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	1

	Jade

	 

	I’m in love with Harry.

	I kept playing the thought over and over in my head, but I still couldn’t believe it. I mean it’s Harry. How could I be in love with him? Yes, I can admit that I have a crush on him, but I never thought it was anything more than that. We’ve been through a lot together though and he has saved my life a bunch of times. Maybe that’s all it is. Maybe I’m reading too much into it. There has been a lot of changes lately, I’m not sure what is happening anymore.

	What would Harry want with a trailer trash wolf Shifter anyway?

	We were friends and business partners, nothing more. Even if our private investigation business had been open officially for a week and we hadn’t had a single client. 

	Looking around the empty office, I sighed heavily. What if we never got any business? Harry might decide to cut his losses and move on. Then what would I do? I’d be a jobless loser once more. 

	My best friend, Kol, offered to let me do some shifts in his store, but the smell of all those herbs and potions drove my wolf senses crazy, it was bad enough living above the shop, I couldn’t work there every day too. I don’t think I’m cut out for retail anyway. All that ‘the customer is always right’ nonsense would end badly, I guarantee it.

	Pushing the chair back from the desk, I got up and headed to the counter across the room to grab myself some water. Harry added a cappuccino maker too, which he claimed was for clients, but it’s really for him. The man is obsessed with coffee. 

	I’m not a coffee person, it amps up the wolf and that’s the last thing this city needs. I only drink it on rare occasions. 

	Harry has helped me get my shifting under control, but that doesn’t mean something won’t happen that could set me off. A wolf loose in the French Quarter would definitely draw attention and not in a good way. I asked Harry if he had another bracelet, like the one he gave me back in Crestwood, which would allow me to call him so he could knock me out if I lost control. He told me he didn’t have one and that I didn’t need it. I wish I had his confidence. I know I’ve gotten better, but I did spend most of my life as a slave to the wolf and it is hard to forget that. If I kept busy, I should be fine.

	At least the weather seemed to be settling down at long last. The last month had been hell, but we were through the worst of it. Mother Nature did not seem to be a fan of New Orleans. 

	Hopefully now we would get some walk ins. Hell, even a missing dog case would be great right now. Not that we covered something as domestic as that. We wanted to work on supernatural cases since that is where our expertise lay. Well, Harry’s expertise. All his teacher knowledge had to be good for something. I hated to think that all the time we spent getting set up would go to waste. It took months to sort the licences, furnish this place and let people know that we were here. 

	Sipping my water, I knew I needed to stop thinking about Harry. I couldn’t risk him finding out and ruining what we had. And I couldn’t exactly trust my choice in men, could I? Not that there have been many, but I regretted them all. Brett, my ex, was murdered and I got the blame, which is how I ended up at Crestwood in the first place. I never did find out who killed him, but I assumed it was someone in the Pack. 

	Then of course there was the serial killer, Seb. I dated the psycho for weeks before I found out the truth, then he tried to kill me. He met a sticky end at the hands of my former Pack.

	Not to forget the Nephilim brothers, although nothing ever happened with them. Only in my imagination before I knew they were crazy too. 

	It seemed most men in my life ended up trying to kill me. So far, only Kol and Harry were the exceptions, so I trusted them without question and I don’t trust easily. Why would I ruin that by telling Harry how I felt?

	I glanced up to see Harry emerge from the other office, his attention focused on a folded newspaper in his hand. He was dressed as usual in a suit, although he had to opt for a lighter material since we left the pocket dimension which held Crestwood. It had been climate controlled and out here, it was a lot hotter.

	“Jade, have you seen what I did with my coffee cup?” he asked, sounding distracted.

	“You mean the one that’s in your hand?” I asked, trying not to smile.

	He glanced down at his other hand which was indeed clutching the cup. “Oh. Right. Carry on.” He returned to the office and I chuckled softly. He is such an idiot. But in a cute way.

	Nope. I forced myself to do something else, something to distract me from those thoughts. Moving to the coffee table in the waiting area, I started straightening the magazines, even though they didn’t really need straightened. The office was small, but it had what we needed. When you came into the office, you entered the main room, which held a desk to the left and behind it lay a smaller room which we would use to talk to people in private. Across the room lay the waiting area, with a small blue couch and a coffee table. Beyond it lay the stairs leading up to Harry’s place. I couldn’t call it an apartment, it was all one room, plus a bathroom, but he seemed to like it. I have to make do with the couch in Kol’s one bedroom apartment, at least until I start making some money of my own.

	Dropping onto the couch, I sighed. I felt so bored. Maybe it’s because so much happened at my year at Crestwood, whereas here nothing ever seemed to happen. All we did was sit around, hoping someone would walk in.

	Not that I’m complaining, it’s nice not to be attacked every five minutes. But I did think that New Orleans would be a little more exciting. Especially since Harry tells me it is a haven for supernaturals. They tend to flock here when they have nowhere else to go.

	I do wonder how things might have gone if I had been allowed to stay at Crestwood, not that I wanted to after the way Principal Blake behaved. She used a powerful student to make money to keep the school open and when he figured it out, he went on the rampage. We almost didn’t get out alive and to top it off, Blake fired Harry when he threatened to report her. I understood why she kicked me out, she hated me from the start, but Harry dedicated his life to Crestwood. It wasn’t fair.

	He wandered out of the office again and poured himself some more coffee. His third of the day, I noticed. 

	He glanced over his shoulder to see me on the couch. “Don’t worry, it will pick up,” he said, seeing my face.

	“I hope so. Maybe we should go out and talk to people instead of waiting for them to come to us.” We already handed out a ton of business cards and spoke to some of the local store owners, but nothing ever came of it.

	“There’s a lot of people in the city. Someone will show up sooner or later.”

	“Yeah, I’m sure someone will find themselves in a crisis soon enough.” He obviously knew my idea would be a waste of time.

	Harry leaned against the counter, sipping his coffee. His lean frame wore the suit well but looks could be deceiving. Harry was a black belt and a magic wielder, so he was not to be messed with. I know I didn’t exactly take him seriously when I first met him, but I knew better now. He had been teaching me how to fight. As a Shifter I’m no stranger to fighting, but I lacked technique. I’m more of a brawler. Now I know a few moves that could take someone down quickly.

	“What do you want to have for lunch?” Harry asked.

	I glanced at the clock on the wall above my desk. “It’s eleven fifteen.”

	“Not now, but in a while. We can decide now.” 

	“In case we get a mad rush on and there is no time to ask?” I teased.

	“Exactly.” He smiled at me and my stomach fluttered.

	“I really liked that place from the other day, with the hot sandwiches. Or maybe some gumbo?” All the food was so good here, making it hard to decide.

	“Sounds good. I have to admit I don’t miss the cafeteria food at Crestwood,” Harry said.

	“I kind of miss their bacon, but that’s about all I miss.”

	A look crossed Harry’s face and I quickly steered the conversation away from Crestwood. “I can hand out some business cards later, if that helps.”

	Harry nodded. “Yes, that will be great.” He headed back into the office. I think he is trying to put on a brave face since getting fired. I’m sure he’ll feel better about his decision once we get some actual business. 

	Returning to my desk, I picked up a pencil and started doodling on a notepad. Glancing through the open door, I could see Harry engrossed in his newspaper again. 

	Turning to a fresh sheet of paper in the notepad, I drew a line down the middle and wrote Pros and Cons at the top of each column. I wanted to really consider my reasons for telling Harry, or not telling him, depending on which side I came down on.

	I decided to go with the cons first. We work together. We’re friends. He used to be my teacher. Well, mentor technically, and I was twenty-two when we met, so that doesn’t count. He is older than me though. Just over a decade, but there’s so much more than that. I come from a trailer park, from a crappy Pack who treated me like dirt and then tried to kill me. I’ve never had any money, I dropped out of high school, Crestwood was my last shot. 

	Harry was educated, he grew up in a completely different world compared to me. As a magic wielder, he did work with packs in the past and its true he fell in love with a Shifter, once upon a time. A woman called Marion who died giving birth to their child. The child died too. I cannot imagine going through something like that, but Harry managed to survive it and rebuild his life. I’m sure that wasn’t easy for him. He had too much going on to ever consider a relationship with me and after all – it’s Harry!

	Glancing into the office again, Harry lifted his coffee cup and accidentally spilt some of it down his tie. “Bugger!” he muttered, grabbing some tissues to mop it up.

	My pencil poised over the Pros column, I could think of only one thing to write – It’s Harry. I suppressed the urge to groan. Why did I have to go and fall for him?

	Ripping the sheet of paper free, I crumpled it into a ball and tossed it into the trash. If Harry ever saw it, I would die of embarrassment. No, even if I did have feelings for him, I could never tell him. Why ruin what we had?

	The door slammed open and I looked up to see two goons strut into the room, dressed in suits. Clients? I tossed my pencil into the office to get Harry’s attention.

	A moment later, a blonde glided in behind them. My nose immediately told me that I was in the presence of a wolf. My body tensed. I haven’t had a lot of interaction with other wolves or Shifters outside my ex-pack and from Crestwood. Rival packs don’t usually get along.

	The woman looked around the room, pulled a face, then turned to face me. In her forties, she dressed like she had just walked off the set of a 1940’s film noir. I wondered if she was going to ask for our help to find some nightclub singer.

	“Can I help you?” I forced myself to say, even though the wolf in me wanted to go for her. 

	Harry heard us and came out of the office. “Good morning.”

	The woman’s eyes never left me. “I heard there was a new Shifter in town. I had to see it with my own eyes.”

	“Is there something we can do for you?” Harry asked. “I’m Harry by the way and you are?” He offered his hand for her to shake, but she gave him a disdainful look, ignoring the hand.

	“Regine. But I’m more interested in who she is,” she said, pointing at me.

	Why was she singling me out? “My name is Jade. Is there some kind of problem here?” I asked, trying to stay calm, but I was fighting hard to keep the wolf under control.

	“Jade,” she said, sounding out the word. “Jade who?”

	I glanced at Harry. I could see his jaw was set, but he didn’t make a move. I didn’t have a surname as such. I adopted the one from my Pack, but I stopped using that when I left. I couldn’t very well give them my father’s name because they would recognize it as being from one of the biggest packs in the country. Instead, I opted for the name on my birth certificate from my mother. “Jade Williams. Seriously, what is this about?”

	“Williams, Williams,” she muttered, probably trying to place it. “And what exactly are you doing here in New Orleans?”

	I waved my hand around the office. “Uh, working.”

	Her face hardened. “No stray Shifters are allowed on my turf without pledging fealty to me.”

	I looked to Harry for a translation. “She wants you in her pocket,” he muttered.

	“Look, lady, I don’t know who you are, but I don’t want any trouble. I’m just trying to do my job, that’s all. I’m not a threat to you.”

	“Where’s your Pack?”

	“I don’t have one.”

	She arched an eyebrow. “Lone wolves don’t last long.”

	Planting my hands on the desk, I went to stand, but Harry shook his head slightly, indicating for me to stop. If we escalated this, God knows what she would do.

	“Then you won’t have to worry,” I said finally.

	Regine took a step toward me. “Around here, I’m in charge. If you want to live here, work here, then you need to show me your loyalty.”

	“That’s not going to happen.”

	She leaned on the desk, staring me down. “Let me make myself clear. You either pledge your loyalty to me or you can get the hell out of my town.”

	Straightening up, she threw a glare at Harry, before heading to the door. “You have forty-eight hours to decide.”

	The goons followed her out and the door slammed shut behind them.

	“Who the fuck was that?”
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	Jade

	 

	“I can’t believe this is happening,” I said as I paced the room. “I mean can she really do that? Run me out of town?” How could this be happening?

	“Without knowing who she is, I’m not sure. But I’ll look into it and I’m sure we can come up with a solution,” Harry said, ever the voice of reason. Right now I didn’t find it comforting, I found it infuriating, but he wasn’t the one being threatened. After all, he paid for this building, he could carry on the business without me. I’m sure he could find someone in no time.

	Stop catastrophizing, I thought. So this woman like to throw her weight around, it didn’t mean she actually had the power to do what she said. For all I knew, she might do this to every new Shifter to see who ran and who didn’t.

	Pulling out my cell phone, I typed her name and the city into the search engine. God, I love having a phone again. A year at Crestwood with no internet, I don’t know how I survived. Not that I had a choice, the bubble dimension it lay in blocked any kind of service. Harry bought two cell phones as a business expense, but he had to be persuaded to do so. He’s gone a lot longer without one, I’m not even sure he knows how to use one.

	“There’s a few articles, no pictures. Might not be her,” I muttered. I did find a brief article referring to her as a local business owner and the name of a few clubs. 

	“Jade, please. Let me look into it.”

	“Really?” I said looking up at him. “Are you going to use your phone? Or the laptop I got you.”

	He ran a hand across his dark hair. “I don’t think I need to. There are more reliable ways to get information.”

	“Hmm hm. You are such a technophobe.” We wouldn’t get far in this business if he thought he could get by without them. Everyone was online these days. I did suggest that we get a website, but he vetoed the idea. Given that we were dealing with supernaturals, he didn’t want to advertise what we did too much. Supernaturals use the internet too, he was costing us potential business.

	“I spent years without it, I don’t see why I need it now,” Harry argued.

	“Because now we’re in the real world and we need it in the real world.”

	He sighed. “Fine, I’ll take a look at it.”

	“Good and I’ll grab us some lunch.”

	Harry pulled out his wallet and removed a few bills, holding them out to me. I stared at them for a moment. “I hate taking money off you.”

	“It’s just lunch, Jade.”

	It was more than that. He paid for everything, it felt like he was giving me an allowance. I hated it. “I know, but I want to earn my own money.”

	“We will. As soon as we get a paying client.”

	Shaking my head, I took the money and tucked it into the pocket of my slacks. “Fine. I’ll swing by the shop and see if Kol knows who Regine is while I’m out.”

	“Good idea.”

	Strolling down the street, I tried to enjoy the sights of the city while I had the chance. In forty-eight hours I could be leaving here. Kicked out. Again.

	 Urgh, why am I so ready to give up? This isn’t Crestwood, I can stay in the city if I want and no one is going to drive me off.

	We would find a way to get Regine off my back, something that hopefully didn’t involve me pledging my loyalty to her. By doing that, I would essentially be accepting her as my Alpha. I wouldn’t have the same connection that I would with the Alpha in my real Pack, but it meant she could give me orders whenever she wanted. I was done taking orders. I was in charge of my own life, end of story.

	Pushing the door open to In Sickness and in Helf, Kol’s apothecary, I braced myself against the onslaught of scents that hit me. I should be used to it by now, but they still made me sneeze every time. On the outside, it looked like a regular herbalist store and Kol did sell some ordinary products for human customers. He kept the magical stuff in the back. According to him, there are certain herbal remedies which have no effect on humans but are vital to supernaturals. He makes everything himself in the back room. 

	The store lay empty and no one stood behind the counter. “Kol?” I called.

	His head appeared through the beaded curtain which led into the back. “Be out in a minute, I need to finish this.” He disappeared again to work on his latest concoction. Some customers asked for specialized orders and he became totally OCD about getting them right. I’ve even found him down here in the middle of the night a few times.

	Leaning on the counter, I waited for him to finish. Kol should be proud of what he had achieved though. Starting his own business, doing what he loved, I’m happy for him. There isn’t always a place for us in the human world, so we had to carve out our own. I guess we had both come a long way. To think, a little over a year ago I was a half breed, well everything, condemned to a life with an asshole like Brett, in a Pack that hated me. It didn’t feel right to be glad that Brett had died, but if it hadn’t happened, I wouldn’t have any of this. Regine could threaten me all she liked, but she wasn’t taking this away. I would find something on her to get her off my back if it killed me.

	“Do you know someone called Regine? A werewolf?” I called to Kol.

	“Yeah, I’ve heard of her. Probably better to stay out of her way.”

	I snorted. “Well I’d love to, but she came to me. Apparently, I have two days to pledge my loyalty to her or she will run me out of town. Do you think she’s serious?”

	Kol appeared again through the curtain and sighed. “Yeah, I think she is. I’ve heard she ran off a few Shifters in the past. She runs some strip clubs and I hear she has a few illegal activities on the side, but I’m not sure what they are.”

	I groaned and dropped my head into my arms on the counter. “Why do these things always happen to me?”

	Kol patted me on the back. “Yes, life is so hard. Jade, she’s one woman. Find a way to fix it.” 

	I raised my head. “Thanks for the support.” 

	He rolled his eyes. “This isn’t school. It’s the real world. Deal with it.”

	“Fine. I was going to offer to get you lunch, but now I’m not so sure,” I said, feeling petty. 

	“You know, I think maybe I should start charging you rent, since you’re staying in my apartment and don’t contribute in any way.” He smirked at me.

	“Want the usual?” I asked. I knew he would use it against me eventually.

	“Yes, please.”

	Shooting him a glare, I headed off to fetch lunch. 

	 

	***

	 Harry

	 

	 

	When the door opened, I expected to see Jade with our lunch, but instead, a woman entered in a red jacket and jeans. Around thirty-five, with dark hair, she moved slowly into the office.

	“Hello, how can I help you?” I asked.

	Please let this be a paying client.

	She took a look around the room, before looking at me. “Are you the owner of…Lost Souls Private Investigations? Interesting name by the way.”

	“Yes, I’m one of them. Harold Tempest Stewart.” We chose the name because it best fit what we were trying to do. I dealt with lost souls at Crestwood and there were plenty out here in New Orleans.

	I offered my hand. She shook it, giving me the once over. “Detective Kate Bell.”

	“Oh, pleasure to meet you. Do you need some help on a case?”

	She snorted. “No, I don’t. Look, I’ll get to the point. I’ve seen a lot of PI’s pop up around this city in the last few years and none of them last. I don’t have a problem with PI’s in general, but I want to make it clear that if you get in my way, we’re going to have problems.”

	“Um, excuse me? Did you really come in here to threaten me?”

	She faltered. “I wasn’t…It isn’t a threat, I’m just letting you know that I don’t take kindly to any renegade shit.”

	“It’s a good thing I’m not planning any…renegade shit,” I said, trying not to smile.

	What on earth did the last PI get up to?

	She stared at me for a moment, then sighed. “Sorry, I’m having a bad day. The last PI I had to deal with was a loose cannon, he thought he could single handily bring down every criminal in the city. Two months in, we found him dead in an alleyway. Guess he pissed off the wrong person.”

	“Well, I’ll keep that in mind. I assure you Detective Bell, we are not going to do anything stupid. We simply want to help people.”

	“We?”

	“Yes, I work with a partner. Here she is now,” I said, as Jade came back in with our lunch. She came to a halt when she realized we had company.

	Detective Bell glanced at her. “She’s your partner?” She seemed surprised, a look I’m sure I’ll be seeing a lot of. I think they assume Jade is my assistant or something, which is why I think its important to tell people up front.

	“Yes, this is Jade Williams. Jade, this is Detective Bell.”

	“Oh. Hi,” she said, shaking the Detective’s hand, shooting me a worried look. 

	“I just stopped in to see who had taken over and to let you know that it’s important that you stay within the law.”

	“Of course,” Jade said. “We’re all about the law. Right, Harry?”

	She really needed to stop being so nervous, she would make the Detective think we were up to something. I’m sure her nervousness came from her days in the Pack. She did tell me that they were involved in a lot of petty crime, so they probably earned a visit from the cops quite often.

	“Let me walk you out,” I said to Detective Bell. 

	We headed outside, where she lingered on the sidewalk. “English, huh? What part of the country are you from?”

	“Uh, Kent originally, but I’ve moved around quite a bit.”

	“I’ve been a few times on vacation, beautiful country.”

	“Yes, it is.”

	“Well, I’m sure we’ll be seeing each other again,” she said.

	“Absolutely, Detective Bell.”

	“Call me Kate,” she said with a smile. It really lit up her face. I imagine she doesn’t get to do it often in her line of work.

	“You can call me Harry. It was nice to meet you.”

	She walked off down the street, glancing back once as she went. I wasn’t expecting a visit from the police, at least not this early on, but I suppose it was better to get it over with. Detective Bell didn’t seem too bad, she just had a history with bad PIs. More reason to prove that we were just the opposite.

	I headed back inside to find Jade trying to eavesdrop. “What did she want?” she stage whispered.

	“I think she wanted to see who we are and make sure we aren’t doing anything wrong.”

	“Nosy bitch,” she muttered, crossing her arms. “What business is it of hers?”

	“I wouldn’t get too concerned, I doubt she’ll cause us any problems.” We haven’t done anything to earn her attention and we would continue to do so.  

	“Since we don’t have much on Regine, I thought we could speak to her ourselves. Perhaps we can reason with her, offer her something to make her back off.”

	Jade shrugged. “It’s worth a try. We can try her at her main club.”

	“Yes, I meant to check where it is.” 

	“I already looked it up, it’s on Bourbon Street. It’s called Easy Ride.” She smirked at me. I think we could both guess what kind of place it was. Regine dealt in ‘adult’ entertainment.

	“Oh dear. This should be interesting.”
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	“I can’t believe I agreed to do this,” I grouched as we headed into Regine’s club – Easy Ride. The name didn’t leave a lot to the imagination. While I agreed initially with Harry’s suggestion that we talk to her, now I was having second thoughts. For one, I didn’t want to visit a strip club in the middle of the day and second, I imagined our visit would only make Regine angry. Turning up on her territory could be viewed as threat. Werewolves were incredibly hostile toward anyone who broke their rules, but especially to Shifters.

	“This seems like the best way to sort the problem.” He didn’t look comfortable himself, given what we were about to walk in on. I could hear dance music pumping out of the main room. 

	A woman stood by the door, in front of a podium. She frowned at us as we approached, I guessed we didn’t look like their other customers. 

	“Hello, we would like to speak to Regine,” Harry said.

	“You a cop?” she asked. She had dark hair and pouty pink lips. Judging from the way her shirt strained against her ample chest, I could see why she was chosen to man the door. 

	I snorted. “Hell, no.”

	Recognition dawned on her face. “Oh, well, I’m telling you now, Regine will want an audition before she decides to hire you. You can work out the details with her,” she said, motioning to Harry.

	He looked confused.

	“She thinks you’re my pimp,” I said.

	His eyes widened. “What?”

	“I’m not here to dance. We need to talk to her about another matter,” I said. I didn’t know whether to be insulted or not, I guess it depended on what kind of dancers she hired. Harry certainly didn’t look happy about being called a pimp. The idea was ridiculous. 

	“Speak to Bobby,” she said, gesturing to the door, with a manicured talon.

	“Bobby?”

	“The bartender,” she replied like I should automatically know who he is. She rolled her eyes and turned her attention back to the book in front of her. I chanced a glance at it. It looked like some kind of list. I imagine Regine would only let certain clients in here. Rich ones, no doubt. That book could cause a lot of problems if they were using their real names. I wondered if we could get a hold of it and use it against Regine, because I had serious doubts that talking would work.

	The girl saw me looking and shot me a dirty look. She slapped a hand over the page to hide it.

	Rude. I don’t know why Regine hired her, but maybe she was nicer to pervy men.

	Grabbing the door handle, I yanked it open and stepped into the dimly lit room. The bar stood off to the left and the stage lay in the center of the room. A blonde currently gyrated on it, swinging slowly around the pole with one hand, wearing a bubble gum pink bikini several sizes too small. The room smelled like a heavy musk mixed with some kind of fruity scent. A heady combination to someone with sensitive nostrils. Trying my best to ignore it, I looked around for Regine.

	Despite it being barely mid-afternoon, a half dozen men were already seated around the stage, drinking beer and slapping dollar bills onto the stage to attract the blonde’s attention. She moved like a sleepwalker to the nearest one, lifted it and stuffed it into her G-string.

	Yeah, I’m insulted. This girl looked like she couldn’t give a shit, but maybe she kept her enthusiasm for a Friday night when she could make the big bucks.

	 We headed to the bar, where Bobby, I assumed, stood polishing a glass, his gaze on the blonde. He was good looking, in a chiselled God kind of way, dressed in a black shirt and pants.

	“Excuse me? Is Regine here?” I asked.

	He glanced my way. “Depends. Who are you?”

	“Jade. She spoke with me this morning.”

	Before he could say anything else, Regine came out of the back, dressed in a revealing sea foam green dress with a spilt up the thigh. 

	She changed her outfit? Maybe it was her work outfit. It sure beat mine, a white blouse and black slacks that I thought looked professional. Maybe I’m in the wrong line of work.

	“What do you want?” she asked, a sneer on her face.

	“I’ve come to talk about your offer. You can’t chase me out of town. Surely, there is some way we can resolve this.”

	Regine leaned a hand on the bar, tapping her red nails on the wood. “I’ve already told you how, pledge your loyalty to me.”

	I sighed, glancing at Harry, who currently found the carpet under his feet fascinating. He was doing everything he could to avoid looking near any of the dancers. Most of the men I knew would be drooling over them, emptying their wallets to please them. Another reason why I liked him.

	“I know what that means, I don’t want to be under your thumb. What if I like owe you one favor instead?” It would still be a risk, but better one favor than being called on constantly. I could get it over and done with and put this whole thing behind me.

	Regine placed a hand on her slim hip. “And what could you possibly have to offer?”

	I caught sight of Harry out of the corner of my eye. One of the girls had approached him, topless. He did his best to get away from her, as she tried to grab him, cooing at him. 

	“Harry, why don’t you wait outside?” I called. His face had turned an unnatural shade of red, he wouldn’t be much use to me and it was clear Regine didn’t think much of him anyway.

	“Okay,” he said, hurrying out the door. I guess he didn’t need to be asked twice.

	The topless girl pouted, then headed off to find some other prey. She moved to the nearest table and draped herself over some dark haired guy. He pulled her into his lap with a grin.

	“I’m sure I can be useful in some way,” I said, praying she never asked me to bury a body for her. “I’ve worked too hard to get here, I’m not leaving.”

	She smirked at me, moving closer, making the wolf in me angry. Much like the male members of the species, we don’t like being confronted by other females. In the Pack, we were nothing more than rivals, always fighting with each other or trying to outdo each other.

	“Oh I see. You’ve got your sugar daddy and a nice cozy little set up here.”

	My mouth dropped open. “Harry is not my sugar daddy! We’re business partners.” Did people think that? I mean I guess it looked strange to the outsider, but a sugar daddy? He’s not that much older than me, they acted like he was a dirty old man.

	“Call it what you want. The truth is all my employees are useful in their own way. Take Kandy there,” she pointed to the blonde on stage. “She is a Chupacabra. Vicious and loyal. I could set her or any one of them on you without a second thought. By all means, try and figure out how you can be useful, but the deal still stands. You have forty-six hours left.”

	She turned her back on me, lifting the drink Bobby had set out for her. I glanced up at Kandy, shocked to learn what she is. A Chupacabra? That’s insane.

	Knowing I wouldn’t get anywhere with Regine, I turned to leave. There was no point in hanging around. 

	Harry waited outside, still looking flustered over his encounter with the stripper. “How did it go?”

	“She says I have forty-six hours left.”

	“Then we’ll just have to keep looking,” he said.

	We walked back to the office as I tried to calm the wolf. She didn’t like being told what to do, especially by a Were. She also had to know that she would be no match for Regine, but that fact didn’t seem to bother her. She was willing to take her on.

	“I can’t believe this is happening to me. Why can’t I catch a break?” I groaned. “And I didn’t know that Chupacabras can take on human form.”

	“Uh, some can. Why? Where did you see one?” Harry asked.

	Of course he knew that.

	“Kandy. The girl on stage. I thought they were just like big dogs who like to eat goats. Or at least that’s what I learned from the X Files.” A lot of my knowledge about the supernatural came from TV or books. Primarily because the Pack didn’t mix with outsiders. It wasn’t until I joined Crestwood that I learned the truth. So much I didn’t know and so much I had left to learn.

	“I don’t know a lot about them, but yes, some have the ability to choose a form. It’s how they go undetected. One posing as a human is interesting.”

	“One posing as a human stripper is…well, disturbing, but it makes you wonder how Regine found her.” Did she go around collecting rare supernaturals?

	We reached the office and headed inside. Unfortunately, there weren’t scores of clients beating down the door for us. Oh well.

	“I don’t know, Harry, if things don’t change soon, one of us may have to start dancing on a pole.”

	“Not it,” Harry said at the exact same time I said it. 

	I chuckled. “Come on, I’m sure you’d look great in a pair of booty shorts.”

	“I assure you I would not,” he replied, heading into the other room.

	“Fine, I’ll do the dancing and you can be my pimp,” I called after him.

	I heard a noise behind me and turned to find an old woman behind me, clutching a tissue in her hand. “Uh…”

	She didn’t wait for me to finish, running out the door with a horrified expression on her face.

	“Shit!” I growled. Why did I say that?

	“Did I hear the door?” Harry asked, appearing in the doorway.

	“Yes, but I scared her away with my pimp comment.”

	He groaned. “Jade.”

	“I’m sorry! I’ll be more careful in the future.”

	Shaking his head, he returned to his desk to do more research. I really hope he was able to turn something up on Regine, because I was running out of time.

	 

	 


4

	Kol

	The bell above the shop door rang and I turned, a smile on my face, to greet what would hopefully be my second customer of the day, despite being ten minutes away from closing. Instead, I found Gregor behind me, looking menacing in his leather jacket, which strained against his muscles. Gregor worked as the local heavy for Mr. Lewicki, the man I borrowed the money from to help buy this place. If he was here, it couldn’t be a good thing.

	“I think you need to check your calendar, Gregor, my payment day isn’t until next week,” I said. We didn’t have an official payment date, I knew that, he just showed up when he wanted, but I’m sure I made a payment very recently, so why the hell was he hassling me again.

	“The terms of your agreement have changed,” Gregor said, his voice so low I almost didn’t hear him.

	“Let me guess, more interest,” I sneered. Why did I ever borrow money off a loan shark? Oh I know, because I’m an idiot and it was the only way I could get this place off the ground. I sold some items I brought with me to this world, literally the family jewels, but I still fell short of my target. I considered working somewhere to make up the rest, but then this place came on the market and I couldn’t turn down the chance of such prime real estate. I thought I would be raking it in with all the foot traffic. New Orleans was full of tourists looking for kitschy items and plenty of supernaturals needed actual help with remedies that weren’t easy to come by.

	Gregor moved to the counter, resting his meaty fists on it. I could see tattoos on his knuckles, a heart, spade, diamond and a club. Someone liked to play poker. “No, Mr. Lewicki wants all his money back now.”

	I paused in placing more bottles on the shelf behind the counter, trying to decide if he was cracking a joke, but I seriously doubted it. I don’t think Gregor is the joking type.

	“I don’t have thirty grand.” How did he think I would be able to pay it back? If I had that kind of money, I wouldn’t have gone to him in the first place.

	“Not my problem. Mr. Lewicki says you have until the end of the week, or I make a mess of your shop.” He reached out a finger and nudged a bottle of hand lotion onto the ground to emphasize his point. It smashed when it landed, the thick white liquid spilling out onto the hardwood floor, the smell of lavender filling the air.

	“You have got to be kidding me! Why the hell is he doing this now?” Did he do this to all his customers? 

	“You missed too many payments. Get the money.” Gregor left the shop. I lashed out with my foot, kicking a delivery box. Unfortunately, it was full of bars of soap and it hurt.

	Hopping into the back, I poured myself a stiff drink. How the fuck am I going to get out of this one?

	I never thought there would be so many obstacles when it came to running this place. I guess palace life and living in a school where everything was provided for me, didn’t exactly prepare me for the real world. I thought I could make the money back quickly and everything would be fine, but as it turned out, the shop wasn’t doing as well as I hoped. There was too much competition and a new store with no reputation meant I mostly attracted a few tourists, and distain from the locals. Some of them had been here for years, I didn’t blame them for being angry, but this was a busy city, surely there was room for all of us. One woman, Madam Lauralei ran a store down the street. She seemed to be the one in charge. The other store owners followed her lead. I’m fairly certain she’s a witch or practitioner of some kind, but it didn’t take magic to make people avoid my store, just one word from her.

	Maybe I should give up and go somewhere else.

	Doing a moonlight flit sounded like a good idea, but I hadn’t exhausted every option yet. Besides, my Shifter roommate might be unhappy if I disappeared and left her homeless. Then again, she didn’t pay me any rent yet, so…I shoved that thought aside. I ran away once, I couldn’t do it again when I had everything I wanted. Or at least what I thought I wanted. I knew that I opened this place partly to get back at my father and stepmother for hating my potion making skills. A way to say, ‘look at me now, I made it!’ I don’t know why that was still important to me, I imagine they didn’t really care what I was up to or where I was. If my father ever came for me, it would only be to punish me for making him look bad by running away. I abandoned our kingdom at the worst possible time. For all I knew, Rex might be in charge now. If he found me, he wouldn’t punish me, he would have me executed. Having this store may be a big fuck you to them, but its also my future, my livelihood and I need to fix this.

	I had been in contact with a few suppliers about some rare herbs. Translation – illegal, but the potions I could make with them could clear my debt with a few sales. Unfortunately, they ghosted me in the last few days. It looked like my next step would involve robbing a bank. Don’t think I haven’t been tempted. I mean, technically, with my powers, all I would have to do is ask the teller to hand over the money and they would do exactly as I said. It may sound easy, but I knew I could never do something like that.

	The bell rang again. I trudged from the back to find a defeated looking Jade coming my way.

	“What’s wrong?” I asked.

	She slumped against the counter. “We’ve been trying to find a way to get Regine off my back, but nothing so far.”

	“Well I’m sure something will come up. Everyone wants something.” Like thirty grand in a matter of days.

	“Tell me about it. Real life is hard.”

	“I think we both need a night in front of the TV with a pint of ice cream. What do you say?” I suggested. There was nothing ice cream couldn’t solve, or at least that’s what I told myself.

	“Sounds good.”

	“Well, head up and I’ll lock up.”

	She stepped away from the counter, then pulled a face. “Oh, something spilled.”

	“Don’t worry about it, I’ve got it,” I said. I could clean up my own messes. And Gregor’s too, it seemed.

	I picked up the broken glass and mopped up the hand lotion. That smell would be here for a while. At least lavender might stop me from freaking out so much.

	As I went to lock the door, I heard something thump against it. Worried Gregor had returned, I snatched up the broom and yanked the door open. There was no one on the other side.

	I glanced down to see a brown paper package on the step with my name scrawled on the front. Lifting it up, I noticed a man watching from the crowd. Tall with a beard, he didn’t look familiar. He gave me a nod, then seemed to vanish. 

	Curious, I took the package inside and ripped it open. Inside, I found the herbs I had been wating for. A grin spread over my face. It looked like I would be able to save this place after all.

	 

	***

	Jade

	 

	After a restless night, spent trying to come up with a solution to the Regine problem – most of which would never work or ended in her tearing off my head, I headed for work.

	I reached the office, in serious need of a caffeine fix, even though I rarely touch the stuff myself, but today was an exception. I sneaked a cup of Harry’s special blend, hoping he wouldn’t notice. The wolf would just have to take it, although I felt so tired right now, she had fallen silent.

	“Good morning, Jade,” Harry said, appearing behind me. I jumped, almost spilling the coffee. 

	“Morning,” I replied, trying to hide the cup.

	“I thought perhaps we could…is that my coffee?” he asked.

	“No, I made it for you,” I said, handing the cup over.

	He looked suspicious but took a sip. “Needs milk.” He moved to the mini fridge to grab some.

	Sighing, I grabbed a cup of the crappy stuff instead. Maybe I could sneak some later when he wasn’t looking.

	“Any luck on the Regine front?” I asked. He had been making phone calls about her, but I imagined that if he had found something he would have told me by now.

	“No, I’m afraid not. She’s into a lot of things but no one wants to cross her. Apparently, anyone who does has a habit of disappearing.”

	“Great. T minus twenty-seven hours and counting.” That was another thing I did last night. Watched the clock, counting down the time in my head, making myself more crazy by the minute.

	I sat at my desk, feeling defeated. I knew this was too good to be true. 

	Would anything ever change? I could really use a miracle right now. I really feel that I’m overdue one.

	The door opened and Regine marched into the office, this time dressed in black. She wore her blonde hair in a chignon. Where was this fashion show that this woman seemed to think she was in?  

	What the hell is she doing here?

	“I still have time left,” I said, getting to my feet. She couldn’t keep coming here and changing the rules.

	“I’m not here about that,” she said, waving her hand dismissively. She sighed and faced me, a look of distain on her face. “I need your help.”

	 

	 

	 


5

	Jade

	 

	“You need our help?” I asked, certain I heard her wrong. I still had time, I didn’t agree to work for her yet, so what was she playing at? Or was this how she planned to lure me in?

	“One of my girls was murdered and I need your help figuring out who did it.”

	A murder? Is this for real?

	I chanced a glance at Harry, who stood by my desk. She wanted our services as PIs? For an actual murder? “Um, can’t the police help you?” I asked.

	“I don’t trust the police, they deal with humans and Kandy wasn’t human.”

	“Wait, Kandy? The Chupacabra?”

	Can’t understand why anyone would want her dead. She did seem pretty popular when she was up on stage.

	“Yes, we discovered her in the dressing room, her throat had been cut almost to the point of decapitation.”

	Gross.

	She seemed genuinely upset. I didn’t believe it was because of Kandy though, it probably had something to do with the loss of money from being one dancer short. Whoever did it must have a big set of balls to kill a girl in her business. If she had caught them, I imagine they would end up skinned alive.

	“And you want us to figure out who did it?” I said, still trying to work out her angle. 

	“Is she slow?” Regine asked Harry. “Yes, I want you to figure out who did it.”

	Her little dig aside, this could be a good thing.

	“Okay, we’ll do it. But if we do, then you leave me alone. I get to stay here and avoid working for you.” I needed to take advantage of this while I had the chance.

	Regine scowled at me. “I’ll think about it, if you solve the case.”

	I would have liked it in writing but, it looked like that would be the best offer we could get from her. 

	Harry nodded. “Agreed. We’ll need access to the crime scene and we’ll need to speak to any of your employees working when it happened.”

	“Fine, we open in an hour.” She left the office. I let out a breath, stunned at this turn of events.

	“She’s going to open up after someone was murdered?” I asked. That seemed somewhat disrespectful.

	“I’m sure she wouldn’t want it getting around that someone targeted her,” Harry said. “Another reason not to involve the police, they would close the whole place down.”

	I grabbed my coffee and took a long drink. I would need it. “Okay, so what’s the plan?” Despite the job being for Regine, I actually felt a little excited to finally be doing something. To have an actual mystery to solve. 

	“We go over, interview everyone, take some pictures of the crime scene and try to figure this out.”

	I nodded, unlocking the cupboard in the desk to grab the camera. We hadn’t used it yet, so I double checked that the battery was fully charged. I placed a notebook into my purse too, going over the questions I would need to ask in my mind. Harry and I went over a checklist to make sure we had everything before we headed out.

	Harry and I didn’t say much on the walk over, I guess we were both nervous about this job. I didn’t expect our first case to be a murder, maybe a disappearance or something, but not a murder. I guess my education at Crestwood would come in handy after all, given how many dead bodies I’ve stumbled across. I got the blame for at least one of them. Two if you counted Brett. That’s why I knew how important it was to try and stay objective. I would hate to blame an innocent person for a murder they didn’t commit.

	We arrived just before opening and Bobby the bartender let us inside. Another girl, wispy, with long brown hair and a thin frame, led us into the back where the dressing room lay. She didn’t speak and looked ready to bolt at any moment.

	I braced myself for the sight of the body, but the room lay empty. Three vanity tables were set up around the room, with a railing in the corner holding some of the brightly colored, bedazzled outfits for the stage. One table had blood sprayed across it and a pool of it on the floor too. At least I assumed it was blood, it was lime green in color. I guess Chupacabras don’t bleed red. Something else I didn’t know.

	“Is that the spot?” I asked the girl, even though it clearly was. I just wanted to see what she had to say. 

	She nodded gravely, then hurried from the room. I didn’t peg her as a dancer, she must be a waitress or something. 

	I started taking pictures while Harry took a look around for clues. I glanced up to see Regine in the doorway, staring at us.

	“The same staff who were on last night are here today. I want to keep this as quiet as possible, so I switched their shifts.” 

	No compassionate leave either? I bet she doesn’t even offer dental.

	Sarcasm aside, I knew we needed to pay attention and get the job done.

	“So what can you tell us about Kandy?” Harry asked.

	“She started working for me five months ago. Brought in a lot of money.”

	“Any issues with anyone?” he asked.

	“She was a Chupacabra. They have short tempers. Especially when they don’t eat regularly.”

	I pulled a face. Somehow, I didn’t think she meant a burger and fries, but something disgusting.

	“Do you have any pull with the coroner? Do you think they will share what they find?” I asked. By coroner, I meant the one appointed by the SPA. Kandy could never end up in a regular morgue or there would be serious questions. Especially with green blood. They might think she’s an alien.

	Regine snorted. “Coroner? When I said no police, I meant on either side. We can’t let this get out.”

	“Then where is the body?” Did she bury her somewhere? Dump her in the river?

	Rolling her eyes, Regine motioned for us to follow her. She led the way down the hall to an exit, which opened out onto an alley. She waved a hand at the nearby overflowing dumpster.

	“You just dumped her in the trash!” I exclaimed. 

	What a callous bitch. Yet somehow, I’m not surprised. It seemed to sum her and her whole attitude up. Everyone was expendable and could be thrown away at any moment.

	Harry cleared his throat. “I think what Jade means is that if the body is found, it won’t be difficult to tie it back to this club and to you.”

	Regine gave him a withering look. “Oh no, why didn’t I think of that?” she said sarcastically. She clicked her fingers and two heavies in black t-shirts came out of the club. “Lift it out for them to take a look at.”

	They did as she ordered, opening the dumpster and removing a rolled up blue and white rug. They set it on the ground and unrolled it, revealing Kandy’s body, dressed in a navy blue bikini, her hair matted with green blood. A gaping wound lay where her neck used to be.

	“There won’t be a body for long. Their bodies break down after about eighteen hours. There will be nothing for the police to find but a pile of goo. And lucky for me, trash day isn’t until the end of the week,” Regine said.

	How convenient. 

	She left us to take some pictures of the body which wasn’t a pretty sight. She wasn’t lying when she said her head was almost taken off. The blade had cut right through. Whoever did it had to be incredibly strong. We worked in silence and when we were done, the men rolled her back up and tossed her into the dumpster. I hoped I didn’t end up like that.

	As I headed back to the door, I spotted a symbol etched into the side of the dumpster, which I didn’t recognize. It showed a circle with a line through it. It could be nothing, but I snapped a quick picture of it just in case. We had to assume everything was a clue.

	“Now what?” I asked Harry as we headed back into the main room.

	“We start interviews.”

	The sooner we got through them the better. I didn’t want to stay here a moment longer than I had to.

	We split up to make things go faster. I took the bartender, while Harry spoke to a waitress. He agreed to speak to Regine too, which I did not argue about.

	Bobby stood behind the bar, unpacking supplies. The bar may be open, but it was empty at the moment, which would make it easier to talk. I took a seat on one of the stools and opened a notebook to record the interview. I also switched on the voice recorder on my phone, in case I needed a backup, but I didn’t let on. I’m not sure how he would feel about it and it was just for my own reference.

	“So, Bobby, how well did you know Kandy?” I asked.

	He smirked at me. “Pretty well.”

	“I take it you mean that you were sleeping with her?”

	“Slept, past tense. And there wasn’t a lot of sleeping involved.” He chuckled like had made a joke.

	“Did you see or hear anything suspicious before she was killed?”

	He shrugged. “I don’t really pay attention to what’s going on in the back, I had drinks to serve.”

	“Do you know anyone who has a grudge against her?”

	“Nah, although I saw her arguing with some guy, but that was weeks ago.”

	“Did you catch a name or what he looked like?” I asked hopefully.

	“No, it was too far away and he had his back to me. I haven’t seen him since though.”

	I sighed. It would never be that easy. “If you don’t mind me asking, what are you?”

	“I’m a Bacchae. I’m into wine, women and song and I get all three here.”

	I had never heard of a Bacchae. “Oh. Do you have any powers?”

	He waved his hand in front of his face. “Well…”

	“You’re…supernaturally pretty?” 

	He laughed. “Yeah, I guess I am. I can also do this.” He touched my hand and I felt desire fill me. I quickly jerked my hand away. 

	“Don’t do that,” I said.

	“Why? Scared you might like it?” he said, leaning across the bar. 

	“No, I’m a Shifter, I might lose control and wreck this place.”

	He shrugged again and moved away. I didn’t need any more unresolved feelings for anyone and Bobby didn’t seem like the relationship type. Not that I’m looking. Not unless it’s Harry. 

	Yeah, like that’s going to happen.

	I saw the girl who showed us in, watching me. Getting off my stool, I headed over to her. She seemed to shrink in on herself as I got closer. What the hell did Regine do to her to make her this way?

	“Hi, I’m Jade. What’s your name?”

	She picked at her cuticles, glancing toward the back as though she was worried someone would catch us talking. Maybe she knew something. 

	“Wendy,” she said softly.

	“Did you see what happened to Kandy?” I asked.

	She shook her head, looking at the floor. I moved in closer, picking up a scent from her that I didn’t recognize. “You can tell me anything.”

	The girl went even paler if that was possible. She leaned in and whispered, “Find Frank.” Her blue eyes were wide and I saw fear and pain there.

	“Who’s Frank?” I asked.

	She quickly backed off when she saw Regine heading our way, disappearing behind the stage. Was Frank our murderer? Or was this something to do with Regine? I was tempted to ask Regine who Frank was, but something told me that would only get that girl into trouble.

	Harry came with Regine. “Get everything you need?” he asked.

	I nodded. We needed to talk and I didn’t want to do it in front of Regine.

	“We’ll get back to you,” Harry said to her.

	“See that you do. I want this matter resolved as quickly as possible.”
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	Harry

	 

	“So what did we learn?” I asked as we entered the office.

	“That strip clubs are nasty and there is glitter everywhere,” Jade said, wiping at her blouse where some had inexplicably appeared. I noticed some on the cuff of my trousers too. Pink. Pulling a handkerchief from my pocket, I wiped at it, but it stayed put. Sighing, I returned it to my pocket, glitter was the least of our worries.

	“I mean about the case.”

	“Urgh, everyone looks guilty to me. No one seems to have seen anything. How about the people you talked to?”

	“Same.” I had the pleasure of talking to Regine, that woman was the most unpleasant person I’ve ever met. She barely told me a thing and what she did tell me wasn’t much use. If I didn’t know better, I’d think she was deliberately trying to make things difficult for us. I had to wonder if she was worried that we would find something out that she didn’t want us to know.

	“One girl did give me a name. She told me to find Frank. That name come up at all?”

	I thought for a moment. “No, not that I recall.” Frank? Regine did give me a list of employee names and none of them were named Frank. The only male employees were the bartenders and a couple of bouncers who worked at the weekend. None of them were there when Kandy died.

	“Well she seemed terrified of Regine, but I guess I can understand that,” Jade said. “I’m sure all her staff could tell us plenty if they were scared of reprisals.”

	I headed into the other office and returned a moment later with a portable whiteboard. I set it up in the middle of the room and started writing down our list of suspects in black marker.

	“Dude, you have a murder board?” Jade exclaimed.

	“Too much?” I asked.

	“No, it’s great.” She came over to stand beside me. When I was done with the list, she took the marker form me and wrote down a name of her own.

	“Regine? She hired us.”

	“So? That doesn’t mean she isn’t guilty.”

	“I realize she isn’t your favorite person in the world, but we need to try and stay objective.”

	She pulled a face. “Yeah, I know, but we can’t trust anything she says. Even if she does want us to solve this case, she isn’t going to make it easy for us. If I fail, she still gets what she wants and I doubt the death of one of her employees ranks higher than having a new minion to do her bidding.”

	Weres and Shifters never did get on. I remember when I used to work with them. They allowed Shifters to enter the pack, usually if they were the children of high ranking members or they served a purpose, but they were never viewed in the same way. Physically they were weaker and lacked the ability to change at will. Some Weres believed they shouldn’t be allowed to join at all and I did come across a Pack consisting solely of Shifters once. They banded together despite being from different bloodlines. That was rare. Most of them struck out on their own when shunned. Jade had the opportunity to join a Pack and she turned it down. Her decision surprised me at the time but it was clear she did better on her own. I couldn’t see her taking orders from some Alpha she didn’t know.

	Turning my attention back to the board, I read through the names again. According to the information we had gathered there were two waitresses, one bartender and two other dancers at the club when Kandy died. Regine said there were about half a dozen clientele but refused to give names. She was adamant they wouldn’t be backstage, but we would have to take her word for that. They probably wouldn’t know the layout of the place, it would certainly be easier for a staff member to do the deed. If we pursued the clients, they would blame Regine and in turn she would blame us. We didn’t need that, so we just had to hope that none of them were involved.

	“Okay, let’s break it down. Kandy came off stage just before nine and the other two girls went on together for the final show. Kandy was found a few minutes after they came off stage, when they returned to the dressing room, so I think we can rule them out. At least for now.”

	I crossed off their names – Crystal and Tallahassee. I somehow doubted they were their real names. Given what Kandy was, they probably weren’t human either. Regine was risking a lot having them working like that. All it took was for one of them to slip up and they could be exposed. She must have them on a short leash. Of course as supernaturals, they wouldn’t have things like ID or a high school diploma, so jobs like that were one of the only options available to them. Not many places paid cash nowadays.

	“Well, the bartender says he was serving drinks the whole time but if everyone was looking at the girls, I doubt they would notice if he slipped away for a few minutes. Plus he did admit to sleeping with her,” Jade said. “Though I imagine he’s slept with most of the women at the club.”

	“Okay, we’ll leave him on the list for now. The waitress I spoke to said that she saw Kandy go into the back and that was the last time she saw her alive. Whoever killed her might have been waiting for her.”

	“Where was Regine?” Jade asked.

	“She says she was in her office.” She made it very clear that she saw nothing and heard nothing when Kandy died.

	“Likely story,” Jade muttered. “The other waitress would barely speak. Of course we can’t rule out that someone could have sneaked in. A delivery driver for example could have had access. He could have hidden in the dressing room and waited for her to come off stage.”

	I stared at the board. “Hm. Let’s stick with the staff for now until we rule them all out. We’ll need to run background checks on them. We need to see if we can learn more about Kandy too.” If the staff or clients weren’t responsible, then the answer might lie in Kandy’s life outside the club. From what I can remember, Chupacabras are able to take on a human form once every fifty years or so. I can’t remember the exact details, but they get to choose a form and stay in it for a decade before returning to their former body. If Kandy arrived in the city five months ago, it may have been the beginning of her transformation. Spending ten years in a strip club did not sound like much of a life, perhaps she was looking for more and got herself into trouble.

	“Do you think Regine still has her personal belongings? Or do you think they’re in the bottom of the dumpster along with her body.” I could hear the bitterness in her voice.

	I could understand why Jade was upset. Throwing Kandy away like that was an atrocious act. Regine operated through fear though. It would certainly send a message to anyone else on what would happen if they messed with her. Helping her was the last thing I wanted to do, but if it meant ensuring Jade stayed in the city, then we had to do everything we could. This business had become a fresh start for both of us. If she was set adrift now, I worried what would happen to her. She had no money and after getting kicked out of Crestwood before she could finish her education, she didn’t have many options. I felt guilty about what happened. I was the one who confronted Janine and she only threw Jade out in retaliation. She may not have needed much of an excuse, but I gave it to her and I needed to make things right. Besides, Jade had a talent for this kind of thing or at least for getting herself caught up in mysteries that needed solving. She can handle herself, I know that from experience.

	“I’ll go back and see what she has. Why don’t you go over your notes?” I suggested, though I wasn’t looking forward to walking back into the club. I would have to keep my eyes on the floor. Perhaps the girl out front could fetch the items for me and I wouldn’t have to go in at all.

	“Fine,” Jade muttered.

	“I wonder if Detective Bell would be any help,” I said, pulling on my jacket.

	Jade looked up from her notebook. “That woman who was here?”

	“Yes, she knows the city.” She would also know who the criminals were and might be useful when it came to information.

	“Yeah, but she’s human. Probably not a good idea to involve her,” Jade pointed out.

	“I suppose you’re right.” If a human discovered what we were or one of our potential clients, it could get very dangerous for her. Some humans did know the truth, but if any posed a threat or it seemed like they would reveal the truth, they would be taken care of. Some were killed, while others were discredited or made to look crazy, that way anything they said wouldn’t be taken seriously. It would be a shame to have that happen to a policewoman who was only trying to do her job.

	“Besides, she’s a little too interested in you, if you ask me,” Jade said, pursing her lips.

	“What do you mean? Do you think she’s suspicious of us?” She seemed fine when I spoke to her.

	Jade shook her head. “No, dummy, she likes you.”

	That surprised me. “No, I don’t think so.”

	“I do think so. She was all over you.” 

	I snorted. “If you say so.” It had been a long time since a woman has been genuinely interested in me and I doubt Kate had any interest in an ex-teacher turned private investigator.

	What an absurd idea.

	 


7

	Jade

	Half asleep, I trudged home for the night, leaving Harry still searching for answers. I told him to go to bed, but he insisted on staying up a little while longer. We had been working the case for hours and we were no closer to narrowing down the suspects. We tried running background searches on them, but the only one we could find anything on was Bobby. He lived in New York before coming here and didn’t seem to have a criminal record. The other staff members were a mystery. It didn’t help that we didn’t have their real names. I wish we had access to the SPA’s database, I’m sure it could shed a lot more light on them. That is if one of them was the killer.

	Too many people had access to the dressing room to be sure. They had no security or locks on the door. I even got desperate enough to look up the symbol from the side of the dumpster but couldn’t find anything on it. Probably a tag from some street artist and nothing to do with the case.

	How do the cops do this? It always looked so easy on TV. Although they had better resources and equipment. They could do things like run fingerprints and DNA. The best we could do was question people and hope they weren’t lying to us.

	I just need some sleep and then I can tackle it again tomorrow.

	At least I no longer had a ticking clock hanging over my head. That took some of the pressure off, but I had to wonder how long she would wait for answers.

	Letting myself into the shop with my key, I saw something move to the right. I screamed as a baseball bat headed for my face. Stumbling back, I almost fell as the bat missed me by an inch, connecting with the doorframe instead. 

	“Jade?” a voice said. Kol stepped into view, eyes wide. “Sorry.”

	“What the hell are you doing?” I cried. He almost took my head off.

	“I thought you were someone else,” he said, lowering the bat.

	“Really? Who else has a key?”

	“Oh, yeah. Didn’t think of that. Quick, get inside.” He pulled me in and locked the door. “So, how was your day?”

	I folded my arms. “Kol.”

	He sighed. “I have been having some issues with some people, so I thought I’d keep an eye out, in case they tried anything.”

	“What people?” Did Regine come after him too?

	“Loan sharks.”

	“Kol!” I exclaimed. “What were you thinking?” He had to know how bad an idea that was. There had to have been a better way.

	“I know! I screwed up, but I didn’t realize how expensive it would be to get this place started.”

	Sighing, he rested the bat on his shoulder and led the way up to our apartment. When we were inside, I asked, “How much do you owe?”

	“A lot.”

	“I’m sorry I can’t help, but until we get our first proper job…”

	Kol stopped me. “It’s not your fault, Jade. I got myself into this mess. Don’t worry about it.”

	I dropped onto the couch, feeling bad for him. He worked so hard to get here and I really did hate not being able to contribute. I couldn’t pay rent, I couldn’t pay for groceries. I was totally useless. I did try to help out by cleaning the place but Kol was a neat freak anyway, so there wasn’t much for me to do. Except when it came to his potions, but he didn’t like me touching anything when it came to them.

	“Maybe you could ask Harry for a loan? Although, I doubt he has much left after leasing the building.” I’m sure it put a dent in his money, but it showed that he planned on staying.

	Kol looked up from the sandwich he was making himself. “Uh, Jade, Harry’s rich.”

	“What? No, he isn’t,” I scoffed.

	He brought his plate over to the chair opposite and sat down, propping it on his lap. “Yeah, he is. Those suits he wears are designer. His watch is probably worth more than I owe.”

	Surely, he had to be wrong. I mean I’m sure Harry had some money, but I figured it was savings from his job. Since he lived at Crestwood, he never had to pay rent or anything so I figured it built up over time. “I didn’t realize.”

	“I’m sure he doesn’t like talking about it. Anyway, I won’t be asking him. I can sort this, I just need a few more days.” 

	He chewed on his sandwich while I pondered what he said. I never knew that about Harry. Then again, a lot of his life was a mystery to me. He really didn’t like talking about himself. The little I had gleaned about him, didn’t paint a picture of a rich guy. He seemed more like a nomad before he started working as a teacher. He moved from place to place, working with wolf packs. But now that I thought about it, that would take money. 

	At least I didn’t have to worry about us going out of business, at least not right away. That made me feel a little better. Still, I didn’t like that he kept it from me.

	“Here, maybe you should get in there now,” Kol suggested, his mouth full of food.

	“Huh?” I glanced up at him.

	“Marry Harry, then your money worries will be over.”

	My cheeks flamed. “What? I wouldn’t do that.” Why would he say something like that? Did he know how I felt about him? God, I couldn’t even admit my feelings for him and he was talking about marriage.

	Kol laughed. “I was kidding. Hell, if things get much worse, I might marry him myself.”

	“You wish,” I said weakly. I hoped he didn’t read into my reaction, I didn’t need this getting back to Harry. “So what are you going to do about this money?”

	“I have some herbs that will make a few special potions, if I find the right buyers, it won’t be an issue. Actually, I think I have a guy prepared to buy them, but I need to get some more before he’ll make a deal. He’s picky that way.”

	“Hm-mm and I’m guessing this isn’t entirely legal?”

	“No. It’s completely illegal, but only in our world. The human police wouldn’t have a clue what is in the potion. Are you okay with that?”

	I shrugged. “It’s your business.” I did however worry that he would attract the SPA to our door. We already had the human police sniffing about, we didn’t need them too. At least with the regular police you had little chance of being thrown into a hole somewhere and forgotten about.

	“Yeah, but my business is attached to my home where you currently sleep.”

	I didn’t think of that. 

	“Oh, good point. Well, don’t get caught. I can hardly make judgements when it comes to breaking the rules.” I’ve broken too many to count. It’s actually a wonder I never ended up on the SPA’s radar. Maybe it’s a good thing I never got to join them, I probably wouldn’t have lasted very long. I imagined a lot of disciplinary meetings for misconduct.

	“Don’t worry, if I get caught, I’ll tell them it was all your idea,” Kol said.

	I tossed a cushion at him, hitting him in the side of the head. “Don’t you dare!”

	He laughed, tossing it back. “I’m joking. I’ll sort it, don’t worry.”

	“Me? Worry?” I said. “What would I have to worry about?”

	“Exactly, nothing. I’m going to go to bed. Goodnight.”

	He left his plate in the sink and headed into his room, while I stretched out on the couch. It wasn’t the most comfortable thing in the world, but I’ve slept on worse. That cot at Crestwood came to mind from my first night there.

	I snuggled under the blanket, going through what I had to do tomorrow. We went from doing nothing to scrambling to solve a murder, it left me feeling frazzled. 

	Rolling onto my side, I tried to switch my mind off, but I kept going over the list of suspects in my head. Unless one of them cracked and confessed, which didn’t seem likely, our best bet was to find this Frank guy. How we were going to do that in a city this size with only a first name to go by was beyond me, but it was our only lead.

	Maybe Frank knew Kandy or he was the guy Bobby saw her arguing with. He could be a boyfriend, she broke up with him and he decided to get his revenge. Or he found out she cheated on him with Bobby. You don’t almost decapitate someone unless you have real anger toward them. It was quick, clean and the person who did it had to be someone Kandy trusted. She would have seen them behind her in the mirror, so she was comfortable enough with them to let them get close. 

	I really needed to read up more on her kind too. See how strong Chupacabra’s are and how fast, that way I could at least hazard a guess at what attacked her. Harry had a few books on supernatural races and there were bound to be a few places which sold occult books around the city. I hadn’t ventured into many of the stores yet, there didn’t seem much point when I couldn’t afford anything. I did plan on going on a huge shopping spree if and when I ever did earn any money. After I paid back all the money I owed Kol and Harry, obviously. Given how it had stacked up, I’d probably get it paid off in about five years or so.

	I thought of everything I could do when I had the freedom of having money. I could buy my own clothes, groceries, and in time I could save up and get my own place and finally live on my own. That would be weird, I’ve always lived with someone, but I was also excited about it. My own place, my own life, finally, free of Pack interference. 

	During my down time at work, which was most of it, I had taken to checking out the local listings to get an idea of what places were available. A lot of them were way out of my price range but I could dream. A little one bedroom with my own bed sounded like heaven.

	No matter what Regine tried, I would figure out this case, solve it and get out from under her thumb. I wouldn’t give any of this up to become her slave.

	 


8

	Jade

	Harry laid a small cardboard box on the desk that he had picked up from the club, with Kandy's things in it. Regine refused to give it to him yesterday and made us wait until this morning. I wondered if she did it so she could remove anything incriminating from it first. Or she had to fish them back out of the dumpster. 

	 “Anything good?” I asked, lifting out a cell phone with a cracked screen. It was at least a few generations old. I pressed the home button but nothing happened. “Phone’s dead.”

	Harry pulled a tangled cord from the box. “Try this.”

	I plugged it into the socket and the battery icon appeared. It would take a while to charge. I left it on my desk while it did. Maybe it would tell us something useful.

	Returning to the box, I found some makeup, gum and a pink hairbrush with some stray strands of blonde hair in it. There was also a black drawstring pouch, with something inside. 

	“What’s this?” I said, reaching inside to remove a small white ball. A sticky white ball. “Gross. What is this?”

	Harry pulled a face. “Uh, Jade, try not to overreact, but I’m pretty sure that’s a snack for Kandy.”

	I looked at him blankly. 

	“Goat eyeballs,” he explained.

	“What?” I shrieked, dropping it onto the desk. I threw the pouch back into the box and ran to the sink. “Ew, ew, ew.”

	I scrubbed my hands in hot water and half a bottle of soap, but I didn’t think I could ever forget the feeling of that gross eyeball. 

	Harry retrieved the eyeball using a tissue and popped it back into the bag.

	“Why the hell would she have that?” She couldn’t eat chips like the rest of us? 

	“She had to eat,” Harry said. “I’m sure there are a few places around here who could supply her.”

	I didn’t want to think about that. I mean I know there are stores who supply items for supernaturals, but I never thought that included goat eyeballs. There were probably things that were a lot worse too. I shook my head, if I thought about that too much I may never eat again.

	I stared at my hands, searching for any sign of eyeball gunk, but they just looked raw from scrubbing them. I’d know better next time. Never stick your hand in anything where you can’t see the contents first.

	“Nothing useful then,” I said.

	“There doesn’t appear to be, no.”

	It was a long shot anyway. It would hardly contain a note saying ‘this guy killed me'. That would be too easy. Or Regine could have removed anything useful. No matter what way I looked at it, I kept circling back to her. Kandy had access to the club, she probably knew things about Regine that she wouldn’t want shared with anyone. Although admittedly Weres didn’t use knives to kill people. Not that they couldn’t, but most of them liked to shift and take care of whoever pissed them off that way. A knife seemed too…human.

	“I wonder where Kandy lived, before she arrived here,” I said. We had tried to find out, but since Kandy didn’t seem to be her real name and she wasn’t human, there was no paper trail.

	“It’s anyone’s guess. I did manage to find out that Regine does quite a bit of traveling herself, all over the globe. It’s possible she picked Kandy up somewhere along the way.”

	“And what? Smuggled her into the country?”

	“Why not? Humans do it, why wouldn’t supernaturals smuggle other supernaturals?”

	Because it’s a horrible thing to do? Oh wait, they don’t care.

	“Well, as much as I want to stay here and stare at the murder board for another eight hours, I think we need to try something else.”

	“Agreed, let’s hit the streets as they say and see if anyone saw anything suspicious the day Kandy died,” Harry said.

	If it meant getting out of the office, I was all for it. Regine didn’t have any cameras in her club, at least none she would admit to, but that didn’t mean another business didn’t capture something on theirs. Or someone might have seen someone running through the streets with a knife dripping green goo. That probably didn’t happen, but we wouldn’t know unless we asked.

	As we walked along the Quarter, I enjoyed the cooler weather. Part of me did miss the snow at Crestwood, but that was probably just nostalgia. I didn’t love it when I woke up outside after a change. I didn’t like hurricane season though, I could do without that. 

	We stopped at the alley near the clubs, the one which led to Easy Ride and the dumpster where Kandy lay. Or at least what was left of her.

	A man sat on the ground at the mouth of the alley, begging for change. He wore a dark colored shirt and torn jeans, with dirty sneakers. 

	“Let’s see if he saw anything,” Harry said.

	He leaned down to speak to the man, while I waited nearby. I hate seeing people living on the streets. I know how close I am to ending up the same way and I feel bad for them. This city had suffered a lot and so many people were left with nothing. No matter how much I hated being in the position I’m in, I had a roof over my head, so I should stop complaining. Things could always get worse.

	Harry spoke quietly to the man, then removed some bills from his pocket and offered them to him. The man’s eyes lit up when he saw them. It was probably more money than he had seen in a long time.

	Harry returned a few minutes later to my side. “He says he saw a man hurrying out of the alley, looking shaken.”

	“Our killer?” I asked hopefully.

	“Maybe. He gave me a description, but without a name, we don’t really have a lot to go on. It does however look like the killer is not one of the staff members who was working that night.”

	There went my Regine killed her theory, but if this guy did kill Kandy, there was always the possibility that she hired him to do it. It seemed strange to ask us to investigate though, if it could lead back to her.

	Glancing back at the homeless man, he sat counting the bills. I noticed how easily Harry parted with the money just now. Considering how badly business had been and what he must have spent on the lease, I knew he had to have more than a teacher’s salary. Kol had to be right about him being rich. I don’t know why it bothered me. I guess because he never told me about it, like so many other things. Of course he wasn’t likely to drop it into everyday conversation. “Would you like some coffee? By the way I’m rich.”

	When we left the alley, I asked, “So, are you rich or something?” I tried to keep it light, I didn’t want him thinking I was angling for his money. I was just curious.

	“Uh, I do have access to family money,” he said slowly. Family money, so his parents had been rich. 

	“Oh. You don’t talk much about your family back in England.” I think he mentioned his mother before, but I didn’t know much about his home life.

	“Nothing to say really. I left it behind to come here.”

	“No siblings?”

	“No, just me.”

	He still wasn’t giving anything away, so I dropped it. It was rude to ask anyway, and none of my business. So he had money, that was good for him. 

	We walked further down the street and a funeral procession passed us. I stopped to watch it. I always liked how they did things here, how they honored the dead. Back with the Pack, you’d be lucky if they dug a deep enough hole to toss you into.

	 Jazz music filled the air and I noticed a few people stopping to take pictures. There was so much history in this city waiting to be discovered. We may live here now but we were still basically tourists.

	“We should do one of those walking tours,” I said. “Really get a look around the city.” 

	“I think we should solve this case first.”

	“Good point.” 

	Sightseeing could wait. I stopped and looked around. There was a pawn shop across the street with a camera mounted above the door. If the man came this way, then he might have been caught on that camera. I pointed it out to Harry.

	 “Let’s check it out.”

	Harry explained the situation to the guy running the shop and handed over more money so he would let us take a look at the tapes. He led us to the back where the cameras were set up. 

	“Lucky you came today. It gets erased after a few days.”

	He pushed a few buttons, bringing up the footage from the day Kandy was murdered. 

	“Stop it there,” Harry said.

	A man came hurrying down the street, glancing back over his shoulder like he was worried he was being followed. He paused opposite the shop and checked his phone before looking around again. Then he moved on out of sight.

	“That seems to be the man the homeless man described. Could we get a copy of this?” Harry asked.

	The man burned us off a copy, for a few more bucks. People were assholes. At this rate, Harry would be broke by the end of the month.

	We left and headed back to the office. “Do you think he’s the killer?” I asked.

	“If not, he might have seen something. We just need to figure out who he is.”

	“That’s not going to be easy,” I said. Short of going door to door, we didn’t have the resources. And we didn’t know if he had anything to do with it. A lot of this felt like we were chasing our tails. I have to admit I found it frustrating.

	“We have to try. If he is a local, someone might recognize him, if not, we could try that Detective Bell. She might know who he is.”

	I bristled at the suggestion. Why did he keep bringing that woman up? Did he like her too? I hoped not. The last thing we needed was a nosy cop interfering in our lives. Or Harry falling for another woman.

	 

	 


9

	Jade

	 

	While one of Harry’s contacts looked into the man, I headed out to grab us lunch. I preferred it to sitting around, at least it broke the monotony. I walked a little further afield today, looking for somewhere different to eat. 

	As I passed a store, a black woman stood in the doorway, arms crossed, watching me. “Read your cards, girl?” she called. I could hear a Creole accent.

	“No, thanks,” I said, waving to her.

	“Are you sure? It could help with your dilemma.”

	I stopped walking. I know not every tarot reader is legit, but some are. After Rosa though, I wasn’t a fan of them.

	She stepped out from the doorway and walked slowly toward me. “Yes, I see trouble in your future.”

	“What trouble would that be?” I asked. 

	“There’s a threat looming, one you hope to shake.”

	I stared at her. She couldn’t know that just from looking at me. Maybe she was legit. “Will I?”

	“Let’s find out,” she said.

	I followed her into the store. I guess it wouldn’t hurt to see what she had to say. 

	Her store was filled with voodoo items for sale and she seemed to offer different remedies too. I wondered if she was one of the rivals Kol talked about.

	Leading me to a round table in the back, she motioned to the seat. 

	She lifted a deck of cards with a black and silver design and began to shuffle them. I waited in silence, determined not to take anything she had to say too seriously.

	“You are a non-believer,” she said.

	“No, but I’m not going to take it as gospel either.”

	She smirked at me. “Being suspicious has served you well in your line of work.”

	I shrugged, not giving anything away.

	She lay out the cards for me. “Hm, yes, this threat is real, but you have choices, neither of which are very good.”

	Yeah, leave or join her pack.

	“The answers you seek are closer to home than you think. Trust your instincts.”

	This sounded like the usual garbage you got from the sideshow hustlers. I guess I was wrong.

	“Yeah, that’s great. I really need to get going,” I said, getting to my feet.

	The woman reached out and gripped my wrist. “If you had sense, girl, you would leave town for good. Find a new life elsewhere.”

	“That isn’t an option,” I said.

	“Then prepare yourself for a world of pain.”

	I snatched my arm away. “Whatever.”

	I didn’t need her cryptic bullshit. Stomping out of the store, I headed to get my lunch. Let her work the tourists with that shit.

	There was a wait for my order, so I sat at a table outside the restaurant until they were ready. 

	As I took in the sights, I noticed a guy sitting two tables away. He was cute with brown hair and a nice smile. I saw him glance my way and quickly turned my attention to my phone. I didn’t want him to think I was interested. I’ve been burned too many times. Well, okay, twice. But since they both ended up dead, I didn’t rate his chances.

	After a moment, I glanced up again and let out a yelp. He now sat at my table, opposite me. I didn’t even see him move. Was this asshole stalking me? Did Regine send him?

	“What do you want?” I blurted.

	He gave me a lazy smile. “You looked lonely, so I thought I’d join you.”

	“Well, I’m not,” I snapped. 

	He looked surprised. “Hey, I didn’t mean to upset you. Have you never had a guy chat you up before?”

	Oh yeah, right before he murdered two people and then tried to kill me.

	“From the look on your face, it didn’t go well. Sorry, I’ll leave you alone.” He smiled again and moved to the edge of the road.

	I didn’t mean to be rude, but I honestly didn’t trust anyone anymore. Especially not cute guys interested in me. That should be a red flag right there. He probably collected heads as a hobby.

	I still had nightmares about Seb coming after me. He almost killed me and I never suspected him, not for a moment. 

	Which means I’m probably in the wrong job.

	The waitress signaled to me that my food was ready. I got up to grab it. 

	As I left, I saw the guy who spoke to me, hustling some people. Moving closer, I tried to hear what he was saying. 

	“I can read your mind, ma'am. I guarantee it,” he said to a middle aged woman with gray hair.

	Read minds? For real or was he just a con artist. I lingered to see what he did next. The woman decided to give him a shot.

	He placed a hand to his forehead like he was concentrating. “Think of a number between one and a hundred.”

	The woman nodded to show that she had chosen a number. 

	He paused then said, “Ninety-three.”

	The woman laughed. “Oh my God, how did you do that?”

	“This time think of an animal, any animal.”

	After a moment, he said, “A bird.”

	She laughed again. “You’re good.”

	He bowed for her. “Thank you, ma'am. Any donations are welcome,” he said, holding out a hat. She dropped a bill into it and moved on.

	Smiling, he placed the hat on his head. Spotting me, he leaned against a lamp post, looking cocky.

	“So what’s your secret?” I asked, curious. 

	“No secret. I can really read minds.”

	“Really? Okay, what number am I thinking of?” I said.

	He squinted at me for a moment, then frowned. “You’re a little harder to read,” he said.

	“Yeah, I knew you were full of crap.” I turned away.

	“No, I just have a harder time with supernaturals. Particularly, a…Were?”

	He knew what I was? I turned back to him. “Uh, wolf Shifter. What are you?”

	“Nothing really. I picked up telepathy from my father, but it has its limitations. Works best on humans.”

	“So you use your abilities to hustle people?” Seemed like a waste of a good ability. He could be playing high stakes poker or something with it.

	“Is it really hustling if I’m actually doing what I’m saying? And as it happens, no. I actually have a few jobs, mostly helping the SPA or the cops when I can. I’m Noah.” He looked particularly proud of his accolades and I realized he was trying to impress me.

	“Jade. You really help on cases?” The SPA were particular about who the used. They liked to use the strongest psychics or mind readers that they could find, not someone like him.

	“Yeah, where I can. Obviously, it will never stand up in court but I can point people in the right direction. My card.” He handed me a business card which read – Noah Taylor along with his number.

	“What makes you think I need your help?”

	He smiled again and I could feel my body respond. He really was cute. 

	“You never know. See you around.”

	I watched him walk away, wondering if I should rethink my no dating policy.

	***

	 

	Harry

	 

	My contacts came up short so I needed to try something else. Detective Bell made it clear she didn’t want any trouble, but maybe it would be better for us to work together rather than to avoid each other. I at least had to try.

	I headed down to the police station, hoping she was working today. The contacts I had were from my Crestwood days and before. I’ve worked with packs but also with other supernatural communities when I could. It didn’t hurt to have a few people who owed you a favor, especially in this line of work. Humans fell very far down the list, but Detective Bell could be a real asset. She could never know about our cases or the people involved but I could offer to share information if it helped on any human cases.

	The police station seemed busy and I wondered if I should come back another time. Then I spotted her across the room, a cup of coffee in one hand and a folder in the other.

	“Excuse me, Detective Bell?” I called.

	She glanced up from the file she was reading. “Hello again. What are you doing here?”

	“Well I was hoping I could speak to you privately.”

	“Okay. Follow me.”

	She led me into an interrogation room. “Should I be worried?” I joked.

	“Oh, no. It’s the only place to get any privacy around here. What can I do for you?”

	“I was thinking about our earlier conversation and I know that you’ve had issues with other PI’s but I thought we could have a more beneficial relationship.”

	She raised an eyebrow.

	“What I mean is, I’m more than happy to send any leads your way if you could help with information from time to time.”

	“Oh. Well, I suppose I could do that. From time to time.”

	“Wonderful.”

	“So what is it you want?”

	“Ah, well, I was hoping to find out who this gentleman is,” I said, showing her the still from the CCTV.

	Detective Bell took the photo. Her lip curled up in disgust. “He ain’t no gentleman. That’s Frank Bender. He’s a small time hustler and drug dealer. I’ve pulled him in a few times, never been able to pin anything on him. Why are you looking for him?”

	“We need to ask him a few questions about something.”

	“He’s trouble. It could be dangerous.”

	“I know how to handle myself.”

	“I bet you do. Watch your back.”

	“Thank you, Detective Bell.”

	“Call me Kate.”

	“Thank you, Kate.”

	 


10

	Kol

	 

	“Come on, man, I just need a few more grams of the stuff,” I said, hating that I had to beg. It became apparent that I wouldn’t have enough for my order early on and I had been trying to get a hold of this guy ever since.

	The guy in the hoodie scowled at me. “We gave you what we had. You don’t get any more until you start showing results.”

	By results he meant money. Which I couldn’t get unless I filled the order. Why couldn’t he cut me a break?

	We stood in an alley across town, he picked the location. I couldn’t believe that I travelled all this way to be told no. He could have said so on the phone.

	“I know, but I have a buyer lined up who wants more. If I don’t provide it, I don’t get paid.” The sale could get me out of the red for good if I came through. Why did he have to be so difficult?

	The guy shrugged. “Not my problem.”

	He walked away, leaving me alone in the alley. What the hell was I going to do now? I could cut the batch, but that would offer a weaker product. I doubt my buyer would be impressed or come back for more.

	“Shit,” I muttered. Everywhere I went I kept hitting a brick wall.

	Maybe this was karma for everything I’ve done. I had no doubt that I deserved it, but it didn’t mean I would stop trying. I had to admit things were a lot easier when I lived in the palace. All I had to do to source ingredients was ask the servants or steal them from the gardens.

	Pulling my hood up, I headed back to the street where I parked my car. The last thing I needed was anyone seeing me and reporting me to the cops. Although I’d be more worried about the SPA. I couldn’t believe Jade wanted to join them. They kept a close eye on guys like me, for exactly the reason I was out here. A few of them paid me a visit a week after I opened to let me know that they would be watching.

	Two plain clothes agents came in, checking out the shop. I knew they weren’t tourists the moment I saw them. 

	The list of questions they asked me next proved my point. Did I plan on selling any banned substances? Who were my clients? Where did I come from?

	I obviously didn’t answer that last one truthfully. The SPA had no jurisdiction over my world, but that didn’t mean they wouldn’t share that information with someone from my world. They had a treaty in place which meant doing each other favors and keeping each other up to date about any problems that might affect either world. Problems like a runaway prince who sucked at retail.

	As I approached my car, I found three guys hanging around it. One sat on the hood while the other two tried to get the doors open. They were all dressed in a similar way, jeans and hoodies. One of them wore a bandana across his mouth.

	“Hey!” I yelled, breaking into a jog. The car was crappy, but I needed it.

	The one on the hood hopped off and brandished a tire iron at me. “Walk away, man,” he said.

	“That’s my car,” I said.

	He laughed. “It’s ours now.”

	“Like hell it is,” I said. I’m not normally a fighter, but I had reached my limit. These assholes were going to pay for messing with me.

	The tire iron headed for my head, but I ducked it, throwing a fist at the guy’s gut. He doubled over, but his two friends took the opportunity to knock me to the ground and start kicking me.

	I covered my head with my hands, trying to protect my face. On impulse, I threw out my hands and the three of them were blasted back as magic escaped me. 

	“What the hell?” one of them cried.

	They got to their feet and took off down the street. 

	Shit, I can’t believe I lost control like that.

	I got to my feet, wincing as pain shot through my ribs. I didn’t mean to use magic, it was just instinct. I hope no one from my world was nearby, if they sensed that, they would be able to trace it back to me. I’ve been in this world so long that I’ve started to let my guard down, but I can’t forget that I’m a runaway. I’m sure my father is still looking for me and he would love to drag me back home. That was always a risk when I left Crestwood, but I hoped that he would have forgotten about me by then.

	As for those guys, they may be human, but I wasn’t too worried about them telling anyone. No one would believe them.

	Hopping into my car, I headed back to the shop. Could this day get any worse?

	 

	***

	Jade

	 

	It was my turn to visit Regine with an update. I brought the photo with me to see if she recognized this Bender guy. The girl at the front just waved me through. I was practically a regular now anyway. Bobby let me know that Regine was in the back, in her office.

	“What do you want?” she asked when I entered her office. She sat at her desk, several ledgers in front of her.

	Charming as always.

	“We have an update and a possible suspect. This guy,” I said, showing her the photo.

	“Urgh, him.”

	“So you know him?”

	“Yes, he dated Kandy for a while and he does odd jobs for me from time to time.”

	I didn’t ask what they were, I doubted she would tell me. “Do you think he could have killed her?”

	She shrugged. “It’s possible, but I doubt it. Maybe I should send someone round to beat the truth out of him.”

	“Maybe we should see if he’s the right guy first,” I suggested. Was she so willing to get to the truth that she would just beat a guy for information?

	“Fine. But I have no idea where the cretin lives. If you track him down, tell him he still owes me for that issue I helped him with last month. He’ll know what you mean.”

	Great, now I’m her messenger girl too.

	“Fine, we’ll check it out and get back to you.”

	Regine sat back in her chair and stared at me for a moment. “Have you ever thought of stripping? I have clients who would love you,” she said.

	“I’m good, thanks,” I said. The day I got desperate enough to work for her was the day I left town.

	“Oh right, I forgot. You’ve already got your sugar daddy. Why turn down the easy option, right?”

	“For the last time, Harry and I are business partners.”

	“Call it what you like. I’m sure you two have enjoyed a few late nights working the case.” She raised an eyebrow.

	“Why don’t you shut your mouth,” I snarled, my cheeks flaming.

	Regine’s eyes glowed yellow as her wolf came to the surface. My own wolf took that as a threat and I started to lose control. The muscles in my back shifted. I fought hard against it, but part of me felt tempted to let go.

	“Guards!” Regine called.

	Her two heavies came in and ushered me out the door. I caught sight of her smiling face before I was pushed out. Closing my hands into fists, I reined it in. 

	One of these days…
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	Jade

	 

	I returned to the office still seething over what Regine said about me and Harry. Implying that we were doing more than working together. As much as I would like that to be true, it would never happen. It’s not like I haven’t thought about it though. Fantasized even, but I’d never admit that out loud. What if Harry had been there? He would have taken one look at me and known something was up.

	Harry looked up from his notes as I stormed in.

	“What’s wrong?” he asked.

	“I think I might have made things worse with Regine.”

	“What happened?”

	“She said some stuff and I threatened her. Kind of. She had me escorted out.”

	“Jade, we don’t need to piss her off. We need to solve this case as quickly as possible. Speaking of which, I have an address on the man from the alley.”

	“You do? That’s great.”

	“Well, not so great, he lives in a dangerous neigborhood.”

	“What else is new? Let’s go.”

	With what we were facing, the last thing we could be worried about was a bad neighborhood.

	We left the office and I placed a sign on the door to say we would be back soon. I doubt anyone would care or even come close enough to see it.

	The apartment lay across the city and Harry wasn’t kidding when he said it was a bad neighborhood. Broken windows, graffiti and a burned out car sat outside the building.

	Harry parked his rental car nearby. I hoped he got insurance because there was a good chance it wouldn’t be here when we got back. Or at least not all of it. I needed a car myself, but again, that took money. For now, we shared the rental. 

	As I got out, I took a look around. The street seemed mostly empty, but I did spot three guys in a yard a few houses down. They were talking excitedly about something. I wondered what got them all riled up.

	We headed into the building. A man sat on the floor under the mailboxes, high as a kite. He watched us as we passed him, swaying around. 

	“Which apartment is it?” I asked.

	“8D.”

	We took the stairs since the elevator was broken. I tried my best not to touch anything. 

	We reached 8D, the D hung sideways and the paint on the door was badly chipped. Harry knocked on it and it popped open.

	“Should we go in?” I asked.

	“That would be trespassing.”

	I shrugged. “So? I doubt this guy will call the cops.”

	Harry hesitated, but I pushed past him and stepped into the apartment. My foot came down on something soft. Groaning, I lifted my foot to find a moldy pizza slice on the floor. “Gross.”

	The whole place was a mess, the guy was disgusting. I groaned again as another smell reached me. A smell that wasn’t rotten food. Picking our way across the floor, we entered the bedroom, where we found Frank – dead. He lay across the bed, fully dressed, a knife planted in the middle of his chest. It looked like he had been here a while. There was no sign of struggle as far as I could see, though in this mess, who could tell?

	“Oh God,” I whispered. “Do you think Regine did this?”

	“Why would she?” Harry asked, moving further into the room to take a look at the body.

	“Because he owed her for some job. She was going to send someone, maybe she got here first.”

	“I imagine this man had a lot of enemies.”

	I looked around myself. The knife seemed to be a regular kitchen knife and a quick check in the kitchen showed me that one was missing from the block. 

	Harry emerged from the bedroom. “We should get out of here before anyone sees us.”

	I didn’t argue, if the police found us it would look suspect and it wasn’t like we could help Frank now. Someone would find him eventually.

	We returned to the car, passing the guy again. I tried not to look at him. We didn’t need him telling the cops that two people went to visit the dead guy. 

	Harry however, stopped to talk to him. “Excuse me, did you see anyone else head upstairs recently? Anyone suspicious?”

	The man could barely focus on him. “What? Why are you hassling me, man?”

	I grabbed Harry’s arm and pulled him away. “Leave it, he doesn’t know what day it is.”

	“He might have seen something,” Harry argued.

	“Oh you mean like us? What’s going to happen when the cops come and they ask him that same question? How many English guys are walking around the city?”

	He sighed. “You’re right, but it doesn’t look like he’ll remember anything from this day.”

	I hoped he was right.

	“I think we need to talk to Regine.”

	As Harry pulled away from the building, I wondered who would murder Frank. He was at the club the day Kandy died, but that didn’t mean he was inside. What if he saw her get killed or the person who killed her and they killed him to keep him quiet? This case was getting more and more complicated. 

	Back at the club, Regine was out back taking a delivery when we arrived. She looked up from the clipboard she was checking. “You better have something useful this time.” She had a different outfit on again, this one a business suit. She seemed to have a look for every occasion.

	“Frank’s dead,” I said.

	“Oh. Aw well.” I could tell she was all broken up about it.

	“Did you do it?” I blurted.

	Regine looked up. “Do you assume I am responsible for everything bad in this city? As much as I would like to take credit, I had nothing to do with Frank’s death. He owed me, remember? Hard to collect if he’s dead.”

	“He was our best suspect,” Harry said.

	“Who would kill him? Someone getting revenge for Kandy?” I asked.

	“No one cared enough to do that,” Regine drawled. She headed back inside and we followed. “I think its perfectly obvious. Frank was hired to do the job and then taken out so he couldn’t tell anyone.” She seemed very sure about that.

	“Sounds like you have someone in mind.”

	Regine entered her office and took a seat on the leather couch against the far wall, crossing her legs. “Maybe I do. But as this person is a client, I couldn’t possibly give you their name.”

	She nudged a magazine on the table with her foot, which lay open on a spread about a local businessman. I leaned forward to read the headline. “Local entrepreneur John Reynolds plans to revitalize New Orleans. This is the guy.”

	Regine shrugged. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I said nothing.”

	She really took the confidentiality thing seriously, but we had what we needed. A new suspect. I lifted the magazine and rolled it up. It might have useful information in it.

	“We’ll look into it,” Harry said.

	Regine just nodded, her eyes on me. It creeped me out the way she sized me up. 

	We left the club, ready to do more digging. I wondered who this John Reynolds was and why he would go so far as to kill a woman in cold blood. 

	One thing was for sure, he must have really hated her to kill her like that.
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	Harry

	 

	While Jade researched Reynolds online, I headed back to the station to talk to Kate. If this guy was up to something, she would know about it. I knew that I was pushing my luck, considering I hadn’t offered her anything in return yet, but the only information I had was on a dead body in an apartment and if I told her about Frank, she might think I had something to do with it. I made a mental note to try and find something for her soon. Crime was rife in the city, with both humans and supernaturals. I knew eventually there would be something for her.

	I caught her as she was leaving the building, along with a tall man with a suit. I assumed he was her partner. “Back again? We have to stop meeting like this,” she joked. She waved the partner to go on without her.

	“Yes, I’m sorry. I realize that I am pushing it, but I wondered if you knew anything about a man called John Reynolds? He works in real estate.”

	“I’ve heard of him. Why are you looking into him?” she asked.

	“Well, we think he might have something to do with an attack on a girl,” I said.

	I saw her face harden. The information didn’t surprise her. “If that’s the case, the girl should report it and we can investigate.”

	“I’m afraid that isn’t likely to happen.” It would be hard for a dead woman to file a report.

	Kate sighed. “Guys like Reynolds have enough money and good enough lawyers to keep them out of jail and let’s face it, if he is responsible, he probably had someone else do his dirty work for him. She really should talk to us.”

	“So there’s no way to get him?”

	“Not unless he suddenly decides to confess. Good luck with that.” She headed toward a car and climbed in.

	If Reynolds had form, that made it more likely that we were looking at the right person, but a confession seemed unlikely. 

	I headed back to the office, grabbing some food on the way. A heavy rain started to fall as I arrived back. Hurrying inside, I wiped water from my face.

	“How is it going?” I asked Jade.

	She sat at her desk, her head resting on her hand as she stared at the laptop in front of her.

	“John Reynolds seems like the second coming the way the tabloids write about him. But I’ve also found plenty of haters online who say he cuts corners, mention of bribery, corruption and a lot more.”

	I plated up our food and placed Jade’s food on the desk beside her. “Thanks,” she said, grabbing her sandwich and taking a bite. I settled for soup myself. I grabbed a spoon from the drawer and settled into the chair beside her to eat it. By now I’m sure I had sampled everything New Orleans had to offer at least once.

	As good as the food was here, I needed to stop eating out. Since we had arrived, I hardly ate anything home cooked, only takeout. It was easier and to be honest I did miss it after all the years in Crestwood. Every summer, when I would go home to England, the first thing I would do was order my favorite meal from the local Chinese takeaway. I wondered what I would do next summer. I couldn’t exactly leave for two months when we had a business to run. Maybe a short trip home and then maybe I could tell my mother that I no longer worked at Crestwood. It didn’t seem like a good conversation to have over the phone. She would have a lot of questions, but I had no intention of telling her the truth. Not after everything that happened with Janine. She would only report it and Janine would retaliate against us. My mother was a representative on several boards, there was no way she wouldn’t report it. Even at her age, she stayed active in the magic wielder community and she held a lot of sway. It was one of the reasons Janine agreed to look at my application for the job, although I got the job based on my own merit. Or so she told me.

	“I spoke to Kate again. She said that unless we get a confession from him, there isn’t a lot they could do.”

	“You went to see her again?” she asked.

	“Yes, I think she could be a useful contact to have and we’re going to run into her from time to time. Better to be on good terms with her.”

	Jade shook her head. “I think it’s a mistake.”

	“Noted.” I understood her reluctance but I couldn’t ignore the fact that we needed her. 

	“What about using magic to make him confess?” Jade suggested.

	“That would be unethical.” There were certain spells which could force someone to tell the truth, but there were side effects. We didn’t know what Reynolds was, so I couldn’t predict how it would affect him, if at all. If he turned out to be innocent, he could report us to the SPA. They themselves used the spells from time to time, but only in dire circumstances. We would be arrested for such an act.

	“Screw ethics, if this guy is a killer, we have to stop him.”

	“We don’t know for sure that he is involved. Perhaps Kol could do something,” I suggested. 

	Kol’s Fae powers made him very powerful when it came to mind magic. When he first arrived at the school he told Janine that he had given up on his magic, but it didn’t go away. Low level telepathy would be relatively easy to use and it could be a big help.

	“Like use a potion on him?” she asked.

	“I was thinking more about his telepathy.”

	“Wait, what? Kol can read minds too?” Jade looked shocked. Didn’t Kol tell her what he could do? They spent so much time together, I just assumed she knew his history.

	“It is one of his gifts, yes, but he can do so much more than that. I’m surprised he didn’t share that information with you.” 

	Kol and Jade were close but apparently, he wanted to keep some things to himself.

	“Yeah, I am too,” she muttered, pushing the remainder of her sandwich aside, a sour look on her face. “So we get close to him, read his thoughts and figure out how he is involved. Then what?”

	“One step at a time. Ask Kol for his help first and we’ll go from there.”

	“Good idea. I’ll go ask him. Right now.” She snatched up her purse and stomped from the room. I hope I didn’t cause problems between them.

	Pulling the laptop toward me, I continued the search myself. Despite what Jade liked to think, I did know how to use it, I just preferred speaking to actual people. Too much on the internet was made up and I didn’t want to rely only on it.

	As I scrolled through the search engine results, my eyes strayed to the date at the bottom of the screen and I stopped. November 22nd. I didn’t realize the date. 

	Putting my soup down, I leaned back in the chair. It was the anniversary of Marion’s death. And our son’s birthday. With everything going on, it completely slipped my mind. Normally I would take the day off and commemorate them in some way, but I forgot about it. 

	Guilt gnawed at me, how could I not realize? Twelve years. I tried not to imagine how my life would have turned out if they had both survived, how different it would be. It was that kind of thinking that led to me drinking in the first place. 

	Reaching into my pocket, I pulled out Marion’s white gold engagement ring. I carried it with me, something to remember her by. After she died, her family wanted to bury her on their land, my son too. I should have fought them on it, but I could barely function. They succeeded and then banned me from ever visiting. If I ever set foot on their land, they would kill me. 

	Why wouldn’t they? It’s my fault she died.

	I forced that thought away. If I didn’t, I knew it would only spiral and I’d end up looking for a drink. It was probably a good thing to keep busy, now that I didn’t have things at the school to distract me. Or Janine to keep me on track. Despite everything, there was a time when she was a good friend to me.

	I put the ring back and carried on searching for information about Reynolds. I should focus on solving this case.

	Tonight, I could make a nice dinner, using one of her recipes, that would be a nice way to remember her.
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	Jade

	 

	I entered the shop to find Kol behind the counter, playing a game on his phone. Business still hadn’t picked up it would seem. Slamming my purse onto the counter, I glared at him. “Why didn’t you tell me you could read minds?”

	He glanced up from his phone. “Because it’s not something I do anymore.”

	“So you haven’t read my mind?”

	“No, of course not. Why? Is there something I should know?”

	He grinned at me but I wasn’t in the mood. If he found out about Harry, he might tell him. Then my life would be over.

	“Jade, seriously. Yes, I have that ability, but I’ve always hated it. Its invasive and a violation as far as I’m concerned. Its why I use potions. At least then people are choosing to use them.”

	“Oh. Well, good.” I felt relieved, he didn’t know anything. I have thought about telling him a few times, only because it would help to have someone to talk to, but I keep chickening out. Saying it out loud made it real and I didn’t want him laughing at me.

	“Is that why you’re here? To yell at me?”

	“No, we actually need your help. There’s this guy who we think might be responsible for Kandy’s death but we don’t know for sure.”

	“You want me to read his mind?”

	“Yes…”

	“No, Jade. I told you, it’s a horrible thing to do.”

	“The guy is a murderer, most likely.”

	“That doesn’t make a difference. I’m sorry.”

	I sighed. “Fine, I understand.” It was his decision and I couldn’t force him. Especially when I didn’t like the idea of him reading my thoughts. No, if we were going to get Reynolds it would mean some next level investigative work. Perhaps we could figure out a way to get into his building or even his home. There had to be something incriminating lying around. Like a plan entitled how I killed Kandy. Maybe not.

	Kol disappeared into the back while I tried to think of an alternative plan. 

	The bell rang behind me and two guys came in. The smaller one sauntered toward me while the other stood by the door like he was guarding it. The wolf sensed trouble.

	“Can I help you?” I asked.

	“Kol around? Our boss wants to send him a little message,” the smaller one said, grinning to reveal a row of yellowed teeth. I couldn’t smell anything off him other than sweat and strong aftershave. Which made him human.

	“I’m sure it’s nothing he wants to hear.” They didn’t want to talk, they wanted to rough him up. Well they would have to go through me first.

	The guy leered at me. “You his girl?”

	“No, I’m his bodyguard.”

	He laughed. “Really? You think you’re tough, baby?” He reached out a sweaty hand to my face. I grabbed it, twisting it then grabbed his head and slammed it into the counter. “Yeah, I do.” That move came courtesy of Harry. we had continued out self defense lessons since we moved here. It became a good way to pass the time as we waited for customers to show up.

	The other guy took a step toward me. I twisted the first one’s arm further up his back. “Move again and I’ll snap your buddy’s arm off.”

	The other guy stopped, not sure what to do.

	Kol emerged from the back. “Who are you…? What’s going on?”

	“These gentlemen were just leaving,” I said. “And you can tell your boss he’ll get his money when we have it. Got it?”

	I added more pressure, making him scream. “Yes!”

	Yanking him up, I spun him toward his friend. He stumbled, but the other guy managed to right him. “Get out.”

	“We’ll be back,” the big one snarled. They left the shop, slamming the door behind them.

	Kol stared at me in shock. “Are you crazy? They meant what they said, they’ll be back.”

	Why was he yelling at me? Did he want me to let them hurt him?

	“And they’ll get more of the same. Those guys were human, they’re no match for me,” I said.

	“Jade, the loan shark has humans and supernaturals on his payroll. Which means he’ll send something much worse after us. Lewicki never makes an appearance himself. He has human and supernatural clients so I guess he sends the relevant henchmen depending on who he is dealing with. I guess he doesn’t think a Fae is that dangerous. Should I be insulted at that?” He seemed to be babbling, but I guess that was understandable under the circumstances.

	“I was only trying to help, Kol. Would you rather I let them beat you up or mess up the shop?” I doubted he could afford to lose the stock or pay for any damages they might make.

	He groaned. “No, but I really need to find a way out of this or I’m in big trouble.”

	“And I’ll help you. I mean it. I’ve got your back.” This was my home too.

	“I appreciate that. Thank you for taking care of them. I just hope it doesn’t have to come to this again.”

	“No problem. And now that you owe me one…” I trailed off. I knew I was pushing my luck, but he was our best shot at getting answers and I’ve never been known for my patience. A deep dive into Reynolds life could take weeks and I don’t think Regine would wait that long for answers.

	Kol narrowed his eyes at me. “What do you want?”

	“Please help me with this case and I swear I will never ask you again,” I said. I meant it, I would never ask him to do anything like this again.

	He glared at me. “You are really asking a lot of me. You have no idea what it’s like.”

	I put my hands together like I was pleading with him. 

	“Fine. But just this once and you never ask me again,” he said. “I mean it, Jade.”

	“Absolutely. You have no idea how much I appreciate this.”

	“Enough to make dinner tonight?” he suggested.

	“Not that much, but a lot.”

	I gave him a hug and headed back to work.
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	Kol

	 

	We sat in my car across from a fancy building, waiting on this guy to show his face. “What’s his name again?” I asked to break the silence. Not that it mattered, I just wanted to get this over with.

	“John Reynolds. He’s some real estate mogul. Regine didn’t say what kind of supernatural he is though,” Jade replied, piling chips into her mouth. I didn’t like her eating in my car, but we needed something to pass the time.

	“Shouldn’t matter, I can read most of them.” At least in theory. I know my grandfather used his ability on all manner of creatures, abusing it and forcing them to do his bidding. Jade really didn’t know what she asked of me. I never wanted to end up like that man. I figured the less I used that kind of magic, the less likely I would be to end up like him. My father said that he was once a kind man, beloved by his subjects, but when war came to our land, he used any means necessary to get what he wanted. 

	“I met a telepath the other day. Guy called Noah,” Jade said, stretching her legs out. I knew she didn’t like sitting in one place for so long.

	“And you couldn’t ask him to do this?” I asked. If I knew she had another telepath on the payroll, I wouldn’t have agreed to this.

	“He says he can only really read humans.”

	“Lucky him,” I muttered. Humans weren’t as bad as some supernaturals. Mostly because a lot of humans weren’t murderers or psychopaths, although their species did have them too.

	Jade sighed. “Look, you don’t have to do this if you don’t want.”

	“I’m here now.” I grabbed the chip bag from her and shoved a handful into my mouth. 

	She stared at me for a moment, before turning her attention back to the building. “Are mind reading abilities common in the Fae?” she asked.

	“Not really. Everyone varies. My brother…” I trailed off realizing I had said too much. I never intended to tell her or anyone about my family. That led to questions that I didn’t want to answer.

	“You have a brother?” Jade asked.

	“Yeah, two of them.” Or I did.

	“Wow, what are they like?”

	“I really don’t want to talk about it,” I said.

	“What is it with you and Harry? You never want to tell me anything about your lives.”

	“Maybe because it isn’t easy to talk about,” I snapped. Sighing, I put my head in my hands. “I’m sorry.”

	“No, I am. I didn’t mean to pry.” She fell silent.

	Taking a breath, I said, “My little brother, Linley, died a few years ago.”

	“Kol I’m so sorry,” Jade said, reaching out to take my hand. It was the first time I had said it out loud to anyone. Even when I joined Crestwood and Blake wanted to know how I came to be there, I never mentioned my brothers. I told her I ran away from a bad home situation. Which had some truth to it. My stepmother did vow to make my life a misery.

	“What was he like?” Jade asked. I thought she would ask the obvious question, but she didn’t.

	“Funny, full of life. He was a brat at times, but I loved spending time with him. Our older brother, Rex, was a tool.”

	“I’m sure you miss him,” she said.

	I nodded. “Yeah, I do.”

	We fell back into silence. I felt like a weight had been lifted off me in telling her. I haven’t said Linley’s name in so long. I did miss him, terribly. My father too. Rex I could take or leave.

	“Wait, that’s him,” Jade said, pointing to a man who had exited the building. He wore a navy suit and was talking on his cell phone. I don’t know what I expected when she said he might be a murderer, but this guy looked like a lawyer or something.

	We got out of the car. “What is the plan?” I asked as we crossed the street.

	“Well, if we get close enough can you pick up what he’s thinking?” she asked.

	“Yes, but that doesn’t mean it will be anything useful.”

	We stepped up onto the sidewalk beside him and tried to act casual, as we moved up beside him. I pushed out with my mind, trying to read his without making him aware of it. I would only be able to pick up a few stray thoughts.

	“Just get it done,” Reynolds said into his phone. He hung up and immediately made another call. I gleaned a few words including ‘stupid idiot’ and ‘can’t do anything right’. Hardly incriminating. I shook my head at Jade to show her that I didn’t have anything. She sighed, then she signaled for me to try again. Pulling her phone from her pocket, she brought up a photo of that girl, Kandy. 

	“Excuse me, sir?” she said, approaching Reynolds.

	What the hell was she planning on doing?

	Looking annoyed, he lowered his phone. “What?”

	“Sorry, but I’m looking for my missing friend. Have you seen her?” She held up the phone to show him the photo. 

	His gaze lingered on it for a second before he shook his head. “Never seen her before.”

	Smart move, I thought. I tried again and this time I picked up a lot of anger from him. ‘Glad she’s gone, what a bitch.’

	Jade left Reynolds and we headed back toward the car.

	“Well?” she asked, once we were out of earshot.

	“He did not like her, I didn’t get anything about actually killing her, but he’s glad she is gone.”

	“That’s good enough for me. Now we just need to find a way to prove that he was responsible for her death.”

	I unlocked the car door. “I don’t think it will be as easy as that. I mean he’s not likely to confess and he might have had someone do it for him.”

	Jade pulled a face. “I’ll think of something.”
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	Jade

	I stared at the crime scene photos for the millionth time. Who killed someone like that? Its sick. You would have to be a real callous bastard to do that to anyone. I felt sorry for Kandy. No matter what she was or had done, she didn’t deserve to end up in a dumpster.

	Reynolds got angry when he saw her picture, that had to mean he was involved in her death. If he came to watch her dance, I couldn’t imagine that would make him angry. So she must have done something or heard something and maybe she tried to blackmail him. That would certainly be motive enough to kill her. Or at least have her killed.

	I finally had a chance to properly look through Kandy’s phone. She didn’t have much social media, but she did have an Instagram account. It was mostly pictures of her posing in various revealing outfits. Most of the contacts in her phone were men’s names but one caught my eye. Daddy.

	I never thought of Kandy having a family but of course she must have. Did he know his daughter was dead? I doubted it. He would probably think she was missing, never knowing the truth. I wondered if something ever happened to me, how Malcolm would feel. He didn’t know me, never knew I existed until I showed up on his doorstep, but he did want me to live at the compound with him. He must feel something for me.

	Even if Kandy and her father didn’t have a good relationship, he deserved to know the truth. I pressed the call button, wondering what I would say. Guess I would wing it.

	Someone answered after the third ring. “Hello?”

	“Hello. You don’t know me but I’m calling about Kandy. I’m afraid I have some bad news. 

	“Urgh, is she cancelling on me again?”

	They must have had plans together.

	“Something happened to her…” I hesitated. How could I tell him his daughter was dead?

	“Never mind, you’ll do. So tell me…have you been a bad girl?”

	It took me a second to catch on. “Gross.” I quickly hung up, tossing the phone onto the desk. I clearly assumed Daddy was something far more innocent. I should have known better. “That’s the last time I do anything nice.”

	Harry trudged back in, looking tired. “I take it you haven’t had any luck?” I asked.

	“No, I’ve talked to everyone I can think of and I cannot find out what Reynolds is.”

	“What if I go undercover? Try and get close to this guy?”

	“That seems like a bad idea. He already saw you, he might suspect you’re a cop.”

	“Well what do you suggest?”

	“Technically we have a suspect for Regine. She wanted him found, she didn’t say we had to do anything about it.”

	“You think she’d accept that?”

	“We can try.”

	I didn’t want to face her again, so I called her instead. “Regine? I’m calling to let you know that it’s looking likely that Reynolds is involved.”

	“And?” she snapped.

	“Well, we’ve pretty much confirmed it. What do you want is to do about it?” I tried not to snap back but I couldn’t help it. Every word out of her mouth made me angry.

	“I want absolute proof or his head on a platter. Either way, make it happen.” She hung up on me.

	I growled at the phone. “God, I hate her so much.”

	Slamming the phone down, I closed my hands into fists, trying to calm down.

	Harry appeared beside me. “What did she say?”

	“She wants proof. What if we just waited until dark then went over there and took her out.”

	“I doubt that would solve our problems.” He disappeared upstairs while I plotted horrible ways to murder her.

	When he came back down, I saw that he had changed into his workout clothes. “Oh good are we going to spar?” I asked, eager to work off some of the pent up energy. I really needed to find a moment to go for a run in wolf form before she broke free on me.

	“I thought we'd try something a little calmer today, given what happened with Regine.”

	“Not more meditation please. You know I hate it.” I cannot sit still to save my life.

	“No, this is something else. Tai chi.” Harry unrolled a couple of yoga mats on the floor. 

	“That thing where you wave your arms around and move really slowly?” 

	“There’s more to it than that. But it beats sitting on the floor, yes?”

	I sighed. “I guess so.”

	I kept a spare pair of workout clothes at the office, which I changed into.

	Taking my place on the mat, I did a few stretches to warm up. I may dislike Harry’s methods but I couldn’t deny that they worked. When I first showed up at Crestwood, I had no control over the wolf at all. With his help, I learned to hold her back, work with her instead of against her. It meant less unexpected changes.

	Mimicking Harry, I copied his movements as we began our lesson. I felt dumb, but didn’t complain. It was kind of relaxing. I let my mind relax too, forgetting about Regine for a while.

	Letting my mind drift turned out to be a bad thing as it inevitably wandered toward Harry and how I felt about him. I should just tell him and get it over with. He might surprise me. Maybe he secretly feels the same way and has been too scared to say anything. 

	Yeah, right.

	I glanced over at him. Why couldn’t I move past this? It felt like torture at times. I should just find someone and start dating them, I would move on eventually. That Noah guy was cute. I had his number, I could give him a call. What harm could it do? Assuming he wasn’t an axe murderer, it would be nice to spend some time with a guy.

	“I think that’s enough for today,” Harry said, breaking the silence. I didn’t realize it but we had been at it for nearly half an hour.

	“Okay, I’ll go change,” I said, heading for the stairs.

	 The second floor was Harry’s apartment. Well, it was really one big room. The kitchen area lay to the right, a dining area, his bed stood in the middle and the bathroom lay beyond the door in the far corner. A couch sat against the stairs rail. 

	Harry kept the place so tidy, it didn’t look like anyone lived here. The only thing out of place was a gray sweater hanging over the back of a chair at the table. 

	As I passed the bed, I let my mind wander, imagining what it would be like to wake up in it. Shaking my head, I entered the bathroom. Why torture myself with things that could never be? 

	I changed out of my work out clothes and back into my blouse and slacks. On the counter lay a razor and toothpaste. Another sign that someone lived here.

	Leaving the bathroom, I crossed the room, pausing by the table. I picked up Harry’s sweater and inhaled the scent from it – it smelled like the aftershave he used – bergamot and that ozone smell which came from magic wielders.

	God I’m so pathetic.

	I returned the sweater to the chair. If I didn’t stop this, I would drive myself crazy. 

	Back downstairs, Harry sat on the couch, reading through the notes again. I took a seat beside him. We had been over them a million times, I didn’t see the point in doing it again. The killer’s name would hardly jump off the page.

	“Maybe we should speak to the staff again. Something might have occurred to them since we last spoke,” Harry said.

	“Hm,” I said, staring at the wall.

	Harry sighed. “Jade, I know this isn’t the most thrilling part of the job, but it is necessary. I know you get bored easily, but…”

	“What? Are you saying I don’t care about this?”

	“Of course not, I just mean…”

	I cut him off. “This is my job too. I know its going to involve a lot of legwork. I just don’t think its worth our time to do that when we could be doing something else.”

	Harry crossed his legs. “Like what?”

	“Well…the person who killed Kandy didn’t leave a knife behind, so its likely they brought it with them. They came prepared. But the knife used to kill Frank was from his kitchen. It was a weapon of opportunity. They might not even be connected.”

	“Okay, so what do you want to do about it?”

	“The waitress from the club was the one who brought up Frank’s name. I think she knows a lot more than she lets on, but there is no way she is going to talk with Regine nearby. I say we get her on her own and get the whole story from her. But I don’t know when she works.”

	“Ah, well while we were interviewing the staff at the club, I managed to snap a picture of the rota. What’s the girl’s name?”

	“Wendy.”

	He scrolled through the pictures. “According to this she should get off work in about an hour.”

	“Then we have a plan.”

	We waited across the street from the club when Wendy finished her shift. She emerged from the alley and headed east, head down, a sad look on her face. 

	Harry and I trailed behind her, not wanting to scare her. She led us to an apartment building and stopped to pull her keys out of her purse.

	“I’ll talk to her, you wait here,” I said. I didn’t want to freak her out.

	“Okay, I’ll be close by if you need me.”

	I broke into a jog to catch up with Wendy. “Wendy? Hello, do you remember me?”

	Wendy turned, her eyes wide. “What do you want?” she asked.

	“I was wondering if I could talk to you a little more about Frank?” 

	She shook her head, looking terrified.

	“Please, Wendy. I promise you that nothing you say will get back to Regine.”

	She hesitated, then nodded. “Come in.”

	I followed Wendy into the building and upstairs to her apartment. The living room lay bare, with only a single chair and a small round table in the middle.

	“Do you want the chair?” Wendy asked.

	“No, it’s fine, I can sit on the floor.” I sat cross legged on he carpet. “I take it Regine doesn’t pay you very much?”

	“Uh, no, I don’t need much furniture. I’m not used to living in a dwelling such as this.”

	“Where do you usually live, Wendy?”

	“In the mountains. I’m a mountain fairy. And my name isn’t Wendy, it’s Melody. Regine made me change it.”

	“Oh. I’ve…heard of mountain fairies.” That wasn’t strictly true, there were so many types of Fae that I couldn’t remember them all. I couldn’t believe that Regine made her change her name.

	“How did you come to live here?” The mountains certainly seemed better than this place. 

	She stared at her hands, tears welling up in her eyes. “Regine found me, stole my wings. If you steal a mountain fairy’s wings, they must work for you. She keeps them hidden.”

	“Oh my God, that’s terrible. I’m so sorry.”

	She sniffed. “Why are you here?” 

	“I wanted to ask you about Frank. You said we needed to find him, why?”

	“I thought he was in trouble,” she said.

	“Was he dating Kandy?”

	She looked up. “No, he wasn’t seeing her anymore. He liked me.”

	“He did?” I said, offering her a smile.

	She nodded. “Yes, he was nice to me. He promised to take me away from Regine, to help me get my wings back. But then he pissed her off and I knew she would hurt him.”

	“That’s why you told us to find him?”

	“I thought you could help him, or maybe he’d…” she trailed off, breaking down. 

	I felt so bad for her. She fell for this Frank guy and now she had lost him. 

	“Do you know who killed him? Who killed Kandy?” 

	She wrapped her arms around herself, bowing her head.

	“Maybe I can help you get your wings back.”

	Her head whipped up and I saw real hope in her eyes. “You can do that?”

	“I can try. Do you know where Regine keeps them?”

	She nodded. “In the safe in her office. But you need a handprint to open it.”

	“Oh. I’m sorry, I don’t think I can get to them.”

	“But you said you would help,” she said.

	“I know. Maybe I could talk to Regine and try to convince her to give them back to you.” Even as I said it, I knew it would never happen.

	Melody started shaking her head back and forth wildly. “No, you said you would help and you won’t. You’re a liar, just like him!”

	She got to her feet, practically shaking with rage. “You’re all liars!”

	I got up too. “Wen...Melody I’m sorry. I wasn’t lying, I will try to help you.”

	“No!” she screamed and sprouted a pair of fangs. 

	“Oh shit,” I said, backing away slowly. “Melody just calm down.”

	“Frank lied, you lied. You both need to pay.”

	I ran, throwing myself into the bathroom and slamming the door. I flipped the lock into place and braced myself against the door. Yanking my phone out of my pocket, I called Harry. “Harry, she’s gone nuts, help! 5E.”

	I dropped my phone as Melody rammed the door. The lock popped and the door opened an inch. I threw myself against it, trying to get it closed again.

	“Let’s talk about this, Melody!” I yelled.

	She hit the door again and I fell forward. Catching myself on the sink, she stomped into the room.

	I turned as she went for me, trying to claw my face. “Damn it, Melody I’m not the enemy.”

	I grabbed her wrists trying to hold her in place, but the door to the apartment burst open, surprising me. Melody used it to her advantage, grabbing me and wrapping her arm around my throat.

	Harry came into the room. “Jade! What’s going on?”

	“Melody is a little upset,” I said.

	“Who's he?” Melody hissed.

	“My partner. Please Melody, let’s talk about this.”

	“Yes,” Harry said. “I’m sure we can work this out peacefully.”

	Grunting noises came from Melody as she decided what to do. I felt her arm relax and I thought she would let me go. “You have to pay,” she whined.

	Opening her mouth, she sank her teeth down into my arm, making me scream.
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	Jade

	Pain shot through my arm as I tried to get Wendy’s fangs out of me. Harry chanted the knockout spell and Wendy swayed before collapsing to the ground.

	“That bitch bit me,” I cried. Mountain fairy my ass, she was a damn rottweiler. “God, it hurts.” It had started to burn.

	Harry rushed forward. “Quick, wash out the wound and it will ease the pain.”

	He grabbed the shower hose from the shower and switched it on. Holding my arm under it, I saw clear fluid coming out of the wound. “Is she poisonous?”

	“No, but it can cause extreme pain.”

	“I think it’s getting better,” I said as the pain started to fade. I didn’t expect this when I came here. Melody seemed so innocent. 

	“I’ll see if I can find a first aid kit,” Harry said. 

	I looked down at Melody on the floor. She lay curled on her side looking like butter wouldn’t melt. The wolf urged me to kick her, but I restrained myself.

	Moving into the living room, I took a seat on the chair, cradling my arm.

	Harry discovered a first aid kit and took out a bandage. I sat staring at the bathroom while he wrapped my arm, in case she came to. 

	“I’m pretty sure she killed Frank.”

	“She did? Why?”

	“He promised to help her and when he didn’t…well you saw what she was like.”

	“What did you promise her?”

	“I said I would help her get her wings back from Regine.”

	Harry sighed. “Mountain fairies are normally docile and very trusting. I imagine Regine tricked her into getting her wings. She must have pushed her to the limit.”

	“Are you defending the crazy bitch who bit me?” I asked.

	He finished securing the bandage. “No, of course not. But this is not normal behavior for them.”

	Something buzzed on the kitchen counter making me jump. I got up and lifted Melody’s phone. Opening it, I took a look through it. She had a notification from one of her apps. I checked the call log. She had made multiple calls to Frank over a couple of days.

	“Here’s a message from Frank. Dated the day Kandy died. He says, ‘sorry, I can’t help you. Hope things work out’. Okay I kind of get why she killed him if that was his attitude.” He just gave up on her.

	“We should get out of here before she wakes up,” Harry said.

	“No arguments from me.”

	A wave of dizziness washed over me as we headed down the stairs. I gripped the rail.

	“Are you okay?” Harry asked, putting an arm around me to steady me. 

	“Yeah, I think I’m fine.” I felt my cheeks heat up with how close he was. It only took getting attacked by a crazed mountain fairy to achieve it.

	He kept his arm around me as we made our way down the stairs.

	 

	 

	***

	 

	I found myself standing in the middle of the street. It was dark and no one else was around. I turned slowly on the spot, curious as to how I got here.

	“Jade,” someone said. 

	Harry appeared out of the darkness. He smiled, taking my hands. Then leaned in and kissed me. “I’ve been searching for you.”

	“Well you found me,” I said, smiling back at him.

	He pulled me close, his hand caressing my cheek. “Unfortunately, they’ve been looking for you too.”

	“Who?”

	He took my hand and spun me around. I stopped short when I found myself face to face with four hideous spectres. Brett, Seb, Gideon and Elijah surrounded me, all of them rotting corpses.

	“Join us,” Elijah said, holding out his hand.

	I backed away horrified. 

	“Harry do something,” I cried.

	He placed his hands on my shoulders holding me in place. “I can't. You deserve this.”

	He pushed me toward them. They surged forward, each grabbing hold of one of my limbs, lifting me off the ground. They began to pull, tearing my body apart. I screamed in terror but no one came.

	Smashing glass woke me from the horrible nightmare. I raised my head off the couch, wondering where I was for a moment.

	“Kol?” I called.

	He came rushing out of his room, baseball bat in hand. “That came from downstairs.”

	Grabbing my boots, I quickly yanked them on, then followed him downstairs. Those guys from before were small time, who the hell did they send this time?

	More glass broke as we reached the bottom of the stairs. Kol opened the door and we peeked out to see three dark shapes moving around the shop. One of them grabbed vials off the shelves at random and smashed them on the floor.

	“You take the big two and I’ll take the little one,” Kol whispered.

	“Excuse me?”

	“Fine, take down who you can.”

	He yanked the door open and rushed toward the nearest one. Swinging the bat, it connected with the guy’s head. He grunted and pitched forward into the shelves, sending the bottles flying. 

	I hopped over his prone body and went for the next guy. I didn’t have a weapon, but I had claws. I slashed him in the chest, followed by a kick to the leg.

	He staggered but stayed on his feet. I saw a flash of light before I lifted off my feet and flew over the counter. 

	Crashing down on the ground, I groaned in pain. What the hell did he throw at me? An energy ball? Must have been low voltage or I would be dead.

	I heard Kol yell my name. Getting up, I saw him boxed in by the two guys still standing. He tried to hold them back with the bat. 

	Hopping the counter, I jumped on the back of the closest one, trying to get my arm around his beefy neck. He tried to flip me off his back, but I held on tight. Extending my claws, I dug them into his face. He screamed in pain, swinging his body wildly. I lost my grip and fell onto the floor. 

	Pain shot through my left palm as I landed on some broken glass. The coppery scent of blood filled the air and the wolf went wild. She didn’t like getting hurt or being threatened.

	Launching myself off the ground, I went for the one I had slashed. I beat him to the ground, kicking and punching him. He curled up in the fetal position to protect himself. The wolf took control, even though I was still in my human form. 

	It was Kol who finally pulled me away. “Jade, stop. You’ll kill them.”

	Breathing hard, I tried to pull it back. How could I let her take over like that? Look at how I ended up going on the run in the first place, no wonder the pack thought me guilty of murder. No matter what these men did, I couldn’t murder them in cold blood.

	“I’m sorry,” I muttered, as Kol released me. The rage slowly subsided as the men crawled for the door. I guess they learned their lesson and at least they were still able to move.

	Once they were outside, Kol closed the door. The lock had been broken so he wedged some boxes against it for now. “I’m going to have to call a locksmith.”

	He switched on the light and we got a good look at the mess. Glass littered the floor and the shelving the guy fell into was unlikely to be fixed. 

	Kol grabbed a broom and started sweeping. “There’s blood here,” he said, pointing at some of the glass.

	I held up my hand, but it was almost healed already. We both got lucky.

	Still shaken by my reaction, I bent to pick up some of the broken shelves.

	“Just leave it,” Kol said. “It’s my problem.”

	I ignored him and lifted it up to put it into the trash.

	“Please Kol, ask Harry for the money before this gets worse,” I begged. Now that they knew what they were facing, they might send something much worse our way. They might not bother with breaking in next time, they might just burn the place to the ground. Would they go that far? It would be hard to get their money back if we burned to death I suppose, but I had no idea how bad this Lewicki guy was. 

	Kol swept the glass into a pile in the middle of the floor. “I’m not asking him. I have a plan.”

	“What plan?”

	He sighed. “Just trust me, I’ll get it sorted.”

	“You better. I’ll look up a locksmith. We don’t want to leave the door like that overnight.”

	Grabbing my phone, I scrolled through the search engine for someone. Kol didn’t speak as he cleaned up. He seemed exhausted. I felt the same way now that the wolf had retreated. I needed to find a safe place to run soon or risk something worse. What if I turned in the middle of the street? Or lost it and actually killed someone? Tomorrow I would check out the maps of the area and find somewhere suitable. 

	“I found a locksmith. I’ll give them a call,” I said.

	Kol waved a hand at me to say go ahead. Sighing, I made the call. He agreed to come out but it would cost a fortune. It would be a long night.

	When is this going to end?
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	Jade

	While Kol got ready to open up the store the next morning, I made a call to Harry. If Kol wouldn’t ask him for the money, that didn’t mean I couldn’t. Whatever plan he had, it may not work and we needed a plan B.

	“Hello?” Harry said when he answered.

	“Harry, I need to ask a favor. Not for me, for Kol.”

	I moved to the door to make sure Kol was still downstairs. I could hear him moving something around.

	“Okay, what can I do?”

	“He’s got into some trouble with a loan shark and they’ve been sending people around to wreck his shop until they get it.” I knew I shouldn’t be sharing Kol’s business, but it was only Harry and if he could help then it would be worth it.

	“I take it he doesn’t want to involve the police,” Harry asked.

	“No, but I thought that if you could front him the money, he could get these guys off his back. Obviously, he would pay you back and he wouldn’t have to worry about you taking a baseball bat to his legs.” I didn’t like asking him, but it seemed like the best solution. Certainly a lot safer.

	“I take it from the fact that you are asking me, that Kol doesn’t actually know anything about this.”

	“That would be correct,” I admitted.

	“I don’t have a problem lending him the money, but I really think you should speak to him first. This should come from him.”

	“Okay, I’ll talk to him. Thanks, Harry.” I hung up the phone as I heard Kol coming up the stairs. Tossing it into my bag, I finished putting on my shoes for work.

	Kol came in carrying cleaning supplies in a bucket. “I’m about to open up. I think I scrubbed every inch of the place, it’s never been so clean.”

	“That’s great. Listen, Kol, I had a word with Harry and he said that he doesn’t have a problem lending you the money to get this Lewicki guy off your back.”

	Kol slammed the cleaning supplies onto the kitchen counter. “You did what?”

	I held my hands up. “Don’t get mad. This is the best way to sort things and Harry won’t mind if you need time to pay him back.”

	His normally pale face flushed red. “Who the hell do you think you are? Why would you tell Harry anything? This is my problem, Jade, not yours and certainly not Harry’s. I don’t need his money and I’m not taking it.”

	“Why are you being so stubborn?”

	“I don’t need a handout!”

	“It’s not a handout, it’s a loan. Why won’t you let me help you?” I said, my voice rising.

	“Enough! This is my life, my business and I don’t need your help. Stay the hell out of it or find somewhere else to live.” He stormed out, slamming the door behind him.

	What the hell?

	He didn’t mean that surely? I wanted to help him, why couldn’t he see that? Would he really throw me out? 

	Shit, what have I done? I needed to stop being so impulsive. I can’t help it though, I tend to jump in feet first and worry about the consequences later. If I ended up homeless, they would be some pretty hefty consequences. 

	Retrieving my purse, I sloped downstairs to head to work. Kol didn’t look up from the counter as I passed him.

	Better to let him cool off or I could end up sleeping on the streets tonight.

	I could cook us something later, try and apologize, although I didn’t see why I needed to. If he wanted his own stupid pride to get in the way of a reasonable solution then that was on him.

	I bit my tongue, no, that was my own stupid pride getting in the way. I would apologize and fix this with him.

	Harry was speaking to someone in the other office when I came in. I hoped it was a paying client. While Regine’s case took up all our time, we still weren’t earning anything. I could probably drop some more business cards off around the city during lunch. 

	The door opened and a man in a blue shirt exited. He glanced nervously at me and then hurried to the door.

	“Who was that?” I asked.

	“A contact,” Harry said. He seemed to have a lot of these ‘contacts’ but it was a mystery to me where he met them or how they knew what went on in this city. I imagined it involved more bribes.

	“What did he have to say?”

	“According to him, Reynolds is hosting a party tomorrow night. It is invitation only.”

	“Are you suggesting we crash it?” I asked.

	“Well, no, I think I can wrangle a ticket. It might be the only way to get near Reynolds. If we could get a confession from him, then we would have an answer for Regine.”

	“Okay, but I don’t have anything to wear.”

	“I’m sure you can get something in the stores. Take my credit card. What happened with Kol?”

	“He didn’t go for it. In fact, he got angry about it.”

	“Well, I expected that.”

	“You did?”

	“Kol is very proud and I don’t think he likes the idea of anyone bailing him out.”

	Sighing, I took a seat at the desk. “I know. But the alternative is these guys come back and try to hurt him again. I just want him to be safe.”

	“I’m sure he knows that. Give him time to cool off and try again.”

	“Yeah, I will. So how are we going to get this confession?” I asked.

	“I think we’ll have to try and trick it out of him. I’ve researched as much as possible on him and no one seems to be able to tell me what he actually is.” 

	“Everyone thinks he’s brilliant and he has a knack for making money, maybe he’s a Mesmer,” I suggested. Mesmer’s could control people’s minds, that would come in handy when running a multi-million dollar corporation. He could also convince a girl to sit still while he slashed her throat. 

	“Perhaps. We need to be ready for anything. I think we should work separately. One of us speaks to him while the other will act as back up in case he tries something.”

	“Then I’m guessing I’ll need something with cleavage,” I said, referring to the dress.

	“Funny, I thought I’d do the same,” Harry joked.

	“Hey, as long as we don’t end up wearing the same dress, it won’t be a problem.”

	I took his credit card and headed out to find a dress. I’m not much of a dress wearer, but I’d stand out in shorts and a tank top I imagined. I’d probably need shoes too. 

	Stopping by a store, I spotted a black dress in the window which looked like it would do for a fancy party. Stepping inside, I was immediately approached by a salesgirl.

	“Can I help you?” she asked, giving me the once over. I was used to that look, despite wearing my work clothes I still didn’t look ‘designer’ enough for a store like this.

	“Yes, I wanted to see how much the dress in the window is?” I asked.

	She gave me a tight smile. “It’s quite expensive.”

	“That’s not an actual price,” I pointed out, waving the credit card around. 

	She moved to check the tag while I glared at her back. Why did women like her have to be such bitches? Looking down their noses at people like me. Money wasn’t everything. 

	She returned carrying the dress over her arm. She showed me the tag and I tried not to react. $800. “Perfect, can I try it on?” I asked. There was no way I would give this bitch the satisfaction of walking out after seeing the price, but maybe I could say it didn’t fit. It would be less embarrassing.

	I was shown to the changing room and left to it. Dumping my clothes on the bench, I stepped into the dress and slipped it on. I didn’t expect it to look so good on me.

	Turning left and right, I checked out how it looked from every angle. It did fit, so I couldn’t pretend that it didn’t. $800 though. What if I kept the tags on and returned it after the party? Yes, that seemed like the best way to do it. 

	Removing the dress, I put my clothes back on and headed for the register. Buying something like this was a foreign experience to me. I used to get my clothes from thrift stores or the bargain bin at cheap clothing stores. More often than not, I just stole what I needed. I’m not proud of it, but I didn’t have any money then either. 

	The woman who served me waited for me at the register. I suspected she had kept a close eye on me from the second I entered the store. “Do you need anything else?” she asked.

	“Oh, I need shoes to go with it,” I said. I only owned a pair of boots and some flat black shoes I bought for work. Neither of which would go with this dress.

	She showed me their collection. I chose a pair of black strappy shoes with a low heel. No way was I going around in stilettoes, I would break an ankle. The shoes added another $300 onto the bill. I doubted very much that I could return them, but I guess I could pay Harry back as soon as we started making any money. 

	I guess I do see Kol’s point about handouts.

	The woman rang up the items and I swiped the card. “Have a nice day,” the woman said, a little more friendly now that the clothes had been paid for. 

	I forced a smile, grabbing my bag and leaving. I made sure to hold onto the receipt, hoping that she wasn’t working when I returned.
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	“Who am I kidding?” I muttered to myself.

	I may have liked the dress in the store, but now I had to go out in public in it, I was having serious doubts. I could barely walk in the heels and I knew I would never fit in at some rich party. Lifting my leg, I adjusted the strap on my left shoe. How could anyone walk around in these all day? 

	As I exited the bathroom, Kol looked up from the couch. He had barely acknowledged me since our argument, but the dress got his attention.

	“Have I slipped into the Twilight Zone?” he asked.

	“Hilarious,” I said. “Is it really that bad?”

	He seemed to remember that he was angry at me and shrugged his shoulders.

	“Fine, guess it will have to do,” I said, heading for the door. 

	“Urgh, this doesn’t mean I forgive you,” he said, getting up off the couch. He grabbed my arms and directed me in front of the mirror and started twisting my hair back. I planned on wearing it down, but honestly, Kol probably knew better than me. A blind nun probably had better style than me, let’s be honest.

	He pinned my hair into place and scrutinized me in the mirror. “Don’t you have any makeup?”

	“I am wearing makeup,” I pointed out. I didn’t own much, a little concealer and some mascara was all I really needed. Even then, I didn’t wear it often.

	“Not even a lipstick?”

	Rolling my eyes, I headed back into the bathroom and retrieved the only thing I had that came close, tinted lip balm. “This is all I have.”

	“It will have to do.”

	I put it on, feeling more stressed about this whole thing than I had a moment ago. 

	“Better?” I asked, turning so Kol could check me out. 

	He took a step back, hand on his chin as he checked me out. “It will do.”

	“That makes me feel loads better, thanks,” I said sarcastically. 

	Grabbing my phone, I left the apartment to go meet Harry. He was waiting in the car, dressed in a tux. 

	Very 007.

	“Shall we?” he asked.

	“If we must,” I muttered.

	He drove out to Reynold’s mansion, which was lit up like a Las Vegas hotel. Expensive cars lined the driveway. I guess Reynolds had a lot of friends.

	“Do I look okay?” I asked, adjusting the black dress for the fifth time as we headed for the door. I wasn’t used to wearing anything like this, I hated dresses, but I had to admit, I enjoyed dressing up just a little. I never got the chance before and now that I was here, I felt a little more relaxed.

	“You look lovely, Jade,” Harry said. 

	We moved up to the door and Harry handed over an invitation. The man checked it. “Mr. Stewart and…?”

	“Partner,” Harry replied. Partner was true, but they would assume we were a couple. Not something I minded. The man nodded and waved us inside.

	“How did you get an invitation?” I asked.

	“It involved a lot of money and a little magic.”

	“Damn, what’s so great about this guy anyway?” It certainly leaned more toward the Mesmer theory. I guess a lot of the supernaturals in this city were doing better than expected. 

	The house was huge, with a giant crystal chandelier in the foyer. Waiters moved around in uniform, while all the women looked like movie stars in their dresses. I imagine they paid a lot more than $800 for their dresses. They probably paid more than that for a ticket in here. $800 was nothing to them. 

	“Where do you think he is?”

	“I’m not sure, but let’s not stand too close together.”

	“I look that bad?” I asked.

	“No, of course not. Better that Reynolds doesn’t know there are two of us.”

	“Oh, right. Let’s do it.”

	We headed into the main room, I stayed a few steps ahead of Harry like he said. A few women looked my way, but they didn’t seem interested in me. They probably pegged me as someone’s mistress.

	I scanned the room, trying to be casual about it. Then I spotted him. Reynolds stood across the room, sipping champagne. 

	Harry moved closer, pretending to check his phone. “Well?”

	“I’m going in.”

	“Be careful,” Harry warned.

	I hoped Reynolds didn’t recognize me from the other day, but even if he did, I would play dumb. If he thought I was Kandy’s friend, he might assume I was in the same line of work as her. I didn’t want anyone thinking that about me, but if it worked in my favor, I would just run with it.

	“Hi, there,” I said, as I approached him.

	He stared at me for a moment, a hint of a smirk on his face. “Yes?”

	“I really love this house, do you know who owns it?”

	“I do.”

	“Oh. Then maybe you could give me a tour of this place,” I said, taking his arm.

	He extracted his arm from mine. “I don’t think so. I don’t go near mongrels.”

	That one stung. Ever since I arrived here, I’ve been treated as less than. Actually, I have been treated that way most of my life. Shifters have always been treated like shit but I wasn’t going to take it from a murdering scumbag like him.

	I moved back to stand beside Harry. “He isn’t interested. Care to try your luck?” I said.

	“We need to get him alone, but I don’t want to let him know that we are working together.”

	“Okay, let me try again. I’ll get him to leave the room.”

	A waiter walked by with a tray of champagne. I snagged one off it and knocked it back. I’m not a drinker, but I needed it after my run in with Reynolds. If cleavage didn’t work, I guess I would have to resort to threats instead.

	Reynolds was chatting to some blonde. I waited until she moved on before going up to him again. “Listen up, you son of a bitch, I know exactly what you’ve done, so unless you want me to tell everyone here, let’s go somewhere more private and talk.”

	He stared at me with contempt. “Lead the way.”
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	Reynolds followed me out to the hallway. I could feel the anger radiating from him, I didn’t need a mind reader to tell me how he felt. None of the guests had ventured out here so I assumed this was a private part of the house. The hallway led to several doors, all of which were closed. How many rooms did one person need?

	“What do you know?” he said, his voice menacing. Now that we were away from the others, I could smell a weird odor off him. He was probably some kind of shapeshifter, but nothing I had ever smelled before. Kind of like a mix of freshly mown grass and tar.

	Let’s just hope he doesn’t have the power to melt my eyeballs.

	“Everything,” I said, crossing my arms. “Especially when it comes to the club.” I wondered if I should have a tape recorder running. I assumed Regine would accept my word for it, she certainly didn’t like the guy if she pointed us in his direction, but she might want proof she could use. 

	He narrowed his eyes at me. “What do you want? Money?”

	Not denying it then, but not admitting to anything either. It looked like we would have to do this the hard way.

	“No. I want you to say it. I want you to admit that you murdered a woman.” Then there would be no doubt.

	Reynolds looked confused. “What the hell are you talking about?”

	If he didn’t think I was talking about Kandy, what did he think I was accusing him of? “Kandy from the club. You cut her throat, admit it.”

	Shaking his head, he turned away from me. “Crazy bitch.”

	I grabbed his arm to stop him. The next thing I knew, I hit the wall hard, his hand around my throat. He lifted me off the ground so my feet dangled in the air. I clawed at his hand but he was crazy strong.

	“Who the hell do you think you are? I didn’t kill anyone, but I might just kill you if you don’t get the hell out of my house.”

	On instinct, I brought my knee up, catching him in the balls. He let out a grunt and released me. I dropped to the ground gasping for air.

	When he raised his head again, his eyes glowed red. “You’ll pay for that,” he growled.

	His body started jerking wilding and long black spines sprouted from his back and arms, tearing through his clothes.

	“What the fuck?” I whispered, backing away. What the hell was he? I’ve never seen anything like him.

	He swung his fist at my head. I ducked and his hand struck the wall behind me, leaving a dent.

	Fuck this. 

	I ran.

	 

	***

	Harry

	 

	“Drink, sir?” the waiter asked me, holding the tray of champagne out toward me.

	“No, thank you,” I said, trying not to look at it. Ever since I left Crestwood, it had become harder to avoid alcohol. That itch was always there, but I was determined not to give into it. That’s why it was important to stay busy and keep up with training. The tai chi and sparring wasn’t only to help Jade, it kept me focused too. I should probably check for a local AA meeting in case I needed it.

	Jade still hadn’t returned to the room. Reynolds probably didn’t react well to being confronted. I headed for the hall to see if she needed any back up. It bothered me that we never found out what kind of supernatural he is. Even rumors. It meant he had reach or he was very careful never to reveal himself to anyone. 

	Someone stepped in front of me, blocking my path. 

	“Kate,” I said, shocked to see her here. Judging by her attire, she was here on business and not a guest of the party. I assumed she wasn’t here alone either. Sure enough I could see a man in a cheap suit on the other side of the room.

	“Considering the kind of party this is and why I’m here, maybe it would be better if you call me Detective Bell,” she said. 

	“I don’t understand. Has someone been murdered?”

	“Not yet. But the owner is a suspect in another case. A woman disappeared at a party just like this one.”

	“I’m afraid I don’t know anything about it.” I tried to get by her, but she moved again to block me. I needed to find Jade before Reynolds did anything to her. Or caused her to shift if she found herself in danger.

	“Why are you here, Harry?” Kate asked, placing her hands on her hips. 

	“I got an invitation and I thought it might be the place to network. Now I see it’s not that kind of place.” It did look highly suspect, but right now I needed to concentrate on finding Jade. Preferably without making Kate any more suspicious. 

	Kate opened her mouth to reply when there was a smashing noise from above us and a thump heavy enough to shake the chandelier in the middle of the room. A few of the guests looked slightly worried, then they returned to their drinking. I guess they didn’t care enough to check it out. It had to be Jade. 

	Kate looked up at the ceiling then at me, as though I was responsible. “Where’s your partner? Jade, is it?”

	“Um, she’s around. I think she went to the bathroom. I’ll fetch her and we’ll get out of here.” I didn’t want to be rude but she needed to get out of my way.

	There was another smashing sound, this one sounded like a window and a few seconds later, someone screamed from the back of the house. It didn’t sound like Jade, but that didn’t mean she was okay. What if Reynolds threw her out a window? Heart thumping, I tried to push by Kate, but she placed a hand on my chest, holding me back.

	“Stay here,” Kate ordered and ran from the room. I waited until she was out of sight and then I went to look for Jade myself. I just prayed she was okay.

	Jade where are you?
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	In the chaos, I managed to get myself lost in this maze of a house. I picked a direction and ran, finding a staircase which took me up. I assumed I could find my way to the front staircase and get back downstairs but now I had no idea where I was. Everything was in darkness and I wasn’t stopping long enough to find a light switch. Reynolds was too close to do anything but run.

	Running through a huge mansion with a killer on my heels – why does this seem familiar?

	Turning left, I ducked into one of the bedrooms as I heard Spiney coming up the hallway. Did he have control in that form? What if he wandered into the middle of the party? That could really ruin the mood.

	If I could get back downstairs then maybe he wouldn’t follow me and I could get the hell out of here in one piece.

	Where the hell is Harry?

	I thought it was painfully obvious by now – I’m the muscle and he’s the firepower. And muscle wouldn’t cut it on this occasion. That guy could probably crush me like a bug.

	The bedroom didn’t offer many places to hide. I doubted he would be fooled by me hiding under the bed. Reynolds would find me in seconds. I took a step toward the door to find somewhere else, when there was loud thump from outside. Shit! I needed to do something. Looking around, I spotted the window. It wasn’t the greatest solution, but it beat just waiting here to be eaten. 

	Opening the window, I leaned out to take a look. There was a ledge running around the house, but it was so thin, I wasn’t sure I would be able to stand on it. There was another thump. I didn’t have much of a choice.

	Pulling my shoes off, I dropped them on the floor and climbed out onto the ledge. Good thing I’m not Harry, he hates heights. Can’t say I liked them much anymore, not after Gideon took me for an impromptu flight into the air before dropping me. I still had nightmares about that one. 

	Inching along the ledge, I moved slowly, looking for another window to climb through. There was a crash from the room as Reynolds broke through the door. I tried to move faster, worried he would try and follow, although I didn’t think the ledge would hold him.

	For all I know he might be able to fly! I pushed that thought aside, I needed all my concentration not to fall to the gravel below.

	I reached the edge of the house. Now came the tricky part. I gripped the edge of the wall tightly as I moved around the corner. My foot slipped and I almost lost my balance. Throwing myself flush against the wall, I clung to it, breathing hard. 

	Please don’t let me fall.

	I might not die from the fall, but I could hardly explain a fall that I could walk away from and it would hurt like hell landing on gravel in my bare feet. Not to mention what it would do to this dress although I’m sure it was beyond saving at this point. Good thing we were at the back of the house, less chance of being seen by any of the guests. At least until I fell past the window and they all got a good look at me.

	When I felt steady again, I moved on. I reached a balcony and managed to climb over, scraping my knee in the process. I tried the handle, relieved when the door opened. Staggering inside, I found myself back in the hallway. I needed to get back downstairs. 

	As I took a step forward, Reynolds appeared from one of the rooms, still transformed. He moved toward me, taking slow menacing steps.

	“There you are,” he said, his voice sounding high pitched and nasally.

	“You won’t get away with this, I didn’t come here alone,” I said.

	“No, you came with the English guy. Don’t worry, when I’m done with you, I’ll torture him to death and bury you both in the same shallow grave.”

	There was nowhere to run, I had to try and fight him. Concentrating, I extended my claws, knowing it probably wouldn’t be enough.

	He reached behind him and ripped one of the spines free from his back. Another instantly grew in its place.

	That is disgusting. He has his own built in weapons.

	He slashed at me with it. I jumped back, but the tip caught on the strap of my dress and I heard the fabric tear.

	“Son of a bitch,” I snarled. I knew I had a lot more to worry about than the dress but damn him.

	I kicked out, catching him in the gut. He staggered back a few steps but still brandished his weapon. I had nothing that would get close to him.

	Backing up a few steps, I considered trying to get back out the window, but I’d never get back onto the ledge without him catching me.

	“What are you waiting for?” I said. Let’s just get it over with.

	Reynolds ran at me, the spine raised. I didn’t have anywhere else to go, so I threw myself to the ground. Reynolds was moving too fast to stop, he crashed through the doors behind me, over the balcony and plummeted to the ground below.

	Getting to my feet, I ran to look. A fall like that probably wouldn’t kill him.

	I groaned in disgust when I saw him. The fall might not have killed him, but the metal fencing he now lay impaled on, did the job. It surrounded the property. Reynolds had returned to his human form, his spines gone, though they might have a hard time explaining the holes in his suit.

	As people gathered on the lawn, a scream went up. I took that as my cue to get the help out of there.
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	After everyone ran outside to get a look at Reynold’s body, I grabbed my shoes from the room and hurried back downstairs. I found Harry in the foyer, looking worried.

	“There you are. What happened?” he asked, grabbing my arms. 

	“Reynolds transformed into this weird thing with spines. He went for me and fell out the window. Pretty sure he’s dead.”

	“Are you hurt?” Harry asked.

	“I’m fine.”

	He reached out his hand toward my neck. “Um, there are marks on your neck.”

	“Oh. They’ll fade.” I rubbed at them. I guess Reynolds had a stronger grip than I thought. If I was human, I’d probably be dead.

	“Yes, but they might not before Detective Bell returns.”

	“She’s here!” Why was that woman everywhere all of a sudden? 

	He nodded, taking off his tux jacket. “Here put this on and try to cover it up.”

	I wrapped myself in his jacket, hoping Kate didn’t look too closely or ask any awkward questions. We stood near the queue of onlookers, trying to blend in. Eventually Kate and another cop ushered everyone back inside so they could secure the crime scene.

	“We could make a run for it,” I suggested as we were herded toward the main room.

	“She knows we’re here. It would look too suspicious.”

	I wasn’t looking forward to getting grilled by the woman, I just wanted to go home and get cleaned up. I opened the jacket and glanced down at the dress. The fabric was covered in dust and there was a tear on the shoulder.

	Fuck I’m not getting my money back now. It was the last time I ever bought something so expensive. 

	We stood in the corner of the living room while the police questioned everyone. I’m sure everyone was telling the same story, they saw nothing. I just hoped no one saw me leave the room with Reynolds. If they did, I would have to make something up.

	“Are you sure you’re okay?” Harry asked, as I chewed on my fingernails.

	“Yeah, I’m fine.” 

	Kate finally headed our way, a grim look on her face. I kept my head bent trying to cover my neck as best as possible, although I’m sure it was healed by now.

	“Do you two want to tell me what you’re doing here? At the home of a man famous for his sex parties? A man now dead. Or why you were seen hanging out at a well-known strip club?”

	I glanced at Harry. What the hell could we say that wouldn’t incriminate us? We didn’t need Kate hounding us while we tried to work. She might end up stumbling on the truth or learning that supernaturals existed.

	“I, uh…I’m a big ol’ whore,” I said.

	“Excuse me?” Kate said.

	I glanced at Harry. His eyes were wide with shock, but he didn’t say anything. What the hell could he say to that?

	“Yep, I go to clubs and parties like this to meet men,” I went on, cringing at every word. It wasn’t the greatest excuse, but it didn’t get us accused of murder.

	Kate looked to Harry and I saw her expression change to one of horror. She thought Harry was a part of this.

	“Not for money,” I quickly amended. “Nothing like that. It’s an addiction. Harry came here to stop me. He’s a good friend.” No point in throwing him under the bus. 

	“Yes…” Harry said slowly. “I’m always telling her to stop her…whoring ways.”

	Kate looked at us like we were insane. I couldn’t blame her. 

	She cleared her throat. “Did you talk to Mr Reynolds at any point this evening?”

	“Um, yeah, briefly when we arrived. I was complimenting him on his house. But he disappeared after that.”

	She made a note of it in her notebook. I’ve never felt more humiliated in my life, why the hell did I say that? I mean it seemed like a good way to cover up our reason for being here, but it hardly painted me in a good light.

	I’m sure I’ve been accused of worse though.

	Kate lowered her notebook. “Look, I don’t know what you two are really up to, but I warned you about screwing around on my turf. I mean…” She realized what she had said. “Just watch your backs. If I find out you were involved in anyway, you’ll both be in a world of trouble.”

	She gave us a glare before moving onto the next guest. 

	“What the hell did you say that for?” Harry whispered.

	“I don’t know! It was the first thing that came to mind. She said this was a sex party, I just went with it.”

	“Let’s get out of here before we’re both arrested,” Harry said. We headed back to our car, now that we had given our statement. I imagined that Kate was going to be watching us very closely from now on. We would have to be on our best behavior. I would need to be extra careful if I found a spot to run too, in case she put us under surveillance. 

	I knew Harry should have stayed away from her. Why didn’t he listen to me?

	As we drove back, I wondered what would happen with Reynolds now. He changed back into his human form after he died, but who knew what an autopsy would turn up. I’m sure he had provisions in place in case something like this happened. His body would be removed from the morgue which I’m sure would really rile Kate up.

	“How do you think Regine will react to the news?” I asked.

	“If he’s the one responsible, I think she’ll be happy. Did he confess?”

	“Actually, no. Not to Kandy’s murder, but given how he reacted I think its clear he was lying.”

	“I’m sorry, I should have gone with you. I was going to go looking, but Kate cornered me. She said that Reynolds was a suspect in a girl’s disappearance.”

	“Another one?” How many girls had the man killed? 

	“It seems so.”

	“Then it’s a good thing he’s dead. At least now he can’t hurt anyone else.”
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	Kol

	I sat on the couch, staring at the TV, but I couldn’t take in what I was watching. I couldn’t believe Jade would pull a stunt like that. Asking Harry for the money, like I was some charity case? She was the one living off me! 

	I would never forgive her for this. I spent my whole life living as a prince, everything done for me. If I failed at this, I would do it by myself. 

	In the end, the only thing I could do was try and sell my client less of the product. Whoever took the call said that he wouldn’t be happy, but he would get back to me. So far, nothing. I didn’t hold out much hope. If Lewicki made another visit, I probably wouldn’t have a shop to worry about anyway.

	Jade came in, wrapped in a man’s dinner jacket. She looked dishevelled and she was limping.

	“What the hell happened to you?” I asked, in spite of my anger.

	“Attacked by a creature with spines,” she said as she headed into the bathroom and shut the door.

	If it was anyone else…but Jade had a knack for getting herself almost killed. I got up and made her a cup of tea. I may be angry, but I’m not a monster. I’m sure she had a dramatic tale to tell. I wondered if Harry would hire me when I lost this place. It sure seemed like an exciting place to work.

	She came out of the bathroom a short while later, dressed for bed, looking miserable. Trudging across the room, she checked her reflection in the mirror on the wall, trying to fix her hair which had become a tangled mess. What the hell had she been up to?

	“Are you okay?” I asked.

	“No. I ruined my damn dress and now I have to pay Harry $800 for it.”

	“He asked for it?”

	“No, of course not. But I’m not taking his money…” she trailed off.

	“So you do understand where I’m coming from.”

	“It’s not the same. Harry isn’t going to have my legs broken. I don’t want anything to happen to you.”

	“I’m touched.” I guess she did just want to help. I couldn’t be angry at her for that. 

	She turned to glare at me. “Well, you should be, loser! I couldn’t stand it if anything happened to you or Harry.”

	Smiling, I handed her the tea, planting a kiss on her head. “Same.”

	She took a sip of the tea. 

	“So what happened tonight?” I asked.

	Jade settled on the couch to tell me the whole story. It sounded like she got lucky, again. I know I felt better about the whole mind reading incident if that’s what the guy did.

	“Where was Harry in all of this?” I asked.

	“He got way laid by Detective Bell. I swear she’s only interested in dating him.” 

	I laughed. “So?”

	“So, she’s not right for him. He needs to stay away from him,” Jade said, finishing off her tea.

	“Sounds like you like Harry,” I laughed.

	“No,” Jade snapped. She put her cup down and wrung her hands. “Not like.”

	“What do you mean?”

	“I think...I think I’m in love with him,” she said.

	I chuckled, then I realized she was being completely serious. “Wait, what?”

	“Don't look at me like that.” She sighed, running her hands through her hair.

	“Harry?” I said incredulously.

	“Yes.” She got to her feet and started pacing the floor.

	“Harry? The one you work with? British guy, wears suits all the time.”

	“Yes,” Jade said through gritted teeth.

	I tried to comprehend what she was saying. “Harry?”

	“For God’s sake, Kol,” she snapped.

	“I’m sorry, I’m just surprised. Why?”

	“Because...” she trailed off. Hardly a compelling argument. “I just do.”

	“Have you told him?”

	“Of course I haven’t told him and you can’t say a word. Swear to me, Kol.”

	“I won’t say anything but I think you should if you feel this strongly.”

	She flopped onto the couch. “There’s no point.”

	“Why not?”

	“Because I know what will happen. He’ll give me some speech about how he’s flattered but not interested and I’ll never be able to look him in the eye again.”

	“You don’t know that.” Although I think she was right.

	“Yes, I do. Please, Kol, forget I said anything.”

	I promised not to, I wouldn’t do that to her. But Harry! I mean I do like the guy, but he did not seem like her type at all. But what would I know? It’s not like I had one. I just hoped she knew what she was doing and didn’t get her heart broken.

	“I’m going to go to bed,” I said, getting up off the chair. As I did, my phone buzzed in my pocket. Pulling it free, I saw a blocked number flash up.

	Curious I answered. “Hello?”

	“We agree to the shipment. But we will need more before the end of the month. A courier will be there tomorrow and payment will be made upon delivery.” The caller hung up.

	“Holy shit,” I said.

	“What?”

	“A buyer is going to take a rare potion from me. It’s enough money to pay off Lewicki, plus interest. Which you know that asshole is going to try and charge me.”

	“Seriously?”

	“Yeah, I did it!” 

	Jade got to her feet and hugged me. This solved everything and once I had sold it, I could source more of the rare herb, he might even become a regular customer. Things were finally turning around. 

	“Let’s celebrate. You’ve solved your case and I saved my shop.”

	I grabbed a bottle of tequila for us from the kitchen.

	“You know I don’t really drink,” Jade said.

	“Come on, you can have one,” I said.

	Shrugging she took the shot from me and knocked it back, instantly gagging. I laughed wildly. “Don’t worry, Jade, we’ll make a drinker out of you yet.”

	“That is disgusting,” she said, then held out her glass for another.
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	Stepping into the club, I scanned the crowd for Regine, trying to ignore my aching head. I knew I shouldn’t have let Kol convince me to drink so much. It was the first time I was able to drink without the wolf getting away from me, in fact she seemed pretty relaxed during it. Maybe I changed that time with Brett because I was so nervous. Whatever the reason, it was a relief. It meant I could chill out every once in a while. If all our cases were like the one for Regine, I would need it.

	It looked like business was booming tonight at Easy Ride. Maybe Regine got a new girl in. The one on stage at the moment was a redhead in a sparkly pink thong. I wondered what type of supernatural she might be, since Regine only seemed to hire them. She smiled at the men waving their dollar bills at her and I swear I could see fangs. 

	She doesn’t have vampires in here, does she?

	Creeped out, I weaved my way through the crowd.

	“Hey, baby, dance for me,” one guy practically screamed in my ear, waving some bills in my face.

	“Drop dead,” I said, shoving him away. Did I look like I was here to pole dance? He stumbled, looking stunned, but he was so wasted he immediately turned his attention to another girl and tried the same crap with her.

	I spotted Regine by the end of the bar, sipping on a glass of champagne. I guess she had reason to celebrate. With Reynolds dead she didn’t have to worry about him coming after anymore of her girls. Maybe she already heard the news.

	Squaring my shoulders, I headed toward her, praying she would be happy about the killer being revealed and would leave me alone. 

	I shot a glance at Bobby as I passed by. He flashed me a devilish smile and I quickly averted my gaze. As hot as he was, I doubted any good would come from going anywhere near him. 

	“Regine?” I said, stopping beside her.

	She turned to look at me, a bemused look on her heavily made up face. “Yes?”

	“I came to tell you that we got the guy, he’s dead. You don’t have to worry about him anymore.”

	She arched an eyebrow. “You killed him?”

	“No, he attacked me and ended up dead accidentally.”

	She smirked, revealing her white teeth. “Well, looks like you have more bite in you than I gave you credit for.”

	“I didn’t kill him,” I hissed. Killing someone for her was the absolute last thing I would do.

	Shrugging, she turned her attention back to the stage. “Whatever you say. Is that all?”

	“What about what we discussed? You leaving me alone now.”

	“Did I agree to that?”

	The wolf growled within. She had taken enough of Regine's shit and if she wasn’t careful, the wolf would splatter her all over the stage. 

	“Do we have an agreement or not?” 

	Regine sighed. “Very well. You’re free to go.” She waved me away. 

	I felt relief flood through me and turned, eager to get away.

	“You passed the test,” Regine muttered.

	A normal person wouldn’t have heard it, but I did. Spinning on my heel, I asked, “What test?”

	“Go away, you’re bothering me.”

	She got up off her seat and headed into the back, her black dress fluttering.

	I should have walked away, gone back to the office and left it alone, but something told me there was more to those words than it seemed. 

	Hurrying after her, I followed her into her office. “What test?” I demanded.

	“I told you to leave,” she said, taking a seat at her desk.

	“Not until you tell me what you mean. You were testing me? Why? To see if I’m useful to you? I’m sure it helped when someone died here. Wait...did you kill Kandy?”

	She stared at me, no reaction on her face but I knew. She did it, she murdered Kandy. This whole time we were looking at the wrong suspect.

	“Why would you do that to one of your own employees? And why send us after that developer guy?”

	“Oh for God’s sake, I wanted him out of the way! He's been trying to buy up my property, to take over in this town and I can’t allow that. I’m the Queen, you were just another puppet in my little game.”

	I glared at her. “Like Kandy?”

	“That little bitch was always trying to pull a fast one. She would do anything to scam people, even tried to blackmail a few of the clients. I found out and offered to back her if she cut me in. Then she got bored. Didn’t want to play anymore. She threatened to leave if I didn’t pay her more. I don’t like ultimatums. I saw a way to get everything I wanted in one fell swoop. Killing Kandy got rid of her, setting up Reynolds got rid of him, and I even got to see how useful you could be to me. I know who to call now if I ever have any issues in the future.”

	“Go to hell,” I snarled.

	“You needed to learn how things work in this city. If you expect to survive, you better be prepared to get your hands dirty.”

	I stormed out, unable to listen to her anymore. I struggled to maintain my breathing as I headed back to the office. The wolf was going to break free.

	Staggering inside, I called for Harry. He ran to my side.

	“What’s wrong?” he asked.

	“I don’t think I can hold her back. You need to knock me out,” I said. A wolf loose in the city would create a panic, and draw attention to us. 

	“No, you can control it, Jade.”

	Harry led me to the couch in the corner and sat me down. “Just breathe. I’m right here.”

	He placed a hand on my back as I did as he asked. Gradually I felt her recede as I regained control. 

	Putting my head in my hands, I sighed. “I think I’m okay.”

	“What happened?” Harry asked.

	I told him what Regine had said. 

	“It was her all along?” he said.

	“I told you!”

	“But she agreed to leave you alone?”

	I nodded. “At least for now. But how long will that last?”

	“I don’t know, but we can’t let her rule our lives. For now, we should get on with our job.”

	“Yeah, with zero customers and no money.”

	There had to be something we could do to make Regine pay. She couldn’t just get away with this. But of course she could, she had the money and the power, we had nothing.

	I sat back against the couch, feeling defeated. I got played, again. I knew that bitch was up to something and I didn’t trust my instincts. Never again.

	“I’ll get you some water,” Harry said, getting up off the couch.

	As he poured it into the cup, the front door opened and a woman stepped inside. She clutched her purse in her hands, looking nervously at us.

	“Hello? Are you open?” she asked.

	“Yes, how can we help you?” Harry asked.

	“Well, I need help finding my daughter, she ran away from home.”

	Harry glanced over at me. Was this our actual first paying customer?

	“Of course, why don’t we go into the office and discuss it,” Harry said. 

	He motioned for me to follow. 

	The door opened again and an elderly couple came in. “Excuse me, who do we talk to about taking our case?” the man asked. 

	I got to my feet and smiled. “I can help you.”

	Harry headed into the office with the woman while I dealt with the couple. I wondered if word had gotten around about us or if they were just finally willing to give us a go.

	Maybe we had a shot at making this a success after all. 

	 


Epilogue

	 

	The night air was alive with sound of insects and other critters. I trekked through the bayou, hoping no one would see me. It seemed like the best place to run, but I worried about who might be out here. 

	Stopping by a tree, I closed my eyes, listening for any sounds that might pose a threat. When I felt sure that I was alone, I quickly removed my clothes and shifted into the wolf. 

	I came to just before dawn, lying by the water. I felt better having finally let her loose, but now I had to wonder how far I’d traveled away from my clothes.

	Getting to my feet, I heard something splash in the water nearby. 

	Please don’t be an alligator.

	I didn’t need to be eaten by something out here, not when I was supposed to be the apex predator.

	Hurrying through the trees, I tried to figure which direction I had gone in, but everything looked the same in the dark.

	I should have told Harry where I was going. I’m going to end up lost out here.

	I kept walking, surely, I had to find something sooner or later. Wrapping my arms around myself, I felt a chill run through me. It felt like I was being watched, which was ridiculous, no one would be out here. 

	I hope.

	Thoughts of Regine filled my head. She could have followed me out here, although I tried to be careful. 

	Well if she is out here, I have no problem kicking her ass.

	I knew I’d probably lose against her, but the anger made me feel a bit more confident about a fight.

	I stepped on something hard. Pausing, I leaned down and discovered one of my boots. 

	“Yes,” I whispered. I found my things.

	Redressing, I kept glancing around for someone. I couldn’t shake the feeling. 

	The quicker I get out of here the better.

	Breaking into a jog, I returned to Kol’s car, which he let me borrow. 

	As I unlocked it, I noticed something on the windshield. A piece of white paper.

	Snatching it up, I found a simple drawing of a red heart, nothing else. 

	“Now I’m officially creeped out.”

	I scanned the trees, trying to find my secret admirer, but if they were still here, then they were far enough away that I couldn’t hear them with my wolf hearing.

	“I don’t know who you think you are, but I’m not interested. Stay the hell away from me,” I yelled.

	With a final look around, I jumped into the car and drove off. If some sicko had been watching me, I didn’t want to run into them out here after shifting. The act exhausted me and that would affect my ability to fight. With a bit of luck this was all just a practical joke.

	Crumpling the piece of paper, I tossed it out the window as I drove.

	Good riddance.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	The Ripper of Mardi Gras: City For Lost Souls Book 2 is out later this year.
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