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Chapter 
One



“And this is our guest of honor tonight – Miss Cordelia Oakley.”

I came down the stairs to rapturous applause, hating every minute of it. Why did he have to make such a scene? Why did I have to be here in the first place? Henry Willis was a showman and a prick. But he was also paying me a lot of money for my product, so I would put up with it for now.

Looking out at the room, I noticed that everyone was dressed up, wearing tuxes and party dresses. I came here in jeans and a shirt. Then again, I didn’t expect to be paraded about.

Henry met me at the bottom of the stairs, holding out his hand to me. Taking it, I said through gritted teeth, “Is this really necessary?”

“Oh Cordelia, you are about to give these people the greatest night of their lives. Of course they want to meet you.” He wore a black tux, a cheesy grin on his face.

“This is not how I do business,” I replied. Given that what I did wasn’t strictly on the level, I preferred anonymity. It made it easier to deny my involvement if the ZEA agents ever came sniffing around.

“Make the rounds, shake a few hands and then you’ll get your payment.” He placed his hand on my back and guided me to the other guests, introducing them to me. I did as he asked, shaking hands, but took none of what he said in. I didn’t care who these people were, only that none of them were Fallen. The room was awash in mostly purple auras, much like my own. You didn’t get this far in life without breaking a few rules and becoming a Wandering. As Zodiacs we all shared the same curse. Gifted with powers we didn’t ask for. A roll of the dice when it came to what we were given and no instruction manual on how to use them.

The Fallen were the worst, easily identifiable by their red aura. I tried to never do business with them. They were rarely up to anything good.

The Sinless were blue, they saw themselves as protectors. I saw them as idiots with no free will. They had all that power and didn’t use it to help themselves. Seemed like a waste. That’s where my kind came in. The Wandering had purple auras, locked between the two. Allowed to carry on with our lives, but always being watched. Much like I was right now.

“Stephen, meet Cordelia. This is my business partner.” A tall man with brown hair gave me the once over, a smirk on his face. He took my hand, bringing it to his lips. I felt the urge to snatch it away, but instead I forced a smile that I was sure didn’t look genuine. Stephen didn’t seem to care. He oozed smarm. Why were millionaires always creepy or weird?

“I hear you have something extra special for us,” Stephen said.

“Uh, yeah,” I muttered. When would this nightmare be over? I wanted to go home, lie on the couch and watch TV. Parties were not my thing.

Henry moved me onto the next person.

“Cordelia, this is a special guest of mine. Tristan Locke.”

I paused, taking in his green eyes, warm smile and well-toned body. He was hot. Then I noticed something else. The blue aura surrounding him. A Sinless. I should have known better. I tried to stay away from them too. The holier than thou attitude really pissed me off.

“Hello,” I said, forcing a smile.

What would bring him to a party like this? Most of the guest were Wandering. The only other Sinless were the staff serving drinks. Which made me think it was a company Henry hired. I doubted they’d stay so pure if they hung around him too long.

Tristan smiled at me. “Lovely to meet you. Henry tells me you have a very special gift.”

It took everything in me not to roll my eyes. “Yes, well…Henry, I have what you need for the evening.” I held out the bag of potion bottles. It wouldn’t take much, just a few drops in a drink and they’d be raring to go.

Henry reached for them, but I pulled back. “Payment and contracts first.”

He sighed. “Always the professional.” Clicking his fingers, he summoned one of his flunkies. I was handed a stack of papers from the guests.

“Everyone here is of age and a willing participant.”

“Good.” The last thing I needed was for something illegal to go down with my potions being passed around. That could earn you a stint in prison. Something I would do anything to avoid.

Henry removed his phone from his pocket and tapped a few buttons. My own phone buzzed in my pocket. I glanced at it to see a notification telling me I had received a payment. I handed him the potions.

He grinned at me. “Our transaction is complete. Unless you’d like to join in?”

“No, thank you. I’ll call a car.”

Henry moved off to let them know that the real party was about to begin. Everyone eagerly gathered around, ready to get their share.

“Rich people,” I muttered.

Looking up, I saw Tristan staring at me.

“What?”

“Sorry, this just doesn’t seem like your kind of place.”

“It doesn’t seem like your kind of place either. Who is your partner?”

His eyes widened. “Oh, no, I’m not taking part. Henry invited me, but it’s not my thing.”

Of course it wasn’t. A Sinless would never get involved in something like this. Goody two shoes.

Henry had his staff hand out the drinks to the guest containing the potion. I made it clear they only needed a little. Each of the guests took their drinks and downed them in one go. When they were done, they all moved to the rooms off to the side.

Henry ushered the staff out toward the kitchen. They weren’t needed right now. One guy appeared from down the hall and joined the line with the others. I was surprised to see he was a Wandering. A lot of places wouldn’t hire them. For a moment, I swore I saw his aura flash red, before returning to purple. It happened so quickly, I couldn’t be sure. It happened sometimes, depending on what we had been doing. I wondered what he’d been up to. Oh well, it wasn’t my problem. Let Henry deal with it.

Turning away, I opened my car service app and ordered a ride home. It would take an hour to get here. Damn it.

Tristan had wandered off to speak to Henry. From across the room, the first moans and cries of excitement filled the air as the guests let the potion take effect.

I do not want to listen to that.

Grabbing a champagne flute, I headed out through the French doors to the grounds outside. Henry had a huge swimming pool. I walked around it to the end where there were some chairs set up. They were far enough away from the house not to be heard and a wall blocked anyone from seeing me. I could wait here until my car arrived.

Why did I agree to this?

But I knew the answer. I agreed because I was in desperate need of cash and Henry was willing to pay me twenty thousand for the potions. That would help dig me out of the hole I was currently in with my store.

My store provided remedies and potions for the masses, but I had to keep it legit, only selling mild tonics that wouldn’t get me in trouble with the ZEA. The hard stuff was sold behind the scenes and at parties like this. I hated feeling like a drug dealer, but they had tight restrictions. Breaking their rules would land you in prison.

I won’t end up like my mother.

Sipping the champagne, I tried to relax. I didn’t know how they drank this stuff. It was terrible. But it had alcohol in it and I needed to chill out until that damn car arrived.

“Hey.”

I looked up to find Tristan standing over me with two glasses of champagne.

“Top up?” he asked.

Hesitating for a moment, I downed the one I had, and set it on the table in front of me. Taking the one he offered, I took a gulp of it. “What do you want?”

“Well, things are taking off in there and I’d rather not listen to a dozen people having loud, obnoxious sex.”

Snorting, I moved up, letting him take a seat beside me. “Then why are you here?”

“Henry wants to talk to me about something but is making me wait until the guests leave.”

“That could be a while.”

“Oh God, yes!” someone shrieked from the house.

“Or not,” I said.

Tristan looked embarrassed. “Quite the concoction you created. What’s in it?”

Smirking, I replied, “Trade secret. But don’t worry, nothing illegal.”

“Why would I worry?”

I gave him the once over. “Don’t you work for the Zodiac Enforcement Agency?”

He looked confused. “Me? No, why would you think that?”

I shrugged, finishing off my champagne. “Thought all you goody goodies worked there. Or in some kind of service. That’s your schtick right?”

Tristan actually looked offended at my comment. “No. I don’t work for them. That’s not the path for me. I’m in banking.”

“Well, that practically makes you a Fallen then. How did you manage to keep your halo?”

Tristan played with his glass, seemingly unsure how to respond to me. I didn’t blame him. I was in a bad enough mood already without being forced to wait while a bunch of people had more fun in ten minutes than I’d had all year.

“You’re very blunt.”

“So I’ve been told.”

“You seem to have an issue with the Sinless.”

“They’ve hassled me my whole life. I mean how pretentious is it to call yourself Sinless. Like you’re better than the rest of us.”

“We’re not better. Life dealt us the hand we have and its up to us to make choices. Everyone does it, even the humans. We just can’t see if they’re good or bad.”

No, we couldn’t. Would make life a lot easier, or at least fairer. Every time I left the house it was like having a huge neon sign hanging over my head telling people to stay away from me. That I was trouble. To be fair, I was no angel, but sometimes it felt like my life had been mapped out for me. My aura could flicker between blue and red at times, depending on the choices I made, but if I was honest, red happened a lot more often. How long would it be before I turned into my mother? Before I ended up behind bars too?

“Yeah, well, it sucks. So what abilities do you have?” Might as well fill the time while I waited for my car.

“I’m a Leo. So I can…” He put his hand on my arm and I felt heat radiate from it. His touch sent a shiver down my spine. Which surprised me. I only dated assholes. And never a Sinless. “It’s not great in my job, but useful in winter. What about you?”

Wanting to see him squirm a little, I placed my hand on his and directed my power at him. He let out a gasp, his eyes widening. “What is that?”

“I’m a Scorpio. I can control a person’s emotions through touch. I can even add my power to my potions. The effects are temporary. That’s what they’re feeling in there.”

I took my hand off his and he let out a breath, cheeks red. Grabbing his champagne, he knocked it back. “Very impressive.”

He shifted in his seat, adjusting his pants. Oops. Guess I gave him a little too much. But I liked seeing the Sinless lose his cool. They always acted like they were above us, it was fun to rattle them.

My phone beeped. I looked to see a message from the car ride service. Cancelled.

“Shit.”

“What’s wrong?”

“My car isn’t coming.”

“Oh. Well, I’m sure Henry has a driver who would take you home.”

He probably did, but I didn’t want to ask that man for anything. As we sat in silence, the noise from inside reached us. Moaning and screams of ecstasy from open windows.

Well this isn’t awkward at all.

Tristan stared at the ground, avoiding eye contact, though I could tell he was still bothered by his reaction to me. I was surprised he didn’t want to get involved inside, but he was probably too vanilla for that.

“Do you have a girlfriend?” I asked.

“No. Why?”

I shrugged. “Just wondering.”

He sat back, lips pursed. “Your ability…can you…?”

“What?”

“Can you do that while you’re…you know?”

“Having sex? Yes, I can. For both of us.”

His cheeks reddened.

“I mean the me and whoever else was there.” God, I felt like an idiot. It wasn’t like it was the first time someone had asked me questions like that. That didn’t mean he wanted to sleep with me.

I opened my mouth to speak when Tristan leaned in and kissed me. Shocked for a second, I hesitated, then started kissing him back. His fingers brushed my cheek and I felt seriously turned on. God, he was hot.

He pulled back, looking embarrassed. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have done that.”

“It’s fine. Do you normally hook up with women at these parties?”

“No, of course not. I don’t know why I’m even here. I should go.” He picked up his glass and stood up.

I was going nowhere fast and honestly, he was a good kisser. Was there any harm in getting to know him a little better?

Reaching out, I took his hand, sending a little jolt of desire through him. Desire I felt too. Tristan looked down at my hand, then at me.

Then he lunged forward, his lips crashing against mine. He kissed me, his fingers lacing through my hair. When he pulled away, we were both breathing hard.

“Fuck, that was something else,” he said.

“Makes you wonder what it would be like if we…” I left the sentence hanging in the air. It was his choice. My power couldn’t force anyone to feel anything that wasn’t already there. At least not that particular feeling.

He glanced back at the house. More moans filled the air. “No one is paying any attention to us. And we’re hidden here by the wall and these planters.”

Tristan was right. No one would see us if we had a little fun. Common sense told me to walk away, to get a car and go home, but right now, common sense wasn’t in control. I felt so turned on that I was willing to break my own rules.

Leaning in, I kissed him again. A Wandering and a Sinless? It felt forbidden, intoxicating. Who cared about anything else?

I lay back on the two-seater, pulling Tristan down on top of me. Our lips still locked together, he slipped his hand up my shirt. When he cupped my breast through my bra, I moaned. I didn’t want anything between us.

Pushing him back, I pulled my shirt off over my head. Forgetting about the house full of guests, I took my bra off too, lying back so Tristan could see me.

With a hungry look in his eyes, he leaned forward and sucked my left nipple, while he used his hand to play with the other breast. He moved lower, kissing my stomach before he reached the waistband of my jeans. Undoing the button, he pulled the zipped down and slipped them off.

I felt exposed, lying there in just my underwear. Somehow it managed to turn me on more.

Tristan unbuttoned his shirt and slipped it off, revealing a muscled chest underneath. Damn he looked good.

Sitting up, I ran my hands across his chest, kissing his skin. I dropped my hands to his lap and unbuckled his belt. Slipping my hand into his pants, I ran my fingers over his hard cock. He didn’t disappoint.

Fire ignited in his eyes at my touch. Shedding the rest of his clothes, he stretched out on top of me. Then he was inside me. I let out a gasp as he began to thrust inside me, his taut body moving at a steady rhythm.

Our bodies moved together, our moans drowned out from the noise at the house. The difference being they needed a potion, I had the real deal.

“Don’t stop,” I moaned, feeling close to the edge. God, he felt so good inside me. This was definitely not vanilla.

He picked up speed, grunting as me thrust into me. Oh yes, this guy had an edge.

I came, my entire body trembling as he sent me over the edge in blissful ecstasy. Just in time, I remembered my own ability. I channeled that feeling into him too.

He cried out as his body stiffened and he came inside of me. After a moment, he collapsed against me, breathing hard. “What was that?” he whispered.

I chuckled. “I told you it would be good.”

Tristan shifted off me, pulling me against him. “That was incredible.” He leaned forward and kissed me.

It was incredible and I didn’t get that often. It was worth coming to this party after all.


Chapter 
Two



I heard the sound of water lapping nearby. Confused, I opened my eyes to find that I was outside. Sitting up with a jerk, I winced as pain shot through my head. What did I do? I had a couple of drinks, but I also didn’t eat anything before coming here.

Glancing down, I realized I was covered with a towel. My clothes sat folded on the chair opposite. “Oh no, tell me I didn’t,” I groaned.

I had sex with Tristan. Who it appeared had run off. Typical. Probably worried about damaging his precious reputation with a Wandering.

Reaching over, I snagged my clothes and quickly put them on. I slept out here all night. I hope no one saw me. If I could get out before anyone noticed…

“Excuse me, Miss.”

Turning, I found Henry’s butler behind me. An older man with gray hair, he held a tray in his hand. Did he see me getting dressed? “Uh, what?”

“I have a note for you. From Mr. Locke.” He held out a folded piece of paper.

A note? Why am I not surprised?

He might have run out on me like a normal guy, but at least the Sinless were polite enough to leave notes. Pulling on my boot, I grabbed my purse. “Not interested.”

I ran for the house, eager to get the hell out before anyone else saw my walk of shame. I’d walk home if I had to. The house looked empty, though I did spot a few items of clothing lying around. Guess everyone had a good night.

Never again. It’s not worth it.

When I got outside, I picked a direction and started walking. Surely a car service could pick me up on the move. I moved quickly, praying no one I knew would see me. Not likely. I didn’t have a lot of friends, okay, no friends, and no one I knew lived on this side of town.

I checked my phone, eager to order the car, only to have the low battery icon flash at me. Opening the app, I tried to order, but the phone died before I completed it.

“Damn it.”

This is shaping up to the be the worst day of my life.

Okay, that was dramatic. I’d had far worse ones. Many of them. Including the day the ZEA agents dragged my mother from the house kicking and screaming. Not something most nine-year-olds like to see.

Two blocks over, I found a bus stop. With a sigh, I took a seat to wait. It looked like it would be my only way home.

Why did I sleep with Tristan?

I mean apart from the fact that he was hot and it had been a while. Still, getting involved with a Sinless was a bad idea. But I had a habit of making bad choices. Usually alcohol was involved or a hot guy and this time it was both.

At least I never have to see him again.

The bus finally arrived and I got on. It would stop right by the shop. Despite needing a shower and a few more hours sleep, I decided to swing by and check that Sage hadn’t burned the place down. It was their day to open, but since my phone was dead, I decided to check while I could.

When the bus came to a stop on the street, I clambered off, wondering if I had an aspirin in the shop. If I didn’t, I could probably whip up a remedy of my own. Aspirin was just quicker.

At the end of the street stood The Apothecary, my store. The gold lettering on the black sign was faded, and vines grew up the walls, but I thought that added to the aesthetic. We mostly had human customers, interested in herbal remedies, magic and the world of Zodiacs. Being one was almost like being a celebrity. Something I didn’t want. I hated the attention, the stares, but for better or worse, people found us interesting.

If they knew how much trouble our powers caused, they’d soon change their minds.

Of course they had heard of the Fallen, seen their actions on the news, though they seemed to downplay it. I think they thought the rest of us were superheroes or something. What a ridiculous idea. The Sinless definitely leaned into that, but the rest of us were trying to live our lives like normal people.

Pushing the door open, I breathed in the scent of herbs and sighed. I loved that smell. Sage looked up from behind the counter. They had a magazine in their hands.

“Were you due in today?” they asked.

“No, but I just wanted to check a few things.”

Sage narrowed their heavily eyelinered eyes at me. “Checking up on me?”

“Do you blame me?” I asked as I headed into the back to leave my bag and look for those aspirin.

“Oh my God, are you ever going to let it go. I knocked over one candle. It was months ago.”

Rolling my eyes, I shot back, “You could have burned down the shop. I told you not to wear your headphones while locking up. You would have heard it fall.”

Sage muttered something under their breath. They were hyperactive at the best of times, but when it came to sweeping up at the end of the day, they donned the headphones, cranked up the music and became oblivious to everything else around them. This shop was all I had. I couldn’t afford to lose it or the meagre income it gave me.

I found some aspirin in the drawer in my office and downed two of them with some cold coffee. There was a spare t-shirt in the drawer too. I put it on. It was no shower, but at least it wasn’t wrinkled like the other one.

Heading back out, I found Sage sulking at the counter.

“How’s it been today?”

“We had a bunch of tourists in earlier. They bought a lot of that old crap in the back. Told them it was made by a powerful Zodiac to bring good luck.”

“The stuff on the top shelf? That’s mostly indigestion remedies and echinacea.”

Sage giggled. “I know.”

I had to laugh. Humans were so gullible. “Good work.” It did no harm to shift some of the old stuff. Most of the customers here wanted something magical to solve all their problems. Trust me, if I had something like that, I’d be keeping it for myself.

“So why are you the worse for wear?” Sage asked.

“Long night,” I muttered, running a hand through my red hair. It seriously needed washed.

“Alone?”

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

Sage’s eyes lit up. They ushered me to the stool behind the desk. Flipping their long green hair back, they grinned at me. “Tell me everything.”

“Ugh. No. It was a stupid mistake that will never happen again.”

“Ooh, with who?”

I stared at my cuticles. “A Sinless.”

Sage’s mouth dropped open. “No way. Was he hot?”

“That’s besides the point. I’m going to check our inventory.”

Sage would have to be satisfied with that bit of gossip. I wasn’t going to go into detail. It was over and I needed to forget about it. Forget about him. Though the sex was good. Really good.

Forcing myself to think of anything else, I checked my herb store. Most of them were garden variety herbs, but there was one in particular that couldn’t be found locally. Or on Earth for that matter. It was the herb that allowed me to transfer my power into my potions, making them stronger. And we were nearly out of it.

“Damn.” I hated retrieving it. That place was freaky. But since they were my bestsellers, I didn’t have a choice. I could go now and get it over with.

“We’re almost out of my special ingredient. I’m going to grab some more,” I told Sage.

“Okey, dokey, Boss Lady.”

Sage didn’t ask too many questions, but they knew that the plant wasn’t strictly legal. Actually, the traveling to another world was the illegal part. But I didn’t do anything other than collect the herb, so who was it harming?

Checking Sage was busy, I moved to the storeroom and lifted the hidden panel in the floor. Underneath it, lay a small black box. I opened it and lifted out the amulet inside. It glowed faintly in the dim light. This amulet allowed me to travel to another world, opening a doorway. If anyone knew I had it, I’d be in an lot of trouble.

There were many worlds surrounding ours, all with their own rules and issues. I stuck to the one since it had what I needed. Who knew where you could end up otherwise.

Slipping the amulet around my neck, I put the box back and fixed the panel into place. There was an alley out back. I’d pop over and be back in ten minutes, max.

I headed out back, checking the alley was empty. Occasionally I’d find a homeless person taking a nap or kids messing around. I didn’t need any witnesses. Or some idiot accidentally going through the portal.

Satisfied I was alone, I wrapped my hand around the amulet and said the words that opened the portal. I had no idea what they meant, they certainly weren’t in English. All I knew was it worked.

A wind whipped up as a circular portal opened before me, revealing a barren desert beyond. Taking a deep breath, I stepped through the portal, letting it close behind me.

The temperature immediately increased and I winced as the two suns beat down on me. I hated this place. It baffled me how anything could grow here, but the herb seemed to prefer these types of conditions.

Pulling out my switchblade, I searched the sand for any sign of it. It grew in clusters all over, but since I never came into this world in the same spot, it wasn’t always easy to find.

Sighing, I moved around, searching for any sign of it. The sun made me squint and was doing nothing for my headache. What if there was none left? It was unlikely, but I had no idea how this world worked. I found it a couple of years ago, while trying to avoid an ex-boyfriend. Maybe it only grew for a certain length of time. Or something could have eaten it.

“Come on,” I muttered, already sweating through my t-shirt.

Then I spotted something in the distance. A dark mass in the sand. Hurrying toward it, I stumbled a few times in my heeled boots. In future, I’d wear better footwear to do this.

Dropping to my knees beside the root, I grinned. There was plenty of it. Enough to keep me stocked up for the next couple of months at least. I used the knife to cut some of it free and stuffed it into my pocket. When I got it back, I’d dry it out, grind it up and turn it into a fine powder. Then it could be added to the potions.

When my pockets were full, I got to my feet. At least the day hadn’t been a total waste. Glancing up, I froze. In the distance, I could see one of them. The weird looking creatures that lived here. They were creepy looking black blobs with legs and no eyes. Plenty of teeth though. I saw them a few times, but always in the distance.

“Time to go.”

Clutching the necklace, I opened the portal nearby. As I turned to go through it, I found one of them right behind me. Biting back a scream, I backed off fast. The creature made a weird screechy noise, then opened it’s huge mouth to reveal several rows of razor-sharp teeth.

I ran for the portal and threw myself through it. Landing on the ground, striking my elbow in the process, I quickly closed the portal behind me.

“Fuck,” I muttered. That was too close. If I went back, I’d need to arm myself.

The distinct click of a gun came from behind me. Rolling onto my back, I looked up to find half a dozen ZEA agents surrounding me, guns drawn.

My gaze landed on the one closest to me. A familiar face. Tristan.

“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.”


Chapter 
Three



“Cordelia Oakley,” one of the agents said, hauling me to my feet. “You are coming with us.” He took hold of my arm.

“What the hell is this? I haven’t done anything wrong,” I snarled.

Damn it. I didn’t even have time to get rid of the amulet. If they found it, there’d be no denying what I’d been up to.

My free hand went to it, but they had already seen it. One agent stepped forward and took the amulet from me, dropping it into an evidence bag. Didn’t they have anything better to do than waste their time going after the likes of me? When he bagged it, he checked my pockets, removing the herbs I gathered. His brow furrowed as he held one up. Then he put them in a bag too.

“Take her away,” one man said.

I glared at Tristan as I was marched past him. That son of a bitch lied. He was an agent this whole time. Why was he at the party? To try and trap me? If he was leading me on to get me to confess, I’d kill him.

Why did I sleep with him? I’m such an idiot.

Shoved into the back of a car, I seethed all the way to their building downtown, plotting my revenge against that deceitful shit.

We arrived at the building and I felt a knot form in my stomach. What if they charged me and put me in prison? I’d never survive in that hellish place. Knowing my luck I’d end up in the cell next to my mother. Assuming she was still alive. It had been years since they took her away and I certainly didn’t keep in touch.

The agents led me inside as I desperately tried to think of a way out of this. They had the amulet and they saw me use it. Okay, no talking my way out of that one. But surely that was a misdemeanor. I might get away with a fine.

What else did they have on me? Those potions from last night? Tristan saw me hand them over. God, this was such a mess.

The agents guided me to a desk and took my details and my fingerprints. They were already on file from years ago. A few petty crimes, nothing prison worthy. Until now.

“Shouldn’t I have a lawyer?” I asked.

“Got something to hide,” the lead agent shot back. He was an older man in his forties with salt and pepper hair.

“Maybe if you explained what I’m being charged with…”

He ignored me and took me into an interrogation room. Things worked differently for the Zodiacs. We had our own justice system and the agents were tasked with finding evidence against us. This made no sense. Why didn’t they charge me already?

The agent pointed to a chair and I sat down, wondering where that snake Tristan went. If he was undercover, there was no way he would have been allowed to do something like sleep with a suspect. I would happily tell this guy about his actions. If I went down, I’d take the asshole with me.

The agent sat down. “Miss Oakley, I am Agent Foster. We need to ask you a few questions about your recent activity. You own an herbalist store, correct?”

“Yes.” I was tempted to stay silent, but the quicker we got this over with, the better. If they saw me cooperating, they might be more willing to work with me.

“And what do you sell there, Miss Oakley?”

I sighed. “Herbal remedies. All within your rules, nothing illegal.”

He set the bag of herbs from the other world on the table. “What are these?”

I knew he was toying with me. Of course he was. Even if he didn’t know what it was, he could order tests and quickly find out.

“It’s a plant from another world, I don’t know what its called, only what it can do.”

“And that is?”

God, he was going to drag this out for an eternity. “Look, if you are going to charge me or fine me, just get it over with already. It’s been a long day.”

He studied my face for a moment, then pushed the bag aside. “We’re not interested in your visits to a barren planet. At least not right now. You’re here because a man has been killed.”

“What? Who?”

“Henry Willis. You attended a party at his house last night.”

What the hell is going on? Henry is dead?

“I…yes, but I didn’t really talk to him. What happened to him?”

“His butler went to his office this morning and beat him to death with a silver tray.”

“Oh my God, that’s horrible.” I let out a breath. It must have happened right after I left. The butler spoke to me. Was he waiting for me to leave so he could go after Henry? Or did it happen in the moment? “Wait, what has that got to do with me?”

“We are aware of your powers, Miss Oakley. That you have the ability to stir up emotions, drive people to do things they might not normally do.”

Son of a bitch. They’re trying to frame me for murder.

“No! That’s not what I can do at all. I can heighten emotions, but I can’t drive people to murder. Why would I kill Henry anyway?”

“Why did he pay you two thousand dollars last night?”

“Two…it was supposed to be twenty…” I trailed off. He didn’t pay me the full amount? I saw the notification, but I didn’t check it. What the hell was he playing at?

“So he didn’t pay you what he promised? I’m sure that made you angry.”

I glared at him. “I didn’t kill him. I never even touched the butler. Surely there are cameras at the house that can prove that.”

“They were switched off before his party last night.”

Of course they were. Because it would never be that easy for me, would it?

“You can understand why this looks like motive.”

I shook my head. “Speak to the butler. Any effects would be temporary, he’ll tell you that I didn’t touch him.”

Agent Foster sat back in his chair. “Mr. Peters had a stroke after what happened. He’s in a coma.”

Panic rose inside me. They were going to nail me for this. There had to be a way to prove I had nothing to do with it.

Someone knocked on the door. Another agent came in and motioned for Foster to follow him. When he left, I desperately tried to think of someone who could confirm my story. The butler came out, but there was no one else out there. That didn’t rule out someone from the house seeing us through a window.

The door opened and I looked up to see Tristan. What the hell was he doing here? He glanced over his shoulder, then quickly closed the door.

“What do you want? Come to gloat?”

He took a seat, looking worried. “Cordelia, I am so sorry about this. What happened last night…I shouldn’t have done it. I was undercover, but I broke the rules.”

Undercover? So he had been there as an agent.

“When did you leave? You could be a witness.”

He shook his head. “I left while you were still asleep. I didn’t see you leave.”

“Are you saying you think I did this?” I snapped.

“No, of course not. I believe you, Cordelia. But I don’t know what to do to help.”

“Well, think of something or I’ll tell your bosses what you were up to when you were supposed to be working.”

He hung his head in shame. “You don’t have to, I’ll tell them the truth.”

That wouldn’t get me out of here, not if he didn’t see anything. He’d never lie for me either, Sinless were too good for that.

The door opened and Agent Foster returned. “Agent Locke, what are you doing in here?”

Tristan got to his feet. “Uh, I need to talk to you, sir.”

He was actually going to do it. Why was he stupid enough to risk his job by telling the truth?

“It can wait. Leave.”

Tristan glanced at me, then hurried out. I didn’t know what to make of him.

Agent Foster returned to his seat.

“Look, there has to be someone else at the house who saw me. A guest who left late. There were lots of people who could have had a grudge against Henry. I saw a Wandering at the party last night. One of the staff, maybe he did it. His aura flashed red, he must have been up to something.”

“We are questioning all the staff at present. The investigation is ongoing.”

“So are you going to arrest me?”

He sighed. “For now, you are free to go, once you write a statement for us. But we will be talking to you again, Miss Oakley.”

He passed me a legal pad and a pen. I wrote as fast as possible, including everything I could remember. When I was done, I practically threw the pen at him and headed for the door.

Freedom here I come.


Chapter 
Four



The second I stepped outside the ZEA building, I took a deep breath. I was free. For now.

Foster wouldn’t let this go though. He had me at the top of his suspect list and once he gathered enough evidence, my ass would end up in prison. The temptation to run was overwhelming, but I had nowhere to go. They held onto the amulet, so that wasn’t an option. I had a few contacts, but none who would be willing to get me out of the country. At least not without paying them a lot of money. I didn’t even have the money from Henry, he screwed me out it.

I’d kill him if he wasn’t already dead. Oh, I guess that is why I’m a suspect.

But they weren’t stupid. Surely, they could see that my aura was still purple. Murder would have turned it red. Unless they thought I didn’t have a conscience or felt justified in killing him. I wouldn’t kill anyone, not really. And certainly not over money. For all I knew, it could have been an honest mistake. He missed a zero or something.

With no other choice, I called a cab to take me back home. I desperately needed that shower and some sleep. Then I could look at this situation with a clear head.

My apartment lay a few blocks from the store. It wasn’t great, I couldn’t afford anything more than a one bedroom, but it was mine. It felt good to close the door behind me and shut out the world.

Shedding my clothes as I walked through the apartment, I headed straight for the bathroom. Turning on the shower, I made the water as hot as I could stand and hopped in. I let out a sigh of relief as the spray hit my aching muscles. I’d been so tense over the last couple of hours that it was a relief to finally relax them.

Scrubbing myself clean, I tried my best to forget about Tristan and everything that happened between us. I didn’t expect him to apologize, but it didn’t matter if he didn’t actually tell his boss what he got up to. Would that count against me? God, I was in enough trouble, but I didn’t think having sex with an agent counted as a felony.

He'd get in trouble though. They might even fire him. Considering I was facing prison though, I didn’t really care what happened to him.

When I stepped out of the shower, I wrapped myself in a clean fluffy towel. I’d need to get myself a lawyer to help with all of this. Someone good. Though I had no idea how I would pay them.

I checked my phone to see if what Foster said was true. Henry did only pay me two thousand. Did he do it deliberately? It’s not like he didn’t have the money. No, it had to be a mistake. One that would never be rectified now.

Once I finished up in the bathroom, I put on my robe and headed for the kitchen. I hadn’t eaten anything all day and I could use some water too. My mouth was drier than the Sahara.

As I downed a glass of water, someone knocked at the door.

Great, what fresh hell is this.

Setting the glass down, I moved to the door. “Who is it?”

“Uh, Cordelia? It’s me. Tristan.”

What the fuck is he doing here?

Tempted as I was to ignore him, I was also curious. I unlocked the door. “What do you want? Come to arrest me again?”

He looked worn out. “Uh, no. I couldn’t if I wanted to. I’ve been suspended. Can I come in for a moment?”

I stepped back to let him in. “So you told him the truth?”

“Yes, I did. They weren’t happy. To say the least.”

I couldn’t believe he actually did it. He probably screwed his entire career over this. Over me. I couldn’t help but feel a tiny bit of guilt, though I don’t know why. We were both willing participants. We both knew better, but we did it anyway.

“Right. And you’re here because…?”

“I uh, wanted to apologize again. I know that if we hadn’t…you know, then you wouldn’t have been there when Henry died.”

I crossed my arms. “Yeah, well, I always did have the worst luck.”

Tristan swayed slightly.

“Have you been drinking?”

“A little. Kind of blew up my whole life, I needed something to take the edge off.”

Sighing, I headed for the kitchen. “Let me get you some coffee.”

He followed me and I motioned for him to take a seat at the island. I poured him a mug of coffee. “Are they going to fire you?”

“I don’t know. Probably. They have to investigate further.”

“What’s to investigate? Oh God, are they going to question me?”

“Maybe,” he said, pulling a face. “I’m not sure.”

“Fuck,” I muttered.

Tristan took a drink of the coffee. “Look, I’ll try to keep you out of it as much as possible.”

“Why were you even there in the first place?”

He stared at the coffee. “I can’t really…”

“They suspended you. I’m sure you can give me the highlights.”

Sighing, he took another drink of the coffee. “I was investigating Henry.”

“For the sex parties?”

“No, nothing like that.” He stared at me for a moment. “He was smuggling antiquities.”

That surprised me. The man already had a few million in the bank, why do something like that? Or was that how he made his money in the first place?

“And you were spying on him?”

Tristan slumped against the counter. “Uh-huh.” It looked like he had drank more than I thought. But it gave me the opportunity to get some information out of him.

“Do you know who might have killed him?”

Tristan’s eyes started to close. “They think it might be the person helping him get the antiques into the country, but no one knows who he is. They think it could even be you.”

“What?”

Tristan jerked awake at my shriek.

“I don’t know anything about any of that. I gave him some potions, nothing more.”

“Of course. Do you have somewhere I could maybe lie down?”

Ugh, what had I gotten myself into?

I led him back to the living room and motioned to the couch. He sat down, head tipped back. He reached into his pocket and removed an eye dropper bottle, squirting a little into each eye. When he saw me watching, he capped the bottle and put it back into his pocket. “Allergies.”

“Why don’t you sleep for a while?”

Nodding, he stretched out and closed his eyes. “Thank you,” he said.

“Don’t mention it.”

I watched him for a few moments, wondering if this was a good idea. What if the ZEA thought Tristan and I were up to something together? They were so far off the mark already, who knew where they would end up with their ridiculous theories.

Tristan got me into this mess, he was going to have to get me out of it. Since he was suspended, I reckoned he’d be a little more willing to help me. If we could figure out who killed Henry, he could get his job back and I could avoid prison.

I’d let him sleep it off for now, while I got some sleep myself. But when we awoke, he was going to help me clear my name. He owed me that for his lies.


Chapter 
Five



When I opened my eyes, it was dark outside. Dragging my butt up, I checked my phone. Nearly eight at night. I didn’t mean to sleep so long, but I felt better for it. Then I remembered Tristan. Was he still here?

I hurried into the other room to find him sitting on the couch, checking his phone. He looked like he had only woken up himself.

“Hey,” I said.

He looked up. “I’m sorry for coming here drunk. I shouldn’t have done that. I’ll go.”

“No, it’s fine. Why don’t you have some coffee first? And something to eat.”

He sighed. “I don’t want to impose.”

“You’re not. We need to talk anyway.”

We returned to the kitchen where I made us both some fresh coffee and a sandwich each. I didn’t have much food in, so it would have to do. Despite my talent for potions, I wasn’t a great cook, so I stuck to simple meals.

Tristan devoured his sandwich, looking less like death warmed up. Good. I needed him clear headed if he was going to help me. He had access to the world of the ZEA and he knew about Henry’s illegal activities. Though I had to wonder how he remained a Wandering. I guess he didn’t think stealing antiquities was all that bad.

“I like your place,” Tristan said, trying to make conversation.

“It’s okay. Look, I know that what we did screwed things up, but I think I know how we can fix it.”

He took a bite of the sandwich. “How’s that?”

“If we could figure out who killed Henry, we could clear my name and I’ll say whatever you want to help you get your job back.”

Tristan’s brow furrowed. “The ZEA are already looking for the killer.”

“No, they think I’m the killer. I know what they’re like, once they have a suspect, they don’t look anywhere else.”

“That’s a little unfair,” he argued.

“Is it? My power can affect a person’s emotions. That butler guy killed his boss in a fit of rage. It’s open and shut as far as they are concerned.”

“They need evidence. I’m sure they’ll find another suspect.”

“What if I already have one?”

He perked up. “You do?”

“Maybe. When I was at the party, I saw one of the wait staff coming back from the bathroom. His aura flashed red. I don’t know what he was up to, but he might have been the one to kill Henry.”

“I guess it’s possible. But I don’t think you should automatically assume he did it, just because he was a Wandering.”

“Why not? Isn’t that what the ZEA are doing to me?” There was no way they were questioning any of Henry’s party guests as viable suspects.

Tristan looked embarrassed. “Okay. Fair point. Where do we start?”

“With the woman who told me about the party in the first place. Alison Lomax. She’s some socialite I sold some potions too. She was friends with Henry.”

Alison was a divorcee living on her ex-husband’s money. She loved parties and often organized them for people in her social circle. She might know what catering company he used, or even give us another suspect. No one could be ruled out at this stage.

Tristan glanced at his watch. “Will she speak to us? It’s getting kind of late.”

“She will if I sweeten the deal.”

I opened the cupboard near the stove and pulled out a potion vial. “She is a fan of my special brew. But I’ll need to make some more.”

Grabbing my potion pot, I set it on the stove and started pulling out ingredients from the cupboards. The ZEA agents took my special herb, but I had a little of it left to make this batch.

Tristan watched me as I worked, asking the odd question on my process. It was weird having someone in the room while I brewed. I usually did it solo. But if Tristan was willing to help me, I didn’t want to kick him out and risk him disappearing.

When the potion was brewed, I poured some of it into the vial. Using a mortar and pestle, I ground up the root into a powder. This was the tricky part, the part I wasn’t sure I wanted him to see.

He seemed to sense my hesitation. “Would you like me to leave the room?”

“Please.”

“I need to use the bathroom anyway.”

I waited until I heard the bathroom door close, then I placed my finger in the powder. Closing my eyes, I summoned my power, feeling a wave of emotions swirl inside me. I could feel every emotion imaginable, seeing them like they were on an assembly line. Each one had its own color. Anger was red obviously, green was jealousy. I moved through them, searching for the one I wanted. This one pulsed white. Euphoria. A rare feeling, but a coveted one.

Channeling it into the root, I infused it with the feeling. It glowed briefly before returning to normal. Euphoria wasn’t something I’d felt a lot in my life, but if a feeling existed, I could access it. At least temporarily. When I was younger, it scared me, having these emotions surge inside me without warning. Before I learned to control it, I would be laughing one minute, crying the next. A lot of the neighborhood kids thought I was crazy. It took time to get a handle on them and once I did, I did my best to keep them clamped down tight. Emotions were dangerous. They got you into trouble. Look what happened with Tristan. My desire got out of hand and now I could go to prison.

Using the funnel, I added a small amount of the powder to the vial. Stoppering it, I shook it up, mixing it well.

Alison liked to take a few drops a day, much like a drug addict. She wouldn’t say no to this. At least my stuff didn’t have nasty side effects like most drugs.

Tristan poked his head around the door. “Is it okay to come in?”

“Yes, I’m finished.” I held up the potion.

“Is that…legal?” he asked.

I pulled a face. “What do you care? You’re officially off duty.”

He looked crestfallen at the reminder and I felt a little bad. “Still, we don’t need any more trouble.”

“Relax, it’s not illegal.” Not entirely. It was a mood-altering substance, but they didn’t know how to class things like this yet, so I was just on the right side of legal. If the laws changed, well, I’d worry about that then.

“Let’s go see this Alison woman then. Hopefully, she can give us the answers we need.”


Chapter 
Six



Alison lived in the hills, the rich end of town. Her mansion wasn’t that far from Henry’s house. She met me at a party one night, asked for a sample. I guess she liked what she got because she became one of my regulars after that. I didn’t have many, but I tried to stick with clients who had money. My little side hustle helped me keep the shop open and pay off my bills during the quiet months. Right now I was competing with another Zodiac a few blocks from me with the ability to see the future. They were only glimpses, but she was making a lot of money out of it. Pity I didn’t have that ability or my day would be going very differently.

Tristan was quiet as he drove us to Alison’s house. I didn’t complain. It’s not like we had a lot to talk about. After what happened between us, I’d happily never see him again, but we were stuck together for now, until we sorted this mess out.

It felt strange to have been intimate with him yet know nothing about him. I didn’t usually do one-night stands. You never knew who you were hooking up with. But of course I learned the hard way, even when you did date for a while, you still didn’t always know who you were hooking up with. My last boyfriend spent most of his time at my apartment, quitting his job soon after we met. I think he expected me to take care of him. What a joke. I could barely take care of myself. When he saw there were no hot meals waiting for him or money for his beer, he soon lost interest. I wanted to date a man, not a not an overgrown man-child.

I glanced over at Tristan, wondering if Alison would even let him in. She’d recognize him as an agent straight away and she thought the same way about them as I did. The vial lay in my pocket. That was our way in.

“Maybe you should hang back when we get there,” I said, breaking the silence. “She might not talk with you around.”

Tristan looked surprised. “I thought we were doing this together?”

“We are, but we’re not joined at the hip.”

“I’d rather be there with you. If there’s something we need to know, I’d rather hear it too.”

“Don’t you trust me to tell you.”

He fell silent. That was a no then. He didn’t trust me. Maybe he didn’t think I was capable of murder, but he still thought of me as a criminal. Well if that’s where we stood, I’d make sure not to cross the lines again. We weren’t allies, or friends, we were simply stuck on the same hellish merry-go-round together. And I for one couldn’t wait to get off it.

“That’s the house there,” I said, pointing to the one up ahead. Most of the lights were off, but there was one on in the living room. It was still early enough, I doubted she was asleep.

Tristan pulled up to the gate. “What do I say?”

“Say Cordelia is here with a surprise. That should pique her interest.” If we told her why we were really here, she’d tell us to get lost.

Tristan did as I said and the gates opened a moment later. He drove up and parked near the door.

“Let me do the talking,” I said. He could at least play by my rules. This was my world, not his. Besides, I was sure the ZEA had been all over the neighborhood already, talking to anyone who knew Henry.

When I got no argument from Tristan, I got out and headed for the door. The maid answered.

“Hi, is Alison here?” I asked.

The maid eyed Tristan suspiciously. “Who is he?”

“A friend,” I said.

She didn’t look sure, but when Alison yelled at her to let me in, she did as ordered.

Alison sat on the couch in the large, lavish living room, a glass of scotch in her hand. She wore a silk robe over her pajamas. “Cordelia, have you brought me a present?” she slurred. So she had been drinking for a while. That might work to our advantage.

“I have. But I was hoping you could answer some questions for me first.”

Her eyes landed on Tristan. “Who the hell are you?”

“This is Tristan. He’s cool.”

Alison narrowed her eyes at him. “He’s a cop.”

Where was she last night? She could have saved me a lot of hassle.

“I’m not here in an official capacity,” he said.

Alison snorted. “I don’t like him.”

“I don’t like him either. But we need your help. For this,” I said, holding up the vial.

Her eyes lit up. “Well…I suppose I can give you five minutes. Drink?”

We both declined. I didn’t want to be here any longer than I had to be. Alison focused on the vial, seemingly unable to take her eyes off it. God, had I made her into an addict? Or was she just so desperate to find an escape, she’d take anything she could?

“Alison, I wanted to ask about the party. Last night?”

“Henry’s party. Poor, dead Henry,” she muttered. Word had gotten around then.

“Yes. Do you know what catering company he used? Or anyone who might want him dead.” Tristan was right, I couldn’t hang all my hopes on this guy.

She chuckled. “I helped plan it. Henry is always so busy. Most of the guests were friends of mine, looking for a good time.”

“Great, so would you have a guest list?”

“Maybe. But I need something first.” She held her hand out for the vial. Sighing, I handed it over. She held it up to the light, a broad grin on her face.

“Do you have a…thing? Computer…thing,” she slurred.

I looked to Tristan, no idea what she was talking about.

“A thumb drive?”

“Yes!” She laughed.

Tristan took one off his keychain and handed it over.

Alison set the vial on the table and dragged her laptop toward her. She inserted the thumb drive and clicked a few buttons. Pulling it free, she handed it back to him. “All the information about the party.”

“Thank you, Alison,” I said, feeling relieved. We might be one step closer to finding the real killer.

“No, thank you,” Alison said. She opened the vial and dropped a few drops of the potion onto her tongue. Her eyes rolled back into her head and she slumped back against the couch, giggling to herself.

“Let’s go,” I said.

As we left the room, Tristan asked, “Is she going to be okay?”

“She’ll be fine. A little euphoria. It won’t last long.”

The potion would give her a nice high before it wore off and she’d likely sleep it and the alcohol off.

We returned to the car. “Where should we go?”

“Let’s go to my place. I can search some of the names on my computer.”

I just hoped that one of them led us to the killer, before the ZEA decided to throw my ass in jail instead.


Chapter 
Seven



Tristan’s apartment was a lot better than mine. He lived in a converted loft, in a nice-looking building. The ZEA must pay well. Would he have to give this place up now that he was suspended? They’d probably still pay him until they made their decision.

When I stepped inside the apartment, that’s where the nice ended. The place was a mess. Clothes littered the floor, there were take-out containers on the counter and cups and glasses on every surface. I almost wondered if he had a messy roommate, but he told me he lived alone on the ride over.

“Wow. Finally. A chink in the armor,” I joked.

“Oh God,” Tristan said, as he seemed to remember about the mess. He rushed to the kitchen area and grabbed a trash bag. Shoving some of the containers in it, he tried his best to tidy up. “I’m always working, I never have time to clean.”

“Relax, I’ve seen worse.” Picking my way across the floor, I spotted his laptop on the coffee table. I grabbed it and took it to the now clear kitchen counter. “We have bigger things to worry about.”

I pushed aside some clothes and sat down on a stool, careful to avoid something sticky in the corner of the seat. Opening the laptop, I motioned for him to sign in, averting my eyes while he did. He pulled the keys from his pocket and inserted the thumb drive into the laptop.

I searched the drive, finding a file labeled Henry’s party. Alison had included a potential guest list and a link to a catering company she used that didn’t ask any questions. She thought of everything. I wondered what she got out of it. Maybe she hoped to turn it into a business. Her ex’s money couldn’t last forever.

“Searching all of these names will take forever,” I said. “We should start with the guy I saw.”

Tristan looked down the list. “Yeah, but I don’t have a badge. I can’t make him tell us anything.”

“I can,” I said.

“What do you mean?”

“Well, if we get close enough, I can make him spill the beans.” I waggled my fingers at him.

Tristan’s eyes widened. “You can’t do that. You know that’s something the ZEA is against. I’m sorry, I can’t help if you’re going to do something like that. I’d never get my job back if they ever found out.”

“Ugh, fine. Then we can try and bribe him or something. But if that doesn’t work…”

Tristan glared at me.

“You are such a boy scout.”

“No, I’d just like to avoid prison.”

I sighed. Okay, we could agree on that. “Fine. I won’t use my ability. What about these other names? Any of them stand out to you?”

Tristan scrolled through them. “I’ve met a few of them at the parties and through Henry, but other than liking the idea of having loud sex alongside multiple other couples, I didn’t notice anything unusual about them.”

That felt like a dig at me. “We had sex at that party too.”

“Don’t remind me,” he muttered.

I crossed my arms. “Oh? Bad, was it?”

“No, of course not. But I never should have given into my own…impulses like that. It’s just been a while, you know?”

I snorted. “You and me both.”

Pulling the laptop toward me, I looked up the catering company. “Damn. They have like a hundred employees, how will we find this guy?”

“Did you get a good look at him?”

I nodded. He was about thirty with dark hair and stubble. It would be relatively easy to pick him out again.

Tristan opened a database on his computer and typed in the company name.

“What are you doing?”

“Well, any Wandering have to reveal their criminal activity before being employed. No matter how minor. So we should have a record of him.”

The results came back with three matches. Tristan clicked on each one. We hit pay dirt with the second guy. Anthony Jones.

“That’s him. What’s he done?”

Tristan tried to angle the laptop away from me. “I’m not supposed to let you see this.”

I snatched it from him and read the list of charges. Mostly petty crime, some theft. Nothing major. Nothing that would have made his aura turn red. Tristan took the laptop back before I could read more.

“Why hire him if he’s a thief?”

Tristan shrugged. “There’s a number of second chance programs for Wandering. As long as they keep their noses clean, they don’t have anything to worry about.”

That made me glad I didn’t have to go through it. My aunt left me her store when she died. She used to sell crystals and other kitschy stuff that the humans liked. After my remedies took off, I decided to sell only potions and herbs. I couldn’t imagine having to get a job as a Wandering. No wonder so many of them went back to a life of crime. Why wouldn’t we when society hated us?

Tristan was writing down the details of the man on a notepad.

“Do we have to wait until morning?” I asked. “What if he runs?”

Tristan sighed. “He might have already done that. Only one way to find out.” He pulled out his phone and called the company.

“Hi, is Tony working tonight?” He paused as he listened to the response. “No, that’s cool, I’ll catch up with him when he finishes his shift.” He hung up.

“What was that about? Tony?”

Tristan shrugged. “I was trying to sound like I knew him, so they’d tell me if he was on shift. We’re in luck. His shift finishes in forty-five minutes.”

“What are we waiting for?” If this guy did kill Henry or at least convinced the butler to do it, then we needed to be careful. I doubted any power he had would affect me, not if they were similar, but he could use other people to attack us if he wanted.

“Do you still have a gun?” I asked Tristan as we reached the car.

“No. They confiscated it. But we are only going to have a conversation, right?” He looked worried that I would try something.

“Right. I was just being cautious.”

Depending on our powers, guns aren’t always effective anyway. Still, we were walking in with no idea what to expect. And the guy had killed once already.

It’s not like I can back out now. This is the only way to clear my name.

When it came to the choice between facing a potential killer or a stint in prison, there was no contest.


Chapter 
Eight



The catering company was high end, located in the middle of town. I’d never had a reason to use a place like this, but I was sure people like Henry never cooked a day in their life. He had people to do everything for him. Until the day one of them beat him to death. Hell, what if we were looking at this all wrong. Maybe the butler hated his guts and wanted him dead. No, I’m sure the ZEA has sensed magic on him when they found him. Our magic left a trace.

Tristan stopped the car outside the building. “Okay, let’s go over the rules.”

“Excuse me?”

“I did as you asked for the Lomax woman, now you’re going to listen to me. We will talk to the guy, ask a few questions. That’s it. We aren’t going to use our powers or do anything illegal.”

I rolled my eyes. “Ugh, I get it.”

“No, you don’t. What we are doing is against all the rules. If this guy is the killer, we could screw up the investigation and he could walk. Is that what you want?”

Honestly, I only wanted to clear my name. Nothing else mattered. But he was right. If this guy murdered Henry, then he deserved prison. There were a few lines I wouldn’t cross and murder was one of them. Unlike my mother.

“No. I won’t do anything stupid.”

We got out and headed inside. The part that surprised me the most was that he was at work at all. If he killed Henry, then there was a good chance he had switched from Wandering to Fallen. Anyone with the ability to see his aura would know instantly. But it did depend on why he did it, and if he believed himself innocent. Since he didn’t actually do the deed himself, that was possible. I mean he might have sent the butler up to beat him up only but it went too far.

Whatever way he did it, I couldn’t figure out the why part. Did he have a run in with Henry? Did he find him doing something illegal and he needed to silence him before he called the cops?

It was entirely possible he used the job to case the joint. Then he could have left a way back in for himself later. He came back, tried to steal something and Henry spotted him. Knowing he couldn’t get caught, he used the butler to get rid of him. That was a type of self-preservation, right?

Several staff members milled around, moving chairs about. They were closing up for the night. Standing on my tiptoes, I searched the room for him.

The door to the kitchen opened and he came out. He still had a purple aura. Maybe I was wrong the other night. One way to find out.

When Anthony spotted us, he went pale. Backing up, he held up his hands. “Hey, man. I’m clean. You have nothing on me.”

He must recognize Tristan as an agent. It wasn’t hard. He still wore his shirt and tie. Might as well have a huge neon sign over his head saying I’m with the ZEA.

“Just relax. I wanted to ask you a question about the party you catered last night.”

Anthony glanced at me, then back at Tristan. “Who the hell is she?”

“Another witness. We need to know if you saw anyone suspicious hanging around?”

Anthony shook his head. “The ZEA already spoke to everyone. I left last night. I didn’t see anyone go near that rich dude.”

Tristan sighed. He glanced at me. Was he giving up already? “Do you know who would want him dead?” I asked.

“No. I don’t know the dude. I was hired to serve food, that’s it. You can’t keep hounding me like this. I’m on the straight and narrow.”

He did seem to be telling the truth. Had I made a horrible mistake? Judging him like the ZEA judged me? Sure, it would be easier if it was him, but I couldn’t jump the gun. If we didn’t get this right, I’d only dig myself in deeper.

“Thanks for the help,” Tristan said.

Anthony scurried away, looking relieved.

“Well, that was a bust.”

I sighed. “If it wasn’t him, then it had to be one of the party guests. They were more likely to still be there the next day.”

“The ZEA are questioning them all. I don’t know what else we can do. It was a nice dream, Cordelia, but maybe we should stop while we’re ahead.”

He was giving up. Damn it. The only reason I brought him along was because I figured he could get answers that I couldn’t. I wasn’t ready to accept defeat.

Tristan saw my face and sighed. “Look, I’ll find the owner and see if he knows anyone else we should be looking for. Wait here. It will be easier if I don’t have to explain who you are.”

Watching him walk away, I wondered if he was just saying that to placate me.

I went out to the lobby, hoping he could at least get a new lead for us. Otherwise we would have to go through that list of guests and figure out which one wanted Henry dead. If they had their powers listed, that might make things easier.

A few of the lights dimmed overhead. They were almost closed. I lingered by the door, willing Tristan to hurry up. And hopefully come back with some good news.

Anthony came out of the bathroom down the hall. He looked nervous. Probably worried that Tristan was still around. He stopped, sniffed and then sneezed violently. I watched as his aura flashed from purple to red.

What the hell?

He pulled something from his pocket. A small white bottle. He snorted the contents up his nose and his aura returned to a steady purple.

Stowing the bottle, he hurried through another door, unaware I had seen him.

Did he change his aura somehow? With that bottle? Was that even possible?

What the hell did I just see?


Chapter 
Nine



Tristan returned from the back. “Hey, what’s wrong?”

“I just something impossible.” Not wanting to be overheard, I motioned for him to come outside. If Anthony found a way to hide his aura, I didn’t want to spook him and make him run.

“What is it?” Tristan asked, as we took shelter under the awning outside. It was raining heavily now.

“I think I saw Anthony change his aura.”

Tristan’s brow furrowed. “What? That’s not possible.”

“Hence the word impossible, but I saw it. He like sneezed and it changed from purple to red. Then he snorted something and it went back to purple.”

Tristan ran a hand over his face. “I’m sorry, Cordelia, there’s no way to change your aura like that. If there was, we’d know. Sometimes the aura changes color depending on the person, you know that.”

I shook my head. “No, this was more than a quick change, it was something else. We need to do something.”

“Like what?”

“Arrest him.”

“I can’t. I’m suspended. I’m not even supposed to be here.”

God, this was frustrating. “Can’t you call it in or whatever you do?”

“They’d want to know why I was here. Look, if what you say is true, we don’t have anything to go on other than your word. We can’t search him without cause. I’m sorry, there’s nothing I can do.”

Spinning on my heel, I stalked away from him. “Useless,” I snarled.

He followed me. We came in his car, so I had no choice but to get back in it. There was no way I’d get a ride down here this late at night.

“I’m sorry, Cordelia. I know you’re scared. We don’t even know if he did it.”

I stopped and faced him, swiping rain off my face. “If his aura is red, there’s a damn good chance.”

Tristan sighed, running a hand through his hair. “Let’s take a moment, we’ll grab something to eat and we can talk about our next steps.”

He got into the car. It wasn’t like I had any choice but to follow him. I didn’t need to talk though, I needed action. He was so cautious, it almost made me wonder how the guy I slept with could be the same guy. But I guess he was undercover and he had a few drinks.

He drove us to an all-night diner and ordered a hamburger for himself. I didn’t feel much like eating, with the imminent threat of prison, so I had a coffee.

We sat in a booth together. I looked out the window as he ate. He seemed pretty calm given that this guy had potentially ruined both our lives. All it would take was a tip off to the ZEA and we’d both be in the clear. But I guess they’d have to believe us, catch him in the act, and get hold of that bottle.

“Couldn’t we go back and steal the bottle from him? Send it to get analyzed somewhere? Then you’d have proof.”

Tristan looked at me like I was crazy. Setting his half-eaten burger down, he wiped at his mouth with a napkin. “How would we get it? If he is a Fallen, he’ll be dangerous and I don’t have a weapon. If we’re wrong, he could report us to the ZEA for harassment and that will be it for me.”

I leaned across the table. “Well, all you’re going to lose is your damn job, I’m going to lose my freedom.”

He sighed. “I’m sorry. I know your mother…”

“What about my mother?” I snapped.

“Uh, nothing.” His cheeks reddened.

“Did you read my file?”

He played with the napkin, not looking me in the eye. “Forget I said anything.”

“No. You read my file. Do you think you know me now? Or do you think I’m exactly like my mother.”

“Of course not. We’re not our parents, believe me. My father was a tyrant, always pushing me to be better, to live the life he wanted for me.”

“Yeah, well, I still ended up a Wandering, didn’t I?” Finishing my coffee, I waved to the waitress for another.

“How did you end up a Wandering?” he asked slowly. Probably worried I’d yell at him.

His question actually surprised me. Not many people bother to ask, they just assume that you’re trouble and leave it at that.

Reaching across the table, I grabbed a fry from his plate. Chewing on it, I considered the question. He already read the file, he knew my history, but that wasn’t the whole story.

“When my mom went to prison, I ended up in foster care. I didn’t like it and I got into trouble.”

“What kind of trouble?” he asked, pushing the rest of the fries toward me.

“Stealing, vandalism, usual stuff.” I paused, eating another fry, wondering if I should go on. I didn’t talk about my life often, there weren’t many people I trusted. Tristan was a stick in the mud, but he did agree to help me. Maybe if he saw that I wasn’t some criminal, he might trust me enough to listen to me about the guy. To actually do something about him.

“My mom wasn’t a good person. She said I’d never amount to anything, that I was a mistake. When she was arrested, it was a relief.” It was hard to say it out loud, but it was the truth. She lost her mind toward the end, and I only escaped her because the ZEA arrested her. “I tried not to be like her. To do things differently, but everyone knew who she was and they treated me like I was contaminated or something. When I was a teenager, my aura changed to purple. I took it as a sign. I’d never have the perfect life.”

Tristan looked away. “Take it from me, the perfect life doesn’t exist. It doesn’t matter what color your aura is.”

I snorted softly. He had no idea. “Agree to disagree. So, what is our next move?”

He sighed. “No matter what you saw, we will never be able to prove anything unless we come up with a motive. We need to look into Henry’s life, find out who would want him dead. Then we can build a case against him. I know it isn’t easy, doing things slowly, but it is our best hope of getting our lives back. Are you with me?”

Rolling my eyes, I nodded. “Fine. I’ll do it your way. We need to fix this. Whatever it takes.”

He smiled at me. “Whatever it takes.”


Chapter 
Ten



We returned to Tristan’s apartment to make a suspect list. As far as I was concerned, Anthony was top of the list. But I guessed we at least had to look at other possible suspects.

Why do I feel like Nancy Drew all of a sudden?

As Tristan pulled up the list again, I checked my phone. There were half a dozen messages from Sage, asking where I was, what the ZEA wanted and when I’d be back at work. I couldn’t answer any of those questions without going into all of this. I didn’t need them spreading it around that I was arrested in connection to a murder. While they wouldn’t actively try to harm the business, Sage loved gossip. One whiff of murder and I’d lose clients left and right.

I sent them a message saying that I was helping with some inquiries and to keep the store open as normal. What else could I say? At least keeping it vague might save what little reputation I had.

“Anything?” I asked Tristan.

“There are so many names here. Any one of them could have been working with him, or he might have screwed them over.”

“What does your ZEA training tell you?”

“Well, with murder, it is usually someone close to the victim. A crime of passion.”

I checked the list. “What about the ex-wife? They broke up recently and I’m not even sure they’re divorced yet. She might have killed him for life insurance or something.”

Tristan actually looked impressed. “It’s definitely a place to start. We can go see her in the morning.”

I forgot how late it was. “Right. I should go home.”

“Oh, you can stay here. Take my room, I’ll take the couch.”

The couch lay under a pile of books, newspapers and throw pillows. “Are you sure you can find it?” I joked.

“Very funny.” He led me to the room off the living room. His bedroom was small, with a twin bed and dresser. There wasn’t much else to it. At least it looked cleaner than the rest of the house.

“I should just go home. I don’t want to put you out.”

In truth, it would be weird sleeping in his bed. Especially after what we did at the party.

“Don’t worry, I put fresh sheets on this morning. Get some sleep and we can hopefully get this sorted out in the morning.”

With a sigh, I nodded. At least it would save him having to collect me in the morning, or worse, going without me. I headed into the bathroom to clean up.

When I came back out, I found a pair of striped pajama pants on the bed and a black t-shirt. He must have left them for me to wear. It felt weird to wear his clothes, but I didn’t want to sleep in my jeans.

Once changed, I slipped under the covers and stared at the ceiling. I probably wouldn’t sleep after my extended nap earlier. Instead, I went over everything that happened, trying to remember anything else from the party. Anything unusual.

Other than sleeping with a random guy you just met.

I needed to forget about that. There were more important things to worry about. Like why someone would want Henry dead. He was an ass certainly but using his own butler to beat him to death seemed like overkill. There had to be other ways. He could have slipped him poison or something. That was just as effective.

It sounds like the person who wanted him dead was really angry with him.

Angry enough to force someone to kill him. They were probably long gone by the time it went down. I couldn’t blame the ZEA for looking at me. Which made me wonder if the real killer knew that I’d get the blame or if this was all a horrible coincidence.

They’re probably out there now, laughing at me.

That pissed me off. After everything I went through with my mother, I didn’t need to be accused like this. When she was taken away, people started talking, saying that I was involved too – a child. There was always suspicion, but I didn’t do anything. I was an innocent kid, caught in the crossfire.

Well, I wasn’t a kid anymore. And I wasn’t helpless. No matter what I told Tristan, if I needed to use my ability to get answers, I would.
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Tristan woke me up at eight with a cup of coffee. Crawling out of bed, I drank it before getting dressed. I’d need all the energy I could get to deal with this day.

When I emerged from the bedroom, Tristan pushed a plate of toast toward me. “Sorry, I don’t really have anything else.”

“Thanks,” I said, taking a slice. I was a pop tart girl myself, but toast would do. “How are we doing this?”

“Well, once again, we can’t go in an official capacity. She might not even open the door to us.”

“We have to try.” She hated her husband, that was the general impression I got from his friends gossiping about him. “Do we know what power she has?”

“I don’t think we can focus only on people with powers that could cause this. I realized it last night when you made that potion. It’s possible someone has something similar, that they could have slipped it to the butler.”

It was something I wondered myself. The reason I did was well was because I was the only person in the area doing what I did. But that didn’t mean someone else hadn’t figured it out too. Other Zodiacs had access to other worlds, it wasn’t impossible.

“Fine. Let’s talk to her then and find out what she knows.”

Henry’s ex, Tara, lived in a modest house on the edge of the city. Maybe I wasn’t far off the mark. She obviously didn’t do too well after separating from him.

Tristan knocked on the door, glancing around nervously. Probably worried his agent buddies would find him here. If they found out he was interfering in an investigation, I couldn’t see him getting his badge back. Which meant we needed to be quick.

Tara answered the door, dressed in work out gear. “Who are you?”

“Mrs. Willis, I…” Tristan started.

“It’s Ms. Willis. For now.”

“Apologies. We were wondering if we could talk to you about Henry. It’s important.”

“I’ve said all I have to say to the ZEA.” She tried to close the door, but I used my foot to block it. Tara glared at me.

“Please. Right now I’m the number one suspect in his death, but I didn’t do it. I need to figure out who did.”

Tristan swore from beside me. He didn’t want us sharing the truth with her.

Tara hesitated. “Fine. You have five minutes.”

She opened the door and let us into the foyer. Crossing her arms, she faced us. “What do you want to know?”

“She tells you she’s a suspect and you let her in?” Tristan said, looking confused.

Tara shrugged. “I already know who killed him.”

“You do!” We said in unison.

“Yes. The person who was helping him smuggle goods in.”

“You know about that?” I asked.

She snorted. “Henry never was good at keeping secrets. At least about his dirty dealings.”

“Wait, who is the killer,” Tristan prompted.

“Well, that’s the one thing he did keep secret. Who the guy was. I never saw him. But Henry planned on screwing him over. He clearly killed him to get back at him.”

“You don’t know anything about him?”

Tara threw up her hands. “Not really. But from the way Henry talked about, he’s clearly a Fallen. All the things he’s got up to.”

“Like what?” I asked.

She eyed me. “Let’s just say he would stop at nothing to get what he wants.”

Well, something told me that wasn’t Anthony, which officially removed him from the top of the list. This Fallen was the guy we wanted. “Wait, if Henry was into all of this, then why wasn’t his aura red?” Could he have been hiding it too?

Tara scoffed. “You can’t become a Fallen if you don’t think you’ve done anything wrong. Henry was a total narcissist. Insisting that all the things he did were on the right side of legal, but I should have known better. He was a liar, a thief and a conman. I’m glad he’s dead.”

Guess that answered the earlier question. Why let me in when I was a suspect? She thought I did her a favor. It made me wonder what else Henry got up to before he died.

“Thank you for your time.”

As we left, a gardener started cutting the grass outside. Tristan sneezed violently.

“Allergies again?” I asked.

Nodding, he added some more drops to his eyes. “Ugh, I hate this time of year.”

It was a wonder they let him become an agent if he was that bad. They didn’t need him blowing cover by sneezing.

I headed for the car.

“Oh, I just remembered something I need to ask. Be back in a minute,” he said, heading back into the house.

Not wanting to look at Tara again, I got into the car to wait. Henry wasn’t the nicest person, he certainly screwed me over by now paying me, but Tara really seemed to hate him. What went on between the two of them? That’s the thing about relationships, you never knew what was going on behind closed doors. That’s why I avoided them.

Tristan returned a few minutes later.

“What did you ask her?”

“I wanted to see if she had a contact number for his business partner. She didn’t. And I wanted to apologize for upsetting her.”

“Well, it couldn’t be helped. We’re running out of time.”

“Agreed. Where to next?”

“Well, if anyone knows this Fallen, it will be his partner.”

“Let’s go and look at the list. I highly doubt he’ll speak to us, let’s be sure first.”

God, he was so frustrating. But I guess it beat sitting around doing nothing.


Chapter 
Eleven



Since I needed some things, we headed to my place with Tristan’s laptop. At least my place was cleaner.

“Okay, who are our suspects,” I said, after I changed my clothes and joined him at the couch.

Tristan had been typing away at his computer for several minutes. He stopped and turned it toward me. He had the names listed.

“Did you seriously make a PowerPoint presentation?” I asked.

“It helps me to see things written down.”

With a sigh, I dropped onto the couch beside him. I had no idea how he did this for a living. It was so tedious.

“Do we agree that Tara didn’t kill her husband?” he asked.

“We have no way of knowing that. She certainly hated him. But yeah, I guess it doesn’t look like she did it.” If she had, I reckon she’d try harder to hide her contempt so she looked less like a suspect.

Tristan struck out her name. He also had Henry’s business partner and Anthony on the list. “Don’t forget this Fallen person.”

Tristan typed in Unknown Suspect. I hated that this guy was out there, getting away with murder while I faced prison. “He had to be at the party.”

“What makes you think that?”

“With all those people at the house, it’s the perfect cover to meet with someone. Henry didn’t take part in the…”

“Orgy?” Tristan suggested.

“Not the word I was going to use, but yeah. He could have been off talking to this person. He already had the cameras turned off, it would give them privacy.”

Henry struck me as efficient if nothing else. If the ZEA ever came around, he had multiple guests willing to vouch for him. Especially if they didn’t want their own secrets revealed.

“It’s possible, but I like his business partner as the main suspect. If Henry was up to something behind his back, they could have fought.”

I remembered meeting him at the party. He was creepy, no doubt about it. I’m sure he was guilty of a lot, but murder? “What powers does he have?”

Tristan searched the database. “According to this – telepathy.”

“Could that be used to force the butler to kill?” I thought it was about reading thoughts. There was a girl in my group home who had that ability. Zodiacs are harder to read than humans, but I avoided her anyway. She liked to use it to freak out the other kids.

Tristan nodded. “If he is strong enough, definitely. He could have gotten inside Henry’s head, driven him crazy. I’ve seen it happen, it isn’t pretty.”

That made some sense. “If he had that kind of power, why not make Henry jump off a roof or something?”

“Probably because no one would believe he killed himself. But by using the butler, they had a suspect. He might have thought they’d arrest him and that would be it.”

God, I hated speculating. I wanted answers. Getting to my feet, I started pacing the room. We had come this far, how much longer would it take to catch the killer? Sooner or later, Agent Foster would call me back in and he might charge me. If charged with murder, they’d keep me locked up and I’d be useless.

“Well, he isn’t going to stick around if the trail leads back to him. We need to see him.”

Grabbing my phone, I looked up his company online and got the phone number. When someone answered, I said, “I’d like to make an appointment to see Stephen Swan please.”

“I’m afraid Mr. Swan isn’t seeing anyone at the moment.”

“It’s urgent, I supplied him with some goods and I’d like to speak to him about future deals. He’ll be very interested in what I have to offer.”

There was a pause as the receptionist typed on her computer. “I can forward the message on, but I cannot guarantee he’ll see you.”

“Thanks.”

“Name please?”

I wondered if I should give it to him. If he suspected that I was going to see him because I knew he killed Henry, he might refuse a meeting. “Uh, Sage Barton. I used to work for Cordelia Oakley.”

“Thank you, I’ll pass it on.”

I hung up, feeling like garbage for using Sage’s name like that. Maybe if Stephen thought I was an ex-employee willing to sell him potions, he might be curious enough to see me. He had to at least know that I’d been arrested. He might have planned it that way.

“Now we wait.”

I sat back down, hoping someone got back to me soon.

“You know, you’re not bad at this. Maybe in another life you could have been an agent,” Tristan said.

“Don’t insult me,” I said, swatting him on the arm.

He laughed. “I’m serious.”

“No, thank you, I think I’ll stick to the job I have.” Assuming I had it for much longer. “Do you want a beer?”

“Oh, uh, we’re working.”

“One won’t kill you.” I headed into the kitchen to fetch them. I’d been wound up so tight since all this started, I really needed to relax a little or I’d be fit for nothing.

Returning with the beers, I handed the bottle to him. Sitting back down, I kicked off my shoes and tucked my legs under me. “What do we do now?”

“We can’t do anything until Stephen agrees to see us.”

“Well, he isn’t this Fallen guy. Do you remember seeing anyone? Or did you hear Henry talk about him?”

Tristan shook his head. “I think that Henry suspected me. He always kept me at arm’s length. It’s why I agreed to go to that party. I figured if I showed him I could loosen up a bit, he might trust me more.”

“Well, you more than loosened up,” I said.

“I’ve worked a lot of cases, I don’t often end up working so closely with beautiful women like you.”

I snorted. “Wow, that was the cheesiest line I’ve ever heard.”

He looked me in the eyes. “It wasn’t a line.”

My hand brushed his and I felt his desire for me. Damn it, we weren’t supposed to go there again. This was business, nothing more. Then he was leaning in and I found myself kissing him. Something about his touch drove me wild.

Moving, I sat in his lap, grinding against him. After everything that happened in the last day or two, I needed something to help me relax.

Tristan moaned as I rubbed against him. “God, I want you so badly.”

“Then take me,” I said.

He flipped me down onto the couch, stripping my clothes off. His own followed in a frenzy. Crouching on the couch, he parted my legs. With a grin, he leaned forward and ran his tongue over my sex. A moan escaped me.

“Did you like that?” he teased.

“Yes, do it again.”

He obliged, going deeper, his tongue probing my pussy. Writhing in pleasure, I gripped his hair, guiding him to the right spot. When he slipped a finger inside me, I almost lost it. He rubbed it over my clit, sending pulses of pleasure through me.

“Tristan,” I moaned. I was so close now. Moving his mouth, he sucked on hard my clit and I screamed as I came.

Collapsing against the couch, I lay there with my eyes closed. Tristan stretched out over me. “I’m guessing from the screams you really liked that.”

I laughed. “God, I hope the neighbors didn’t hear me.”

“Who cares if the did,” he said, kissing my neck. “I bet I can make you scream louder.”

Gripping his hair, I kissed him hard. “Yeah, prove it.”

He positioned himself between my legs, pressing his cock against my slick entrance. Easing into me, he started to move, slowly first, but then he picked up speed.

His thrusts became frantic, wild, and I loved every second of it. I screamed his name as I came a second time. A moment later, he came too, crying out. Slick with sweat, he collapsed against me.

“Keep it down in there,” someone yelled from the other side of the wall.

I started giggling, unable to stop. “That’s your fault,” I said to Tristan.

“Oops.” He kissed me again. “Not sorry though.”

“No, neither am I.”

What have I gotten myself into?


Chapter 
Twelve



I woke up to find my phone ringing. Hoping it was the receptionist about speaking to Stephen, I answered it without looking at the ID.

“Where the hell are you?” Sage cried.

What time was it? “What’s wrong?”

“ZEA agents are raiding the shop. Like right now!”

“Fuck.” I got to my feet, knowing this wasn’t good for me. “I’m on my way. Don’t say anything to them.”

Tristan sat up in the bed. “What’s going on?”

“Your buddies at the ZEA are doing a raid on my shop. I need to get down there.”

I pulled my jeans on, cursing myself for getting caught up with Tristan again. Why did this keep happening? We had sex on the couch, then ate dinner together before we went to bed for rounds three and four. I couldn’t keep getting distracted like this. Not when the ZEA were determined to take me down.

“Are they going to find anything?” Tristan asked, as he pulled on his shirt.

I thought for a moment. “No, they got the necklace and I was out of anything illegal. Shit. They’re going to ruin my business. No one is going to want to work with me now.”

Tristan came around the bed and placed his hands on my shoulders. “Try to stay calm. If they’re looking there, it means they don’t have a case against you. They’re trying to find evidence.”

Well, that made me feel a little better. Still, I didn’t like them poking around. If word got out, no one would come near me. What then? I’d lose the shop, this place. Forcing myself to take a deep breath, I finished getting dressed. “Probably not a good idea for you to show up down there,” I said.

“Yeah, probably not. Look, sort it out and I will try and get in to see Stephen.”

I’d rather go with him, but if it was the only way, it would have to do. “Fine. But let me know if you get anything.”

“Of course.”

Once dressed, I ran a brush through my hair and grabbed my purse. If they had damaged anything, I’d sue their asses.

I ran down the street, anger driving me on. They were turning my life upside down for nothing. When I got to the shop, they were carrying stuff out in boxes.

“What the hell are you doing?” I screeched, jumping in front of the nearest agent.

He stepped around me, ignoring my protests. The truck they were filling up already contained a dozen boxes.

Hurrying inside, I found more agents, grabbing everything they could. “Stop,” I said. “You can’t take my things.”

Sage came over, visibly shaking. “They don’t care. They say they have some kind of court order and they can take anything they want.”

“Who is in charge here?” I demanded.

Agent Foster appeared from the back, a frown on his face. “Miss Oakley. How are you?”

“Are you crazy? You’re destroying my livelihood.”

“We are merely gathering evidence. As is our right. Once we have completed our tests, you’ll get it back. Shouldn’t be more than a few weeks.”

“Weeks? I’ll be out of business by then. I can’t afford to replace this.”

Agent Foster simply shrugged and headed outside.

“What are we going to do?” Sage asked. They chewed on their fingernail, looking ready to cry.

“I don’t know.” There was nothing I could do, not here, not without knowing who really killed Henry. I’d never felt so helpless before. If I cleared my name, they might return everything, but something told me Agent Foster would drag his feet deliberately. Still, it was my only shot.

“Go home, Sage. You don’t need to be here,” I said.

“But…”

“Please. It’ll be okay. I’ll call and let you know what we’re going to do next.”

Sniffling, Sage nodded and headed for the door. I felt bad for them. They didn’t ask for any of this. I just hoped I had a job for them when I got this sorted out. If I got it sorted out.

I watched while they emptied almost everything from the shop and packed it into the truck. They ignored my protests, moving like robots around the shop. If I didn’t hate the ZEA before…

When they were finally done, Foster handed me some paperwork and told me he’d be in touch.

“You’re loving this, aren’t you?” I snarled, snatching the papers from him.

His face remained impassive. “I’m trying to solve a murder, Miss Oakley.”

After they drove away, I walked through the shop, trying not to cry. This was my business. I built it from the ground up. For the first time in my life, it felt like I had something I could be proud of. And in a short space of time, the ZEA has completely ripped it apart. How could they get away with this?

Bending forward, I picked up a packet of bay leaves from the ground. They must have missed them. Sighing, I tossed them onto the counter. Even if I had the money from Henry, I still wouldn’t have enough to replace all of this. By the time the stock was returned, the rent would be well past due and with no customers, I’d have to close down.

I couldn’t ignore this anymore. There had to be someone who could help me – legally. I went through all my clients in my head, wondering if they’d even pick up the phone to me right now.

There was one woman. I worked with her once about a year ago. She claimed she wanted something to take the edge off, a little euphoria. But it soon became clear that she wanted something stronger, something I didn’t have. I was sure she had gone through every drug there was before she came to me. That wasn’t the important part. What was important was the fact that she was a lawyer. Maybe I could whip something up for her in exchange for legal advice. I wouldn’t make anything illegal, but it might buy me a meeting with her.

Pulling out my phone, I scrolled through my contacts. I kept them so I’d know who I was dealing with. She was listed under Succubitch, which said everything about her. The way she talked, she loved to suck everyone dry, including her clients. But she was popular and got the job done, and that was what I needed.

I hit the call button for her private cell. It’s not like she could risk me calling her office. She answered on the second ring. “Hello?”

“Hi, uh, I’m not sure if you remember me, we did some business last year.”

“Miss Oakley. I never thought I’d hear from you again.” She sounded amused to get my call. Clearly, she kept my number too.

“Yeah, well, I need some legal advice.”

She was silent for a moment. “Really? What’s in it for me?”

“I’m sure I can make it worth your while.”

I could practically hear the wheels turning in her brain. She liked desperate people, they were easier to control. She wouldn’t be controlling me, but I had to let her think she had the edge.

“Why don’t you come see me at one and we’ll see what you have to offer. Then I’ll decide if we can do business.”

When I hung up, I remembered that the ZEA took all my herbs, but they didn’t get the few I had at home. There should be enough left to make her something.

Heading back to my apartment, I wondered how long it would be before they came there. My guess, not long. I needed to get a move on. If Tristan was right and they were trying to build a case, they’d try and get everything they could to make it airtight.

There were no messages from Tristan yet. He probably wouldn’t be able to get an appointment with Stephen. One look at him and they’d know he was an agent.

Maybe I should dirty him up a bit.

A smile played on my lips as I cooked up my latest concoction. Whatever he looked like on the outside, he was an entirely different person in the bedroom. Sex with him was mind blowing. Not that we could do that again. Once we sorted this out, he’d return to his job and I’d hopefully, get my life back. Still, that didn’t mean we couldn’t fool around until then. As long as I kept my head, it would be fine.

It doesn’t mean anything. It can’t.


Chapter 
Thirteen



Deborah Heaton met me in her office, after her PA went to lunch. I guess she didn’t like them knowing about her little habit.

She was dressed in an expensive suit, with three-inch heels and a face full of makeup. Her clothes probably cost more than I’d see in a year.

Making her way behind her desk, she motioned for me to take a seat. “What have you got for me?”

With a sigh, I handed over the vial. I noticed a slight tremor in her hand as she took it from me. How deep into this was she? Couldn’t she keep up with her lavish lifestyle and stressful job? I doubted she was the only one doing it.

“What is it?” she asked, holding it up to the light.

“Euphoria with a little extra kicker.”

She arched a perfectly plucked eyebrow. “Oh?”

“Trust me, you’ll like it.” Honestly, I reckoned she’d suck down a bottle of bleach if it gave her a high.

With a grin, she tucked it into her purse. “So, why are you here?”

“Well, I’m in some trouble.”

Deborah snorted, like she expected nothing else. How dare she. She was the one buying potions from me. I doubted she’d want that getting out to her colleagues.

“The ZEA think I’m responsible for the death of Henry Willis. They raided my shop and took everything.”

“Did you do it? Actually, don’t tell me. I don’t wanna know. Did they question you?”

“Yes, but they let me go. And no, I didn’t do it.”

Deborah didn’t look like she cared much either way. It was her job to argue a case, put doubt in the juror’s minds. She wasn’t interested in innocence. “Tell me everything.”

I went through it all again, making sure to emphasize that I didn’t do it. When I was done, Deborah didn’t mince her words. “Right now, they’re desperately looking for evidence to build a case against you. Wouldn’t take much. You know how they feel about the Wandering. Honestly, even if you really didn’t do it, they could still put you away for other crimes.”

My heart beat wildly in my chest. I couldn’t go to prison. I’d rather die. “There has to be something I can do.”

“Unless you find the real killer…”

“We’re already looking.”

She pursed her lips. “I wouldn’t recommend getting in the way of the ZEA. They could get you on obstruction of justice. You need to tread carefully here. Or…”

“Or what?”

“You could run.”

I couldn’t believe she was suggesting that. I thought about it, of course I had. But where would I go? With no money, and no one to take me in, I wouldn’t last long on my own. Mom was the only family I had, and I hadn’t exactly made many friends in the years since. She taught me you were better off on your own. Trusting anyone was a liability. They always turned on you in the end. A hard lesson, but a necessary one.

“I’m not running. Not yet at least.” We still had a shot at finding this guy.

My phone buzzed in my pocket. Tristan sent a message. He wanted to meet back at the house, immediately. Maybe he found something.

“Well, thank you for your time.” I got to my feet.

“Take what I said seriously, Cordelia. With your history, they might lock you up just on principal.”

Trying not to react, I left her office. She knew about my life? She must have read up on my mother and everything she did. Is that why she contacted me? Did she think I’d help her because she believed I was as bad as my mother?

Fuck her.

I’d never be like her. No matter what happened. I’d never murder someone for no reason. Whatever darkness she had inside her didn’t pass onto me.

Stabbing my finger into the elevator button, I willed it to come faster. I needed to get back to my place. Tristan better have an answer, because I didn’t think I could take this anymore.

When I got back, I found Tristan pacing the floor, looking seriously stressed out.

“How did you get in here?” I asked.

“Uh, I picked the lock. I didn’t want to stand outside and have someone call the cops on me.”

“So you broke in instead? Makes sense.” He seemed so agitated, he mustn’t be thinking clearly. I guessed that the ability to pick locks came in handy if you worked undercover.

“That’s not the big issue right now. I heard from a colleague that Tara Willis is dead.”

My blood ran cold. “What? How? When?”

“They think she killed herself. Probably not long after we left her.”

I let out a breath. Killed herself? She seemed angry, not depressed. Why would she do such a thing? “Do you think she did it? Killed Henry?”

Tristan shook his head. “She had an alibi. But she didn’t leave a note, so I’m not sure why she took her own life.”

Lowering myself onto a chair, I tried to make sense of this. “Could she have been murdered?”

Tristan ran his hand through his hair. “I mean…maybe. They’re not treating it as a murder though.”

“This can’t be a coincidence. What if this Fallen guy thought she knew something and killed her to keep her quiet.”

“I don’t know, I mean she had already spoken to the ZEA.”

It didn’t matter what he said, this didn’t seem right to me. We couldn’t rule anything out. If this guy made the butler kill Henry, then he could have forced her to kill herself. It made sense. Once again, he was in the clear, because he didn’t do the job himself.

Fucking coward.

“What about the partner? Any news on him?”

“No, not yet. I left a message saying I had to speak to him. His PA said he’d call at some point.”

Yeah, or he’s busy skipping the country.

“I just want my life back,” I said.

Tristan crouched in front of me and placed his hand on mine. “You and me both. We can’t give up. I’m going to go and speak with my bosses. They want to see me anyway. I’ll see if I can get anymore information that might help us. Are you going to be okay on your own?”

Nodding, I tried to smile. “Always am.”

When he left the apartment, I sat in the chair staring at the wall. Two people dead in a short space of time. Both died not long after speaking to me. If the ZEA found out that I had been at her house, they’d try to pin this on me too.

Despair washed over me. Before it could fully take hold, I forced myself to my feet. No, I wasn’t going to give in. I needed to do something, to keep busy. That always helped me think. The answer was probably right in front of me. I’d figure it out. I had to.


Chapter 
Fourteen



In the kitchen, I whipped up a new batch of potions. These were regular ones, nothing that required me using my ability. I made them for some of the old and disabled people in the neighborhood. People who were in pain and couldn’t get relief any other way. I didn’t charge them for the potions, why would I? They were left to cope without help and no one else seemed to care. I knew what that felt like.

When I bottled them all up, I put them in my bag and headed out. Tristan could be a while and with nowhere else to go, I needed to something productive. Especially if this was the last time I’d be able to do this.

My first stop was Frank, who had been in a wheelchair for the last two years from an autoimmune disorder. He greeted me at the door with a wide smile. “There she is. Come on in. I’ll make us some tea.”

“Don’t be silly, I’ll make it.”

“Nope. I insist.”

He liked to do things for himself, so I didn’t argue, instead heading into the living room where he had been watching horror movies. He was a huge fan. He made me sit through a Friday the 13th marathon with him once. I didn’t mind, it was actually nice to have some company.

When the tea was made, he called me to carry it into the living room. “How have you been?” I asked.

“You know, same old. Doc says they can’t give me any more painkillers, I’m on too many already. He doesn’t want to hear it when I tell him they don’t work.”

“I’m sorry. This should help.” I passed him one of my potions. He only had to put a few drops under his tongue twice a day to get relief. It baffled me why the pharmaceutical companies weren’t enlisting Zodiacs to help with things like that. Then again, even if they did, they’d probably charge a fortune for them.

“Thank you, Cordelia.”

“I might have to go away soon, I’m not sure how long, but I’ll make a few extra batches for you.”

“That’s very kind.”

I didn’t get called that often. Kind. Probably because I rarely let anyone see that side to me. These people were different. They had been rejected and ignored and I knew I had to help them any way I could. Making potions, learning how to mix them, it was what saved me after my mom went to prison. Dividing out the ingredients, learning how much to add and when, it helped calm me. Back then, I didn’t plan on turning it into a business, I only wanted an escape.

Once I finished my tea and caught up with Frank, I moved onto the next house. Hilda had severe arthritis. I met her when I found her on her doorstep one day, crying because she couldn’t even turn the key to get inside. Once I got her settled, I offered to make her something. By that time she had tried everything and didn’t think I could make a difference. She looked so happy when it worked.

By the time I get out of prison, she’ll probably be dead.

That was an awful thought, but she was nearly ninety. And if they put me away, I was going away for a long time.

She insisted that I had a drink too, only this time I got something good – brandy. We sat in her parlor, sipping our drinks and enjoying the quiet. I’d miss this if I had to go away. All the time I spent working with my paying clients, I didn’t have any interest in getting to know any of them. But I could sit with Hilda all day.

“You’re such a good girl,” she remarked.

I snorted, almost choking on my brandy. “Trust me, I’m not.”

“Nonsense. I’ve known you for a long time, you have a good heart.”

She had clearly lost her mind. “I think we know that things aren’t that simple.”

Hilda tsked. “Your mother made the mistakes, not you.”

One afternoon, after she plied me with alcohol, I told her all about my mother. It felt good to get it out, but I didn’t like that she brought it up all the time.

“She killed people. Manipulated them. And for what? Money? Power? It didn’t do her any good in the end. She still ended up in prison.”

My mother had a similar ability to mine, only she focused on one aspect of it. Lust. She made men fall for her, took their money and threw them out, still half crazed from her power. When I was very young, we moved over a dozen times to get away from them. More than once I came home from school to find a man on the doorstep, banging on the door, pleading with her to take him back. She could have helped them, removed her power, but she liked it. She liked them fawning over her.

In time, she grew greedier. She wanted real money, not the few thousand she got from the men. Setting her sights on a millionaire who owned a hotel, she set up a meeting in the lobby.

I was left to wander the hotel while she went back to his room. I got used to being alone, taking care of myself. This time, I wasn’t expecting it to take three days.

One of the maids found me sleeping in the laundry room and called the cops. They thought I was a runaway. When I tried to explain, they didn’t believe me. I didn’t even know what room my mother was in. To be honest, if she did come out, she’d likely deny being my mother. Why let a kid interfere with your plans? Even then, I knew what she was doing was wrong, but I what could I do?

Two days later, she finally showed up to claim me. She told the cops I ran off and she had been frantic with worry. A touch on the arm, a sultry smile and they were eating out of the palm of her hand.

I, on the other hand, got yelled at for letting them catch me. Once she returned me home, she headed straight back to the hotel, leaving me in front of the TV with a box of cereal.

If only I could say that was as bad as it got. Downing my brandy, I remembered how she returned a few hours later, a briefcase in her hand and a wild look in her eyes. She bundled me into the car and we fled the state.

“Do you think she meant to kill the first one?” I asked. “She said it was an accident, but Mom was a born liar.”

Hilda considered the question. “Anyone who kills, especially that first time, makes a choice. She could have called for help, but instead she stole his money and ran. To do it again, well…” She trailed off.

Mom killed three men before she was caught, amassing 3.2 million dollars in the process. The money was spent frivolously and by the time she was arrested, she had less than eighty grand left. I never saw a penny of it, other than to eat with her in some fancy restaurants.

“I think she liked the danger. The thrill of it all,” I said. Why do it otherwise? She could have used her power to get them to hand over the money without killing them. Maybe she got sick of them showing up on her doorstep, begging to be taken back.

“Do you think I’m like her?”

Hilda shook her head. “Not even a little.”

“I’ve broken the rules, done stuff I’m not proud of.”

“So? We all have at some point. Cordelia, you have to let it go. I believe that your kind were put here for a reason. To do good, to help humanity evolve. But like the rest of us, you make mistakes. If you could learn to let go of that guilt, you would be so much better off.”

That was easy for her to say. She hadn’t lived my life. I lifted my glass, collected hers, and took them to the kitchen to wash up.

Thinking about what Hilda said, I wondered if that was possible. Maybe I should take this whole thing as a sign. To get out of here and start again. Move away where no one knew me and do something different with my life. What that was, I had no idea. But thinking of the future right now seemed stupid, since I didn’t know if I had one.

I would admit to one thing though. I was better than my mother. And no matter what, I planned on staying that way.


Chapter 
Fifteen



When I got back to the apartment, Tristan still hadn’t returned. He wouldn’t respond to my messages either. Which meant he was probably still with his boss. I wondered if they were firing him. Given how he took his suspension, he could be in the nearest bar right now.

Frustrated, I tried to call Henry’s company again for a meeting with Stephen, but the line was busy. Grabbing Tristan’s laptop, I went through it and checked out the information on him.

According to the files, he owned half the company. With Henry dead, he’d take it all. Especially if Henry had no next of kin. That might give him motive to kill Henry’s wife. They were still married, who knew what she would inherit after his death.

I stared at his smug face on the company website, my hands clenched into fists. If he did all this, I’d kill him. He had ruined my life and for what? Money? Nothing was worth destroying lives over. Not money, not power, none of it. Through some quirk of fate, I had power, yet I never felt powerful. Nor did I have any desire to gain more power. I only wanted to get by and pay my bills, like everyone else.

Lifting a glass, I hurled it across the room in anger. I wanted to throw something at Stephen’s head, to find a way to get the truth out of him. But how? I was tempted to use my power and while I did threaten to use it when Tristan and I were investigating, I only wanted to give people a push. The right emotion could be very useful. Like guilt for example. You could make a person confess by upping their level of guilt. Of course, they had to feel it in the first place or it wouldn’t work. There were other options, ones I wasn’t going to stoop to. My mother drove men crazy to get what she wanted, I’d never do that.

“Screw this.” I wasn’t waiting around for Tristan or some PA to call me and let me know that this creep was willing to see me. I’d go to them.

I grabbed my purse and hurried out. He couldn’t turn me away in person and if he tried, I’d be sure to tell his colleagues about the parties he’d been to.

Hailing a cab, I chewed my fingernails as he crawled through rush hour traffic. Stephen had to be the guy, I had to get answers from him. If he wasn’t, then at the very least he could tell me the name of the Fallen.

When the cab got close to the building, I passed him some cash and got out to walk. I felt better when I kept moving.

The building was huge, towering over the other ones around it. I hurried in, trying to bypass the security guards, but one of them stepped in front of me. “You need to sign in, Miss.”

“Right, thanks,” I said, trying to act normal. It wouldn’t take much for them to throw me out.

I signed in, telling them Stephen was expecting me. Thankfully, they directed me to the right floor and didn’t follow up. It didn’t matter, there would be more obstacles on his floor. More guards, his people blocking my path. I’d go through them if I had to. I just hoped it didn’t come to that.

The elevator doors opened on a reception area. Several people manned the huge desk that spanned the room. I approached a woman in the middle, who smiled at me. “Hello, how can I help you today?”

“I need to speak with Stephen. He wanted to see me.”

Her brow furrowed. “I don’t think he’s seeing anyone at the moment.” She checked her computer screen. “It says here he has no appointments.”

“It’s not an appointment. He needs to speak to me about something important. A private matter.”

Her phone rang. “One moment.” She picked up the receiver and I looked around for his office. It couldn’t be far. If I could get inside, he might listen long enough for me to get the information from him.

Hurrying off down the nearest corridor, I moved as quickly as I could. There were doors on either side, some had windows that showed they were conferences rooms, but I didn’t see any plaques with Stephen’s name on it.

“Hey, come back here!” the woman yelled after me. It wouldn’t be long before security got here. What if I picked the wrong direction?

Desperate, I yelled, “Stephen, you need to come out here. Come and talk to me or I’ll tell everyone here what you get up to in the evenings.”

Several doors opened and people stared out at the crazy woman roaming the halls. This was a stupid idea, but I was all out of patience.

The receptionist came running up behind me. She reached for my arm, but I yanked it away. “You need to leave.”

“No, Stephen is going to speak to me.”

She looked exasperated. “I will call the police if you don’t leave.”

The receptionist was human, I doubted she would be able to stop me if she tried, but the cops sure could. The ZEA would be called and I’d be taken into custody. They’d think I was tampering with evidence.

A door opened at the end of the hall and the sleazy pig emerged. “Miss Oakley, is that you?”

“Yes, and we need to talk.” Pushing past the receptionist, I made my way to the office. Thank goodness he came out.

He crossed his arms, looking down on me. “Why would I let you in? You could be dangerous.” He didn’t look to worried about that, in fact he looked amused.

“Let’s cut the bullshit,” I said, keeping my voice low. “You’ve been up to plenty and I’ll tell this whole office if you don’t give me five minutes.”

I knew about his ability, but I didn’t want to give anything away. He reached out to my mind, I could practically feel it, probing at mine. Pushing back, I kept him at bay, while trying to make my mind go blank. Mind powers and emotion powers are rarely compatible.

He stared at me for a moment, a look of annoyance on his face. “Fine. Five minutes. Then you leave without any trouble.”

Nodding, I headed into his office. When he closed the door, I spun to face him. Five minutes wasn’t going to be enough for all this. Better to cut straight to the chase.

“Well, you made quite the commotion. What do you want?” he asked.

“I want answers. I already know what you did, so there’s no point in denying it.”

If he thought I already knew, he might give himself away. He used his ability to try and probe my brain again. I fought against it, only throwing out a hint about Henry. Stephen’s eyes widened slightly, but he tried to keep his face neutral. I’d shaken him. I waited for him to speak, staring him down.

He moved to his desk, casually opening the top drawer. “You shouldn’t have come here, Miss Oakley.”

He lifted something out of the drawer and I found myself staring down the barrel of a gun. What the hell was he doing? Why did he have a gun?

Swallowing hard, I said, “What are you doing?” I didn’t expect this. Not in his office with so many people outside. If he pulled the trigger, they’d hear it, right? Or would they ignore it because he was the boss? Maybe he shot people all the time.

He moved to the door and flipped the lock into place. “I can’t let you talk about that to anyone.”

Oh shit. He’s going to kill me.


Chapter 
Sixteen



“I wondered why you hung around at the party. Thought you were trying to snoop. Were you working with Henry? Are you the one smuggling the artefacts for him?”

The question threw me. I was too busy staring at the gun to really comprehend what he was asking. “What? What are you talking about?”

“He cut me out, tried to pretend that the artefact business was dead. But it wasn’t. Then he hid the money for himself. Fuck, I should have known. I thought it was an agent for a while, but there is no way a Sinless would risk their precious career. Of course it makes sense for it to be you. He was all over you like a rash.”

Now I was really confused. He didn’t know who the guy was either? Who the hell was this guy that he moved like a ghost?

“I wasn’t working with Henry. Other than to give him the potions for his party. I don’t know about the artefact business. That’s not why I’m here.”

His brow furrowed. “Then what the hell did you mean when you said you knew what I’d done?”

“I thought you killed him!”

The hand holding the gun wavered. “I didn’t kill him. I called the ZEA on him. If he hadn’t died, he would have been raided later that day.”

It took a moment to digest that. They must have talked at the party, Henry refused to give him what he wanted and he decided to get even. If the Fallen found out, he might have killed Henry to keep him quiet. I had to admit I felt kind of sorry for Henry. His partner was trying to double cross him, of course he started that, his butler murdered him and even if none of that happened, he would have ended up in prison for his crimes. What the hell had I gotten myself mixed up in?

“This is so messed up. You and Henry were the ones breaking the law, not me. I don’t know anything about the artefacts. You pulled me into this and now I might go to prison because of your greed.”

Stephen sighed and lowered the gun, but he didn’t put it away. Could I make it to the door before he got off a shot? It wasn’t something I wanted to test.

“So if you aren’t the one he was working with then they’re still out there. Probably killed Henry too. Not that he didn’t deserve it. He screwed everyone over.”

“Don’t you know anything about them?”

“I already told you, no. Henry only met in secret, he knew how to cover his tracks. Fuck. I need that damn money.”

It must be a lot if Stephen wanted it. Maybe their business wasn’t doing as well as they liked to make out.

“What are you going to do with me?” I asked.

“Well, I can’t exactly let you go, can I? If you go blabbing to the ZEA, I’ll become a suspect.”

He moved around the table, the gun still in his hand.

“You can’t kill me. People will hear the shot.”

Reaching out, he grabbed me by the arm. “Then I’ll have to think of a more inventive way to get rid of you.”

Terrified, I reached out and pressed my hands against his face, forcing that emotion onto him. His face fell, tears filled his eyes and his entire body went stiff. I knew it was wrong, but it was all I could think to do in the moment.

Pulling away, I watched for a moment as he stood frozen in terror, too overwhelmed to do anything. Now he knew what it felt like, the scumbag.

It would wear off fast and I needed to be long gone when it did. Racing for the door, I unlocked it and took off down the corridor.

When I reached the elevators, I slammed my hand into the button. That son of a bitch could be on me at any moment. He might just start shooting, despite all the witnesses.

“What are you doing? Where is Mr. Swan?” the receptionist cried, hurrying off to check on him.

Great, she probably thinks I’ve murdered him or something.

The elevator doors opened and I got on, hitting the lobby button. The security guards were probably already on alert. If they caught me, Stephen would likely make them bring me back to his office. If I went in, I’d never come out again. Not alive anyway.

Taking a moment to compose myself as the elevator made its way down, I prayed they weren’t waiting on me. If I could get outside, I could probably lose them.

Why did I come here? This was such a stupid mistake.

When the doors opened, I didn’t even wait. I took off running across the lobby. One guard spotted me and rushed toward me. His hand brushed my arm, but I shot past him and out onto the street.

Another one followed, reaching out and grabbing the back of my jacket. Yanked back, I let out a yell, trying to twist away. His meaty hand grabbed my arm and he tried to turn me around. Bad news for him. I brought my knee up into his groin and he let me go.

As he doubled over, clutching himself, I raced off.

Keep running.

Luckily, that was something I had a lifetime of experience of. Except now, I was running from someone who wanted me dead. Someone with deep pockets and a grudge.

I can’t go home.

If I did, he’d either show up, or the ZEA would. No, I needed to find somewhere else to lay low.

When I reached the end of the street, I slowed to a walk, trying to blend in with the crowd. Pulling out my phone, I sent Tristan a message, asking to meet at his place. Hopefully, Stephen didn’t know about the connection and I’d be safe there. At least for a while.

He responded to say he was on his way there now. Good. We had a lot to talk about. It was now clear that this mysterious person he worked with was responsible for killing him. We had to find him, or her, before the ZEA or Stephen caught up to me.

No pressure then.


Chapter 
Seventeen



When I got back to Tristan’s apartment, he was already home. And he didn’t look happy.

“What happened?” I asked.

“They’ve put me on administrative leave indefinitely. The only reason they haven’t fired me outright is because of who my father was. I imagine they’ll stick me on a desk for the rest of my life, push me until I quit. This is a nightmare.” He poured himself a drink.

“I’m sorry to hear that. I haven’t had a great day either, I was just held at gunpoint by Stephen Swan.”

He spun to face me. “What? You saw him?”

“Yes, I went to his office. I tried to get him to confess, but it looks like he didn’t do it. But he did call the ZEA on Henry. They were going to raid the place.”

Tristan took a drink, then nodded. “I overheard someone say something like that. If Henry was arrested, I guess it wouldn’t make any sense to kill him.”

“The obvious suspect now is the other guy he was working with. Stephen said Henry hid money for himself and screwed everyone over. What if that’s why Henry died? Because he wouldn’t hand it over? If he did, then that means the Fallen is probably still looking for it. If we found it first, then we might be able to lure him out.”

Tristan snorted. “I’m sure the ZEA has looked everywhere. If Henry hid money, it isn’t anywhere obvious.”

“Henry probably had a million hiding places. What if we got into the house? We might be able to find something.”

Setting his glass down, Tristan sighed. “I’m not sure that’s a good idea. The ZEA will be watching and it isn’t going to help me get my job back.”

His response angered me. “Yeah, well I’m looking at time in prison, so I think I have it worse,” I snarled.

He came over to me and put his hands on my shoulders. “You’re right, I’m sorry. We do need to find that money. But how will we get in without being seen?”

“We’ll have to get creative. And if we have to, we’ll have to use our abilities. Or at least mine.”

“Are you sure you want to do that?”

I thought of what I did to Stephen. It was so easy to step over the line, to use your power to get what you wanted. But I wasn’t trying to deliberately hurt anyone or steal money like my mother. I was trying to get answers to clear my name.

“I won’t say the ends justifies the means because that’s bullshit. But if we do nothing, then we both lose everything. I have to try.”

“Okay, let’s do it.”

We drove back to the house, taking the back roads. It wasn’t somewhere I wanted to visit again, not after everything that happened. But if it held answers for us, then we had no choice.

Tristan stopped on a dirt road and we hiked through some trees to the back of the house. It was surrounded by a stone wall.

“Are the ZEA watching the place?” I asked.

He sighed. “I don’t think they are right now, but they could show up. We need to be quick.”

We climbed the wall and made our way toward the back door, staying close to the wall. Would there be anyone inside? His wife was dead, the butler in hospital, I couldn’t think who else might be there.

I reached out and turned the handle on the door, but someone pulled it open from the other side. The horrified face of a maid looked back at us.

“Cordelia,” Tristan said.

Stepping forward, I pressed my hand to her arm and sent waves of happiness through her. The kind you feel when you are doing something nice or talking with a friend.

Her lips stretched into a smile. “Hello,” she said in a dreamy voice.

“Hi, its good to see you again. We’re your friends. Can we come in and take a look around the house?”

The maid swayed slightly. “Of course.”

I backed her up and lowered her into a chair. She was seriously out of it. Stroking her arm, I said, “Why don’t you take a little nap and when you wake up, we’ll be gone.”

“Okay.” She yawned, then rested her head on her arm, falling right to sleep.

At least I only used good emotions on her. She had nothing to do with any of this, so there was no reason to harm her.

“Whoa. I wouldn’t mind that for the nights I can’t sleep,” Tristan said.

“It won’t last long. Let’s hurry.”

We moved through the house, heading for the second floor where the office lay. He met with me there once, before he hired me for the potions. If he was going to hide anything, I imagined he’d want it close to hand.

The office was empty, but there was a strip of crime scene tape hanging from the door. I hesitated. The butler beat him to death, I was sure it wasn’t pretty.

“Are you okay?” Tristan asked.

“Yeah, lets get this over with.”

Forcing myself into the room, I noticed the bloodstains on the rug straight away. There were some on the walls too. I took a breath and moved around behind the desk. Searching through the drawers, I glanced up at Tristan. He was staring at the rug.

“We need to hurry,” I reminded him.

“Right, sorry.” He tore his gaze from the blood and headed to a cabinet in the corner of the room.

I forgot that he knew Henry. He was undercover, but he still knew the man, struck up a friendship with him. It couldn’t be easy to know he was murdered like that.

If he hadn’t been distracted by me, could he have done something about it?

I pushed that thought away. We couldn’t know what would happen. Besides, Tristan had already left when it happened. If he hadn’t slept with me, I was sure he would have left the party early and gone home.

The papers in the drawer told me nothing. He wasn’t likely to leave any incriminating evidence around. No, what we needed was to find the hiding spot.

Moving to the wall, I started knocking on it, searching for a hidden panel or something.

“What are you doing?” Tristan asked.

“They always have hidden rooms or safes in the movies.”

Tristan chuckled. “Yeah, but the ZEA would have combed every inch of this place and checked for those kinds of things.”

With a sigh, I stepped back, wondering what to do next. The wall I had been knocking on was covered in framed photographs. Most of them were of Henry and famous people or beautiful women. There was one photo that didn’t seem to fit with the others. A picture of a lighthouse in the middle of the wall.

Lifting it down, I wondered why he found it important enough to hang up there with the other photos.

“What’s that?” Tristan asked, reaching for it.

I handed it to him. “Do you know where this is?”

Tristan studied the picture. “No. Henry liked the water though, he had a boat. Maybe he just liked the picture.”

“He doesn’t own a lighthouse, does he?”

Tristan shook his head. “I don’t think so. They’d check all his properties.”

“Well, what if he bought it with cash? That one looks kind of rundown. Remote. The perfect place to hide money.”

“I think that’s kind of a stretch,” he said, setting the photo on the table.

That’s when I noticed the amethyst pyramid on the desk. To anyone else, it might look like a paperweight or kitsch item, but I knew better.

“Oh my God.” I picked it up.

“What is it?”

“This is a camera.”

“Looks like a weird ornament to me.”

“No, it’s a magical camera. A guy was selling them last year. They can record movement and noise in a room, but they don’t have much memory, only a few days.”

Tristan took it from my hand, examining it. “Are you saying it might have captured the murder.”

“Yes, and anyone who might have been in here beforehand.”

“But surely the agents would have realized what it was.”

“It’s very low-level magic, they likely wouldn’t have picked up on it.”

Tristan kept turning it over. “Is there an on switch? A USB?”

“No, it works with a magic phrase or word. We’d have to figure that out, but this might hold the answers we are looking for.”

Something thumped downstairs making me jump.

“Shit, we need to get out of here.”

Moving to the door, I peeked out into the hallway. There was no one there yet. “Hurry.”

Tristan kept hold of the crystal as we hurried back to the stairs. Had the maid woken up? If she had, I imagined she’d be calling the cops right about now. The ZEA could have returned. If they were watching the place, they might have seen us come in. That would be enough to throw away the key.

When I reached the middle of the stairs, I saw someone walk by. Freezing on the spot, I waited until they passed by. The ZEA would be storming the place, it had to be someone else. It could be more staff, a family member, literally anyone. We needed to get out.

Slipping back through the kitchen, I noticed that the maid still slept at the table.

“Sarah where are you?” a man called.

The woman stirred. She lifted her head and looked right at us. “Who are you?” she asked.

Yanking open the back door, I took of running, with Tristan right behind me.

“Hey, stop them!” Sarah shrieked.

I ran faster, reaching the wall and jumping to grab the top. Scrambling up, I nearly fell over the other side. Landing on the ground, I fell over. Swearing, I got up, looking back for Tristan. He landed beside me.

More shouts came from the house, we needed to get out of here.

When we reached the car, Tristan unlocked it and we jumped in. That’s when I realized we were missing something.

“Where’s the crystal?”

“I dropped it,” Tristan said.

“What? We have to go back and get it.” I reached for the door handle.

Tristan stopped me. “No, we don’t have time. I’m sorry, its gone.”

Throwing the car in reverse, he drove us out of there. I smacked my hand into the dash in frustration. That was our last chance at figuring out who killed Henry.

What the hell are we going to do now?


Chapter 
Eighteen



Staring out the car window, I felt like screaming. We were so close to finally have answers and now we were screwed. That crystal might have shown Henry meeting with the Fallen. Now the ZEA would get their hands on it and we’d get into more trouble for breaking in.

“Where are we going?” I asked when I realized we were leaving the city.

“A place up north. My friend owns it, he won’t mind if we stay there for a while.”

“What? Why can’t we go back to your apartment?”

He glanced over at me. “Are you kidding? Even if by some miracle they don’t recognize us from the description the maid gives, we left our fingerprints on that crystal and in the office. We are fucked.”

Even though I felt the same way, I tried to stay calm. “You don’t know that.”

“Cordelia, think about it. I worked with Henry, you were at the party. They are going to think we were in this together. Or that you are controlling me or something.”

“I would never do that,” I snapped.

He shook his head. “I’m only saying what they’re thinking. They are not going to listen to either of us. Not now.”

God, they would think that. My mother did the exact same thing, it wouldn’t be such a leap to think I was the same way. The ZEA’s case just got better. We were truly on our own.

A thought struck me. My life was over. Tears filled my eyes and I quickly wiped them away. What I had may not have been much, but it was mine. I dragged myself back up after everything with my mother and tried to build a life. Now it had slipped through my fingers.

I never should have agreed to work with Henry.

But I needed the money and I didn’t even get that in the end. I had to wonder where the money he hid was. If we had that, we could get the hell out of here and start again. It was the least Henry could do.

Resting my head against the window, I zoned out, while Tristan drove us to wherever we were going. I suppose he could have abandoned me by the side of the road and saved himself. We were stuck together for now.

Over an hour later, he took a side road through some trees, coming to a stop outside a cabin.

“This is the place?”

“Yeah. He uses it when he comes hunting. At least we can get some rest and come up with a plan.”

I’d been trying to come up with a plan during the car ride. The only thing I came up with was run and keep on running.

Getting out, I took a look around. There didn’t seem to be anyone around, so at least we had privacy.

“Your friend isn’t going to show up, is he?” I asked.

“No. He’s out of the country at the moment.”

Tristan moved up onto the porch and unscrewed a light fixture by the door. Inside lay a key. He unlocked the door and motioned for me to go inside.

The cabin was sparsely furnished, but nice. His friend must have money. I moved to the couch and sat down. Leaning back, I closed my eyes, glad to have a few moments of peace.

Tristan rummaged around in the corner, then came to the couch with his laptop.

“Doubt you’ll get a signal,” I muttered.

“The cabin has Wi-Fi.”

I raised an eyebrow.

“Where doesn’t nowadays?”

He started typing.

“What are you looking for?”

“Anything that will lead us to the truth. Henry had a lot of shell companies in place and properties all across the country. We might have missed something.”

I had no idea why he was still trying. The ZEA wouldn’t take him back now. Not after he broke into Henry’s house with me. I never should have suggested it.

“Whatever.”

Getting up, I moved to the window to look out. It was beautiful up here. With all the trees and there seemed to be a lake in the distance. I could just make out the water through the trees. I never got to come to places like this. Vacations for me as a kid were trips to Vegas or some posh hotel so Mom could find a new mark.

I was tempted to take a walk outside. It might help clear my head. But what if someone spotted me? The ZEA probably had warrants out for our arrest by now.

“Huh,” Tristan muttered.

“What? Did you find something?” I moved to look at the laptop.

“I went down a rabbit hole, but I think I might have found another company he owned. Tarry Industries.”

“Doesn’t ring a bell.”

“They own a few rundown properties, marked for redevelopment. Think about the name though.”

I shrugged. What was he talking about?”

“Tara and Henry. Tarry. He did love her once, maybe it was her project.”

“You’re right. What properties do they own?”

Tristan clicked a few buttons. “Nothing close by. Some of them are in South America. There’s an old mine on the other side of the country and…shit. Jackpot.” He pulled up a photo of a lighthouse. The same lighthouse from the office. “You were right.”

“Where is it?”

“Not that far actually. Sixty miles or so. What if this is it? His hiding spot? It’s close enough he could hide the money. If he decided to run with it, no one would know this place existed.”

I stared at the photo. It was so close. All that money could be sitting there. “What…I mean what should we do with the money? If we found it?”

Tristan hesitated.

“I mean the right thing to do would be to hand it over to the ZEA. Or maybe we could use it to lure out the killer? That way the ZEA might go easy on us.”

Tristan looked at me. “Or we could take it and run.”

My eyes widened. “I can’t believe those words came out of your mouth.”

“Are you saying you didn’t think it too?”

“Of course I did. But if we did that, there would be no turning back.”

Tristan set the laptop aside and got to his feet. He turned to face me. “Cordelia no matter what we do, it’s highly likely we will both go to prison. We might get a reduced sentence, but it’s still a sentence. You know what those places are like for our kind.”

I did know. All Zodiacs knew. The Stelliceda prisons were located around the world. The one here lay in Arizona. The horror stories I heard growing up, no, it was not a place I wanted to end up, even for a short time.

“It means giving up everything,” I said, trying to think of a reason not to do it.

“I know. But I don’t speak to my family, my job is gone. There really isn’t any reason for me to stay.”

“Yeah, I’m in the same boat.” The only people I’d feel bad leaving behind were the likes of Hilda and Frank. But if we got far enough away, maybe I could ship potions to them or something.

There really wasn’t any reason for us to stick around. It’s not like I’ve ever been good at doing the right thing anyway. With the money we could go anywhere in the world and start again.

“Let’s do it. We’ll get the money and we’ll run.”

“I’m not trying to force you,” Tristan said.

“I know. But it’s the only chance we have.”

He reached out and took my hand in his. “We have to find the money first. Let’s see if its there and then we can make the decision. Together.”

That sounded like a plan. But if the money wasn’t at the lighthouse, then we were going to have to find another way to get out of the country.

I guess we’ll cross that bridge if we come to it.


Chapter 
Nineteen



We took some time to figure out where the lighthouse was exactly. It lay down the coast, near a small town called Green Haven.

“What if the ZEA have figure it out too? They could be watching the place,” I said, chewing on my fingernail.

“I know. But I know their procedures, the kind of cars they use. I should be able to spot them before they spot us.”

“But if they’re there, they will have found the money already.” Despite agreeing to go along with the plan, now all I could do was poke holes in it. We needed to get this right. One mistake could cost us everything.

Tristan sighed. “It’s a chance we have to take. Even if they have found the place, that doesn’t mean they will have found the money. Henry liked to brag. He said something about hiding things in plain sight once. My guess – he won’t have made it easy to find.”

“And you think you knew him enough to work it out?”

“Maybe. It’s our only chance. Without that money, we won’t get out of the country.”

That’s what it came down to. “I know.”

Tristan packed up the car for us, fetching some food and water from the pantry. His friend had been here recently, it seemed. We would stick to the back roads and take a longer route to the lighthouse. Once we reached the town, we could go on foot.

I wished that I had the power to shapeshift, or something useful. At least that way we’d be able to get to the lighthouse without being recognized.

After using the bathroom and cleaning up, I got into the car. Tristan paused to add his eyedrops. “Ready?”

“Yeah.”

He started driving, while I catastrophized. When I started to feel overwhelmed, I switched on the radio. The music helped soothe me a little.

“Where should we go?” Tristan asked.

“Huh?”

“When we get the money, where should we go?”

“Oh, I don’t know.” That part of the plan seemed a long way off and until we had the money, I didn’t dare think about it.

“We could go south. Fly out from there. Maybe Europe?”

“That sounds nice.” Was he suggesting that we stay together once we escaped the country? I assumed we would divide the money and go our separate ways. Not that I minded spending time with him, but I didn’t see it as a long-term thing. Then again, maybe he was just trying to distract me from what lay ahead.

The music ended and the news came on. “The ZEA have issued an APB on two suspects wanted for murder. They are Cordelia Oakley and former ZEA agent Tristan Locke.”

“Fuck!” Tristan cried. He switched the radio off.

“Wait, I want to hear what they say.” I reached for the button.

“Leave it,” Tristan snarled.

I pulled my hand back, shocked at his reaction. He was breathing heavily, gripping the wheel so hard his knuckles had turned white.

“Calm down,” I said.

“How can I? I built a career for myself. I was supposed to follow in my father’s footsteps and instead I’ve dragged the Locke name into the mud. God, I bet he’s loving this.”

“Who?”

“My father. The bastard told me I’d fail. Said I’d never live up to him and he was right.”

He was really starting to lose it. Given how much he was probably holding back since the investigation started, that wasn’t surprising. But if he lost it now, we might draw attention to himself.

I reached out and put my hand on his arm, trying to send calming emotions into him.

“Get off me,” he said, shaking my hand off.

“I’m sorry. But you’re driving too fast, we’ll get pulled over,” I said.

He looked down at the speedometer. Forcing a deep breath, he slowed down, glancing in the mirror to check we weren’t being followed. “You’re right. I’m sorry. I’m good, I promise.”

He continued with his deep breathing, and I could see the tension gradually leave his body. After a few minutes, he glanced at me. “I’m really sorry, Cordelia.”

“It’s fine. It’s a lot, I know.”

His reaction scared me. We had to keep it together or we’d never get out of the country.

Tristan switched the radio back on, choosing an all music station. We drove in silence the rest of the way.

I wondered what kind of childhood he had. Being a Sinless, I assumed a normal one, but it sounded like his father was a piece of work.

Yet he remained Sinless. Unlike me.

I guess that made him a better person than me. Though that would change if we took the money. Would he end up like me? I didn’t see taking the money as something evil. Henry already stole it, if the ZEA found it they’d put it in evidence. At least this way it would do some good. It was self-preservation.

“This is the town,” Tristan said.

I looked up to see a quaint seaside town, with Mom-and-Pop stores lining the street. This was the last place I’d expect to find someone like Henry.

Tristan found a side street and parked the car behind a van. “The beach is that way,” he said, pointing down the road. “We’ll go on foot along the sand.”

“Are you sure you can do this?” I asked. If he was going to back out, I’d rather he did it now, before we potentially risked our lives for the money.

“We don’t have a choice.” He sounded sure to me.

Getting out, I shivered as a cool breeze blew around us. The sun was setting. At least the darkness would offer us some cover. Zipping up my jacket, I shoved my hands into my pockets.

Tristan opened the trunk and lifted something out. He tossed it to me. “You might want to cover that hair. It’s pretty distinctive.”

I looked at the baseball cap he gave me. It had the name of some fishing supply store on it. Tristan didn’t seem the type to wear something like this.

Twisting my hair back, I put the cap over it to hide it. He was right, we needed to be as invisible as possible.

We made our way toward the beach. Every few seconds I felt the need to look over my shoulder.

“Try to relax,” Tristan said. “We’re just two people out for a walk. Nothing more.”

He was right. The more jumpy I looked, the more chance we had of being spotted. Taking a deep breath, I forced myself to look composed. There weren’t many people around, so we would probably be okay.

I looked in the store windows as we passed them. This place was cute, the kind of place you could spend a weekend at. Not that we’d get the chance. The second we got our hands on the money, we would have to leave and never return. No matter how necessary it was, I would still miss some things about my life. The shop. Sage. Hilda and Frank. None of them would know what happened to me. I’d just disappear.

“Do you think you’ll miss your life, after we go?” I asked.

Tristan shrugged. “My work was my life. It’s going to be strange.”

“Well, I’m sure a shit ton of money will soften the blow.”

Tristan laughed softly. “Maybe.”

We left the main road and I could see the sea up ahead. The waves were crashing down, as the wind picked up. It looked like a storm was coming in.

When we reached the sand, I could see the lighthouse in the distance. It might hold our freedom in its walls.

Tristan paused, looking around.

“What is it?” I asked.

“I’m checking for any sign of the ZEA.”

“Do you think they’re here?”

He shrugged. “I wouldn’t rule it out. Move slowly.”

Hiking along the sand, I wondered if any ZEA agents would shoot on sight. We were supposed to be murderers. Honestly, if it came to a choice between going to prison or the alternative, maybe it would be better to go out with a bang.

Don’t think like that. We still have a chance to get out.

When we got closer to the lighthouse, the ground became rocky. A wall ran alongside, blocking our view of the other side.

Tristan held out a hand to stop me, then moved to the end of the wall and peeked around it. He pulled back, swearing.

“ZEA?” I asked.

He came back to me. “Yes. An unmarked car close to the lighthouse. The fact that they’re so brazen suggests they don’t think anyone will show, but they want to be sure. Which means they’ve probably already searched it too.”

I leaned against the wall. “What do we do?”

“Do you still want to try for the money?” Tristan asked.

“Yes, we have to. Or we’re stuck here.”

Tristan rubbed a hand over his face and nodded. “Okay. Stay here. I’m going to try and come up behind them.” He pulled a silver canister from his coat pocket. “This will knock them out, but I need to get close.”

He gets all the fun toys.

“How long will it give us?”

“A few hours, but if they don’t call in, someone else might be sent out to investigate. Get ready to go in on my signal, we will need to be fast.”

He ran off as I pressed myself against the wall, close to the end. The lighthouse stood above me in darkness. It looked worse in reality then it did in the photo I saw on Henry’s wall. He obviously never took the time to restore it and given the Keep Out signs, I imagined not many people would risk going near it. It was the perfect hiding spot.

I waited. And waited. What was taking Tristan so long? The sun had set and I couldn’t see a thing. What if he got caught? Or worse, what if he ran off and left me? That thought wormed its way into my brain and I couldn’t shake it. People had betrayed me my whole life, including my own mother, why should I trust him?

Fuck, what have I done?

I could run, try and make it across the border by myself. But if he ran, then the ZEA might not know I was here. I still had a shot at getting to the lighthouse.

Leaning out, I saw the car in the distance. It was too dark to make out anyone inside. They couldn’t watch it every single second, right? If I ran for the door, they might not see me.

Hiding again, I tried to judge the distance. What if the door didn’t open?

Screw it, it’s a chance I have to take.

Taking a deep breath, I turned to run and collided with Tristan. “What the fuck?”

“What are you doing?” he asked.

“You were taking so long I thought…that they caught you.”

“You mean you thought I left you here.” His voice sounded almost teasing, which only made me angrier.

“Whatever. Did you knock them out?”

“They’re not going anywhere.”

He turned and jogged toward the lighthouse door. I followed, glancing at the car. No one made any move to get out, so he must have knocked them out.

Tristan tried the door, but of course it was locked. He put his shoulder to it and broke it open. “Move carefully, we don’t know how bad it is in here.”

We moved straight to the stairs. I looked up. That was a long way to fall if the stairs gave out. Tristan went first, testing each step as he went.

The building creaked and groaned around us, made worse by the wind outside. It had picked up a lot. I didn’t like the idea of walking back to the car in it.

“Don’t you have a light?” I asked Tristan.

He paused. “Yeah, we should be okay to turn one on. I doubt anyone will see us from outside.” He took a small flashlight from his pocket and switched it on. Something hit the step, then bounced over the side.

“Fuck.”

“What was that?” I asked.

“I think it was my eyedrops. I should get them.”

“Are you crazy? Get them on the way out. We need to hurry.”

He sighed. “Fine.”

We climbed higher, finding a few broken steps along the way. When we reached the top, we found the room where the light was located. “Start looking,” Tristan said.

I moved to one side of the room, while he took the other. Running my hands over the walls, I looked for a hidden panel or safe. It all seemed solid. When we met in the middle, I let out a frustrated groan. “The ZEA must have it.”

“No, it has to be here. We’ve come this far.”

With a sigh, I checked the light. Could there be a panel or somewhere to hide money?

Tristan found the control panel on the wall. He opened it, checking the switches with the flashlight. He flicked a few of them. There was no power. Angry, he slammed the panel shut. It rebounded and opened again.

“What the hell?” he said.

“What?” I hurried over.

He reached out and pulled the panel of switches off. There was a space behind them with another switch. Tristan glanced at me, then flicked the switch.

Something opened behind us. I turned to see a panel at the base of the light. Tristan kneeled and put his hand inside. When he pulled his hand out, he was clutching a small velvet pouch.

“That doesn’t look like a suitcase full of cash,” I pointed out.

He handed me the flashlight, opened the pouch, and poured the contents onto his hand.

“Are those…?”

“Diamonds. The asshole bought diamonds with the money so they’d be easier to hide.”

“How much are they worth?”

Tristan moved them around his hand. “I’m no expert, but I’d say a lot.”

“Enough to get us out of the country?”

“Yeah, but now we need to find someone willing to buy them. Money would have been so much easier.”

“What about this has been easy so far.”

With a weary sigh, Tristan put them back in the pouch and tucked them into his pocket. “Did you hear that?” he asked.

“Hear what?”

“Turn the light off.”

I did as he asked.

“Stay here, I’ll check it out,” he whispered.

He moved to the door. Did the agents wake up? If they did, there was only one way out. Tristan disappeared into the darkness, while I stood rooted to the spot. If they came in, Tristan had the diamonds. What if I ran?

What am I thinking? Tristan didn’t leave me, yet I’m willing to leave him.

If it meant my freedom, there wasn’t much I wouldn’t do. I looked at the other side of the room. A platform ran along the outside, but I doubted there was a safe way down.

What am I doing? I can’t leave Tristan.

Forcing myself to take the first step, I made my way to the doorway. My breathing sounded ragged as I stepped into the darkness. Where did Tristan go?

“Tristan?” I whispered.

Taking another step forward, I sensed movement behind me. Before I could react, I was shoved forward. Tipping over the rail, I plunged toward the floor below.


Chapter 
Twenty



At the last minute, I grabbed the railing, wrenching my arms badly as I caught myself.

“Oh God, help me,” I cried. Fear raced through me. I knew how far away the floor was, and I didn’t want to end up splattered across it.

I pulled hard, trying to find a foot hold. Reaching up, I grabbed the next bar above me, then heaved myself up. Tipping over the railing, I landed on the platform, breathing hard. I could hear footsteps going down the stairs, but I couldn’t see anyone. The flashlight was long gone.

It must be the Fallen. He followed us or found his way here for the money. Where was Tristan? Did he kill him? Send him plunging to the ground below? That seemed the most likely case. He didn’t even cry out.

Shaking, I forced myself up. If he got to the bottom and realized I hadn’t gone over, he might come back up and finish the job. It meant going down the stairs too, but I’d rather face this guy close to the ground.

The agents. I could call it in or take one of their weapons.

All thoughts of escaping the country left me. Right now, I needed to concentrate on staying alive. Whatever it took.

My foot went to the step below and found only air. Remembering the steps that were missing, I threw myself back to avoid falling. Landing painfully on my ass, I groaned. Who the hell would ever want to work in a place like this? It was so dangerous.

Getting up, I kept moving, only a lot slower. I couldn’t remember exactly where the steps were and I couldn’t see shit in this darkness. Eventually, I reached the bottom.

Whoever pushed me seemed to be gone, but I couldn’t be sure. Pausing by the door, I went to look back, but I couldn’t. I didn’t want to see Tristan’s broken body on the ground. No one could have survived that fall.

I’ll call for help. Even if it is too late.

I peeked out the door, but there was no one outside. Stepping out, I looked around. The moon lit the area a little, but it lay mostly in darkness.

The agents. I had to get to them and try to call for help. Maybe I could wake them up.

Taking off at a run, I headed for the car. There was no other noise other than the sound of the water behind me and my own breathing. We never should have come out here. It was stupid. If we had taken a shot at getting across the border, we might have made it. Tristan would be alive at least.

I reached the car. The agents lay slumped in their seats, oblivious to everything that had happened. Yanking open the driver’s side door, I leaned in.

“Hello? Can you hear me?”

Neither man moved. I reached out and shook the one at the wheel. He tipped over and I felt something sticky on my hand. Raising a trembling hand to the overhead light, I switched it on to find that both agents were dead. Their throats had been cut.

I stumbled back, cutting back a scream. The Fallen must have killed them while they were unconscious. Wiping my bloody hand on my jeans, I felt a chill run through me. This guy was a psycho. He killed them without a second thought. They couldn’t even fight back.

As much as I hated the idea of it, I had to reach in and use the radio to call for help. I inched forward, leaning in again, trying not to inhale. I didn’t want to look at them, smell them or even go anywhere near them. It was too horrible.

Reaching out, I snatched up the radio, only to find the wires cut. “Fuck.” I tossed it down and got away from the car. He didn’t want anyone coming to the rescue. Their guns were gone too.

Like it or not, I had to make my way back to the car and try and get out of here. To do that though, I needed to get the keys from Tristan. I really didn’t need to see another dead body, especially someone I knew. Maybe it would be dark enough that I wouldn’t be able to see his face.

I want to go home and forget any of this ever happened.

Something told me that wasn’t going to happen. Not ever. I made my way back to the lighthouse, praying the Fallen had run for the hills. He could have taken the diamonds off Tristan. Why stick around if he had what he wanted?

Before I reached the door, a figure stepped out. I let out a scream, stumbling back.

“Cordelia?”

I recognized that voice. “Tristan?”

He moved toward me, clutching his ribs. He was alive, though he seemed to be in pain. “What the hell happened?”

“You’re asking me? I thought you were dead. You didn’t come back and someone pushed me over the railing. I nearly died.”

Tristan winced, rubbing the back of his head. “Someone hit me and I went down. When I came to, I wasn’t sure what happened. Are you okay?”

“Yes. How could you have been up there? I didn’t see you. I thought he shoved you over the railing too.”

“It’s so dark up there, you must have walked right by me.”

How could I not have noticed? Then again, I did almost fall to my death, I was hardly thinking clearly. “We need to get back to the car. Before he comes back.”

“Yeah, let’s go.”

I reached out and grabbed his arm. “Tristan, he murdered the agents.”

His body stiffened. “What?”

“I went to try and call for help, but they’re dead. He murdered them.”

“Fuck. Let’s get out of here. It’s too dangerous to be out in the open like this.”

I didn’t want to go along the beach, but it was the quickest route back. At least in the dark the Fallen was unlikely to spot us.

What felt like hours later, we finally reached the road in one piece. I’d feel better once we were locked in the car. Every step I took I expected a shot to ring out. Though I imagined I wouldn’t actually hear the one that got me.

As we passed under a streetlight, I looked up at Tristan and my blood ran cold. I came to a stop.

No, it can’t be.

Tristan turned to face me. “What’s wrong?”

I backed away. “Your aura. It’s red.”

He looked down at his hand, then sighed. “Oh Cordelia, you weren’t supposed to see that.”

I didn’t see his fist, but I felt it as he punched me in the face. My knees buckled and I hit the ground.


Chapter 
Twenty-One



I woke up with a start, pain shooting through my face. I tried to move my hands but found them tied behind my back.

What the fuck? Where am I?

Judging from the small dark box I seemed to be in, and the fact it seemed to be moving, I was guessing Tristan had locked me in the trunk.

He did it. That son of a bitch was the killer all along.

I didn’t want to believe it, couldn’t even comprehend how he did it, but what other explanation was there? He wasn’t lying unconscious at the lighthouse, he was the one who pushed me. It also explained why it took so long to knock out the agents. He was killing them instead.

Now he has it all. The diamonds, a way out. And no one suspects him.

Well, if I thought my taste in men was bad before, this definitely proved it. I felt like such a fucking idiot. All this time looking for the killer and he was right under my nose.

He’s going to kill me too.

That was a given. I was a witness. He’d get rid of me and skip the country without a second thought. God, why did he include me at all? Was I just a means to an end, a way to get to the diamonds? Or did he have fun stringing me along? Making me think that he cared?

I hated him. Once again, I let someone manipulate me.

Twisting my wrists viciously, I tried to get free of the ropes. If I had my hands free, I might be able to use my power on him when he stopped. I’d hit him with such a jolt he’d feel it for days.

The rope cut into my skin, bringing tears to my eyes, but what was a layer of skin compared to my life? The car started to slow down and I twisted harder, but I couldn’t get it free. Something wet trickled down my hand and I knew I was bleeding.

When the car came to a halt, I rolled forward, bumping my head against the corner of the trunk. Swearing, I tried to scoot back, waiting for the trunk to open. My hands were still tied, but my feet were free. Maybe I could kick him and make a run for it.

The car door slammed shut. Heart racing, I waited. When the trunk opened, I tried to swing my foot up at Tristan, but he easily caught it and forced my leg back down. “Knew you’d be a feisty one.”

He grabbed me under the arms and yanked me out.

“Let me go. Why are you doing this?” I screamed.

We were at the edge of cliff, down the coast from the lighthouse. He was going to toss me off the edge, I needed to distract him long enough to get free.

“For the money, obviously,” he said.

“But how? Your aura, Henry’s murder?”

His jaw tensed. “You already know how I changed my aura. Anthony gave that away. I booked him a while back and found out about it. Eye drops deliver it quicker than snorting it up your nose.”

That’s why he was always adding them, to hide his aura from me. He dropped the bottle at the lighthouse. If he hadn’t, I might never have known.

“And Henry?”

“He tried to double cross me. To be fair I was going to double cross him first, but he beat me to it, hiding the money. I confronted him that morning, told him to transfer my share, but he wouldn’t do it. He said he wanted to change the deal and I’d never see a penny of it.”

“You turned the butler on him. How?”

He held up his hand. “I may have fibbed a little about my power. See it’s not unlike yours. My touch can really fire a person up. It can get them raring to go, or really angry. The butler must have had beef with Henry. The second he saw him, the rage grew too much and he killed him.”

I felt sick. He didn’t care that he had murdered someone. Three people actually if you counted the agents. Maybe more.

“Tara?” I whispered, remembering him returning to the house.

He shrugged. “I couldn’t have her shooting her mouth off.”

“And me? What was I?”

Tristan reached out and ran his finger along my cheek. I felt the urge to try and bite him but held back. The rope was coming loose. A few more seconds and I’d be free.

“You were fun. I think our powers collided, made the sex epic. Shame I can’t trust you. I might have taken you with me.”

“And I would have gone,” I said, moving closer, the rope slipping free. “But tell me, Tristan, when did your aura turn red?”

He grinned at me. “After I killed the first one. Over a year ago. A dealer. It was an accident, but it got easier after that. I tried to be the dutiful little agent my father wanted, but this is so much easier. And a lot more profitable.”

His face was inches from mine now. “You’re a monster.”

“Am I? You turned pretty quickly. Went after the money. We aren’t as different as you like to think.”

“Yes, we are.” I reached out and grabbed his face.

His eyes widened as he wrenched my hands away. I made sure to drag my nails over his flesh for good measure, drawing blood.

Staggering back, he glared at me. “You bitch.”

I tried to do what I did to Stephen, pumping him full of fear, but it didn’t fully work. It did seem to disorientate him though.

Not wasting any time, I ran for the main road. I made it about twenty feet before Tristan barreled into me. We hit the ground hard.

I tried to crawl out from under him, but he pinned me down. “That was a bad move,” he snarled.

Dragging me up, he held my arms down my sides to prevent me from touching him again. “Walk.”

He marched me toward the edge of the cliff.

“Don’t do this. I won’t say anything. You can take the money and run.”

“I plan to, but not without getting rid of you first. You pushed me too far.”

Fuck, he was really going to do this. I tried to go limp but he kept pushing me forward. We were only a few feet from the edge. Lashing back with my foot, I kicked him in the leg. He tried to adjust his grip on me as I threw myself back and we both fell to the ground in a tangle of limbs.

Twisting around, I pressed my hands against him again. He grabbed my wrists and pulled me off, but his body started to shake. Getting one arm free, I brought my elbow down hard on his gut. A whoosh escaped him and he let me go.

As I got to my feet to run, he recovered and grabbed me around the legs. When I fell, we both rolled. I didn’t realize how close I was to the edge until I went over. Tristan’s own weight took him with me, but he quickly let go to try and grab something.

Sliding down the rocky surface, I dug my fingers in, stopping my descent. My right foot found a rock and I came to a stop gasping. I couldn’t look down, knowing that the sea and a lot of sharp jagged rocks waited for me. Breathing hard, I clung there for a second, praying I wouldn’t fall. I was about five feet from the top. With a shaking hand, I reached up and grabbed another rock, trying to pull myself up. My arms ached from the fall in the lighthouse. What if I couldn’t support my own weight?

No, I’m not dying out here.

There was no noise from Tristan. Did he fall? I still couldn’t look, not from this position. Time to climb.

I dragged myself up over the top of the cliff. Nails digging in, I managed to find solid ground, before collapsing in the dirt, breathing hard. It was over. I did it.

A hand clamped around my ankle. I screamed as Tristan’s head appeared above the edge, looking crazed. He used his other hand to try and pull himself up. “I’m going to kill you,” he snarled.

He would. If he got up, he’d kill me. There was no doubt in my mind. Knowing I had no choice, I pulled back my other leg and kicked him hard in the face. The grip on my leg vanished as he let go and plummeted to the rocks below. He screamed all the way down.

Crawling to the edge, I looked down to see his lifeless body below. He was dead.

What have I done?

The shock of everything hit me at once and I felt my stomach churn. I killed someone. Just like my mother did. Did that mean…?

From the light of the headlights on the car, I could make out my aura. It flickered wildly from purple to red.

No, it can’t change. He left me no choice. He was going to kill me, I did nothing wrong.

It flickered more wildly, then at the last second it returned to purple, though a darker shade than before.

Collapsing in a heap, I lay there, too overwhelmed to move. I wasn’t a murderer. Killing Tristan was self-defence.

But what the hell do I do now?


Chapter 
Twenty-Two



Agent Foster stared at me critically as he digested what I told him. I’d been in the interrogation room for over two hours, going through everything that happened with Tristan.

“You’re saying that Mr. Locke murdered Henry Willis and two agents, before trying to kill you.”

“Yes, I am.”

“And why should I believe you?”

I stared down at my cut hands, wanting to slap him for asking such a stupid question. “The fact that you are calling him Mr. Locke and not Agent Locke suggests that you have already distanced yourself from him. I’m sure if you look hard enough you will find evidence of what he was doing.”

Agent Foster sat back in his chair and sighed. “You can understand that it looks suspicious from our point of view. How do I know you weren’t in it together? That you didn’t fight over the money and killed him.”

“If I did, I would have taken it and run. Why would I come here? You can check the body, he has the diamonds on him. Even without the diamonds, I could have run and let you lot sort it out. But I didn’t.”

Foster pursed his lips. “Which makes me wonder what you hope to get out of this?”

“How about you clearing my name? Letting me get back to my life?”

He gathered up his things and left the room. What the hell was with this guy? Why did he have to act like such an asshat? I bet he thought he was making me sweat.

Why did I come back here? Why did I think things would be any different?

It seemed like a good idea at the time. Doing the right thing. I don’t know, maybe I thought I’d feel better over how things ended with Tristan. Or for being stupid enough to trust him in the first place.

Besides, I couldn’t exactly get to the diamonds, could I?

Anxious, I chewed my nails, waiting for Foster to return. How long was he going to leave me hanging?

Finally the door opened, but a woman came in instead. She looked about fifty, with graying hair and wearing a dark blue pant suit.

She sat down, crossing her legs. She stared at me for the longest time.

“What? Where’s Foster?”

The woman gave me a tight smile. “Agent Foster is done in here. We have had a chance to look at the evidence and examine the bodies of our agents. Including Mr. Locke.”

“And?”

“We are satisfied with your version of events.”

I didn’t think I heard her correctly. “What the hell does that mean?”

“It means that you are free to go.”

That was music to my ears. I lurched to my feet, then stopped. “I’m guessing you’re higher up than Foster.”

“I am.”

“You already suspected Tristan,” I said.

That smile again. “I’m not at liberty to comment on an ongoing investigation. But let’s just say we wondered about his lack of results from his undercover work.”

Son of a bitch.

“If you had told me that, all this could have been avoided.”

The woman got to her feet, adjusting her suit jacket. “We can’t divulge information to a suspect. Count yourself lucky we’re letting the other charges drop.”

I opened my mouth to tell her to fuck off, but then I thought better of it. I might not get this chance again. Instead, I asked, “What about my stuff from the shop?”

“I’m afraid that won’t be returned. I’d advise you to find a new line of work.”

She walked to the door and opened it for me. They screwed me in the end anyway. I had my freedom but not my livelihood.

“Thanks a lot,” I said as I stalked by her.

Making my way down the corridor, my hand closed around the eye dropper bottle in my pocket. I told them Tristan disguised his aura, but not how he did it. They took my shop, this might be the only way to make some money.

If I could figure out what was in it, I could recreate it and sell it on the black market. Plenty of Zodiacs would kill to have it. Not that I’d give it to any Fallen, not after Tristan. But I could help the Wandering. If they had the ability to hide their aura, they might have a fighting chance.

I came to a stop. But did that make me any different to Tristan? He took what he wanted, broke all the rules and eventually became a killer. I’d been on this path for a long time, always managing to stay on the right side. But now, with this...anyone could get a hold of it. Including the Fallen. What if one of them used it and then killed someone? I’d never be able to forgive myself.

I glanced back at the agents. Foster stood talking to a man, holding a stack of folders under his arm.

Maybe it’s time to do the right thing.

With a heavy sigh, I headed toward him.

“Miss Oakley, did you forget something?” he asked.

I removed the bottle and held it out to him. “It’s what Tristan used to hide his aura.”

Foster took the bottle from me. “I see. And you forgot you had this?”

“Yes. I was hit in the head. Guess I forgot that I picked it up.”

Foster narrowed his eyes at me.

“Anyway, if you need help figuring out what’s in it, I’m good with that kind of thing.” I had no idea why I even offered, but I didn’t need them changing their mind and throwing me in a cell.

“We have a state-of-the-art lab,” he replied.

“Right. Of course.” I turned away.

“Miss Oakley.”

Reluctantly, I turned back, waiting for the other shoe to drop.

“If we need your help, we’ll let you know.” He walked off.

What did that mean? Were they actually considering my offer?

I snorted. Yeah, right. The ZEA wanting to work with me. That would happen.

As I headed for the door, I glanced down at my hand and noticed my aura flickering again. Only this time, it switched from purple to blue, before turning a lighter shade of purple.

I guess you never know what the future holds.

THE END


Afterword


If you would like a free book, sign up to S. K. Gregory’s newsletter. You can unsubscribe at any time.

https://BookHip.com/XLZSXW


[image: ]


Join the Accidental Zodiac fan group to keep up with all new releases!

Hunting A Tyrant by Cassidy K. O’Connor

Blood Omen by Lia Davis

Gifted by the Gods by Jennifer Wedmore

Crimson Shepherd by Mandy Rosko and Jessica Ripley

Karmic Penance by Gracen Miller

Scorpion’s Kiss by Cherron Riser

Cerulean Strength by Mandy Rosko and Jessica Ripley

Vicious Virgo by D.E. Chapman

Suspicious Minds by S.K. Gregory


About the Author


USA Today Bestselling Author S. K. Gregory writes urban fantasy, paranormal romance and horror stories. Rarely seen without a pen in her hand, she loves writing about supernatural worlds and the creatures that live within them.

An avid reader and chocoholic, she has been creating fantasy worlds since she was a child. When she isn’t writing, S. K. enjoys binge-watching her favorite shows and hanging out with family and friends.

To learn more and to keep up to date with her latest book releases, you can follow her Facebook page here: www.facebook.com/authorskgregory or check out her website: www.skgregory.com

OEBPS/image_rsrc1TA.jpg
THE ACCIDE i»TALuZODIACS

USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR

d. K. GREGORY





OEBPS/image_rsrc1TD.jpg
THEACCIDENTAL ZODJACS






OEBPS/image_rsrc1TC.jpg






OEBPS/image_rsrc1TB.jpg
SUSPICIOUS
MINDS

An Accidental Zodiac Story

5.K. Gregory






OEBPS/nav.xhtml

Table of contents

		Full Page Image

		Contents

		Copyright

		Chapter 1

		Chapter 2

		Chapter 3

		Chapter 4

		Chapter 5

		Chapter 6

		Chapter 7

		Chapter 8

		Chapter 9

		Chapter 10

		Chapter 11

		Chapter 12

		Chapter 13

		Chapter 14

		Chapter 15

		Chapter 16

		Chapter 17

		Chapter 18

		Chapter 19

		Chapter 20

		Chapter 21

		Chapter 22

		Afterword

		Bibliography

		About the Author




Guide

		Cover

		Beginning

		Contents




		1

		2

		3

		4

		5

		6

		7

		8

		9

		10

		11

		12

		13

		14

		15

		16

		17

		18

		19

		20

		21

		22

		23

		24

		25

		26

		27

		28

		29

		30

		31

		32

		33

		34

		35

		36

		37

		38

		39

		40

		41

		42

		43

		44

		45

		46

		47

		48

		49

		50

		51

		52

		53

		54

		55

		56

		57

		58

		59

		60

		61

		62

		63

		64

		65

		66

		67

		68

		69

		70

		71

		72

		73

		74

		75

		76

		77

		78

		79

		80

		81

		82

		83

		84

		85

		86

		87

		88

		89

		90

		91

		92

		93

		94

		95

		96

		97

		98

		99

		100

		101

		102

		103

		104

		105

		106

		107

		108

		109

		110

		111

		112

		113

		114

		115

		116

		117

		118

		119

		120

		121

		122

		123

		124

		125

		126

		127

		128






