game face on and his weapons in his hands. “Where’s the car?” My partner was a take-direct-action kind of guy.

      Rake hesitated just enough that we knew the answer was bad. He nodded his head forward. “The far side and in the corner.”

      We all just stared at him.

      “Hey, I just own the hotel. I don’t make parking assignments.”

      Ian looked to our team werewolf. “Yasha, is it down here?”

      Yasha didn’t hesitate at all. A low growl and two nods.

      Affirmative. One car containing one magetech generator.

      Kitty shot Rake a dirty look. “Far side and in the corner?” she asked Yasha.

      One louder growl, this time directed at Rake.

      Target and bad location confirmed.

      Lovely. Let’s make it easy for the scorpions to pin us down and sting us to death.

      I didn’t say it out loud, but from the faces of my teammates, we were all thinking it.

      Ian blew out his breath in acceptance of our less-than-ideal circumstances. “Okay, here’s the plan.”

      [image: ]

      Giant scorpions could flip cars. Who knew?

      Rake, Ian, and Yasha were waging all-out war on the scorpions. The concrete shook beneath us as a scorpion slammed its claws into another car, adding its anti-theft alarm to the chaos. Four cars down, a scorpion’s tail whipped forward and punched a hole in a convertible top.

      When going up against black magic and monsters, a plan was more of a loose collection of hopes and dreams. It was what you wanted to do and have happen if said magic or monsters didn’t throw a supernatural lug wrench into the works.

      Phaeon’s scorpions were throwing the whole toolbox at us.

      Car alarms were loud by design. Their purpose was to attract attention to some schmuck trying to steal the screeching car. Put that car in what was basically a concrete-lined underground box, and if we survived, we’d probably be doing it without our eardrums. Putting my hands over my ears might have helped, but when I made a break for the corner, I needed my hands for weapons. Saving our lives was more important than saving our hearing. You can’t hear if you’re dead, nor would you care.

      My flashlight could blind a buck at fifty yards. I was using it now to keep the scorpions disoriented enough not to snip us in half or sting us to death as we scrambled, crawled, and dashed our way across the garage. It was working—for the most part. Some of the scorpions were either adapting to the brightness, or were just too determined to kill us to care. Thanks to the cover provided by the guys, Kenji, Kitty, and I had made it to the other side of the garage. I shined my ultra-bright beam into the corner.

      The corner space appeared to be empty.

      “You have got to be kidding me!” Kenji was curled next to Kitty and me under a Ford F-250. Who worked in Manhattan and drove a big-ass pickup truck? With a lift kit. Don’t get me wrong; I was grateful. We all fit under it, and it was too heavy for the scorpion that had us pinned down to flip.

      For now.

      This one was a go-getter. It kept trying.

      “The space isn’t empty,” I assured Kenji. “Just cloaked and warded out the wazoo.”

      “Again, you have got to be kidding me.”

      Yeah, I was kinda in agreement. We had a bit of a problem. I could only see through the cloaks and wards. It was Rake’s job to destroy them, but he was busy at the moment. Apparently giant scorpions were intelligent enough to use objects—such as a Smart Car—as simple tools to smash their prey.

      I didn’t think scorpions were all that bright, being insects and all. If you turned over a rock it was hiding under, or stuck your hand in its hole in the ground, you’d get stung for your stupidity. After stinging you, the scorpion would run away. This thing wasn’t going to stop until it killed us, and maybe eaten us. I had no clue what real scorpions ate, but I could see this one having a hankering for human and elf.

      A few heart-stopping moments later, Rake rolled under our truck-on-tippy-toes. Unsmashed.

      He was grinning like a maniac. Flipping off Death did that to him. “Everybody okay?”

      No one answered. I think he understood that we didn’t share his enthusiasm. Then he saw the parking space where my light was shining, and his happy went bye-bye.

      “Please tell me it’s just cloaked and there’s a car there.”

      “It’s cloaked,” I assured him. “And warded.” What I was less confident about was Rake’s ability to get through that ward, since presumably his magic was still on the fritz.

      I didn’t get a chance to ask. With a screeching of metal being torn, the truck was being lifted off of us.

      Shots rang out, and the scorpion dropped the truck. A huge buzz saw of snarling red fur hit the scorpion a split second later, and bug pieces and parts started flying.

      Kitty screamed and so did the truck’s alarm.

      Then I smelled gas.

      I scrabbled out from under the truck, dragging Kitty after me. Rake hauled Kenji out, yelling what I assumed was an incantation and not a really colorful stream of Goblin profanity. He waved his hand back toward the spreading puddle of gas, and the fuel and the smell evaporated.

      I think Rake was more surprised than I was.

      Then it was my turn to grin like a maniac. “Monsters are dying, and magic is working!”

      Rake said a few words I couldn’t hear over the car alarms and gave a cocky hand wave. The cars stopped screeching.

      Rake Danescu beamed. His magic was back. I’d never seen him so relieved and purely happy.

      “I hate to interrupt your reunion with yourself,” Ian said, “but we’re not finished here. And just because that was the last scorpion doesn’t mean there won’t be more coming.”

      We turned our attention to the cloaked and warded car.

      Rake picked up a scorpion claw and tossed it in the direction of the ward.

      It was instantly vaporized.

      He let out an impressed whistle. “Talk to me, Makenna. What are you seeing?”

      “The parking spaces on either side of the car are actually empty. The ward extends halfway into both spaces.”

      “What color is it?”

      “Purple with black flecks.”

      Rake swore.

      Based on what it’d done to that scorpion claw, I agreed with his assessment.

      “When it zapped the claw, the color faded for a moment,” I told him. “Does that mean it weakened a little?”

      “It does. And it sounds about right for that kind of ward.”

      I took a step toward the car. Rake reached out to grab me and pull me back. “Don’t freak out,” I told him. “I can see where the ward starts. I’m just getting close enough to the car to look inside.” I got as close as I dared and stood on tiptoe, trying to see past the seats to the floor. “The front and back seats are empty. It must be in the trunk.”

      “Okay, step back, Makenna. I’ve got an idea. The ward’s lethal, but each strike lessens its power. The bigger the target it strikes, the more power it loses. Yasha, would you be so kind as to throw the rest of that scorpion at the car?”

      Yasha tossed the carcass at the ward, it was vaporized, and the ward’s glow was noticeably weaker. Rake was on to something.

      “Keep ’em coming, gentlemen,” I said. “It’s working.”

      It took nine horse-sized scorpions to drain the ward’s charge. I didn’t even want to think what it would have done to one of us. The ward and cloak winked out, revealing a late-model, blue Mazda sedan. An innocent-looking car. No outward sign of carrying a monster portal generator in its trunk.

      Rake cautiously approached the car, and whispering his personal shields into place, tentatively reached out, touched the trunk . . .

      . . . and was not vaporized.

      We all started breathing again.

      “That doesn’t mean the trunk’s not booby trapped,” I said.

      Rake laid both hands flat on either side of the trunk lock. A second later, a godawful metallic grinding and tearing came from inside.

      So much for the poor booby trap.

      Rake snarled something unintelligible, and the trunk lid—or whatever it’s called—simply vanished.

      I smiled. Yep, Rake was back. “Is it safe for Kitty and Kenji to do their thing?”

      “As safe as it’s going to get.”

      We gathered around the trunk and looked inside.

      Kenji’s mouth fell open. “What the frack?”

      Phaeon’s magetech generator looked like a cross between a gadget from Dr. Frankenstein’s lab and the guts of a futuristic bomb.

      It filled the entire trunk.

      Ian leaned in to look. “Does anybody know what to do with that?”

      “I wouldn’t know where to start,” Kitty admitted.

      On top of the generator was a little window that let you see down inside of it. A glowing blue cube inside was spinning and strobing at an incredible speed.

      “Guys, I don’t think that’s good,” Kenji said. “I think it’s overloaded. Phaeon opened too many mirrors.”

      “Or he set it to blow,” Ian said. “If the monsters couldn’t kill everyone in the hotel, the explosion would.”

      No witnesses.

      And no one to stop whatever the Silvanus family did next.

      Phaeon would simply make another generator.

      I couldn’t say the same for us.

      “How do we destroy it?” I asked anyone with an idea. “Without it destroying us.”

      “I’d prefer not to destroy it,” Kenji said. “We need to study it, figure out how—”

      “I’d prefer it not destroy us,” I snapped.

      “Duly noted. But that doesn’t change—”

      Rake called up his power, the glow around his hands pulsing in time with the cube.

      The generator did not like that. The cube strobed even faster.

      Rake quickly stepped back and raised his now non-glowing hands. “Take it easy, buddy.”

      “It doesn’t like goblin magic,” Kenji noted. “Or maybe it’s just Rake.”

      “Probably any destructive magic would set it off,” Kitty added.

      Yasha growled and raised both massive paws.

      “I don’t think it’d take to being Hulk-smashed either,” I told him.

      Rake swore. “Phaeon would’ve protected it against any magic he knew of.”

      Ian reached around and drew Lugh’s Spear from its scabbard on his back. The spearhead’s golden glow was blindingly bright in the dimly lit garage.

      I bet Phaeon Silvanus didn’t know about the magic inherent in the spear of an ancient Irish demigod. Ian was betting on that, too.

      My partner never took his eyes from the furiously strobing cube. “Any objections?”

      No one had any objections—or better ideas.

      The cube was flashing faster and faster. We were running out of time.

      “I can try to contain any blast,” Rake told him. “And shield both of us.”

      Ian quickly glanced at him. “Us?”

      “I can’t do either one unless I stay.” He put his glowing hands on Ian’s shoulders. “Everyone else, take cover behind—”

      The cube’s strobing light went solid.

      Time was up.

      Ian drove the spear’s tip through the glass and into the cube.

      I’d instinctively grabbed Rake around the waist with one arm, and gathered Kenji and Kitty to me with the other. Yasha had thrown himself at Kitty, so the circle of contact with the goblin mage’s shield was complete.

      An intense pressure crushed the air from my lungs. I’d squeezed my eyelids shut, but I didn’t see a red glow beyond them that meant an explosion. After a few seconds the pressure released, and I opened my eyes, just a little.

      No incinerated cars around us. Best of all, no incinerated us.

      “Can we move now?” Kenji’s voice was muffled against Yasha’s fur.

      “It’s over,” Rake said.

      “In a good way?” the elf tech asked, still muffled.

      I peered around Rake’s shoulder and into the car’s trunk. The cube’s glow had gone out. The reason was a golden spear embedded in and fused to it.

      My partner looked bewildered. “Uh, how do I get my spear back?”
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      When the magetech generator was destroyed, the pocket dimension encasing the Regor Regency vanished. Our comms came back up, as did the Internet, phones, satellite TV, and everything else SPI staffers and our tech-loving delegates could desire.

      Best of all, the hotel’s front doors unlocked and we could leave.

      Alain Moreau and SPI’s commando teams from Atlanta, Chicago, and LA were the first inside, though pretty much all that was left for them to do was to help with an extremely messy cleanup.

      Roy Benoit was immediately evacuated to SPI’s trauma center, but not without trying to supervise his people who were working in the lobby as he was carried out.

      Ian had reluctantly left his spearhead inside the cube.

      The best we could figure, the spear had broken the contact between the cube and the ley lines, preventing the magetech generator from destroying the hotel and everyone in it.

      SPI had an armored, shielded, and warded truck for transporting things that should not escape into the outside world. Our folks drove the truck down to the garage’s third level and loaded up the magetech generator—and the car it was in—and hauled both back to SPI’s labs for study. While we had secure facilities for such objects, we were dealing with what Kenji had taken to calling the bastard lovechild of technology and magic. Kitty went back to SPI HQ with the containment team to create a pocket dimension for the car and the lab. Between the normal defensive measures in place at headquarters and Kitty’s pocket dimension, any efforts by Phaeon and Isidor Silvanus to either recover or remotely destroy the generator would fail miserably.

      If the Silvanus brothers didn’t hate SPI before, they sure did now.

      Our nightmare was over, but it could be just beginning for the elf and goblin home world.

      Phaeon’s magetech generator had been a prototype. Yes, we had it in our possession with the intention of figuring out how to counter its effects, but the plans for the generator still existed, and the inventor had escaped.

      The elf and goblin home world had ley lines, plus a new power source had been recently discovered there on a previously unexplored continent. Phaeon’s invention meant that any mirror or reflective surface, windows, even water, could become a way in for assassins, strike forces, or even a small army. Mirrors could be destroyed, but not everything reflective. And it wasn’t just the Seven Kingdoms that were in danger. New York was full of skyscrapers covered in mirrored glass. Something really big could be sent here, or to any city, through the solid reflective side of a building. Think Godzilla-level big.

      Any reflective surface could be a doorway into any world.

      The potential uses for terrorists on our own world were staggering.

      “Science and magic are dangerous enough by themselves.” Vivienne Sagadraco paused to take a bite of a freshly baked cinnamon scone. She was as perfectly groomed as she would be during a normal day at the office. It must have been some kind of dragon-magic thing. “However, combining the most dangerous capabilities of the two is attempting to tame a power that was never meant to exist, let alone be enslaved for the use of petty creatures such as we.”

      I was having a peaceful breakfast with Ms. Sagadraco in the Regor Regency’s enclosed garden, to the tweeting accompaniment of the exotic birds Rake had brought in. The garden was familiar to me. Ian and I had had breakfast here months before with Rake, though it had been more like an interrogation. It had been here that I first heard the name Isidor Silvanus. Then it had been in connection with the brimstone drug and the accompanying murders. Now, it concerned his brother’s deadly invention, and the pocket dimension Isidor had imprisoned us in like lab rats to test it—and to get rid of Rake and SPI’s upper management at the same time.

      Yes, the Silvanus brothers were going to be a thorn in SPI’s collective side until we tracked them down and brought them in. And bring them in we would.

      Rolf and Yasha were sitting on the other side of the courtyard, enjoying being outside for the first time in days. At least they would have been enjoying it had they both not been nursing what appeared to be huge hangovers. The last time Rolf had been in New York, he and Yasha had gotten into a bit of a drinking competition after our first mission together. Yasha had lost that time.

      This morning, Rolf actually looked worse than Yasha.

      Point for SPI New York.

      Rolf cradled his blond head in his hands. “Have American birds always been this loud?”

      Ms. Sagadraco had just told me that she had put out an APB on Phaeon and Isidor Silvanus with all supernatural law-enforcement agencies worldwide. And our contacts at the NYPD, FBI, and Interpol were working on their own charges, to get the mortal agencies in on the hunt.

      “Alain was aware of our difficulties within minutes of our being imprisoned,” Ms. Sagadraco said. “They took up residence outside the hotel disguised as workers cleaning the exterior of the building. They determined that the culprit was a pocket dimension, but they were unable to find a way to free us. They could not see through to the inside.”

      “If they couldn’t see in, neither could anyone else,” I said. “At least New Yorkers weren’t being treated to a show of bukas and flying monkeys.”

      “Alain arranged for the hotel to be cordoned off from the surrounding streets to prevent civilians from getting too close. If there had been a breach in the pocket dimension, it could have helped to minimize casualties.”

      I took a sip of my tea. “The Silvanus brothers went to a lot of trouble for a field test—though it would’ve gotten rid of most of their problems in one fell swoop, namely us and Rake. I guess if you’re going to be inter-dimensional supervillains, go big or go home. Was the first summit this eventful?”

      “Perhaps even more so.”

      I blinked. “You’re kidding?”

      “Not in terms of monsters coming out of mirrors, but many of the delegates who are banding together now were at each other’s throats last time. It was a miracle there weren’t any more deaths than there were. It took us most of the next hundred years to mend the diplomatic damage.”

      “So, an event like this is a success if no one dies.”

      The boss gave an elegant little shrug. “It’s about all I can reasonably hope for.”

      Not only had the delegates not tried to kill each other, they had protected each other, and helped with monster eradication. Heck, some of them had told me that they’d enjoyed themselves, that there wasn’t nearly this much excitement at home. The only thing that would’ve made it better was if they’d still been able to do the tourist thing in the city. A lot of them wanted to stay to vacation a little—while still staying at the Regor Regency.

      Rake’s reputation as a host had not only emerged unscathed, it’d been elevated to legendary status.

      The dwarf delegation was going to stay a few extra days as well, to take care of the grimtog infestation. All of the monsters had been explained by the magetech generator—and the ones that had still been alive when the generator had been deactivated had vanished.

      Not the grimtogs.

      We had no idea what had brought them. Maybe it was simply bad dwarf beer god karma. Who knew? Anyway, the dwarves were going to stay and take care of it. They considered it the height of bad manners to leave a host to clean up a mess of their making.

      Rolf insisted (with a wink) that their extended stay had nothing to do with their inability to enjoy New York’s craft beer scene during the summit.

      “There you are!” boomed Mago Benares from the garden doorway. “Lord Danescu said that I might find the two of you here.”

      Ms. Sagadraco smiled warmly. “Ambassador Benares, we are almost finished and ready to go. Please join us.”

      I looked from one to the other. “Are we going somewhere?”

      “We have a little business to attend to in the penthouse,” the boss told me. “I thought it would be nice for you to be present for part of it.”

      “Okaaay. Does it have anything to do with your change in clothes?” I asked Mago. “Very nice, may I add.”

      Mago Benares would probably consider himself resplendent in his tailored midnight blue suit, crisp white shirt, and rich blue tie with an itty-bitty crossed sword pattern. Quite frankly, I thought he was hot. What can I say? Every girl’s crazy about a sharp-dressed man. And nothing looked better or hotter than a gorgeous man in a well-made suit.

      The elf gave me a gallant bow. “My thanks, Lady Makenna. Lord Danescu sent his tailor to me first thing this morning. The man is a wizard—quite literally. All I need now is a slight glamour for my ears, and I shall blend in perfectly on our excursion later today.”

      Fit in, yes. Blend in? Never. The sight of Mago Benares strolling down any New York street was going to cause traffic accidents—and people walking into lightposts and each other.

      The elf smiled in a flash of white teeth, his eyes glittering. “Lady Sagadraco has promised to take me on a tour of this great city’s financial district.”

      Oh boy.

      Rake had told me that the Benares family didn’t get all their money from the business end of a cannon. Before he was an ambassador, Mago was a banker to kings and the equivalent of Citicorp’s CFO.

      “I like new challenges,” Mago was saying.

      Mago Benares was a gentleman adventurer who could change identities like a custom-made jacket. A banker and a pirate.

      I grinned and leaned toward the boss. “Is the financial district ready for him?”

      She laughed. “Most assuredly not. That will be the fun of it. And for the most fun of all, tomorrow Lord Danescu and I will take the ambassador on a visit to the New York Stock Exchange. Rake has arranged for us to be present at the ringing of the opening bell.”

      At least the elf banker/pirate would be supervised. If anyone could keep Mago Benares out of trouble, it would be the boss. Maybe. Then again . . .

      I shook my head. “Mago and Rake at the Stock Exchange? Someone should tell those people to be afraid—very, very afraid.”

      Ms. Sagadraco traded a secretive smile with Mago Benares. “I think Lord Danescu’s life is about to be more disrupted than those of this city’s financial titans.”

      I froze. “Excuse me?”

      She stood. “If you will accompany us, Agent Fraser, all will be made clear.”

      Mago offered one arm to Ms. Sagadraco, the other to me.

      “Have I told you about my cousin Raine?” he asked me as we left the garden. “I believe the two of you have much in common.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Rake was deep in conversation with Dakarai Enric, and could only glance at me and raise an eyebrow to see me arrive in the elevator with Mago and Ms. Sagadraco. I pointed at the boss and shrugged to let him know it was her idea, and that I was clueless as to why I was here.

      The furniture had been cleared from the center of the penthouse’s sitting room. What had looked to be merely part of a pattern in the carpet was a large circle, at least ten feet in diameter. I looked closer, and the circle was more than silver colored; that part of the carpet had been inlaid with actual silver.

      A conjuring circle.

      In the center was a huge, ornately framed standing mirror. The setup was amazingly similar to the now-destroyed portal in the hotel’s basement. Intricate runes had been carved into the dark wood. It was a travel mirror. Now that the magetech generator had been destroyed, it could be used.

      I didn’t know Rake had one, but considering his position in goblin intelligence, having his own mirror to travel between our world and his made sense.

      Mago walked slowly to one of the penthouse’s floor-to-ceiling windows, which were now clear of the pocket dimension’s distortion. His eyes were gleaming, like a hawk seeing a whole world of squirrels.

      The Regor Regency was only thirteen stories tall, but to an elf who had never seen anything except Renaissance-era-sized cities, it must have been overwhelming. Though if it’d been me in his polished designer shoes, the view of Lower Manhattan would’ve made me run and hide in a closet.

      Mago didn’t look like he wanted to either run or hide. He wanted to explore and conquer.

      “Wondrous,” the elven banker turned ambassador breathed. “I cannot wait to go out.”

      “Come, Agent Fraser.” Ms. Sagadraco gestured for me to go with her into Rake’s study. “We can see and hear what transpires in complete anonymity.”

      “Can you at least give me a clue?” I asked.

      “The goblin colonial governor is about to be taken into custody and sent home under guard. The elven governor was sent home this morning before we had breakfast. SPI enforces the law in the supernatural communities on this world, but these are elf and goblin colonies. We prefer that their home governments police their own. If they did not, we would step in by necessity.” She paused. “I need to witness both transfers, but not be seen. This is an elf and goblin matter.”

      “Then why am I here?”

      Vivienne gave me the smallest of smiles. “For what comes after.”

      I felt the mirror activate, the surface rippling. The ripple turned into a swirl. Then the swirl began to rotate, faster and faster.

      My stomach tried to do the same thing, and I had to look away.

      The first goblin came through.

      He wore matte black armor, and was heavily armed with a pair of curved goblin sabers in a harness over his shoulders, plus daggers wherever his armor allowed room. He looked like he’d just stepped off the cover of a fantasy novel.

      Five more identically armed and armored goblins followed.

      The penthouse doors opened, and Gethen Nazar and his mage security team escorted Gremien Pivaine and Dagara Jakome inside. The goblin colonial governor saw the guards and the mirror, and balked. Gethen gripped one arm, and one of his men took the other. They had to half drag, half carry the governor to the mirror and whatever fate awaited him on the other side. From his reaction, his fate wasn’t going to be pretty.

      Dagara Jakome stood straight and tall. Other than a slight hesitancy in her step, she betrayed no emotion. Unlike the governor, Dagara was wearing what Rake had once told me were magic-blocking manacles. They knew who was dangerous.

      The first words that passed between the disgraced governor and the goblin ambassador were too quiet for me to hear.

      Dakarai then raised his voice to be heard by everyone in the room. “You have disgraced our king and abused our people for the last time, Gremien.”

      “You will address me as Your Excellency. I am the rightful—”

      “You were the rightful governor of this colony. You are no longer.” Dakarai Enric smiled and pulled a roll of parchment from somewhere in his robes. It was bound by a black ribbon held in place by a blood-red wax seal. The design pressed into the seal looked like a snake, making that piece of parchment look not only official, but bad news for the recipient.

      He handed it to Gremien. “A royal decree from our king, Chigaru Mal’Salin, revoking your charter and your title.” The goblin paused for dramatic effect. “As well as your right to live on this world. You are an embarrassment to the crown and the goblin people.”

      Gremien Pivaine read the decree, then drew himself up haughtily. “And if I refuse?”

      “There is nothing for you to refuse. If you resist, I have been authorized to revoke not only your right to live on this world, but your right to live.” He paused once more. “Effective immediately.”

      The ex-governor raised his chin. I couldn’t help but notice that it quivered a little. “Will you carry out the usurper’s decree?”

      Usurper? Oh, now he’s done it.

      “There’ll be a line,” I muttered.

      “My Lord Enric,” Rake intoned solemnly. “I would consider it an honor to dispatch the traitor.”

      “With all due respect, Lord Danescu,” Gethen said. “You should not sully your hands with a traitor to our people and king. As your security chief, it is my duty, and would be my pleasure, to carry out the king’s command in your stead.”

      Good grief, there was a line.

      Dakarai spread his hands. “I find myself flush with offers, Gremien.” The goblin closed the distance between them. Gremien wasn’t handcuffed, and his guards were no longer holding his arms, but Dakarai didn’t care. His eyes bored into the ex-governor. “Do you wish to resist and defy the king’s command? Then we shall end your miserable existence here and now.” The ambassador turned to Rake. “Since you are our host, I must point out the mess dispatching this one may cause.”

      Rake almost smiled and graciously inclined his head. “Into every execution a little blood must fall. Do not concern yourself with the carpets. They can be cleaned.”

      Dagara Jakome stepped forward and shoved Gremien toward the mirror. “He will not resist. Nor will I.” She glanced at Rake. “I assume that is why I was brought here?”

      “It was,” Rake replied.

      “May I ask what will happen to the governor’s staff?”

      “The senior staff is being taken into custody, to be sent back to Regor as soon as possible.”

      Dagara’s smile was slow and dangerous. “Have a care, Rake. Many of them have bite to go with their barks.” She cast a dismissive glance at Gremien. “Unlike this miserable specimen.”

      “If they cannot be cannot be taken into custody without undue danger,” Rake said, “my people have instructions to kill them and return their corpses to Regor for identification and disposal. The roundup has already begun, and I am confident that what is necessary is being done.”

      “Perhaps I have misjudged you,” she said. “Perhaps you are as ruthless as I had hoped.”

      “And you are precisely what I have always known you to be.”

      Dakarai nodded to the first goblin guard who had come through the mirror. “Whenever you’re ready.”

      The goblin gestured silently, and two of the royal guards stepped through the mirror. Another guard took Gremien Pivaine by the arm and walked the clearly reluctant ex-governor through. They were followed by Dagara Jakome and her guard, and the final two goblins brought up the rear.

      “You may come out now, Vivienne and Makenna,” Rake said.

      “Well, that was satisfying, yet borderline unpleasant,” I noted.

      Dakarai smiled at Mago. “Speaking of potential unpleasantness, this arrived for you via mirror from your queen while you were gone.” He took another roll of parchment from his robes and passed it to the elf ambassador. It was sealed with wax like the goblin warrant had been, but the seal was green, not blood red, and was pressed with a non-snake coat of arms. Hopefully, it was better news.

      Mago broke the seal and read the letter. “Oh dear.”

      “Oh dear, what?” I asked.

      “She regrets that she cannot spare a cabinet member to assume the governorship at this time. She says that Lord Sevelien has told her that my ‘unique skills and background will be perfect for the position.’”

      Rake laughed. “Meaning you’re a crafty bastard who’s also not afraid to get his hands dirty.”

      I grinned. “You’re the new elf colonial governor?”

      “I’m afraid so.”

      “Are congratulations or condolences in order?”

      “I’ll gratefully accept either one.” Mago skimmed the rest of the scroll. “The good news is, she has authorized me to dispense with my alias and use my real name. I’ve grown weary of using names that aren’t my own. And if I’m to build a new government here, I think it’s only sporting to let them know their new governor is Ryn Benares’s eldest son.”

      “Rest easy, Mago,” Dakarai told him “The elven people here love the Benares family. They know they only steal from the rich, and spread the wealth around through their crews and philanthropy.”

      I laughed. “I love it!”

      Mago shrugged. “And should I ever need to resort to veiled threats to get things done, they will know that I am entirely serious. My family has a reputation, and it’s well deserved. It’s rare that my father or little brother need to resort to violence. Run up the family colors, and ships can’t surrender fast enough.”

      Rake congratulated Mago, shaking his hand and promising him any help he needed. Then he turned to Ms. Sagadraco. “Vivienne, you have my heartfelt apology for all that has transpired. I take full responsibility and blame. If Isidor and Phaeon didn’t hate me so much—”

      The boss waved a dismissive hand. “They would not have been able to resist testing their device at the summit. That it was being held in your hotel was merely a bonus to them.”

      “Then allow me to apologize for luring the governor here to arrest—”

      “In the parlance of today’s humans, ‘oh please.’” She glanced from Rake to Dakarai. “You’re goblins.” She looked to Mago. “And you’re a Benares and protégé of Markus Sevelien. The summit was the perfect excuse to get the governors into a place of your choosing.” She smiled slowly. “Limiting the size of their entourages was my way of helping.”

      Rake laughed. “I should have known.”

      “Yes, you should have. We all had our little secrets.”

      “You are not angry at my deception?”

      “You did what you believed needed to be done for the protection of your people here on this world. Goblins were being abused who had no way to communicate with the government in the Seven Kingdoms. You risked your personal safety and professional standing here to remove Gremien Pivaine and his band of villains. Your concern was for your people, not yourself.”

      At each “your people,” Dakarai’s smile grew a little wider. “Gremien must be replaced immediately, you know. My top choice knows the people and their needs, and he already has their respect and trust. They know him as a man of integrity and honor.”

      “And who is this paragon of goblin virtue?” Mago asked with mock solemnness. Then he grinned.

      Rake’s eyes went wide, and his face paled.  “No,” he said. “Absolutely not.”

      Dakarai spread his hands. “It is the only solution we have available to us at this time.”

      “And you’re a crafty bastard,” Mago chimed in, “who’s not afraid to get his hands dirty.”

      “The position comes with a title,” Dakarai added.

      “I don’t want it,” Rake told him.

      “And a commensurate salary.”

      “I don’t need it.”

      “It’s a royal command.”

      “Make me.”

      “I’ve been authorized to do just that.”

      Rake blew out his breath and bowed his head. “Dammit,” he muttered.

      “I knew you were a bright boy,” Dakarai said. “It’s only temporary.”

      “Damn right, it is.”

      “Though ‘temporary’ could be quite a while,” he murmured. “Admit it, Rake. No one is more qualified to oversee our people here. From what I’ve heard of your activities, you’re essentially doing the job already. You might as well be compensated for your fine work.”

      “I hardly need the money.”

      “Then donate it to your people,” I told him. “Set up scholarships or something. You said that Gremien had been dipping into the tax till for way too long. I imagine your people would appreciate getting those ill-gotten gains returned to them.”

      Dakarai smiled. “She is wise, resourceful, and beautiful, my boy. You will never do better.”

      Rake’s gaze softened as he searched my face. “I know.”

      “Shall I inform their majesties that you will accept?”

      “Yes, but with conditions.”

      “Whatever they are, they are acceptable.”

      “Don’t you need to ask?”

      “I have been empowered to do as I see best.” The crafty old goblin stuck out his hand. “Congratulations, Governor Danescu, on your new colony. May she grow and prosper.”

      Rake growled, but smiled. “Why do I think I’ve been had?”

      “Because you have been,” I said.

      “And you, Lady Makenna, are now being courted by a goblin duke and colonial governor.”

      Yikes.
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      The Regor Regency had yet another surprise—a private rooftop garden.

      Rake and I had just finished an equally private dinner there, and were now sitting on a cushy and comfy loveseat.

      Somehow he had decreased the traffic noise from below, but whatever magic he had used didn’t extend to muting the occasional plane or helicopter overhead. Still, with the trees and actual grass, I felt like we were in our own little grove.

      I sighed in complete contentment, scooching closer to Rake as he put his arm around me.

      “Well done,” I told him.

      “The dinner or this?”

      “Yes.”

      “You’re not still angry with me?”

      Here we go. We’d promised not to discuss our “point of contention” during dinner. Dinner was over, and so was our ceasefire.

      “What I’m angry about is that you didn’t trust me enough to tell me what you were doing. You could’ve told me you were plotting to bring down the goblin governor.”

      “It wasn’t about trust; it was about not endangering you. Gremien and his people already knew too much about you. Would you have wanted Gremien or Dagara paying you a visit?”

      I didn’t even have to think about that one. “I’d rather have baby demons hatching in my bathtub.”

      “That’s what I thought. It was necessary to keep you away from me. If they had even suspected my plan, no one close to me would have been safe—especially you.”

      “So, you being ‘busy’ was to keep me away.”

      “To protect you.”

      “Plausible deniability and all that.”

      “Yes.”

      “Normally that’d be kind of insulting, like you thought I couldn’t take care of myself. Though I can see where you’re coming from. Some kinds of trouble I’d rather not have show up on my doorstep. Good call.”

      “I thought so.”

      “But you could have told me the reason. I would’ve understood. You’ve got irons in the fire. You’re a super-secret goblin spy master. You live by a fire with irons in it. Though I’d never have suspected you were plotting to overthrow a couple of governments. I can see that being time-consuming, but you still could’ve told me something.”

      “Next time, I promise I will.”

      “Next time? You’re planning to overthrow more governments?”

      Rake raised the hand that wasn’t around my shoulders. “Never again.” He came close to rolling his eyes. “Though who knows what will come up, now that I’m governor.”

      “But you’ll tell me the reason if we need to ‘take a break’ again, so to speak, right?”

      Rake gathered me close and gently kissed me on the forehead. “We won’t be taking any more breaks. Between myself and Vivienne, we will protect you. If you need it,” he quickly amended.

      “On behalf of my ego, I accept.” I thought a moment. “You said that your ‘host integrity’ was intact after all this.”

      “It is. My honor would have been damaged if a guest under my roof had been injured or killed due to my negligence.”

      “But not arrested and taken home for trial. I mean, it’s not like you were plotting a Red Wedding or anything.”

      Rake grinned. Our guilty pleasure was watching Game of Thrones. Rake liked it because it reminded him of home savage home. After he’d told me that, I’d decided right then and there that I was in no hurry to visit Rake’s world.

      “As the owner of the hotel and host of the summit, I was honor bound not to harm any who came under my roof. Arresting Gremien Pivaine and Dagara Jakome saved many lives. He ran his government more like a criminal enterprise. Those who rose up against him were imprisoned and killed. We only recently acquired the proof we needed to act. My only regret was that it was not possible to act sooner. More lives might have been saved.”

      “And if your reputation and honor had taken a hit?”

      “I would gladly suffer any damage to my honor to save one goblin life here.”

      “You’re a good man, Rake Danescu. And you’ll be an even better governor.”

      He smiled. “Don’t say that out loud. That will ruin my reputation.” The smile faded, and he studied my face for a long moment. “Now that I’m a duke and colonial governor, do you think I’m respectable enough for your family?” he asked in a quiet voice.

      I looked up into his eyes, and realized that was why he hadn’t put up much of a fight after Dakarai’s announcement. He’d done it for me.

      “You were always respectable enough,” I told him softly. “But why don’t we ask them?”

      Rake’s eyes widened. “Are you . . .?”

      I smiled. “Yes, I’m taking you home to meet my family. That is, if you want to.”

      In response, Rake stood, took my hand, and led me back into the penthouse . . .

      . . . and proceeded to give a whole new meaning to room service.

      

      
        The End
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      —C. E. Murphy, author of Raven Calls

      

      “Nicely done. I actively enjoyed the characters and their banter.”

      —Critical Mass

      

      “Fun, fascinating, and loaded with excitement! Magic Lost, Trouble Found is a top-notch read of magic, mayhem, and some of the most charming elves and goblins I’ve ever encountered. Enthralling characters and a thrilling plot…I now need to cast a spell on Ms. Shearin to ensure there’s a sequel.”

      —Linnea Sinclair, RITA Award–winning author of Rebels and Lovers
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